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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 an 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 Heir Sword, the Eastern Empire had slaughtered all the people of the Northern Empire. Because of this Heir Sword, a civil war had riven the Eastern Empire. Because of this Heir Sword, bandits besieged the Eastern Empire from across its northern border. Because of this Heir 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

The Eastern Imperial Sword—the object insignificant, its authority anything but. The blade is three feet long, composed of thousands of microscopic layers of a chromium-antimony alloy whose color suggests it is simply brass. The haft is an aluminum-silicon compound the color of pewter. Set in the pommel is a large diamond, perching uncomfortably on a blade and haft that devalue it. Embedded in the haft beneath the diamond are electrical circuits for storing and amplifying psychic power, circuits that protect both wielder and Sword. In addition, the circuits generate a psychic link between the Imperial Sword and the Heir Sword. Emperors rarely employ the link; in fact, whole reigns might pass without Emperors ever using it. Occasionally an Emperor does need to reclaim the Heir Sword from a usurper, or to disinherit an Heir. The Imperial Sword's primary function is to extend the range of an Emperor's talents to the farthest corners of Empire, and to limit those talents to that same boundary. Thus the Sword is the literal and figurative source of the Emperor's authority, and the only curb on the unbridled expansion of that authority.—The Best and Worst of Talismans: The Imperial Swords, by the Sorcerer Flowing Mind.

* * *

The glow emanating from the diamond died as Flying Arrow lowered the Imperial Sword. His left deltoid muscles throbbed from the psychic exertion. A drop of sweat rolled into his eye and stung. A cold, rebellious wind swirled around the Emperor as if to cast him off his pinnacle. Sheathing the Sword, he sleeved the moisture off his forehead and lifted the hatch set flush in the top of the castle spire. Descending a few steps, he pulled the hatch closed above him.

I hope Lofty Lion has the decency to meet me at the appointed time and place! he thought. He wanted to avoid having to summon the former Emperor again, relieved to have contacted Lofty Lion on the first try. He harbored every psi in the Sword's reservoir.

Not that that will guarantee I'll ever have an Heir! he thought.

Two days ago, Lurking Hawk had brought to Flying Arrow's attention a problem that he hadn't foreseen.

* * *

“What'll you do with two heirs, Lord Emperor?” the Sorcerer asked.

Flying Arrow scowled at Lurking Hawk. “What are you blathering about?” He'd gone to great lengths to impregnate her and then conceal the manner of it—so great that her being pregnant with twins hadn't struck him as particularly alarming.

The Sorcerer smiled. “Lord, need I recount Snarling Jaguar's subterfuge in usurping the Heir Sword from his brother?”

“Of course not, Lord Hawk, everyone knows the story. What's that have to do with me, eh?” Lurking Hawk's twisting history, Flying Arrow knew, expecting such distortions from the Traitor.

“The Emperor Scratching Jaguar fathered two boys only a few years apart, eh?” Lurking Hawk said. “Their proximity in age allowed Snarling Jaguar to disinherit his older brother.” The Sorcerer smiled at the Emperor, caressing the bracelet on his right wrist. “Lord, I don't intend to offend, but I must ask how you'll insure your own sons don't have a similar dispute.”

Flying Arrow hadn't given it a moment's thought. At the negotiations eight months ago, the Matriarch Bubbling Water had predicted, “one would be too few.” Flying Arrow had just assumed that one son would die before any strife developed between them. Then he'd dismissed the matter from his mind. He shrugged at the Sorcerer. “I'll only have one son and heir anyway.”

“So the Matriarch implied, Lord, but all the prescients I've spoken with tell me that any single vision has many interpretations. My interpretation, Lord Emperor, is that, yes, one will die. What no one can determine is when and in what manner that'll happen. In my humble opinion, Lord, you can shape the future by preventing any strife before it ever starts.”

Flying Arrow nodded. “That would be prudent, Lord Hawk.”

“I thought you might agree, Lord. What'll you do, eh?”

“I'm not sure.” An idea formed in his mind. Before thinking the idea through, he wanted the Sorcerer out of the room. Lurking Hawk could filch thoughts from others' minds with pickpocket dexterity. “Let me think on it awhile, eh? I'll tell you when I formulate a plan. I'm sure I'll need your advice in the matter.” Then he looked at Lurking Hawk suspiciously. “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.”

“Yes, blast him,” Flying Arrow muttered. “Where'd he hide the Sword?” The Northern Heir Sword had been missing for fifteen years, since the war. I have to find it! Flying Arrow thought. Now that the Imperial Consort had conceived twins, his frustration was a festering sore. If I had the Sword, I could give one to each of my sons! Then an Emperor Arrow would rule both the East and North! I know Lofty Lion knows where it is. Even the torture and execution of his every citizen wouldn't force the information from him. Infinite blast this whole rotten situation. “Perhaps you know, Lord Hawk,” Flying Arrow said.

“We both know I detest him for killing my father, Lord Emperor. He wouldn't trust me with a lock of his mane.”

“Skulking Hawk shouldn't have trafficked in talismans like that. Stupid to do something so blatantly illegal. He deserved to—” Flying Arrow saw that Lurking Hawk's mouth moved in time to his own. “You were … mouthing the words … as I said them!”

“I, Lord Emperor?”

“I saw you!” He tapped the Sword, lightning flashed, and the Traitor convulsed. “How dare you mock me!” He reached for the Sword again to rid himself of the Traitor forever. With an effort, he stopped himself, his left arm throbbing with gut-wrenching pain. Blast it, I still need him.

The Sorcerer dragged himself off the floor to a sitting position, wobbling drunkenly. “Forgive me, Lord,” Lurking Hawk said, his words slurred.

“Show me where the Northern Heir Sword is, Traitor!” he screamed.

“I don't know, Lord Emperor—I swear I don't know.”

Flying Arrow glowered at Lurking Hawk, wishing he could blast him all the way to the empty northern lands. Sighing, he massaged his left shoulder. “I'll kick your corpse another day, Traitor. Infinite curse the day I was born! How can I rule with such buffoons around me, eh? A Traitor Sorcerer. A prescient Matriarch who predicts in front of everyone that my consort's pregnant before I can use the information to advantage. A Prefect General who can't keep his grimy paws off a visiting barbarian Emperor in my own castle. Another Prefect General who squats across the border and throws his shit at me. A dunce consort who cuckolds me and gets pregnant! How the Infinite can I rule this blasted Empire, I ask you?!” Breathing heavily, Flying Arrow glared at Lurking Hawk.

“You've raised governing to a fine art, Lord Emperor.”

Tempted to shock him again, Flying Arrow scowled. Perhaps the Traitor's right—how else could I rule?

Sighing, Flying Arrow scrubbed his face with his palms, collecting himself. “Speaking of grimy paws, Groping Bear repatriates himself in two days,” he said, raising his head. “The General's been in exile eight months now. Enough time for him to think I've forgiven him his odious behavior, eh Lord Hawk?”

“You haven't, Lord Emperor? I'd never have known from your actions. I congratulate you on the depth of your dissimulation.”

“Thank you.” Flying Arrow wondered at the Sorcerer's odd emphasis. Lurking Hawk didn't usually fawn praise on him like some sequacious sycophant. He probably wants to insinuate himself back into my favor, Flying Arrow thought. “Dissembling through the repatriation proceedings with the Matriarch Water wasn't easy, but I succeeded in fooling her completely.” Flying Arrow chuckled. “When you implanted the Lord Bear after his 'inebriation,' you did install a disabler, eh?”

“I did, Lord Emperor. I haven't forgotten the rudiments of manipulation. The first lesson every Wizard learns is to plant a disabler in the subject's mind. Once implanted, always susceptible, eh? If that meddling Wizard Spraying Egret didn't remove the disabler, I'll manipulate the Usurper any time you want.”

“Yes, Lord Sorcerer, if.” Flying Arrow looked contemptuously at Lurking Hawk. Disgraceful that he couldn't penetrate the shields of the other Wizard! the Emperor thought, knowing the Traitor near the end of his usefulness. “Before you do anything stupid, I remind you I want the Usurper alive, eh? A known enemy is better than the unknown enemy who'll replace him.”

“So you've said on other occasions, Lord Emperor.”

“I repeat myself because of your thick skull, Lord Hawk. I haven't decided his penalty just yet. I ought to order him to perform some impossible task—like laying siege to the Tiger Fortress. Punishing the Lord Bear would be easier if he hadn't garnered such face while 'vacationing' in the Southern Empire, eh?”

“Indeed, Lord. What wizardry do you suppose the Usurper used to defeat those identical twin warriors while blindfolded?”

“Infinite knows, Lord Hawk. Then the insufferable peasant had to save the barbarian Jaguar from that assassin an hour later. Listen, the day after the repatriation ceremony and the Imperial Ball, the usurper will probably present some private missive from the barbarian. That's the time to check his mind for the disabler. I formally invite you to the ceremony and festivities, at which the Sorcerer's presence is obligatory. If Imperial business were to 'detain' you, though, your absence wouldn't be inexcusable, eh?”

“No, Lord, I'll surely find something to 'detain' me.”

“I thought as much.”

“When I check for the disabler, should I do more than just check?”

The idea forming in Flying Arrow's mind intruded upon his thoughts. Quickly, he suppressed it, hoping the Sorcerer hadn't detected it. “No, Lord Hawk, not yet. A more opportune time will come.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor.” Lurking Hawk sounded disappointed.

* * *

Descending the long stairwell inside the castle spire two days later, Flying Arrow smiled, preening his feathers that he was smarter than the barbarian Scratching Jaguar. He, the Lord Emperor Flying Arrow, knew how to thwart a struggle for the throne between identical twin sons!

The less the Traitor knew the better! Flying Arrow had set his idea in motion without consulting Lurking Hawk.

Hurrying down the stairs toward his private suite, the Emperor consulted his inner clock. Guarding Bear was due at the eastern audience hall for his official repatriation in another hour.

Flying Arrow lifted his arm to sniff his odor. Moisture darkened the armpits of his robes, outlined by rings of dried sweat. Psychic exertion always made him perspire as if a downpour had drenched him. He also felt famished. Entering his suite, he ordered a bath and a light meal. In the excretory-bath, Flying Arrow let the servants to undress him. As the robes came off his left shoulder, he saw the purple-black subcutaneous contusion on the deltoid muscles.

The arm and shoulder hurt like the Infinite. Lofty Lion, during their three-day duel fourteen years ago, had sliced open his upper left arm. Flying Arrow often felt the ghost of the original pain. Soothing Spirit hypothesized that the pain was like the itching an amputee might feel in his or her missing limb. After every psychic exertion, the Emperor's old wound hurt worse than the time before.

The bruising, though, was new. Flying Arrow had first noticed it months ago, but had no idea when it'd started. He hadn't mentioned the bruising to the Imperial Medacor. The bruises had healed each time as normal bruises would. I should speak with Soothing Spirit about it.

Mindful of the bruise, the ancient personal servant gently washed the tender left arm. He lifted the bucket of warm water to rinse the suds off Flying Arrow. “The Lady Consort has requested to dine with the Lord Emperor. Would that be his preference?”

“I feel magnanimous,” Flying Arrow said, nodding and closing his eyes. The water doused him, the warmth refreshing. Rising from the small stool, he stepped into the large sunken tub. Thanking the Infinite for hot baths, he immersed himself completely. He came up and spewed water, then moved to the submerged bench to recline and soak while he had time.

The servant left to make arrangements.

Thinking of his consort warmed him as well. Flying Arrow smiled, remembering their coupling the night before. Since she was enormously pregnant with his identical twin sons, their positions approached the acrobatic. We should do that little contortion more often.

“The Lord Emperor's meal is ready, and the Lady Consort is on her way up,” the servant said upon his return. “This humble servant has picked a few robes for the Lord Emperor's sagacious selection. In this humble servant's opinion, the ivory and teal with the turquoise tassels will do nicely for the occasion.”

“Thank you.” Flying Arrow stepped from the bath to let the servant dry him, still erect from thoughts of her.

“If this humble servant may be so forward as to comment, the Lord Emperor's size is quite admirable.”

“You may.”

Flowering Pine stepped into the excretory, her dress emphasizing her pregnancy. Seeing his tumescence, she smiled. “Leave us.” She held out her hand to take the towel from the servant.

* * *

“I feel famished,” Flowering Pine mumbled later as they hurried through the savory roast duck.

Smiling, Flying Arrow chewed quickly, his mouth full, both of them already expected at the audience hall. “They can wait a little longer, Lady. I want you to eat until surfeit, eh? Our sons are more important than this ridiculous repatriation ritual for the Usurper.”

“Don't call him that, Lord. He saved the Lord Emperor Jaguar's life! It's only right to welcome him like a hero, after all everyone honors and respects the Lord Bear and—”

“Eat!” Flying Arrow interrupted, knowing her liking for loquacity. Sometimes, after sharing their pleasures late at night, she'd start to talk, and Infinite blast it, he couldn't shut her up. He often fell asleep during her insipid soliloquies, which piqued her terribly. He got so tired after spending his seed that staying awake was difficult enough without her interminable prattle.

They finished quickly, and servants helped the unwieldy Consort gain her feet. Her burnished auburn hair contrasted well with her green, low-cut maternity robes. The flowing folds gathered above and below the protruding abdomen to emphasize the life growing to fruition within her. Her smile dimpling her face, she held her arm out to Flying Arrow. She looked radiant.

“Infinite bless you, sweetness and light,” he said.

Her complection flamed, her light skin blazing with blush.

Flying Arrow stiffened, took her arm with one hand and—

“Oh!” Flowering Pine yelped, slapping away his other. Grinning at each other, they stepped toward the door. A servant jumped to open it for them. Through it they passed, completely absorbed in each other.

“Time for my performance,” Flying Arrow said as they approached the hall.

They entered the packed audience hall from the door behind the dais. Striding straight up to Guarding Bear, Flying Arrow threw his arms around the larger man's chest, tossing decorum aside. “Lord Uncle, so good to have you back!” he said loudly, right into the General's ear. “Welcome!” He clasped the other's shoulders, not the slightest pause in his speech. “You look well, my friend! The Lord Emperor Jaguar treated you like an Emperor! After you saved his hide from that assassin, he ought to have given you his castle, eh? Beautiful pendant you're wearing—looks like solid gold. Was that your prize for defeating the Emperor Jaguar's best swordsmen? Thought so, Lord Uncle, and not a nick on you, eh? How are you, by the Infinite!”

Looking nonplussed, Guarding Bear stammered and stuttered, nodded and gestured as if groping for a response.

“It pleases me you're doing so well,” Flying Arrow said, as if Guarding Bear had answered. “Music!” he ordered loudly, gesturing at the musicians in the corner. Quiet strains of an old love ballad began. “Servant! Bring my illustrious Lord Uncle a drink! Get all the Lords and Ladies a drink! A salutation to the Lord Bear!” Flying Arrow grinned at the other man's discomfiture.

A flock of crystal chalices full to the brims flew from the service entrance. The tumblers distributed themselves to the assembled nobility of the Eastern Empire.

“Don't be so modest, Lord Bear. You've earned the accolades of an Empire!” A beverage settled into Flying Arrow's hand. Raising it above his head, he looked Guarding Bear in the eye. “I hereby dedicate this celebration to the only peasant I know who has the testicles to assault an Emperor! To the Lord General Guarding Bear, the blessings of the Infinite upon him!” As a cheer rose in accord, Flying Arrow drained his glass. The guests also emptied theirs, having to take their cues from the Emperor's lead. “Another one,” he murmured to no one.

A servant nonetheless heard him. Emptied chalices rose and left, almost colliding with the fresh beverages issuing forth.

“Lord Emperor Arrow, I feel so honored.” Guarding Bear finally found his voice, as if his tongue had needed lubrication. A full chalice floated down into his hand. “I couldn't have dreamed you'd laud my return so heartily! I'm not worthy of this—”

“Oh, but you are, Lord Uncle,” Flying Arrow interrupted. “A salutation!” Again he raised his glass toward the assembled nobles. “To the greatest swordfighter in all four Empires. May the Infinite guide the Lord Bear's blade into the hearts of our enemies!” As the assemblage cheered again, Flying Arrow drained his glass. Everyone likewise emptied theirs. “Another one,” he murmured.

The master servant sent full chalices from the service entrance before he collected the guests' dirty ones. The air in the audience hall glittered with crystal.

Guarding Bear bowed, his face growing red, the scar across his nose nearly purple. “Lord Emperor Arrow, I insist you cease this foolishness instantly! I've done nothing more than any man would try to do, Lord. I don't deserve a bit—”

“Nonsense, Lord Uncle,” Flying Arrow interrupted, lifting the full chalice and spilling not a drop. “To the man who saved the Lord Emperor Jaguar from the knife of an assassin. May the Infinite help the Lord General Guarding Bear to guard us all!” Again a cheer and again a glass emptied. Flying Arrow threw the chalice straight up. As it neared the ceiling, a servant caught it in a psychic grasp.

A multitude of emptied chalices followed it.

The Emperor lowered his gaze to the General's face. “Welcome home, Lord Uncle,” Flying Arrow said quietly, smiling and throwing his arms around Guarding Bear.

The celebration lasted well into the night.







Chapter 2

What do we know about Scowling Tiger? History calls him a traitor and an outlaw, yet some said he was neither. The first-born son of the second most influential man in Smoking Arrow's reign, Scowling Tiger began life with a hoard of silver at his disposal and a hundred thousand warriors at his command. At the height of his career, he was Commanding General of the Eastern Armed Forces and President of the Imperial Ruling Council, commanding nearly half-a-million warriors. When assassinated at sixty-four, he commanded fifteen thousand bandits, and his only weapon was a sword. And that sword was in its sheath.—The Long Descent of Scowling Tiger, by Keeping Track.

* * *

“Infinite blast it, why didn't he kill the Usurper?!” Scowling Tiger snarled, shaking a raised fist southward.

Calmly, Raging River watched his liege lord from a respectful distance, one hand on the sheath and one on the haft, as always. For most of the evening, he had waited with his liege lord on the mountain cap to see how the Emperor Flying Arrow would receive Guarding Bear during the repatriation ceremony.

On the psychic flow moments ago had come the news that Flying Arrow had welcomed the Usurper heartily, which neither bandit had expected.

Well, Raging River thought, I didn't expect Flying Arrow to execute the Peasant Upstart Usurper—at least, not now. If I were the Emperor Arrow, I'd wait a year or so to lull the retired General. Then I'd order the peasant to do something impossible—maybe mount a siege against our fortress and compel him to take the structure by storm or to die trying. Thank the Infinite, I'm not the Emperor Arrow, eh? Something feels wrong about that effusive welcome, though.

“Did you hear that?!” Scowling Tiger spat with a gasp, almost hyper-ventilating.

The fifty-five year old retainer consulted the flow. The Emperor had just ordered the gathered nobility to join him in saluting the General with a toast. “The only peasant I know who has the testicles to assault an Emperor!” Incredible! thought Raging River, watching his liege lord with concern.

Tendons stood out on his neck as if his head were about to burst. “Infinite blast it, why didn't he kill the Usurper?!” Scowling Tiger repeated through a tight grimace, clenching his fists at his sides, his arms rigid.

Had others been present, Raging River would've hidden his head in shame at his liege lord's disgraceful lack of control. Thankfully, no one was with them on the cap of the Tiger Fortress. The old retainer had seen Scowling Tiger completely lose his temper only a few times. Once, after trading the wicked wench Fleeting Snow to Snarling Jaguar for a menagerie tiger, his liege lord had killed a personal guard and obliterated the body. Now, eight months later, Raging River watched the same man from a respectful distance, more concerned with keeping his head than anything else. He didn't want to end up under Scowling Tiger's blinded blade.

“Did you hear that?!”

Again, Raging River consulted the flow. Again, the Emperor had honored the General with a salutation. Again, the gray-haired Eastern expatriate wondered at the inconsistent events in Emparia Castle, remembering Flying Arrow's mercurial moods.

“Infinite blast it, why didn't he kill the Usurper?!” Scowling Tiger roared, his hands pumping open and closed. He twisted at the hips as if struggling to free feet rooted to the stone. The strong back muscles rippled under the fine, expensive silk robe imported from south of the border.

Raging River took several deep breaths, mentally encouraging his liege lord to calm down. He was smart enough, however, not to send the idea. The old warrior knew he was no longer important in this situation. The bandit general would escalate or defuse as the Infinite willed—or as the bandit general willed. He's like the volcano under my ass! Raging River thought. Scowling Tiger could obliterate everything in his way or turn away from the source of his frustration. The retainer hoped he'd choose the latter.

“Did you hear that?!”

Raging River sighed and didn't want to consult the psychic flow for the latest incredulity. He knew it all a ruse. Obviously, the Emperor was lulling the General into a false sense of security in preparation for punishment. In his rage however, Scowling Tiger was blind to it. Sighing again, Raging River consulted the flow anyway. Another salutation, the Eastern nobility cheering wildly with the accolades bestowed upon the ingenuous General.

“Infinite blast it, why didn't he kill the Usurper?!” Scowling Tiger screamed. He whipped out his sword and hacked at the parapet again and again, ruining the sword with the first blow. The bandit general battered the balustrade with the bent, useless blade. Shards of stone and sprays of sparks spewed forth. With each swing Scowling Tiger expelled a grunt of rage.

He sounds like a moose in rut upon a mare in estrus! Raging River thought with detached calm. He hoped his liege lord didn't hurt himself before he'd spent his energies. The retainer glanced at the sword in his hands. He felt sad, having grown accustomed to it. When Scowling Tiger was done, he'd give it to his liege lord. For the retainer to bear arms while the bandit general was without weapon was unbefitting.

Scowling Tiger hurled the valueless metal southward into the dark.

Wordlessly, Raging River rose and stepped toward his liege lord, knelt before him and offered the sword.

Wordlessly, Scowling Tiger took it and proceeded to pummel the parapet more.

The retainer winced but backed away a safe distance. Choosing a star brighter than most, Raging River lost himself in its arrhythmic twinkling, quickly meditating himself away from the mountaintop. An eternity later the whistling of object spinning through space brought him back to the present.

Several tiny nicks bloodied Scowling Tiger's face and arms and chest. His robes were in tatters, perspiration plastering his hair to his head. Smiling, Scowling Tiger said in a voice more grunt than speech, “I feel much better.”

Raging River chuckled. “Let's get you a sword, Lord. I don't like your not having a weapon.”

The bandit general looked at his empty hands and nodded. Shrugging, he turned to look south.

As Raging River descended the stairs toward the Lair below, his liege lord's voice floated down from above.

“Infinite blast it, why didn't he kill the Usurper?”

In the voice was little fury so the retainer knew the madness had passed. At the base of the stairs, Raging River asked one of the two sentries to bring him two of the finest swords in the armory.

The sentry glanced up the stairs, an expression of contempt on his face.

Raging River immediately slapped the man. “How dare you listen in on affairs that don't concern you! Crawl as you retrieve the swords, insolent scum!”

The sentry immediately fell to all fours and apologized profusely, banging his head on the stone floor of the Lair.

“Go!” Raging River shouted and kicked the man viciously.

On hands and knees the sentry went.

The retainer spun, thinking to catch the other sentry for the same infraction. Her face was without expression. Raging River noted the woman's features to keep her in mind for possible promotion. Looking around the Lair, the gloom-filled main hall of the Tiger Fortress, Raging River saw it was empty but for the sentry. Nodding to her, he ascended the stairs. Should I order the sentry to fall on his knife upon completing the errand? he wondered.

* * *

Scowling Tiger was looking south, as usual. He turned when he saw that his retainer had rejoined him on the mountain cap. “What do you think, Lord River?”

“Would you punish the messenger because you don't like the message?”

“Eh? Of course not. What is it, man?”

“It's simply incredible, Lord Tiger.”

“You mean the way the Emperor welcomed the Usurper?”

“Exactly, Lord, it's simply not credible.”

The bandit general shifted his head, hearing the shift of emphasis. “Blast,” he muttered, “I just ruined two good swords for no good reason.”

“I agree, Lord.”

Chuckling softly, Scowling Tiger shook his head in self-disgust. “I guess I really deceived myself this time, eh?”

“That was my conclusion, Lord.”

Easing himself to the blemished balustrade, the bandit general smiled at his underling. “Guarding Bear and I have feuded for nearly thirty years, Lord River, ever since he usurped the Caven Hills from me. Perhaps it's time that I stepped away from my narrow, all-consuming desire to stain the earth with his blood, eh?”

“Absolutely not, Lord! How could you consider turning aside your blade when the Usurper spilt so much Tiger Patriarchy blood? Gagging Bear stole the Caven Hills prefecture, was directly or indirectly responsible for killing all seven of your brothers and their sons, and drove you from the Eastern Empire at Flying Arrow's order. For all the blood spilt, none reclaimable, you owe Gagging Bear a thousand deaths. That you, the bandit general Scowling Tiger, might relent, is unthinkable!” Suddenly, the retainer knelt. “Forgive me, Lord, the Infinite must have addled my brains for me to speak so tactlessly.”

Scowling Tiger waved it away. “Listen, Lord River. I'm not a young man with the heat of passion coursing through my veins anymore. True, I get angry at times, but who doesn't? I've better goals in life than the death of an enemy. Infinite knows, I get so obsessed with redressing injury inflicted upon me I forget I have a life to live too. My daughter is eighteen months old now, Lord River. I'd like to be alive when she's eighteen years. Maybe I'm feeling my mortality. Maybe I'm just weary of seeking revenge and fearing revenge. Now that Flying Arrow has assured the succession—even though everyone knows the twins are bastards—we've less hope of getting the Northern Imperial Sword. I don't know if it's worth it anymore, Lord River. I just don't know.”

“Please forgive me my presumption, Lord Tiger, if you don't know then kindly step aside for someone who does know.”

“Eh? What?”

“Lord, I'm glad I don't have a sword right now. If I did, I'd feel compelled to remove your head.”

Scowling Tiger laughed. “Would you really take my head, my friend?”

“Only if I thought you no longer had a use for it, Lord.”

“If that were true then I'd want you to take it.” The two men shared a laugh, one of thousands they'd shared, having been companions for most of their lives. “It's time, my friend, eh?”

“For the shipment, you mean?” Raging River grinned. “I agree, Lord. I wish I could be at Emparia Castle to see our shit on their faces, eh?”

Scowling Tiger laughed, nodding. “I feel honored that so many Eastern nobles found me important enough to send so many spies.” He looked toward the northwestern sky, where ominous clouds gathered. “Snowstorm soon, tomorrow morning perhaps, eh? I want to sign the bill of lading myself, Lord River, to give the shipment that extra touch. We'll have to leave during the worst of the storm. Are you up to that?”

“Lead, Lord, and there I'll follow,” Raging River said.

“Those words should be your epitaph.” Scowling Tiger chuckled and cocked his head. Sounds began to ascend the stairs.

* * *

Raging River smiled. His right hand flexed as if it knew not what to do without a hilt to worry. “Our new swords, Lord.”

“What took so long?”

The nosy sentry crawled onto the upper landing, the leather ties of two sheaths between his teeth. The sentry opened his mouth and the swords thudded on stone. Then the sentry's head followed, smacking smooth rock.

“Have you learned not to listen to conversations that don't concern you?”

“Yes, Lord River, please forgive me.”

“Well, to remind you for awhile, you'll continue to crawl until I tell you otherwise.”

“Yes, Lord River, please forgive me.”

“Good. Dismissed, Lord.”

“Yes, Lord River, please forgive me.” The sentry thumped his head to the stone again. Turning around on hands and knees, he began to descend the stairs, headfirst.

Raging River helped him out with a foot to the buttocks. When the tangle and tumble of sentry and silk and sword reached the base of the stairs, the retainer knew instantly that—

“He's dead, Lord River.” The other sentry looked up from beside the body, her hand on the carotid artery.

“A pity.” Raging River reflected that he was little different from his liege lord. He felt the same frustrations but simply expressed them in other ways. The foot had been excessive, he knew.

Suddenly she stood and bowed to someone approaching her in the Lair. The retainer couldn't see who it was from the top of the stairs. “One moment, Lord.” She looked up the stairs. “The Lord Leaping Elk to see the Lord General Scowling Tiger.”

Raging River glanced at his liege lord.

Scowling Tiger had already armed himself with one of the swords the dead sentry had brought. “What the Infinite does he want?” Scowling Tiger muttered. “Take him to conference room number two while I clean myself up, eh?”

“Yes, Lord.” The retainer secured the other sword to his side. Bowing, he descended the stairs.

* * *

Infinite blast it, why didn't he kill the Usurper? the bandit general wondered, closing his eyes and sighing. Shivering in the wind, he waited until the Lair was clear. Descending the stairs, he turned toward the door behind the dais, entering his private suite high inside the Tiger Fortress. His headservant greeted him, looked him over, and immediately ordered a bath and a change of clothes. Scowling Tiger tore off the sweaty, bloody rags and stepped toward the excretory with only sword in hand. There a servant prepared to bathe him.

The soap stung the tiny cuts, which he'd forgotten. He mended his nicks with his trace healing talent. The servant doused him to rinse off the soap. The bandit general stepped into water, holding sword above head. The bath was tepid. The pyrokinetic servant had had too little time to warm the water properly. Quickly, he rose from the water and presented himself, sword still in hand.

A servant began to dry him. Another brought loincloth, moccasins, and robe, helping him dress. Stripes of white, tan and black rippled the fabric of the robe. Another combed, dried, styled his long black hair, gray peppering his glossy tresses.

He slid the sheathed sword into his sash and cinched it. Then he checked his appearance in the mirror. “You still make the wenches faint with their legs open, eh?” he said to his reflection. Leaving the excretory, he stepped to the nursery to check on his daughter.

The black-haired, eighteen-month-old infant slept soundly. The tiger was absent. “Where's the animal?” he asked the guard standing in the shadows.

The wet nurse answered instead. “The animal left about ten minutes ago, Lord Tiger, insisted I let her out into the fortress.” With a mother's instincts, she was probably better at protecting his daughter than the guard.

“Oh.” Odd, Scowling Tiger thought. Nodding to her, he left his suite.

At the door to conference room number two waited the tiger, who whined as he approached. Scratching her jowls, Scowling Tiger opened the door. The tiger dashed inside before he could stop her.

Raging River and Leaping Elk looked surprised. The animal had preceded the bandit general as if she belonged to him.

“Lord River, take her back to the nursery, eh?” Scowling Tiger stepped to the cushion opposite the negroid bandit.

“Yes, Lord.” Bowing to his commander, the retainer stepped toward the animal. “C'mon, girl.”

'No!' rang in their minds. The three men glanced askance at the tiger, then looked at each other.

'The girl wishes to be here,' sent another voice, this one pitched lower than the first.

“She's too young!” Scowling Tiger protested.

'When will I be old enough, Father?' the higher-pitched voice pleaded in their minds. 'When will the time be right for me to learn about my heritage?'

The bandit general muttered an imprecation, then considered his own motives. He cared for her, this girl who was the last of his blood, and he wanted to protect her. In protecting her, though, would he also deprive her of the chance to learn how to protect herself?

Scowling Tiger closed his eyes and sighed. He didn't know, and he called upon the Infinite to grant him the faith to stand behind his daughter—not in front of her.

“Infinite be with you, Lord Leaping Elk,” he said finally. Acceptance flowed into him from the only authority he acknowledged to be greater than he, the deity called the Infinite.

“Infinite with you be, Tiger Scowling Lord.” The black bandit bowed to the other man. “Tiger Purring Lady here be want, humble bandit not object.”

The bandit general nodded to acknowledge the obeisance, adjusting his position on the cushion. He sat on haunches, sword across lap, left fist propped on thigh.

The conference room was spare of decor, a single silk tapestry adorning one wall. The only pieces of furniture were the cushions on which the three men sat.

Someone scratched at the door.

Rising to answer it, Raging River took the tray from the servant outside. On the tray was coffee and snacks. He set it beside his cushion and poured for the other two men, handing each man a cup.

Not given to ceremony, Scowling Tiger brought the conversation quickly to the point. “To what do I owe the honor of your visit, Lord Elk?”

“Tiger Lord eight month ago animal for woman trade, eh? Jaguar Snarling Emperor Lord humble bandit ask, why trade arrange. Tiger Lord remember?” The black bandit sipped black coffee.

Scowling Tiger nodded, gesturing the other man to continue.

“Tiger Lord, please, humble bandit forgive, not all reason tell. Humble bandit say, 'Humble bandit vision see. Without trade, many bandit dead, maybe half. With trade, not.' Tiger Scowling Lord, many bandit anyway die, will of Infinite. Trade not as many bandit die, eh?”

“Without the trade more bandits would've died?”

“Yes, Tiger Lord, that what humble bandit say, not well speak forgive. Also not say, Tiger Purring Lady young when bandit lead.”

“Eh? What?” Scowling Tiger glanced at Raging River, whose hand worried the hilt of sword.

“Tiger Lord messenger kill because message not like?” Leaping Elk stared at the other man fearlessly.

Sighing, the bandit general glanced at the retainer again. Raging River had expressed the same sentiment earlier. “Eh? Of course not.” Scowling Tiger heard how his voice lacked conviction this time. “Please, Lord Elk, tell me what you know.”

'He can't do that, Father,' the young voice said.

He frowned at the animal. “Why not, eh?”

'Have you ever consulted a prescient, Father? They never tell all they know. What they do tell they say so cryptically, you never really know what they mean until the event occurs. The Lord Elk can do no different. He can't reveal certain facts. To do so would create an awareness of the event before it happens. The event would never take place as foretold.' The voice varied in pitch several times, as if switching from the girl's to the tiger's.

How could she understand those concepts at her age? Scowling Tiger wondered. With the help of the tiger, she sounds like an ancient sage. “For an eighteen-month-old child, you're very perceptive, Daughter.” Scowling Tiger sipped his coffee contentedly.

'I merely listened to the vision-sellers as they spoke with warriors about to do battle.'

“While merged with the tiger?”

'Yes, Father, are you displeased?'

“No, Daughter, not at all. I'm proud of your initiative.”

'Thank you, Father. I'm glad you're not angry.'

“So, Lord Elk, tell me what you can, eh?” Have I given her reason to fear my anger? Scowling Tiger wondered.

“Yes, Tiger Scowling Lord. Vision say, daughter Tiger Purring Lady young when bandit lead. How young not know. Vision animal beside her show, fortress intact, no animal, no fortress, eh?”

“Did you see how I'll die?”

Leaping Elk didn't reply, as if held by some force.

'He can't answer, Father.'

Scowling Tiger nodded. Having felt his mortality earlier, he realized that Leaping Elk wasn't here by chance. The Infinite's warning me, the bandit general thought. “So the tiger will insure that my daughter inherits the fortress, eh?”

“Maybe fortress bandit include, Lord?”

“You mean that the fortress is symbolic of all I've built since becoming a bandit?”

Leaping Elk nodded vigorously. “Yes, Tiger Lord, intuit so tell.”

Scowling Tiger looked at the animal. “What else can you tell me, Lord Elk?”

“Humble bandit many dream have, Tiger Lord. One dream man of bronze show, death to bandit and Empire bring. Dream humble bandit confuse.”

“ 'Man of bronze'? Like Brazen Bear?!”

“Man like Bear Brazen look, Lord, yes.”

“He's dead! I saw the Imperial executioner take his head!”

“Infinite meaning not humble bandit tell, Lord.” Leaping Elk shrugged. “Other dreams humble bandit have, Lord. Dream Snow Fleeting Lady in pool of water be—alone. Water, uh, how you say, boil? Snow Lady water talk.”

“What?” Scowling Tiger asked, mystified.

'She's talking to the water itself?' the young voice asked.

“Yes, Tiger Lady.”

“That insufferable strumpet!” the bandit general spat, his sack shriveling. “Your brother wouldn't allow the traitress to speak to the Matriarch Water, would he?”

“Uh, forgive me, Lord,” Raging River said. “Didn't the bar … uh, Lord Emperor Jaguar trade her to Flying Arrow?”

“Oh, yes, that's right, Lord River.” Scowling Tiger had forgotten. “Who then traded her to Bubbling Water.” He twisted his head on his neck. His brain felt it was spinning inside his skull. The left fist ground into thigh.

“Tiger Lord she all secret of fortress tell think?”

“Eh?” He could hardly understand the other's speech. “Wouldn't you? The wench hates the dirt I walk on! Lord River, how much do you think she knows?”

The retainer shrugged. “She didn't involve herself in the administration of the fortress, but neither did anyone watch her all the time. She came and went as she pleased. What about her servants? Let's question them, eh?”

Scowling Tiger nodded. “We'll have to refurbish the whole fortress, Lord River. Probably redesign every level and seal up all those secret entrances. If she knows the layout and tells the Imperial Whore, then we'll have a mighty shaft headed for our collective back passage.”

“Indeed, Lord.” Raging River worried the hilt of his sword.

“I appreciate your telling me, Lord Elk. When did you have this dream?”

“Dream of Snow Lady humble bandit last night have, Lord.”

“Good—we have time to avert a complete catastrophe. Thank you for your trouble and time, Lord Elk, and for informing me so quickly. If you'd like, you're welcome to quarter here for the night.”

“Humble bandit Tiger Lord thank. Own bed seek, please forgive. Infinite with you be, Tiger Scowling Lord.” Leaping Elk bowed, touching the stone floor with his forehead.

The bandit general nodded to acknowledge the obeisance and watched the negroid bandit leave. The door closed.

Raging River strangled his sword, scrutinizing the door.

“What do you think?” Scowling Tiger asked.

The retainer looked at him—and sighed. “I tried to warn you about that wench, Lord. Forgive me for suggesting it, but I think she spied for the Imperial whore the whole time.”

“Eh? The Infinite has addled your brains! She wasn't the whore's spy!”

Raging River shrugged. “As for the Lord Elk, take his head and still his lies, Lord.”

Scowling Tiger grinned. When he was a young man, a seer had foretold that the man who pulled a bow better than he would inherit his domains. He'd killed the woman to silence her lies, then had practiced with a bow until none could beat him. He was still the best archer in all four Empires.

Killing the messenger never changed the message. The vagaries of prophecy, however, did invite multiple meanings.

Scowling Tiger frowned, remembering Brazen Bear. He's dead! the bandit general thought, wondering who this “man of bronze” was. The Eastern expatriate then recalled that the Consort Flowering Pine was pregnant with twins, fathered by an unknown man. Apprehension crept up his spine and shook him.

No, Scowling Tiger thought, dismissing the ridiculous idea immediately. Brazen Bear had died sixteen years ago, long before Flowering Pine conceived.







Chapter 3

Burrow: Population circa 9300: 50,000. Location: Southern Windy Mountains, Eastern Empire, 10 miles north of the River Placid, 20 miles south of the Tiger Fortress, 150 miles northeast of Emparia City, 300 miles west of Cove. Etymology: Formerly Barrow, the site of the interred ashes of the Emperors Peregrine. Shortly after the fall of the Northern Empire, the name changed to Burrow. The name quickly became symbolic of how the Eastern Empire dug in to defend itself from the bandits across its northern border.—Encyclopedia Empirica.

* * *

“Our garrison stands in the center of Burrow,” the Captain Probing Gaze said. “This structure's large enough to house all the citizens living in the urban surrounds. Three thousand warriors defend the city from the infrequent incursions of bandits. Few of the rogues have warriors enough to challenge this northern bastion of the Lord Emperor Arrow's dominion. Despite frequent Imperial patrols, bandits often prey upon villages to the east and west. We can't protect them all. The attrition of personnel is greater at Burrow than at any other place in the East. We all know this is the anus of the Empire.

“Look,” the sectathon Captain said to the man beside him on the northernmost battlement. “Scan the land around Burrow with your talent.” Probing Gaze swept his arm in an arc from east to south to west. “On the road to the east is only one poor soul hurrying toward the garrison. To the southwest many more are traveling both toward and away from Burrow, Emparia City across the River Placid. To the west are two brave souls willing to risk the dangers of nighttime travel near the border.

“Now, Lord Corporal Eagle, now look north. The entire area north of the city is clear of people—and therefore bandits. On this side of the border. Due north of Burrow, at the limit of my twenty-mile range, is the Tiger Fortress. On clear days you can see the fortress. At night it's one of many snow-covered mountains, a mere suggestion of shape. That womb of anarchy can whelp an army of ten thousand bandits in minutes.

“Ten thousand bandits, Lord Corporal Eagle. Three thousand Arrow Warriors. Think about it, man!” The Captain's voice was as sharp as a sword.

“Other sectathons are at their regular posts on the garrison battlements. Even so, I often come here to look for myself.” Satisfied all was well, Probing Gaze turned to regard Spying Eagle.

Brown of hair, of eye, of skin, the Wizard sat glumly on battlement stone. He looked at the rock beneath him.

A chill gust tousled Probing Gaze's dirt-blond hair. On the wind he smelled impending snowstorm. He guessed that by morning the storm would isolate the area, his instincts telling him the storm would approach blizzard severity. “Your attitude stinks, Corporal,” the Captain said bluntly.

Spying Eagle glanced up at him but didn't respond.

“Have you nothing to say for yourself?”

“I didn't choose to be here. Our glorious Empire conscripted me against my will.”

“Address me properly, Lord Corporal!”

The Wizard sighed. “Yes, Lord Captain.”

Probing Gaze made a sound of disgust. “I ask for experienced warriors and they send me a soft psychologist. By the Infinite, I need men who fight, not children who simper.”

“Would it help to know my disgust is as profound as yours?”

Probing Gaze glared at his subordinate.

“Lord Captain,” Spying Eagle added lazily.

“I'm twenty-seven,” Probing Gaze said, sighing. “I'm Captain of a full battalion of the three stationed at Burrow. I'm a sectathon with a Wizard-strength talent. I'm a native of the Caven Hills with dirt-blond hair and blue eyes. I'm six-foot six with excellent speed and infinite endurance. I've got a sword four inches longer than most swords. Perhaps a hundred bandits have discovered that last fact when they died on my blade. I've found no greater pleasure than killing bandits. I'm very good at it. With warriors like you, though, I risk bandits' killing me instead.

“Ten thousand bandits, three thousand warriors. Think about it, Lord Eagle. Morale and discipline among my men have deteriorated since Headquarters assigned you to the garrison. I don't care if you're a Wizard. They made you a Lieutenant at induction because that's the rank you had at discharge. Infinite knows how you earned it. I've already demoted you to Corporal. That rank's still too high for you. If the Colonel Wolf hadn't told me not to, I'd demote you to Sergeant for your continual disruption of the regiment. Infinite blast, I've thrown you into the stockade for insubordination three times, each time for a week, the last time in solitary confinement. Each time you come out looking pleased with yourself. You act irrepressible, obstreperous, resentful, arrogant, angry. Just what are you trying to do here, Corporal?” Probing Gaze sighed, having brought the man up here the battlement to reason with him.

“I'm trying to get myself discharged, Lord Captain!”

“You don't care how you do it, eh?” Suddenly furious, Probing Gaze leaned down and grabbed the man's blue and white uniform by the collars. He lifted him bodily until their faces were even. The Wizard's feet dangled inches above battlement stone. “People are dying here, Infinite blast you! I'll not have you or anyone else making it worse than it already is, do you understand!” Probing Gaze dropped him and turned to contemplate the mountains rising to the north. Then he sighed. Turning back around, he met the other's gaze. “I'm sorry, Lord Eagle, I lost my temper. I hope you'll forgive me.”

Nodding, Spying Eagle straightened his robes.

“I care about the morale among my men, Lord Eagle. Yours is adversely affecting theirs, and I want it to stop. Whether you change your attitude or whether you transfer to another post makes little difference to me. You're an intelligent man. I know you're not here because you chose to be here, but I'd like you to gain what you can from this rotten situation. My former liege lord once told me always to find the useful and good, even in situations pointless and bad. Although I don't approve of everything the General Bear does, I respect him and honor him as my father did before me. I remember every word he ever said to me. Tonight, the Lord Emperor repatriates the General officially. I doubt his being Snarling Jaguar's hostage was pleasant for him. I don't doubt that he used the opportunity to learn a few words of the language, acquaint himself with their political system and gain some knowledge of their culture. Of course, he fought off a few assassins and swordsmen, also, eh?” He smiled. “My point, Lord Eagle, is that whatever his situation, he finds a way to benefit from it. As I'd like to see you benefit from this one.”

Spying Eagle grunted and nodded.

Probing Gaze eased himself to the parapet, not knowing if he'd reached the man with reason. On occasion, the Captain had met those who understood only force or the threat of force. He sincerely hoped a psychological Wizard understood more than that.

“I used to have a thriving practice in Emparia City,” Spying Eagle said, speaking softly. “I was the best Wizard available. A few days before the negotiations, the Matriarch Water asked me to treat the Lord General Bear. My treating him may have affected his behavior there. Someone had implanted him, and I removed the implant. Since I don't often use implants, I might have missed the most important one—the one compelling him to attack the Lord Emperor Jaguar. I don't know if his behavior was implant-driven. I wasn't there. During the negotiations, I was in the dungeons of Emparia Castle, undergoing interrogation. I guess the … authorities wanted to know how much I'd gleaned from the Lord General's mind. Then they shipped me here, because Burrow's the worst post in the Empire, with the highest rate of attrition. Here, the bandits can do their killing for them, eh?”

Probing Gaze knew that the other man was crying inside, grieving the loss of his previous life. The sectathon guessed that Lurking Hawk had ordered Spying Eagle's interrogation and induction. Others had suffered similarly at the Sorcerer's talons. The Wizard's reluctance to blame those responsible surprised him. “I doubt that you're responsible for the Lord General Bear's attack on Snarling Jaguar. The Lord General had plenty of motivation. Does he know what happened to you?”

“I don't know, Lord Captain,” Spying Eagle said.

Probing Gaze nodded. “Lord Corporal, I'll need you to make a commitment with no guarantee you'll get anything in return. I'll try to find you another post, if you'll reform your attitude until I can make the arrangements.”

“Why would you do anything for me, Lord Captain? I've made your command as miserable as I could.”

The sectathon smiled. “Because you truly don't belong here. You're a good man trying to get out of a bad situation with methods I personally don't approve of but can't judge. You're wasting your talents here. You'd be happier and much more useful…”

Hearing news on the psychic flow, Probing Gaze let his words trail off and laughed. “The Lord Emperor has just welcomed the Lord General.” He smiled, relieved that the Emperor had officially repatriated his former liege lord. Ironic, he thought, that the Emperor now honors him for the act that required his expatriation.

Then he frowned. While listening to the flow, the sectathon had scanned the area southeast of Burrow. He detected a person off the road connecting Burrow and Emparia City. The person was traversing fields choked with snow. He or she was too far away to identify by signature but moved distinctly northward. Unusual, Probing Gaze thought.

“Do you see him too, Lord Captain?” Spying Eagle asked.

“Who, Lord Corporal?”

“Range, sixteen miles, bearing two-oh-five, Lord Captain.”

“I see the person, but can't tell who it is at this range.”

“I can. I'll always remember that signature, Lord.” Spying Eagle's hand worried the hilt of sword.

“You've quite a talent, then. I can't identify beyond fourteen miles. Who is it, Lord?”

Smiling, Spying Eagle drew himself straight, standing at attention. “Lord Captain, I formally request permission to leave the garrison until oh-six-hundred hours tomorrow.”

“Permission denied, Lord Corporal, unless you tell me who it is and why you'd like to intercept the person.”

Again, the Wizard smiled. “I suspect the subversive activities of a traitor and wish to investigate. With your permission, Lord Captain!”

Probing Gaze laughed at Spying Eagle's formal demeanor. The man hadn't behaved with this much protocol since he arrived. “All right, Lord, but I wish to accompany you and watch your investigative techniques. You have free rein to investigate fully, Lord Corporal.”

“Thank you, Lord Captain,” Spying Eagle said, bowing deeply, correctly. The two men marched down the stairs to the forecourt, then exited through the northern gate of Burrow Garrison. They turned westward through city streets only recently cleared of the last storm's snow.

* * *

On the road out of Burrow, two bandits trudged west under the weight of their packs. Slithering Snake checked the immediate area for the presence of others, seeing few people and none north of them. With his talent, he could detect from almost twenty miles away and identify closer than thirteen. The Eastern Empire border was fifteen miles north of the pair. The sectathon detected not a single person between them and the border, between them and the sanctuary of the empty northern lands. No one.

“How are you holding up, Lord Elephant?” he asked, the cold having abated with the exertion of travel. He glanced toward the north, toward the ghosts of snow-covered hills. The road itself was clear of snow, either blown off by the wind or shoveled off by the levithons who maintained the roads.

Lumbering Elephant breathed easily despite more than a hundred pounds of plunder in pack. “We sure did clean out that place, eh?”

Loping along beside the larger man, Slithering Snake smiled. “We had a good take.”

Having slipped into Burrow that morning, the two men had spent the day wandering through the main market south of the garrison itself, looking for a likely house, preferably of an absent merchant of modest wealth. After night had fallen, they'd entered the chosen house. The Infinite had blessed their choice with the home of a tailor who for whatever reason didn't trust banks. The two bandits had found caches of gold secreted throughout it. In addition, they'd stripped the home of as many bolts of raw silk as they could carry. They had enough to keep the Elk Raiders clothed for several months.

“How soon do we turn north?” Lumbering Elephant asked.

“Here is as good a place as any,” Slithering Snake replied. “North of here is all open country. We're only ten miles from the garrison, though. With the loads we're carrying, Imperial warriors still have a chance to catch us, but they'd have to be fast.”

The two men turned northward, soon finding a game trail to follow. The larger Lumbering Elephant leading the way, their pace was moderate, the heavy packs unwieldy in rough terrain.

Casting back with his talent, the sectathon saw that two men had just left Burrow on the west road. Slithering Snake recognized one of them. “The Captain Probing Gaze and a companion have just left Burrow and are coming this way.” Slithering Snake didn't need to tell Lumbering Elephant to increase his pace. “The other man is a Wizard by his signature, but I don't recognize him.” The cold night air nearly seared his lungs. His feet began to grow cold from their traverse through snow. He warmed them with his trace pyrokinesis.

Silently, the two bandits pounded swiftly northward, the snow absorbing most of the noise of their passage. Slithering Snake continued to track the two Imperial warriors. When the bandits were still eight miles south of the border, the two Imperial warriors left the road and went south. Puzzled by the maneuver, Slithering Snake reported this to his companion, having thought the two warriors pursued them. At the limit of his talent, almost directly south, he saw a third person, someone moving northward. The sectathon could neither identify the person nor determine his or her talent because of the distance.

The game trail had led them into a narrow defile, from which they'd have to climb later, Slithering Snake was sure. The sides of the narrow canyon had grown steeper. The canyon suddenly twisted ahead, the path narrow. Ten feet below was a stream bed.

As Lumbering Elephant took the twist on the trail, he collided full force with someone, sending the person off the ledge into the gulch, flailing his arms not to fall into the gulch himself. Slithering Snake stopped and pulled the other man back from precipice.

The two men crouched against the canyon wall, their breathing ragged from fright and exertion. “Glad you didn't take that fall too, my friend.” The sectathon looked over the edge at the motionless form below. Shrugging off his pack, he climbed down the nearly sheer rock face.

Sprawled half in the stream was an old man, and near his outstretched hand was a staff.

Slithering Snake bent to peer into the face, and the fetor struck him like a physical blow. He almost vomited as he reeled away.

The man began to stir, and the staff—or so the sectathon's eyes reported—inched toward the open palm.

Terrified, Slithering Snake scrambled up the ten-foot rock face. “Go,” he whispered urgently as he regained the trail. Shoving the other man to get him moving, Slithering Snake donned his pack and followed, his legs trembling with fear.

Only after the two men were well away did the sectathon realize he hadn't detected the old man before the collision. He casted backward with his talent and saw no one behind them.

Somehow, that scared him even more.

At a mile from the border, Lumbering Elephant slowed, his lungs laboring so hard he couldn't even say he needed to stop.

His own lungs about to burst, Slithering Snake welcomed the respite. Scanning again for the old man, he didn't find him. Further south, beyond the road that he and the levithon had taken from Burrow, he did see the sudden, massive use of psychic talent. Indeed, he couldn't have failed to notice.

Brilliant lights exploded across the sky south of them.

* * *

Probing Gaze tracked the man at bearing two-oh-eight, whose signature he didn't know. The two warriors on an intercept trajectory, the Wizard Spying Eagle led them from the city along the west road.

If the Wizard's sectathonics were a trace talent, as he'd mentioned, then the abilities of the sectathon-Wizard Probing Gaze were negligible. Despite their fearsome reputations, psychological Wizards were usually no more powerful with a single talent than a Wizard of that particular talent. What distinguished psychological Wizards was their ability to combine multiple talents in such ways that no person could dominate them psychically. If Spying Eagle's sectathonics were a trace talent, Probing Gaze didn't want to be anywhere near the man when he employed multiple talents.

Ten miles ahead of them, the two brave souls risking the dangers of nighttime travel quit the west road and turned northward. The sectathon belatedly recognized them. “Infinite blast it, those two ahead of us are bandits! I want to go after them, Lord Eagle.”

“I'd rather get this traitor, Lord Gaze,” Spying Eagle said over his shoulder, his feet pounding the frozen dirt of the road.

“Tell me who it is, so I can decide who's more important, eh?”

Spying Eagle told him.

Probing Gaze muttered an imprecation. “All right, Lord Eagle, you're investigating. Those two bandits have plagued this area for years. I'll get them eventually, but not tonight.”

The sectathon automatically tracked the two bandits with one part of his mind while watching their quarry with another. When the two warriors were about five miles from intercept, the two bandits stopped eight miles short of the border. Odd, Probing Gaze thought, and then his talent reported something he didn't quite believe. A third presence flickered momentarily into view, then disappeared again. Impossible, the sectathon thought, having never seen anyone's talent disguise him or her from his sensitive sight completely. All psychic cloaks had some flaw. The third presence near the two bandits didn't reappear. Probing Gaze soon forgot about the anomalous appearance.

Their quarry grasped that they hunted him and maneuvered to elude them. The two Imperial warriors had to change course and leave the road. “Halt, by order of the Captain Probing Gaze of Burrow Garrison!” the sectathon sent.

The trespasser didn't reply.

“That way,” Spying Eagle rasped through clenched teeth, his breath puffing from his mouth like smoke from a dragon's nostrils. Again they changed course, their quarry four miles away and seeking to avoid interception. For the next half hour, they played predator and prey.

Abruptly a bear appeared between the two trees in front of them. Spying Eagle ran through the illusion and Probing Gaze followed, his scalp prickling.

More psychic impediments followed, Spying Eagle deflecting most the quarry's exertions with his own talents. As they neared the third man, Probing Gaze concentrated on keeping his shields intact. The two Wizards' energies nearly overwhelmed them. As in a nightmare, apparitions appeared, flames sprouted, trees fell, and ground disappeared. Probing Gaze struggled through the treacherous terrain, Spying Eagle outdistancing him. Finally the sectathon simply stopped, no longer sure his senses reported accurately to his brain. The two Wizards had now fully engaged in their battle of talent. Crouching, Probing Gaze put his hands over his head, as if mere flesh might protect him. The surges of energy battered him mercilessly.

Suddenly the fight was over, the only sound a scream. He discovered that the voice screaming was his own. Choking it off, Probing Gaze stood unsteadily, sweating in the freezing air. I should have used an electrical shield, he thought, having one on his belt.

Moving toward the two Wizards, he detected only Spying Eagle's signature. The sectathon passed a tree fully engulfed in flame, skirted a deep pit gouged from the earth, and passed a rock so hot it had melted. He found the two Wizards in a clearing that had been dense wood moments before. Only shards and shreds and splintered trunks of trees remained.

On the ground lay Lurking Hawk, captive in Spying Eagle's talent, both men breathing raggedly, both sweating profusely.

“Well fought, Lord Wizard,” the Sorcerer whispered between breaths.

Spying Eagle didn't comment.

“What are you doing here, Lord Sorcerer?” Probing Gaze asked.

“None of your Infinite-cursed affair!” Lurking Hawk hissed.

“Can you probe him, Lord Eagle?”

The brown, brown Wizard shook his head. “Holding him takes most of my talent. If I try to probe him, he'll probably kill us both. Lord Captain, I request permission to send the Traitor…” Spying Eagle didn't finish.

“ 'Onward,' Lord Corporal?” Probing Gaze finished for him.

Spying Eagle sighed. “No, Lord Captain, forgive me, I spoke rashly. Even traitors deserve justice.”

Probing Gaze frowned. I'd have killed the Sorcerer without hesitation, he thought. Pulling a portable damper from his belt, he drew his sword and stepped toward the captive Sorcerer. He put the activated damper on the man and the sword point under his chin. “I hereby formally charge you, Lord Sorcerer Lurking Hawk, with trespass, evasion of Imperial authority, and psychic assault upon an Imperial officer. You'll receive official notice of the charges and a date to appear before the magistrate in Burrow, when you may provide for your defense. If you fail to appear—”

Lurking Hawk twisted, knocking away sword and damper in one motion and sending the sectathon sprawling.

After an instant of struggle, Spying Eagle subdued him again, deflecting most of the energy.

Standing, Probing Gaze realized the Traitor had almost killed him. The sectathon sheathed his sword and stepped over to the Northerner. With one hand, he lifted him by the collar and brought his other fist up into the solar plexus, then dropped him to the snow.

Lurking Hawk collapsed, writhing and grimacing and glaring at the sectathon.

Probing Gaze knew he'd just earned the Traitor's deadly enmity. Turning, he gestured Spying Eagle to follow and walked toward the road.







Chapter 4

Innovation often arises from immoral or illegal acts. Skulking and Lurking Hawk, father and son, experimented with illegal talismans long before the fall. Historians revile them both as traitors and criminals, yet humanity owes them a debt of gratitude. They helped to end the dominion of the Swords.—The Fall of the Swords, by Keeping Track.

* * *

Beside the road west of Burrow Garrison, Lurking Hawk rested, his back to a tree. His insides felt as if a lion had disemboweled him, chewed up his intestines and then vomited them back into his abdomen.

Infinite curse that warrior! the Sorcerer thought, groaning again. I hope the Lord Lion feels safe enough to come this far south. Feeling miserable, Lurking Hawk sent his mind northward to find the former Emperor, his concentration less than optimal.

Neither Lofty Lion's invisibility nor his own diminished capacity stopped Lurking Hawk's psychic scan for the other man. Since his defeat at Flying Arrow's hands, Lofty Lion had carried a staff that Lurking Hawk had made to hide Lofty Lion. After building the talisman, the Sorcerer had produced the slim bracelet on his wrist, a talisman to control the other talisman.

There! The former Emperor was still miles away. Patiently, Lurking Hawk rested near the west road, waiting.

While serving Lofty Lion as the Northern Sorcerer, Lurking Hawk had experimented with talisman design and construction. Lofty Lion hadn't approved, but had never caught him. Eventually, Lofty Lion had been grateful for his Sorcerer's avocation. After Flying Arrow had wrested the Northern Imperial Sword from him, only Lurking Hawk's talismans had kept Lofty Lion alive.

To the east, the two warriors who'd intercepted and assaulted him entered Burrow. He sent the equivalent of a psychic obscenity in their direction. He cursed himself for his own stupidity in stationing the Wizard Spraying Egret at Burrow Garrison eight months before. The garrison's rate of attrition almost guaranteed that the man would die fighting bandits. Like an idiot, Lurking Hawk had arranged a rendezvous within ten miles of the garrison. Knowing he'd assigned the Wizard to Burrow rankled him. The Sorcerer had forgotten that he might have business at the northern border.

Lurking Hawk hadn't even known until earlier this afternoon that he'd be coming here in the evening to meet his liege lord. During the audience two days ago, when suggesting that the twins might pose future problems, Lurking Hawk had easily maneuvered Flying Arrow into doing exactly what he wanted. Twice during the conversation, Lurking Hawk had emitted a whisper of psychic suggestion, and Flying Arrow had adopted it as his own idea.

Implantation's a tool too crude, the Sorcerer thought to himself with a snicker.

Then, this afternoon, while the Lurking Hawk watched from one of Emparia Castle's northern battlements, Flying Arrow contacted Lofty Lion from the castle spire with the Imperial Sword. Immediately afterward, the Sorcerer contacted the former Emperor through the circuit-generated psychic link between the bracelet and the staff.

Thank the Infinite Guarding Bear's repatriation is this evening, Lurking Hawk thought, grateful for the distraction. Invited to the ceremony along with the Eastern nobility, Lurking Hawk had no desire to welcome the Usurper back. Anything to divert attention from the border between the Empire and the empty northern lands. On this lonely road the last two Northerners were about to plot their revenge.

History would revile him. For the next millennium, everyone would refer to him by the epithet “the Traitor.” Treachery was a double-edged knife, cutting both ways. The betrayal of one cause was merely loyalty to another. All Lurking Hawk's actions had one motivation: Loyalty to the Northern Empire. Vengeance will be mine! the Sorcerer thought.

In pain, tired from travel, drained by his psychic struggle with the other Wizard, Lurking Hawk leaned back against the tree and dozed.

Someone tapped his foot, waking him.

Indistinct in the moonlight, a hooded skeleton stood in front of him. Dregs of glistening eye sunken in socket peered from beneath a precipitous, lupine brow.

Lurking Hawk clutched at his chest in terror.

“Impudent dog! Where's your obeisance?” Lofty Lion said in the dead language of the north, his voice acid to eardrums.

The Sorcerer scrambled to put his head in the snow.

Nodding to acknowledge the bow, the former Emperor staggered, the hood falling away. He might have fallen without the support of the stout wooden staff. “Who are you?” Lofty Lion had little hair left. Only a shaggy ring of silver wisps tufted the mottled, scaly scalp.

“Eh?” Lurking Hawk found his voice. “You don't remember me?”

“Address me properly, by the basted balls of the Infinite!” His smell was worse than his voice.

“Forgive me, Lord Emperor Lion,” Lurking Hawk said, barely recognizing his former Emperor.

Age had ravaged the man. “Who are you?” Nasal mucus dripped from narrow nostril. A crusted sleeve wiped it away.

“It is I, your humble servant, Lord Emperor Lion,” Lurking Hawk said, bowing obsequiously.

“I've thousands of humble servants! How do you expect me to remember them all, eh? Tell me your name!” The mouth was nearly toothless, two rotted stubs remaining.

“I'm your Sorcerer, Lord Emperor Lion. Don't you remember? Lurking Hawk, Lord.” By the bludgeoned brains of the befuddled lion, he's senile! Lurking Hawk thought, sighing. Will my plan run afoul for lack of proper implementation?

“You!” the sneering voice cackled witchily. A talon on the hand pointed at him, an accusation. “Traitor! I should obliterate you and your entire perfidious lineage! I should throw your body to the Imperial lions! I should—”

“You should shut your mouth long enough to find out why I'm here!”

“Eh? What is it? What do you want?” Frozen spittle slathered a prognathous jaw.

“I came to tell the Lord Emperor Lion that our chance for vengeance has finally arrived.”

“Vengeance? Upon whom, Traitor?” The stiff, twisted posture suggested fused vertebrae and a crimped spine.

“Upon the man who destroyed the Northern Empire, fool!”

“Why didn't you say so? Am I a mind-reader? I hear Flatulating Arrow impregnated his consort. Must have been the juices of the Infinite, though. Man has an empty quiver, like me. How'd he do it, Lord Hook?” A cystoid larynx swelled the throat, like an apple half-swallowed.

“ 'Hawk,' Lord,” Lurking Hawk replied. “With the juices of the Infinite, as you say, Lord Emperor Lion.” One of three people who knew the truth, he knew that that was two too many. “The Infinite has arranged for the Consort to bear twins.”

“That's what the flow tells me, Lord Hack. So?” The neck was a corded, wrinkled pillar and buttressed sagging jowls that hung in scaly folds below cheekbones collapsed into the face.

“That's 'Hawk,' you deaf old buzzard! So he contacted you this afternoon, eh? Tell me why he might have done that, Lord Emperor Lion.”

“How could I know? What am I, a Prescient Wizard? Why did the Emperor Frustrated Arrow contact me, eh?” Gnarled, trembling hands of shriveled skin, prominent vein, and knobby knuckle clutched the polished staff.

Lurking Hawk was growing tired of the pointless conversation. Sighing, he recited, “The Northern Heir Sword.”

Lofty Lion collapsed to the road, the staff falling away.

Thank the Infinite the implant still works, Lurking Hawk thought. Having lain dormant for fourteen years, it could have easily failed.

The Sorcerer slipped off the small talisman with which he'd contacted Lofty Lion that afternoon. Through the psychic link between the bracelet and the staff, Lurking Hawk disabled the circuits protecting the former Emperor, leaving on those that made him invisible.

Then the Sorcerer prepared his mind for the implantation. Having constructed the basic features of the implant, the Sorcerer transferred the modules into the decrepit man's ossified brain. Connecting the modules, he then reprogrammed the staff to accept the changes, the staff designed to protect Lofty Lion from implantation as well.

Fifteen years ago, as the Eastern Armed Forces under the General Guarding Bear besieged the Northern castle, Lurking Hawk had hidden the Northern Heir Sword and implanted Lofty Lion with a memory of destroying it. When the castle fell not long afterward, Flying Arrow had been livid when he learned Lofty Lion had destroyed the Sword. He'd ordered the Eastern Sorcerer Flowing Mind to examine Lofty Lion, revealing an implanted memory. Furious, Flying Arrow had then perpetrated the depravity of the millennium. He'd ordered every single remaining citizen of the Northern Empire tortured and killed in front of Lofty Lion. The effort to persuade the Northern Emperor to divulge the Heir Sword's location had proved futile. Lofty Lion simply hadn't known.

Only Lurking Hawk had known the location of the Heir Sword.

Knowledge that Lurking Hawk had just planted in Lofty Lion's subconscious mind. When the correct circumstances coincided, the former Emperor would retrieve the Northern Heir Sword.

Lurking Hawk withdrew from Lofty Lion's mind. The former Emperor began to stir. Reactivating the staff, Lurking Hawk turned without a word and retreated southward, staggering from exhaustion.

We Northerners will have our revenge!







Chapter 5

Mates of long affiliation develop a mate-empathy link. Aligning on the same frequencies, the mates engage in a constant exchange of perception, thought and emotion. To the uninformed observer, psychic conversation between mates of many years looks bizarre. Scant expression and gesture, interspersed by an infrequent word, are the only physical signs that a conversation is taking place. Historians hypothesize that such motions are vestigial from a time before history when humans hadn't yet developed psychic powers. This exchange is so fast and garbled that even Wizard-empaths find it difficult to follow.

For most long-standing couples, intervals of separation cause each person periods of mild grief and depression, although each knows that the other is alive. The frequencies of each having aligned with the other's over many years, a separation frees up the frequencies to revert whence they were before the start of the relationship. The reversion itself is moderately fast, changing in a year what might take twenty years to develop. Depending on each person's adaptability, the reversion can be painful, not unlike a bird molting. Mates have died because a separation was too long and the condition remained untreated.—Propinquity: The Mate-Empathy Link, by the Wizard Easing Comfort.

* * *

“The Lord Emperor Arrow really knows how to stage an Imperial Ball!” Running Bear said during a lull in the conversation, his speech somewhat slurred.

No one in the refectory of the Bear residence felt inclined to respond. Scattered around the table were empty plates from the just-finished meal. The evening of debauchery had disheveled the ornately dressed revelers. Only Rolling Bear appeared not to have imbibed, danced and mingled until the small hours of morning. Only he, in fact, hadn't gotten intoxicated.

An hour earlier, the Bear Patriarchy procession—or at least those members invited to the Imperial Ball—had moved merrily along the southern avenue. Stumbling and weaving their way toward home, they'd raucously greeted everyone they met, bestowing their blessings on all. In alleys and upon fences, many had also bestowed the expurgations of their dissipation. More than one of their company had passed out into their own discharges, sober servants rescuing them.

Guarding Bear belched, sated with the meal, the imbibing, and the honor shown him the evening before and into the night. In the chair beside him, Bubbling Water took his hand and smiled. She looked happy with the homage the Emperor had bestowed on him. Guarding Bear wondered if she'd felt as flustered as he when Flying Arrow had thrown away decorum to welcome him home with salutations.

“I thought the Lord Emperor didn't like you much, Lord Bear,” Healing Hand said.

Guarding Bear roared with laughter.

Healing Hand frowned, as if he didn't understand. “You told me that yourself, Lord Bear! Why did he welcome you like that if he doesn't like you?”

Bubbling Water buried her laughter in Guarding Bear's shoulder.

Tousling her hair, he answered the boy between fits of giggling. “The Emperor has to conceal his dislike of me, Hand, a dislike so vast he felt the need to overcompensate. The more honor he shows me, the more he detests me.”

“Oh,” Healing Hand said, leaning his chin on his hand, looking puzzled.

“If I were the Emperor—and thankfully I'm not, Little Hand—I'd have welcomed me in exactly the same way,” Guarding Bear said. “The next day I'd have ordered me to accomplish some impossible task to punish me for my transgression. Some task so arduous I might lose my life, such as, well—laying siege to the Tiger Fortress.”

“He wouldn't do that, would he?” Healing Hand asked.

“He might, Little Hand. Last night he was in a difficult situation. He had to honor me for saving the Lord Emperor Jaguar's life, and he still hasn't punished me for attacking the Lord Emperor Jaguar eight months ago. You see?”

Healing Hand looked as baffled as ever. “Well, no, Lord Bear, I don't. Why does he have to punish you?”

“If I can assault the Lord Emperor Jaguar with impunity, I could do the same to him, eh?” Guarding Bear said. “Flying Arrow has to show that attacking an Emperor—any Emperor—is very imprudent.”

Healing Hand nodded dubiously, then shook his head, then glanced at the ceiling.

Chuckling, Bubbling Water yawned, closed her eyes and leaned against her mate.

A servant appeared and filled everyone's coffee cup, asking if they'd finished. No one dissented. Plates, glasses, platters and utensils rose from the table and floated into the kitchen.

Snatching the last piece of sausage as the platter rose, Running Bear saluted his father with it. “Great party. Glad you're home, Father. Got to run.” Bowing and standing, he stuffed sausage in his mouth and licked his fingers, wiped them on his sleeve and stepped toward the door.

“Remember your promise, Running Bear,” Bubbling Water said.

“Yes, Mother,” he replied, winking at her and leaving.

Guarding Bear glanced at Bubbling Water.

“Can we leave it for awhile, my love?” she replied. “It's been so long since we've seen each other.” She rubbed the day of growth on his face.

Caressing her nose with a finger, he bent to kiss her. Rising, he led her from the refectory, toward their suite in the east wing of the mansion.

Several times along the way, they stopped to kiss and fondle, their desire for each other growing slowly. The intensity of their intimacy after long absences always surprised Guarding Bear. Often it was like the passion of young lovers newly acquainted, instead of the sure and knowing gentleness of mates long familiar with each other.

When they reached their suite, Bubbling Water shed her clothes, and he did likewise, grinning. He didn't remove the pendant. She molded her body to his.

“Shall we bathe first?” he asked, knowing he stank of old sweat, new food, and the indulgences of the night before. Nodding, she led him by not his nose to the excretory-bath.

There, she saw that the servant had heated the bath water nearly to scalding. Dismissing her, Bubbling Water sat her mate on the small wooden stool. “Close your eyes,” she said, dousing him. With a sponge she began to lather him. “Tell me about your 'vacation'.”

Gratefully, he submitted to her attentions, loving her and enjoying the thorough cleaning she gave him. The room shields were on, he saw, so he lowered his own. With words and telepathy, he told her of his doings in the Southern Empire.

'Ostensibly, I won this pendant in the dueling rings at the Southern Empire's annual tournament. No one will question how I got it. I did defeat the best swordsmen of the Southern Empire. In an exhibition match afterward, while blindfolded, I dueled a pair of identical twin warriors, a sword in each hand. Tens of thousands of spectators watched me defeat the twin Southern Warriors. A long day of fighting behind me, I and the Emperor repaired to the castle, where an assassin almost succeeded in taking his life. If I hadn't been following the Emperor by a few paces, and stumbled and fallen on the hem of Snarling Jaguar's robes, he'd be dead. The Emperor fell as the assassin struck. The first stroke missed. Leaping to defend him, I disarmed the assassin literally, hacking off the arms. To commemorate my saving him, Snarling Jaguar ordered the castle sculptor to make a statue of me. To reward me personally, he ordered the Sorcerer Hungry Pirhana to fashion this gold pendant. Embedded in the solid gold disk is a talisman.

'When he saw I was reluctant to accept an illegal gift, Snarling Jaguar said, “Disgusting law. I should repeal it. It doesn't discriminate between the person using the talisman against his or her Empire, and the person applying the tool for the Empire's benefit. A talisman is only as destructive as the mind that wields it.”

'Hungry Pirhana expressed his doubts when I told him my specifications. Knowing how the Imperial Swords often hurt Emperors, I wanted to disable the talisman circuits and, if need be, have the talisman modified. I didn't want to become prisoner to a few electrical circuits. I also specified that the operative frequencies be flexible. Since an Imperial Sword's so rigid, an Heir's mind needs at least five years of Heir-Sword preparation. Although hesitant, Hungry Pirhana constructed the talisman to my specifications. Then he installed the circuits in the pendant I won for defeating the best Southern swordsmen.'

Bubbling Water finished lathering him, but for his pleasure and for hers, she washed him again where he liked it most.

With his mind, he tickled the pleasure centers of hers. She dropped the sponge but continued to wash him. “I hear you've been busy as well,” he said with a groan.

'After you left, nothing seemed to be happening in Emparia City,' Bubbling Water sent. 'I toured the prefecture with Healing Hand and Whispering Oak. Aged Oak should be proud of his daughter. She's very beautiful and as cantankerous as he is.

'I made the mistake of informing the Mayor of Nest, Foraging Puma, of my coming. When I arrived, he had a lavish welcome waiting. I cut it short, but during the parade, Healing Hand saw that Foraging Puma was extremely nervous. That boy's talents! Anyway, he discovered that the Mayor had been filching from the city treasury, among other malefactions. I ordered him imprisoned, searched his house and summoned all city employees. Of the thousand or so bureaucrats, only nine hundred gathered immediately. I ordered the city militia to round up the remaining bureaucrats. Unfortunately, most of the warriors had known about or benefitted from Foraging Puma's malfeasances. About a hundred warriors and city officials were absconding with whatever they could pack, and I had no means to stop them.

'Then Healing Hand volunteered to do it. I laughed, of course. How could a mere boy stop the flight of so many miscreants? He gave me a dark look and surprised me. One of these days he won't astonish me, but I doubt that'll be anytime soon.

'He stepped out into the street and extended those large hands of his, like a man groping in the dark. Turning slowly, he spun once all the way around. Soon the psychic flow was laden with horror at the apparent deaths of every administrator or warrior I wanted to capture. Only they weren't dead. They were asleep, all one hundred fifty-one miscreants plus the members of their families. In less than ten seconds, Healing Hand put to sleep a total of seven hundred thirty-three people! Worse, he didn't even perspire!'

Guarding Bear closed his eyes as Bubbling Water doused him to rinse off the suds. Standing, he gestured her to sit.

Smiling, she accepted gratefully, closing her eyes as she lowered herself. She gasped as the hot water drenched her. As he lathered her, she continued, his touch pleasing.

'Healing Hand wasn't any help the next day. Even though I explained that the criminals' lives were forfeit already, he refused to torture any of them. Approving of his decision, I encouraged him to adhere to his scruples. While I was interrogating them, and Whispering Oak executing them, Flowering Pine's mother Rustling Pine was watching from nearby. She approached me later to introduce herself.'

'She's the Consort's mother? How is Rustling Pine, by the Infinite? I haven't seen her since Smoking Arrow granted me the Caven Hills Prefecture.'

'Well, that confirms my suspicion!' Bubbling Water replied. 'I met her son Flaming Wolf. She was eager to tell me the Colonel Scratching Wolf was the father of her children. One look at Flaming Wolf, I knew she was lying. He looks just like your brother.'

'Oh? I didn't know Brazen Bear had any children!' Guarding Bear said.

'Neither did I, but the resemblance was too true. If you knew her then, chances are your brother did too, eh?' Bubbling Water sent an image of Flaming Wolf.

'He does resemble Brazen Bear!' Guarding Bear replied. 'Why didn't he ever tell me? Or Rustling Pine tell me, for that matter! Nearly a quarter of my holdings are his by right. I've held Brazen Bear's bequest aside should an heir come forward. Should I contact her? Oh, Lord Infinite, if Flying Arrow finds out Flowering Pine's my niece, he'll expel her from the castle!'

'But not until after she gives birth, eh?' Bubbling Water sent.

'It's what I'd do,' he replied, nodding. 'Is Rustling Pine still a seamstress? She designed and tailored my first banner and uniforms. She was very good then.'

'I didn't ask. All she wanted to discuss was her daughter. “Ask if Flowering Pine needs me in Emparia City for the birth of the Arrow Twins,” she kept saying. I told her I'd ask but couldn't guarantee anything. If Flowering Pine needs her she can certainly summon her. After that, Rustling Pine wanted only to leave. I made her discomfort worse with endless obligatory etiquette. She didn't seem to care much about her daughter, only about the benefits she might accrue from her daughter's good fortune. Conniving snake.'

'So I always thought,' he replied, washing her legs and starting on her feet.

“That tickles!” she said aloud, laughing.

'I'll wager this tickles even more.'

Gasping, she shuddered with pleasure.

After a while, he asked, 'What happened to the Wizard who treated me for Lurking Hawk disease just before the negotiations?'

'I don't know. Why do you ask?'

'He could have been very helpful in Nest. While he examined me, my shields went up several times. He brushed them aside like curtains in a breeze.'

'He told me he was available only on an incidental basis, so I doubt he'd have been amenable to helping me clean out Nest. Oh, that feels good!' She moaned as he caressed her, the sponge on the floor.

'Snarling Jaguar's mice told us about Tumbling Pigeon's execution,' Guarding Bear whispered.

'I wish we could just talk of pleasantries,' she transmitted, sadness upon her, her arousal leaving her. 'Did you hear Flying Arrow killed their children in front of Trickling Stream? I don't know why I expected better of him. That wasn't any different from his torturing and killing every Northerner in front of Lofty Lion, eh?'

'It surprises me that he didn't kill her as well. Did she die well when she fell on her knife?'

'I commanded her to live,' Bubbling Water replied. 'Did Snarling Jaguar tell you of our bargains? The exmatriate for the valley, the consort for you, his seed for the bear?'

'The first two I knew. A bear?'

'His trading the tiger to Scowling Tiger gave me the idea. Snarling Jaguar has agreed to find a bear, domesticate it and train it. Frankly, I don't see how he'll do that before you're dead. It takes generations to breed an animal with psychic capabilities. Anyway, I took his seed and six of my ova and—'

'The nefarious and degrading things you have to do to promote the Matriarchy!' Guarding Bear thought indignantly. 'Having to fornicate with that barbarian.'

'He's not a barbarian, and I enjoyed it immensely,' she replied. 'Not as much as I enjoy you.'

Grinning, he washed her again where she liked it most.

Bubbling Water continued, tremors shivering through her. 'Anyway, I cheated a little. I inseminated Trickling Stream with his seed to increase her value. When I was sure she was pregnant and wouldn't disobey me by taking her life without my permission, I sent her—'

She shuddered and gasped, his hands knowing where to lavish attention. She lifted herself a foot off the stool with her talent and drew him to her. Their psychic contact dissolved into a chaotic jumble of pulsating sensuosity, the soap serving to smooth the physical contact.

* * *

Later, Bubbling Water sat up and looked around, her transcendence giving the physical world the appearance of illusion. They lay entwined in the sunken tub, the hot water lapping at them. The small wooden stool was nowhere around. The towel cupboard was empty, the floor strewn with cloth. Also on the floor were combs, containers, rollers and other articles for hygiene and beautification. She guessed her talent had gotten mischievous.

Vaguely remembering their immersion, she smiled, surfeit. Gazing into his eyes, she almost lost herself in them. Their pleasures nearly always brought her into communion with the Infinite. Briefly, she wondered why anyone would ever take money for an act that was its own highest reward.

'By the way,' she informed him, 'I made Running Bear promise to sell his courtesans before you returned. I don't mind his owning the brothel, but I don't want him trafficking in human beings. Besides not reflecting well on either of us, slavery is a cruel practice.'

Guarding Bear emitted the psychic equivalent of a grunt. 'Is that where he squanders all his time?'

'And all his seed. When he started this five years ago, I thought he was just disporting himself like any pubescent young man. I thought he'd grow out of his debauchery. He hasn't yet.'

'Running Bear has delayed his induction long enough, eh?'

Bubbling Water scoffed. 'That may not help. Warriors are infamous for their wenching and drinking.'

'True, but in the military, he'll at least learn to balance his debauchery with the responsibilities of work. We've been too lax with the boy.' Guarding Bear sighed. 'He's the antithesis of his older brother, eh?'

'He is. Rolling Bear couldn't be a better son. I wonder why they're so different. You know how badly I feel that I couldn't rear Flying Arrow to be a decent person. I don't feel the same about Running Bear. There's no cruelty in him, but neither does he have any sense of civic duty.'

'Maybe he was just born that way. Infinite knows it happens.'

'True.' Bubbling Water frowned at him. 'Speaking of being born, the bandit's daughter was born the same day as Rippling Water, almost the same minute. Snarling Jaguar thinks you fathered her.'

'Ridiculous,' Guarding Bear replied.

'So I told him,' she said, sensing obfuscation but not wanting to believe it, not liking the implications. 'Anyway, after I get reacquainted with you, I think you should go see your brother's widow. Both of you would benefit.'

'I don't believe in polygyny,' he replied.

Bubbling Water laughed. 'I'm not saying you should mate her.'

'How is Fleeting Snow, eh? Beautiful as ever?'

'Yes, but like us, getting older, perhaps faster than us because of her ordeal with that expatriate. Other than her grief over having to give up her daughter, she seems all right. She didn't leave the fortress with an empty head either.'

'I've never known her to be empty-headed,' Guarding Bear said. 'What does she know?'

'Oh, just everything about the entire structure: every floor-plan; every passageway and entrance, secret and public; every water, air and electrical conduit; all the top administrators; all the expatriate's habits. I've been interviewing her for months now and haven't been able to exhaust her erudition. Apparently, she knew she'd have to bargain something of value for sanctuary.'

'Spies in Emparia Castle?' Guarding Bear asked. 'Spies in my administration?'

Bubbling Water nodded.

'You've recorded all this information, eh? Thought so.'

'That mind of yours never stops plotting his death, does it?'

'Why should it? He's always plotting mine. When I first saw the Wizard, I thought, “this looks like one of that expatriate's machinations.” Spying Eagle turned out to be just a good citizen, eh?'

'He does resemble Melding Mind to a degree,' Bubbling Water agreed. Since the water getting cold and wrinkling them, she lifted them, still entwined. Drying them off with her telekinesis, she carried them into the bedroom.

There they relaxed in each other's arms, each merely enjoying the touch of the other and the presence of the other.

She was grateful and happy to have him home, having missed him. Their mate-empathy link was very strong, stronger than for most couples mated as long as they. The strength of their link was due to their initial similarity. When they first met, not long after the Caven Hills rebellion, their trace talents were very much alike, they shared almost identical values, and their parents had inculcated into them the arts of government. They'd had so many similarities that their physical and social disparities had mattered very little. Thus their mate-empathy link had grown stronger and faster than comparable mates.

Bubbling Water sighed, feeling more whole than she had during Guarding Bear's absence. Not that without him she was less than whole, merely that his presence filled a place inside her, a place inaccessible to anyone except him, herself and the Infinite, a place filled by only two things: Sexuality and spirituality.

For her the two were nearly inseparable.







Chapter 6

When the stanchions supporting a life rip away, when the very heart of a person's being collapses in a heap, the rebuilding is often a terrible process. The best approach is, first, to clear away the old wreckage. Salvaging from the wreckage a semblance of loss only results in a greater burden of pain—far better to remove the wreckage completely. Second, erecting a new structure upon the cleared land takes hope for the future. Third and last, occupying the new building takes a commitment to caring, and worse, carries the risk of losing any gains.—The Book of the Infinite.

* * *

Brushing the snow off his elkskin parka, Leaping Elk took a last look at the weather. Thank the Infinite the storm held off long enough for me to return home, he thought.

Dawn was two hours away. Leaping Elk had traveled most of the night, his pace moderate on his return journey from the Tiger Fortress. His breathing still rough from exertion, he realized how good his physical condition was, despite his fifty-five years. He felt too old for his sub-subsistence life.

My next meal is whatever I hunt down, he thought, and my next sleep on a rickety pallet shoved against a cold stone wall. At least I slept on that pallet last night, he reminded himself. Long had been the years he hadn't lain his head on the same pillow two nights in succession.

He shook off the memory as he shook off the cold—with a shiver.

Striding along the narrow, twisting entryway to the caves, Leaping Elk passed two sentries hidden in dark niches above the passageway to stop unwanted intruders. The passage began to ascend, twisting ever upward through volcanic rock. As it ascended, the warmth grew greater. The passage deposited him into the central cavern.

At its center, the firepit blazed brightly. Who's up at this hour? he wondered, surprised to find the central cavern cheerily warm and light. Usually, no one was awake this time of night, the fire allowed to die and the communal room to darken.

Laughter from beyond the fire reached his ears. Three night-owls were talking and laughing on the far side of fire. He recognized two voices and, as he approached the fire, two faces as well.

The woman he didn't know. Her back to him, she was fitting what looked like a new robe onto Slithering Snake. The quality of silk and the cut of the robe were far better than most of the bandits' clothing, the fabric shimmering with reflected flame. Nearby was a stack of raw silk bolts, many colors and prints among them.

Leaping Elk guessed she was an itinerant seamstress here to sell her wares. How could she carry all that silk? he wondered. Why bring it here? None of his bandits had enough money to buy new robes. Probing her for further information, he met the blank barrier of an electrical shield.

The unknown woman knelt to adjust the hem.

Seeing his liege lord, Slithering Snake called him over.

Looking, she interrupted what she was doing to bow to him.

Leaping Elk nodded to acknowledge. “Infinite with you be, Lady, Snake Lord, Elephant Lord. Humble bandit from fortress just return.”

“How's the Lord Tiger, eh Lord?” Slithering Snake asked.

Leaping Elk didn't answer.

The seamstress hadn't risen from her bow.

“What this be, Lady?” he asked, his intuition screaming for caution.

“Infinite be with you, Lord Leaping Elk,” the woman said flawlessly in the Southern language, easing back on her haunches.

He looked at her closely.

Her quality robes were thick with padding to ward off the cold. Her hair was dark brown. Her hazel eyes sat wide on her face. Her features were pretty. Her bosom was ample.

He was appreciating how ample when he realized she knew he was appreciating. He returned his gaze to her face. She didn't betray she knew, but he knew she knew. All women knew, he knew.

Other than the girth at her waist, she was beautiful.

“And with you, Lady Seamstress,” he replied, also in the Southern tongue. “You've come a long way to sell wares to bandits who can't buy them, Lady. I hope one of my more mischievous bandits hasn't lured you here merely to take your silks and robes.”

Looking mystified, she glanced at the stack of bolts and Slithering Snake's new robes. Laughing with the abandon of a child, she shook her head. “No, Lord Leaping Elk, I'm not a merchant seamstress. The Lords Snake and Elephant stole the silk from Burrow last night. I was here when they arrived. Since I'm an adequate seamstress, I volunteered to make robes for them.”

Obviously not her native tongue, she spoke the language it so fluently it might have been. “Your command of my language is superb, Lady—?”

She smiled. “When the proper moment comes, this humble Lady would ask to speak with the eminent Lord Leaping Elk.”

She's wearing the shield to conceal her name, Leaping Elk thought, nodding. “Please, Lady, finish with the Lord Snake's robe, eh?”

“Thank you, Lord Elk, you're most considerate.” Nodding, she turned back to the hem of the sectathon's new clothing.

Leaping Elk shot a glance at his lieutenant.

“How was your trip, Lord Elk?” Slithering Snake asked, shrugging and looking as puzzled as Leaping Elk felt.

“Uneventful, thank the Infinite,” he replied in the Southern language. He kept his distance from the woman, wondering if she were here to assassinate him. “It's snowing outside now. Looks as if the storm will be a bad one. How were the pickings in Burrow?”

“Very good, Lord. Five hundred taels in addition to the silk.”

“Taels and silk?” Leaping Elk grinned. “That's all you brought back?”

* * *

Slithering Snake laughed. “I could have brought a few, uh, haunches of deer.” He'd almost said “women” before remembering that one was at his feet: A beautiful woman with the face and body of a Goddess, the carriage of an Empress, and the tongue of a linguist.

The sentries had informed Slithering Snake upon his return a few hours earlier that she'd arrived the night before. Curious, he'd greeted her and asked her why she'd come.

To see the Lord Elk, she'd replied with guardedness that insisted he not inquire further.

So they'd discussed inconsequentials while he and Lumbering Elephant unloaded their packs. She'd admired the silk, so he asked if she knew how to make anything with it, no seamstresses among the Elk Raiders. In minutes she'd made him a new robe with her trace telekinesis. Soon, they were talking easily while she worked. Already she'd fitted both Slithering Snake and Lumbering Elephant with wardrobes fit for an Emperor.

I hope when her business with Leaping Elk is done she'll stay for a day or two, Slithering Snake thought. If the rats don't frighten her off.

While fitting the large levithon earlier, a rat had run past her. Screaming, she'd leaped to her feet, waking nearly everyone in the caves. Suddenly, the rat was a pile of dust. The woman had desiccated it with her talent of dehydration.

She finished with the hem of the sectathon's robe, the length adjusted perfectly. Getting to her feet, she looked toward Leaping Elk.

* * *

The Southerner saw then that her girth was pregnancy. She looked seven, eight months along. “Would you make me a robe, Lady? My clothing is old as well, and it looks as if you're very good.” No, he thought, not an assassin.

“Of course, Lord Elk,” she said amiably, smiling. “Infinite bless your gilded tongue.” Eyeing him, she unrolled a flap from a bolt. “No, the colors are all wrong. Golds and browns, I think,” she said, looking at his skin and hair.

“At one time, Lady, but no more, my name was Leaping Jaguar. Anything but the Emperor Jaguar's insignia colors, eh?”

“Oh, forgive me, Lord, I didn't realize,” she said, unperturbed. “A pity really, because those are your best colors. Let's see. Reds and rusts are a good alternative. I wonder what I can find in here.” After looking through the raw silk, she switched languages. “Lord Elephant, didn't you have a floral pattern with black, rust and sienna?”

Nodding, he gestured vaguely over his shoulder.

“Would you be a gentle lord and get it for me, oh please?” she pleaded mockingly, flashing a captivating smile.

Lumbering Elephant smiled, turning to go.

Glancing at Slithering Snake, Leaping Elk saw he admired her too. She was very admirable. Of the few women who lived with the Elk Raiders, none was anything like her. Vivacious and animated, she brought light into the Elk Raiders' dark hole. Leaping Elk had forgotten what having an effervescent woman around was like.

Smiling and sighing, Slithering Snake glanced at Leaping Elk. “On the way back from Burrow, Lord, Lumbering Elephant and I tangled with that old man with the staff. Remember the one I told you about, lives on the other side of the mountain? We ran into him on our way north last night. I didn't recognize him then, but I remember the smell.”

Lumbering Elephant returned with a large stack of raw silk bolts, in addition to the one she requested. Thanking the levithon, she began to show Leaping Elk several fabrics of different patterns and colors. Some he liked and some he didn't. She made a pile of the cloth he liked. Leaping Elk listened to his lieutenant with one ear.

“Anyway, same smell,” Slithering Snake said. “What I hadn't noticed until last night was that he's invisible to my sight.”

“Eh? What?” Leaping Elk looked at the sectathon sharply.

“Come here, Lord Elk,” the woman said imperiously. “Remove your parka and robes and stand with your back against this rock. I need to take your measure. No slouching, please.”

He did as she bade him, leaving on only loincloth and moccasins. “Invisible? You didn't get drunk to get up your courage, did you?” Some bandits did, and some had no courage except that of intoxication.

Slithering Snake laughed. “Never had to before. The Lord Elephant collided with him, knocked him off the trail and into the gulch. I climbed down to see if he was all right, and that's when I smelled him. The staff, Lord—I saw it move toward his hand.”

“Eh? You were drinking!”

“No, Lord, I wasn't. Upon the Infinite, I swear that's what I saw.”

“Was it a talisman, Lord?” the woman asked, measuring out a length of cloth, the shimmering sheet floating in the air.

Frowning, Slithering Snake glanced at the woman. “That would be my guess, Lady. Later, as we approached the border—”

“What was the hermit doing across the border?” Leaping Elk asked, glancing over at the woman. She'd cut the fabric into a rough shape, and was pulling several threads from the edge.

“I don't know, Lord. We didn't stop to chat, eh? Anyway, as we approached the border, two Wizards began to fight about fifteen, sixteen miles south of us. It was quite a spectacle.”

She draped the cloth across Leaping Elk's muscular shoulders. “What style collar and sleeves do you want?”

“Whatever you think will look best, Lady,” he replied.

“What'll look best on you, Lord, will also be the least comfortable, sorry to say. It's your build. Maybe I can tailor the sides to fit you better. Not many men have such large shoulders and slim hips. Most men are like the Lord Elephant, with shoulders and hips the same size.”

Leaping Elk laughed, the levithon heavy around the middle. “Now I know you were drinking, Lord Snake,” he scoffed at the younger, larger sectathon. “Two Wizards battling with their talents?”

“Ask the Lord Elephant,” Slithering Snake said. Shrugging, he told the levithon in the Eastern tongue, “Tell him about the explosions, Lord Elephant.”

Leaping Elk looked at the levithon, who only nodded. “Incredible. Where did the Wizards come from, Lord Snake?”

“One came out of Burrow with the Captain Probing Gaze, the other from the south.”

“South?! You must be wrong.” He switched to the other language. “You both toxic be, Elephant Lord.”

“ 'Intoxicated,' Lord,” the woman said absently, concentrating on shaping the cloth before her. Two rough-cut edges joined, and a nearly invisible silk thread sewed them together. Making little motions with her finger, she didn't otherwise move or touch the fabric.

“South?” Leaping Elk repeated, not understanding why a Wizard from Burrow would battle a Wizard coming from the south, from the general direction of Emparia Castle. “Did you recognize either Wizard?”

Frowning, Slithering Snake glanced at the woman.

Leaping Elk understood immediately. Usually, he and Slithering Snake conversed freely, no one else in the band understanding the Southern tongue. He shrugged it off as unimportant. “The Traitor?”

Slithering Snake nodded, not surprised his liege lord would guess. South was the general direction of Emparia Castle. While Lurking Hawk had been beyond the usual range of the sectathon's talent, the emissions during the psychic battle had contained enough signature information that the latter had been able to identify the former.

“Elephant Lord,” Leaping Elk said sharply.

The levithon jumped to his feet, hearing command in his superior's voice.

“Old man who other side of mountain live you look, you watch. One day, two, Infinite know, eh? Who he be, you out find, eh? What name be, why he there live, eh?”

“Yes, Lord Elk. I don't have to go into his cave, do I?”

Leaping Elk shrugged. “What require do, Elephant Lord.”

“Why don't you just ask him, Lord?” the woman asked.

“I don't want to go near him, Lady,” Lumbering Elephant replied. “He smells worse than a skunk.”

“Or an animal two weeks dead!” Slithering Snake added, chuckling.

“Can't be that bad.” She returned her attention to a robe almost finished. The lapels attached themselves and a thread secured them.

“When you return, we'll make you bathe even if you don't go near him.”

“We'll see who makes who do what, Lord Snake.” Lumbering Elephant smirked at Slithering Snake's relatively puny frame.

“Elephant Lord, now go. Man yet not return, eh? Cave in look.”

“If you insist, Lord Elk, I'll look into the cave.” Not looking pleased, Lumbering Elephant bowed to them and left.

Slithering Snake yawned, checking his inner clock. Dawn approached. “What do you think he'll find there, Lord Elk?”

“I don't know, Lord Snake.” Leaping Elk tried on the new robe. Pulling it onto his wide shoulders by the lapels, he tightened it around his waist and cinched the sash, wriggling inside it. “Well done, Lady! I haven't had a robe this comfortable in many years.”

“Thank you, Lord, although my skill is poor.” Looking proud of her efforts, she said, “I like how you look in the robe, Lord.”

“Why do you suppose the Traitor was near the border?” Leaping Elk asked.

“Why does a traitor go anywhere, Lord Elk?”

“Indeed, Lord Snake. I'm in need of a bath, Lady. Would you care to join me? The spelunk isn't easy, but once there you'll be glad you went.”

“ 'Spelunk,' Lord?” she asked. “It's in a cave?”

Nodding, he pointed into the mountain, surprised she knew the word. Her vocabulary in the Southern tongue was extensive. Leaping Elk had the feeling that he'd become ensnared in the web of another's plans. Shaking it off, he wondered why she'd come, this woman of breeding and elegance, to the pitiful abode of the Elk Raiders.

“I thought I smelled sulfur. I'd love a bath, Lord.”

“Good. You're welcome to stay for more than a bath, Lady of the unknown name and facile tongue.”

“Well, thank you, Lord. You're very kind. I don't know how long I'll stay, however.” She turned to the sectathon. “Now remember, Lord Snake, never wash those robes in sulfurous water or hot water. Always use cold water and as little soap as possible, eh?” With the regality of an Empress, she turned and walked off, following Leaping Elk.

Slithering Snake wistfully watched her leave.

* * *

Just past the communal area of the caves were the individual abodes, most of them alcoves hacked from the wall of the central cavern. Few were like Leaping Elk's abode, a suite of three rooms above the main cavern itself, connected by a winding passageway. A few heads rose from pillows as the negroid man and caucasoid woman walked past, the flames roaring brightly behind them.

Ahead in an alcove, a four-armed, four-legged monster spun slowly in midair, writhing. Politely, Leaping Elk looked away, but the woman watched fascinated, dismay on her face.

“They're just fornicating,” Leaping Elk said. Their passion began to seep around the edges of his mindshields.

Exasperated, she looked at him but didn't reply.

At a quarter mile into the mountain, where only the center of the floor was smooth, Leaping Elk said, “Here the fun begins, Lady.”

“Looks like it slopes downward.”

He grunted. The declension was gentle, the purchase easy. “There'll be steps before this gets too treacherous.” He still wanted to know her name. Not knowing if others were coming up from the baths, he decided not to ask.

The faint smell grew stronger. Darkness began to enclose them. The fire was a bright point of light behind them, too far away to illuminate this deeply into the caves. Leaping Elk pulled a small electrical lantern off his belt. Illumination flooded the murky depths ahead. The lava tube began to narrow. The floor and ceiling appeared to converge not far ahead. His moccasins easily gripped the rough stone floor. Stopping her, he asked her to lift her foot. Looking at her moccasins, he saw that they were also rough-soled. Satisfied, he gestured her to fall behind, the sides narrowing as well. The tube gradually became more vertical. The odor grew to a stench.

“First steps.” He shone the light so she could see. “Watch your head,” he warned, ducking a ceiling protrusion. Nodules of harder rock that lava hadn't melted made the ceiling bumpy.

“Do you always go to this much trouble when you bathe, Lord?”

“Eh, Lady? What trouble?”

Steep now, the steps were only inches wide, the angle of the tube over forty-five degrees. The sulfur stench was now pungent. In the distance, geothermal water hissed and gurgled.

“Why don't the fumes choke everyone back there, Lord?”

“Vents. We haven't seen them because they're so small. We drilled them ourselves to make the main cavern livable. You need to turn your feet sideways now.”

Carefully, she moved down the narrow steps, almost a foot high but only three or four inches wide, the shaft nearly vertical. The smell was a fetor, and the gurgle of water distinct.

Suddenly they arrived. The small lava tube opened into a cavernous cathedral of glittering, tapered columns. At their base was a circular pool of steaming water. Leaping Elk put out the light. Luminescent rock of purple and green glowed on the walls.

“Oh, Infinite bless this place!” Happy as a child, she stepped to the water and dipped her hand. “Warm!” Craning back her head, she spun in place, taking it all in. “Beautiful!” She turned toward him. “May I?”

“Please, Lady,” he replied, enjoying her wonder and fascination.

She wriggled out of her thick clothing quickly, her back to him. Delicately dipping her toe into the steamy pool, she stepped gingerly in, the water coming to her knees. “Oh, Infinite bless this place!” She lowered her backside to the surface. “Oh!” she yelped and immersed herself until only her head was above water. Her shield was amidst her clothes.

Out of respect for her privacy he didn't probe for her name. Smiling, Leaping Elk began to undress, grateful no one else was here. Stepping into the pool, he quickly eased himself to sitting, the warmth of the water encapsulating him better than any blanket.

She'd found one of the submerged benches and stretched out luxuriously, her eyes half-closed in rapture. The water lapping at her armpits, her ample breasts protruded like twin volcanos on the primordial seacoast of her pregnancy.

“Congratulations on your expected one, Lady.”

She smiled through the steam, but her expression quickly turned sad.

Leaping Elk saw it was the grimace signaling tears. Moving across the pool, he held her while she grieved, not knowing why she grieved but knowing his knowing was superfluous. She held onto him tightly, as if afraid to let go, her body convulsing with sobs unexplained and sobs unexplainable. Soon she gave full voice to her pain, her face a mask collapsed by anguish. Of all expressions the human face could take, the ugliest of all was that of loss.

She wore the ugliest while he held her tight.

* * *

“Thank you, Lord Elk,” she said much later, sniffling.

With only a nod, Leaping Elk moved backward a foot in the sulfurous water.

Looking imperturbable again, she adjusted her position on the submerged rock couch. “If I fall in the water, please hold my head up, eh?”

“Why—?”

Suddenly, she lost consciousness, her head nastily striking stone.

Leaping Elk turned her head to check for injury.

The skin was unbroken.

He eased her head to stone and thumbed back an eyelid.

The pupils appeared to dilate and constrict normally. She was breathing, if slowly, and her pulse was regular. Her complexion looked normal as well, from what he could see. Nothing at all looked wrong with her.

Very odd, he thought, wondering what to do now. “Lady,” he said, shaking her, “wake up.”

She sat up, petals of water sliding from glistening skin. Her eyes vacant, she appeared to see neither him nor her surroundings.

Shrugging, he asked her name on a whim.

“The body is that of the Lady Trickling Stream,” the woman woodenly replied in the Southern language. “The voice is that of the Lady Matriarch Bubbling Water, Mother of the Lord Emperor Flying Arrow, Grandmother of the Imperial Arrow Twins.”

Flying Arrow, he remembered, had executed Trickling Stream's mate and children in front of her. Only Bubbling Water would have the temerity to send her here. Leaping Elk guffawed, slapping at the water jovially. “What do you want, Lady Matriarch?”

“Lord Leaping Elk, by the precious seed of the Lord Emperor Jaguar, this woman Trickling Stream is yours to keep if you agree. If you don't, please return her.”

“The woman for what?” Leaping Elk asked immediately.

“A shifting of loyalties toward the Empire at the appointed time.”

“Too high a price! Can you offer nothing more than the woman?”

“She carries the son of the Lord Emperor Jaguar,” the woman droned.

“By the precious seed, indeed!” He frowned. The Matriarch sought to ply him with levers that would only move him the wrong way. Only in public did Leaping Elk and Snarling Jaguar hate each other. Leaping Elk wouldn't use his brother's son as pawn, a fact the Matriarch couldn't have known. “Why this woman, and not another?”

“This is my sister's daughter, whose mate died ignominiously and whose sons followed him into the Infinite's embrace. She wished to fall on her knife, but I asked her instead to become your mate. In her genetic structure is a recessive prescient talent. The gene may become dominant if paired with yours. At thirty years old, she has several years of child-bearing ahead. Those years are yours if you agree to shift loyalties at the appointed time.”

“How will I know 'the appointed time'?” he asked.

“The same way you knew of Purring Tiger's need for a helpful companion.”

Over two years ago, Leaping Elk had prophesied that Scowling Tiger would sire a girl and kill her mother, the Traitress Fleeting Snow. In his vision, the motherless child had become a scourge upon the Windy Mountains, and chaos had reigned in all four Empires. To prevent the chaos, Leaping Elk had suggested that Scowling Tiger trade Fleeting Snow to Snarling Jaguar for a menagerie tiger.

Leaping Elk considered Bubbling Water's proposal. Since to cancel the bargain he needed only to return the woman to her Matriarch, he decided to keep her. “All right, I agree.”

Trickling Stream shook her head, as if waking from a sound sleep.

He smiled at her, his trace prescient talent confirming that he'd made the right decision.

Returning his smile, she rubbed his hirsute chest. “Would you wash me, Lord?”

“Happily, Lady Stream, but that's all. I'd guess you need a little time before we consummate the bargain. Shall we wait until the child is born?”

Nodding and smiling wistfully, she began to sob anew, reaching for him. Through her tears she managed to say, “You're such a considerate man, Lord. I thought you'd be a brute.”

Leaping Elk chuckled while he held her, caressing her gently. “My being a bandit doesn't mean I have to act like a rogue.”

Sniffling, Trickling Stream nodded, her head against his shoulder. “I need a new name, Lord. Trickling Stream is dead now.” She began to cry again.

What wells of sadness into which we fall, Leaping Elk thought, glad she wanted to rid herself of her name, detritus of her old life. “What would you suggest?”

She hadn't heard him, her body shaking off the pain of her losses.

Content to hold her, Leaping Elk waited.

Awhile later, she pulled away. “Where's the soap?”

He rose to get the chunk of soap from the rim of pool. “What shall I call you?”

Trickling Stream glanced down at her pregnant body, smiling. “I want you to call me … Fawning Elk.”







Chapter 7

Vendetta is a cruel gauntlet, enslaving both the agent and recipient under the scourge of strike and counterstrike, flogging both onto more severe retaliation with the whip of hatred and intolerance, each lash laying upon wounds barely healed, further fomenting the spiraling cycle of reprisal, until the original transgression is a forgotten blur and the requiters resemble raw masses of flayed flesh, the gauntlet rarely killing early.—Lex Talionis: The Unlawful Law, by the Sectathon Wizard Probing Gaze.

* * *

“Are you sure you want to file these charges, Lord Captain?” the pyrathon Colonel Scratching Wolf asked mildly, regarding the other man over parchment.

“I am, Lord Colonel,” Probing Gaze replied.

The Colonel scratched his nose.

As the silence lengthened, Probing Gaze looked around his superior's office. Parchment maps covered all the walls but the north one. Beyond condensation-crusted panes, snow flung furious flurries at him. The weather had deteriorated two hours before dawn. A full-fledged blizzard blasted the Windy Mountains, the storm unusually intense for this region.

The snow's so heavy, Probing Gaze thought, not a soul will be out traveling—not even bandits.

The Colonel scratched his ear.

The cold outside reflected how Probing Gaze felt inside. Across the high tundra within him raged a storm of outrage, of confusion, of disillusion.

A few minutes later, Scratching Wolf said, “Listen, Lord Captain, there'll be the Infinite to pay for lodging these charges against the Sorcerer himself.” The Colonel scratched his arm.

“I know it, Lord Colonel,” Probing Gaze said tersely, factually.

* * *

Scratching Wolf considered his approaches. His subordinate having the will of rock, he decided on rock. “What's with you, eh? You've trained a battalion of warriors to such ferocity that your losses are the fewest since the bandit general ensconced himself in that fortress just across the border. Your subordinates and superiors respect you, and you have a great career in the Eastern Armed Forces ahead of you. I order you to wipe your ass on this piece of parchment. If you file these charges, Lord Captain, they'll arrow their way into your back passage—guaranteed!” The Colonel scratched his armpit.

Probing Gaze frowned, looked at the map, then returned his gaze to his superior. “Forgive me, Lord Colonel, but I must disobey that order,” he replied, his voice calm. “How did I gain that respect, Lord? What did I do to garner that face? I listened to my conscience. Nothing but my own scruples guides my behavior. Lord Colonel, that man broke the law. No man's beyond the justice demanded by the law, not even the Lord Emperor Arrow. Lex talionis is the basis of our society, or as the Book of the Infinite reads, 'an eye for an eye.' We both know the result when even one member of this society is above the law—anarchy. I'd rather gouge out my own eye than withdraw those charges. If I did withdraw them, I might as well gouge out both, because I wouldn't have the spine to look at my reflection anymore. I'm filing those charges and Infinite take the consequences!”

The Colonel scratched his chin, watching his subordinate.

* * *

Probing Gaze returned his superior's gaze levelly, fearlessly. His face solid, he questioned his own motives.

Perhaps Spying Eagle had infected him with insubordination.

Probing Gaze felt outraged that the Sorcerer had ordered the Wizard captured, interrogated and conscripted for the simple expedient of preserving Arrow Sovereignty. The Wizard's disposal was unjustifiable. The charges were the eye for the eye.

Or were they? Probing Gaze wondered. Isn't Spying Eagle capable of settling his own feud? he asked himself.

The Wizard was more than capable. Lurking Hawk, though, had also broken the law in evading and psychically assaulting Imperial warriors. That's my motivation for filing the charges! he thought. Satisfied his own motives were ethical, Probing Gaze waited.

* * *

The Colonel scratched his calf, continuing to stare at the man.

A pyrathon of the pure-heat variety, Scratching Wolf didn't indulge in face or ostentation. Pyrathons of fire and light disgusted him, bent on impressing others with their pyrotechnics. Scratching Wolf's talent was more destructive. Every erg he generated infused the object or person without loss to light.

The Colonel scratched his neck.

Unfortunately, he had a peculiar condition that no psychological Wizard could cure. Most people, as long as they didn't deplete their psychic reserves, used their talents at whatever rate they chose. Scratching Wolf's reserves had a minor malfunction. When they reached capacity, his skin developed a rash that itched like the Infinite. The inflammations might appear anywhere on his body.

The Colonel scratched his hand.

As long as Scratching Wolf used his talent regularly, his skin remained unblemished. Once, however, the Southern Armed Forces had captured and imprisoned him. They'd dampered his cell, and in less than a week he was near death from rash. Before the rash became fatal, the Eastern Empire had repatriated him in an exchange of prisoners. Conceivably, his skin could kill him if he didn't or couldn't use his pyrokinesis.

The Colonel scratched his sternum.

Scratching Wolf was fast reaching the conclusion that nothing would divert or compromise Probing Gaze. Enough time had passed that if the Captain had decided by now to file the charges, then he wouldn't consider a compromise. Scratching his elbow, the Colonel guessed as well that the sectathon would pay for it.

Infinite knows there are ways to avoid redress, Scratching Wolf thought, his gaze never leaving the sectathon's face. “I don't like to lose good men, Lord Captain. So I have an idea that will remove you beyond the Sorcerer's reach.

“Two months ago, the Lady Matriarch Water swept out the Nest bureaucracy. Well, a young man fitting your description escaped the executioner's blade and fled to the Windy Mountains. Thirty such fugitives became bandits.”

Probing Gaze smiled. “I like that idea, Lord Colonel.”

The Colonel scratched his stomach. “You don't even know what it'll entail, Lord Captain.”

“It doesn't matter, Lord Colonel,” Probing Gaze replied. “To keep my head for being a loyal citizen of the Empire, I'll have to expatriate myself for a few years, eh? What better way to do it than that?”

“I thought you might be amenable, but I didn't think you'd leap, Lord Captain.”

Probing Gaze smiled, looking at a map on the wall.

Scratching Wolf followed his gaze. “Three years ago, I assumed command here, which displeased a few bureaucrats in line for the position. Almost no one had heard of me. Some thought my appointment political—granted on the basis of my lineage only, and not on my accomplishments or my ability to command. For four years, I served in Eyry as a Major on the southern border. In my last position, where I served five years, I proved my worth beyond all doubt. One responsibility of that position was that I find others to do as I did.” The Colonel scratched his forehead.

“To be a spy amidst bandits takes a special man. One who has little need of friends and family. With determination and stamina beyond all reasonable expectations. Dedicated and loyal to the Empire to such a degree that living among bandits won't corrupt him. Willing to endure the worst this world can offer. Able to spit in the face of the Infinite and walk away unscathed. You, Lord Captain, are just such a man.”

* * *

Probing Gaze looked at his superior dubiously. He'd rarely considered how others might perceive him. His guiding moral principle was the safety of his battalion and of his Empire. He wasn't popular among his subordinates for his uncompromising attitudes. Respected, yes, but not popular.

The Colonel scratched his buttock. “Your duties as spy are as follows: To infiltrate and emulate the bandits whatever your assignment, to collect information on their numbers, weapons, customs, habits, living conditions, affiliations, organizations. You'll send that information to your contacts, of course. At times you'll investigate a single bandit or group of bandits, and at times you'll be free to roam and socialize with them as you see fit. Near the conclusion of your tour of duty, you'll accomplish a goal that'll make any return to the bandits impossible, more than likely an assassination. When your tour's done, you'll choose fifty men to follow in your footsteps. When I became a spy, I never thought choosing others would be more difficult than the spying itself. The cold fact is, Lord Captain, I'm sending you to your death.”

Probing Gaze nodded solemnly.

The Colonel scratched his knee. “For every month you spy on bandits, you'll accrue your regular salary plus a week of inactive pay at your present rate plus hazardous-duty pay. Don't expect any vacations. If you cross the border for a week of leisure and then return to the bandits, they'll hack you to pieces. Don't take anything of value, because they'll kill you to get it. I suggest you leave your sword behind and learn to use one of conventional length. The fewer distinguishing characteristics you have, the longer you'll survive. Finally, don't try to enlist in Scowling Tiger's band, because that animal will spot you and kill you.”

“The tiger, Lord? Is that why we haven't heard a peep from our mice inside the fortress?”

“That's the reason, Lord. Thankfully, I served my term before the expatriate acquired the animal—or I'd have been feline food as well.” Scratching Wolf chuckled. “I spent three years in the fortress. Even the Wizard Melding Mind examined me, but they never knew I was a spy. You'll have an implant with all the needed information. Not a pleasant experience, but vital if you're to survive among them.”

Leaning forward, Scratching Wolf continued. “Just one more matter that concerns me, Lord Captain. I've recruited twenty men like you, and none of them assented as quickly. Why don't you have any reservations?”

Probing Gaze looked again at the map on the wall.

Depicted was the Windy Mountains. A dark red line representing the border bisected the map.

“Lord Wolf, I've fought bandits for six years. I feel tired from giving so much and getting so little in return. I've trained my men to the cutting edge of fighting skill, and the attrition rate is still unacceptably high. It doesn't have anything to do with the abilities of our warriors, Lord. It's the situation. The bandits are free to move where they will, to strike from any place beyond the dark red line.” He nodded at the map. “We simply don't have enough warriors to contain them. How much of the territory on this side of the mountains have we ceded because we just can't defend it?

“Lord Colonel, you know what the situation is like along the southern border, eh? Villages within a few feet of the border, factories within a mile, and rarely a problem with the Southern Empire. Oh, during the occasional border skirmish, a few peasants might have to move away for a month or two, but the land is Eastern Empire territory and used as such.

“Along the Windy Mountains, no one dares cultivate land within fifty miles. Even here in Burrow, the only people living north of the garrison don't have the means to live elsewhere, eh? Here at the northern border we occupy the land only at the sufferance of bandits, and not because the land is ours. I've done all I can on this side of the border, Lord. It's time I do what I can on the other side.”

The Colonel scratched his temple. “In weighing your aptitude for being a spy, Lord Captain, I didn't consider how your dissatisfaction would influence your decision.” Scratching Wolf frowned at Probing Gaze. “Frankly, my concern is that you're close to becoming a bandit. I'm not impugning your loyalty, Lord, which I don't doubt for a minute. However, any strongly held belief can and sometimes does result in two dispositions of exact antithesis. The depth of your loyalty for the Empire might evolve into a hatred for those who rule it, eh?”

Probing Gaze looked puzzled.

“Well, I see you don't understand. All right.” Scratching Wolf sighed. “Look at Scowling Tiger. Years ago, he was Commanding General of the Eastern Armed Forces and President of the Imperial Ruling Council, with his whole life ahead of him and the Eastern Empire groveling at his feet. What happened to him, Lord Gaze? How did he get there?” Scratching Wolf pointed northward out the window, where the snowstorm hadn't abated a bit. “No one ever questioned his loyalty to the Empire. My opinion is that his loyalty hasn't abated a bit. All that has changed is his chosen manner of expressing that loyalty. What about you, Lord Gaze? Will your expression of loyalty change?”

Probing Gaze looked out the window.

* * *

If he'd answered immediately, I'd have changed my mind, Scratching Wolf thought. A person who doesn't examine his motives is one who doesn't care what they are.

“I understand your reservations, Lord Wolf,” Probing Gaze said. “Several factors would affect my loyalty, but all those factors would have to change before my loyalty made such a shift.”

“See that they don't, Lord,” Scratching Wolf replied. “Consider these facts as well: First, of every ten spies we send across the border, one turns rogue. Second, of those ten, six die during the first year. Third, only one in a hundred survives the maximum five-year tour. Fourth, other spies will watch you, and should you turn rogue, you'll die on their blades. So I must ask again: Do you want to become a spy?”

“Yes, Lord.”

The Colonel scratched his scrotum. “Good. You'll undergo a psychological examination, of course, and the implantation. They're only formalities for you. I wish you the luck of the Infinite, because you'll need it all.”

“Thank you, Lord. When can I leave?”

Scratching Wolf smiled. “All in good time, Lord. Right now, I want to talk to the Lord Corporal Eagle.”

“He's standing guard on the northern battlements, Lord, out in that.” He gestured at the nearly solid wall of white beyond the window.

The Colonel scratched his foot. “Let's go talk to him.” Rising, he circled the desk, pulled his white parka and leggings off wall hooks. Slipping them on, Scratching Wolf secured his sword to the parka and gestured Probing Gaze to lead the way.

“Other commanders would've ordered the Corporal into the office, Lord Colonel,” the sectathon said. Similarly clad, he secured his clothing for the cold, leading the way through the outer offices to the stairs. His fur-lined moccasins whispered down stone steps.

The wind nearly tore the door from his hand. The two men strode through the courtyard, their feet kicking up flurries of powder. Gusting winds whipped them away. Stinging snowflakes nearly blinding them, they passed through several gates, each battlement rising forty feet above them.

At the outermost gate, Scratching Wolf stopped beside a charred log protruding from the ground. Beside it was a battered bucket and a barrel filled with snow and ice. The log burst into flame. Melting the water in the barrel, Scratching Wolf scooped out a bucket full and doused the flame. “I feel much better.” Dropping the bucket beside the barrel, he gestured toward the stairs.

Probing Gaze led the way up, passing sentries and nodding to their obeisances.

At the northeast corner, crouched in the lee of a parapet crenellation, Spying Eagle bowed to his two superiors, the parka face mask concealing all but his eyes.

The Colonel didn't scratch himself.

Flinging stinging snow, the wind howled mercilessly.

If we try to talk in this wind, Scratching Wolf decided, it'll only snatch the words from our mouths. He gestured them to a stairwell leading to the guard station beneath the battlement. In the diminished noise, the Colonel unstrapped his face mask, and the other two did likewise. Easing himself to a step, he pulled a portable shield from his belt and switched it on. The other two men stood on steps below, their eyes level with his.

The Colonel didn't scratch himself. “Infinite be with you, Lord Corporal.” Scratching Wolf looked closely at the other man's face—and recognized him instantly.

Brown of hair, of eye, of skin, Spying Eagle bowed.

“Lord Gaze, check the guard station below. If it's empty, we'll go down there. And get a replacement for the Corporal's post.” The Colonel didn't avert his gaze from the Corporal's face.

“Yes, Lord.” Turning, the sectathon descended.

Spying Eagle fidgeted. “Congratulations on your daughter's pregnancy, Lord Colonel.”

“Thank you, Lord,” Scratching Wolf replied, “but no thank you. Flowering Pine isn't my daughter, despite her mother's claims.”

Spying Eagle looked even more uncomfortable.

“Clear down here, Lord,” Probing Gaze said from below.

“Please, Lord.” Gesturing, Scratching Wolf rose and descended after the younger man.

Shutting the door behind them, Scratching Wolf signaled the Captain to stand with his back to it and to turn on the shields. Grabbing himself a chair, he sat. He turned off the portable shield in his hand, hooking it onto the weapons belt beneath his parka. “I understand you encountered the Sorcerer last night, Lord Corporal.”

“Yes, Lord Colonel.” Spying Eagle looked more calm.

“Why do you suppose he was there?”

“I don't know, Lord Colonel.”

Scratching Wolf nodded, then shrugged. “Speculate for me, Lord.”

Spying Eagle glanced back at the door. “Forgive me, Lord Colonel, but I don't trust electrical shields. May I have your permission to probe your personal shields, to check that they're adequate?”

“Eh? What's this nonsense? What's the matter with the shields?”

“They're not impervious, Lord Colonel.”

“Only the Emperor using the Sword can penetrate them,” Scratching Wolf scoffed.

“Forgive me, Lord Colonel, but you're wrong. I can penetrate them.”

Scratching Wolf and Probing Gaze glanced at each other. Shields were impervious to all probes but the Emperor Arrow's. “I don't believe you.” Pulling the portable shield back off his belt, he set its range to shield only him. “Show me.”

Spying Eagle blinked his eyes and the shield shut itself off.

Scratching Wolf checked the readout. “Disabled. As if you were the Emperor, Lord Corporal.” He shook his head. “At first, I came here to question you about the Sorcerer and the events after you treated the Lord General Guarding Bear. Now this. Infinite blast me, nothing's simple anymore!” Scratching Wolf decided not to mention Spying Eagle's uncanny resemblance to the Wizard who now served the bandit general.

Spying Eagle frowned in consternation.

Did he read my thoughts? Scratching Wolf wondered, sighing. “You'll just have to trust the shields, Lord Corporal. The Sorcerer first. While battling him, did you get even a hint of why he came north?” Usually, peripheral energy accompanied any talent use. Such inadvertent expenditure sometimes carried information such as motive, affect, thought, memory. Scratching Wolf watched the young man think.

“I think, Lord Colonel, to meet someone. He has good discipline with his talents, as you might expect. Very little in his expenditures shouldn't have been there.”

“To meet someone, eh? Good, Lord Corporal, exactly what I wanted to know. A description, some physical characteristic of the person he was meeting, anything would be helpful.”

The Wizard closed his eyes, his palms open and limp, his shoulders sagging, his head bent forward. “Wood,” the man whispered slowly, his body swaying as if he were deep in a trance. “Pair … pay…”

Scratching Wolf listened with his mind, Spying Eagle having lowered his shields. The memory was horrible. The Colonel raised his shields, a shiver shaking him. Thank the Infinite, I was elsewhere, he thought.

Suddenly, Spying Eagle snapped back to the present. “He came north to meet a—” He said a word none of them understood, as if in a foreign language. “I don't know what it means, Lord Colonel.” The Wizard rubbed his eyes, his gaze haunted.

“All right, Lord Corporal, thank you for trying. Write the word down as you'd spell it. I'll find a linguist to decipher it, eh? How'd you learn to penetrate a shield?”

The Wizard smiled briefly, without humor. “At my offices in Emparia City, Lord Colonel, between clients, I'd meditate by trying to penetrate a portable shield, like yours. I knew an Emperor could do it with the Imperial Sword, but I never expected to myself. One day, though, I managed to disable it. I almost fell out of my chair in surprise.”

Scratching Wolf smiled. “Are you a native of Emparia City?”

“Yes, Lord. My parents are both administrators at the Institute of Psychology—have been for years.”

“Are they Wizards as well, Lord?”

“No, Lord Colonel. I guess you're asking about my genetic capabilities?” The other man nodding, Spying Eagle continued. “They adopted me when I was two months old.”

“Ah, I see. Any idea who your real parents are?”

“None, Lord Colonel. The proverbial basket on the doorstep, eh?”

Smiling, Scratching Wolf nodded, his suspicion still valid. “Tell me what happened after you left the Bear residence.”

Spying Eagle looked at his feet, his lips pursed.

“Listen, young man, I don't care why you went there or what you did. Someone—and I'd guess the Sorcerer—didn't like your treating the Lord General. You have abundant talent, Lord Eagle, and you're young as well. Perhaps you haven't learned a few things yet. No one can confer shame or dishonor upon you without your letting them. Their capturing you and taking you to the dungeons of Emparia Castle isn't shameful or dishonorable. It just happened, eh?”

“Yes, Lord Colonel, except that they did capture me.”

“I'll wager it cost them, though.”

“Thirteen of them, Lord Colonel.” Spying Eagle frowned.

“Good!” Scratching Wolf said. “Reprehensible curmudgeons. Be proud of that, Lord! Now tell me, eh?”

“Forgive me, Lord Colonel, but I'm not proud that I killed them—not when I could've simply knocked them unconscious.”

Scratching Wolf guffawed. “Forgive me, Lord Eagle. I'm a warrior. Sentiments like that are anathema to me.” Chuckling, he shook his head. “Tell me what happened.”

Smiling, Spying Eagle recounted how they'd taken him to the dungeons, where Lurking Hawk had personally interrogated him. Discovering that he couldn't penetrate the other Wizard's shields, the Sorcerer had questioned him verbally, to no avail, and then had tortured him physically, also to no avail. Spying Eagle had shut off individual nerves, stopping all pain. Frustrated, the Sorcerer had ordered the Wizard stationed at Burrow. Binding, gagging and blindfolding him, the jailers had carried him bodily from the dungeons, shipping him north like a sack of grain.

Grinning, Scratching Wolf chuckled. “I'll wager the Sorcerer didn't know whether to shit or vomit.”

Spying Eagle smiled.

“You could have killed the Traitor then, eh? Why didn't you?”

“I'd have had to escape from the castle, Lord. If he continues to abuse his talents, he'll be dead in another six months anyway.”

Scratching Wolf shook his head. “You've had two opportunities now, Lord Corporal, and you didn't take either. I don't understand that. You mustn't be a warrior. When the Lord Captain told me you don't belong here, I didn't believe him. I do now, Lord Corporal. You belong at Emparia Castle, serving as the Sorcerer, not that Traitor.”

“Thank you, Lord Colonel, but I'd rather return to my practice in Emparia City.”

Nodding, Scratching Wolf shrugged. “You have only two and a half years left, Lord. Then you're up for reenlistment. You probably won't reenlist, due to the manner of your conscription. You'll return to your practice eventually, Lord. In the meantime, young man, endure.” The Colonel stood. “Lord Captain, dismiss all the sentries on the battlements from their posts until the storm abates. No bandit will be out in that, eh?”

“Yes, Lord Colonel.”

He nodded to the obeisances of the other two men. “Infinite be with you, Lords.” He strode through the door and up the stairs.

Scratching Wolf girded himself for the cold, strapping the mask across his face and infusing his parka with a few psi of heat. Walking through the windy white toward his office, the Colonel knew the young man fully capable of being the Sorcerer.

A position that the young man's grandfather had held.

A position that Flying Arrow had denied the young man's father.

A pity Spying Eagle won't ever know his grandfather or father, he thought.







Chapter 8

Healing Hand, the most talented Imperial Medacor of his time, gained greatly from his friendship with Guarding Bear and Bubbling Water. Their political influence helped him rise to the foremost station in his profession.

Or did it? The record we have of Healing Hand's talents implies that he would have become the Imperial Medacor regardless of their help. In The Gathering of Power, the Wizard Spying Eagle (9324) attests, “Healing Hand had the power of an Imperial Sword, even without a talisman.” Whether hyperbole or fact, we cannot know.—The Twins and The Swords, by Keeping Track.

* * *

Guarding Bear recognized the rat-faced courier. How did I so badly misconstrue his information about Snarling Jaguar before the negotiations? he wondered. “This way, Lord Rat,” he said, walking toward the sitting room.

A little after dawn, he and Bubbling Water had finally fallen asleep, exhausted. About fifteen minutes ago, Guarding Bear had awakened and looked at her.

* * *

Laying there, her arms and legs akimbo as if in wild abandon, she looked so enticing that he stiffened.

He let her sleep. Watching the rise and fall of her breathing, smelling the scents of their pleasures, listening to her soft sounds of sleep, all brought him satisfaction.

Thank the Infinite for this treasure before me, Guarding Bear thought, shedding a single tear. Feeling humble, grateful, peaceful, he knew she was more important to him than anything else could ever be. I want to die before she does, he thought, not wanting to live if the Infinite needed her more than he. Since their mate-empathy link was so strong, they'd likely die within hours of each other anyway.

Rising, he attended to his elimination. The excretory-bath was immaculate, as if Bubbling Water's talent hadn't strewn the contents of drawer and cupboard all over the floor in the midst and madness of passion. Her talent was usually not so mischievous.

After trying to comb his unruly curls, Guarding Bear found himself a robe and stepped toward the east-wing refectory. Enjoying the aromas of cooking sausage and freshly brewed coffee, he sat at one of the two chairs.

They'd built the refectory small. It held no more than two sitting and perhaps five standing. They valued their privacy when they wanted it, the refectory reflecting that.

A servant brought him a cup and disappeared.

Standing, he leaned against the embrasured window beside the table, sipping coffee. Looking out at the garden and loving life, Guarding Bear realized how much he valued this time, this space. Each absence from what he cherished made him appreciate them more upon his return.

Eight months I was gone, he thought. For eight months I had none of this in my life—much too long.

From a distance, down carpeted corridors, came sounds of leather and metal. “Blast,” Guarding Bear muttered, not wanting anyone to disturb him.

A servant helpfully intercepted the armed warrior.

The gruff grouch Silent Whisper said, “It's important!”

The servant responded in an inaudible voice.

Sighing, Guarding Bear stepped toward corridor.

“Forgive me my disturbing you, Lord General,” Silent Whisper said upon seeing him. “Courier from the north, from Burrow, I think.” The Captain smiled. “By the way, the Traitor fell asleep last night on the south bank of the River Placid.”

“Frozen?” Guarding Bear asked.

“Nearly, Lord General.”

“All right, Lord Captain. Have the courier escorted to the sitting room in this wing.”

“Yes, Lord General.” Silent Whisper bowed. “Welcome home, Lord.”

“Thank you, Lord Captain.” Nodding, Guarding Bear smiled, happy to be home—very happy. Retreating to the refectory, he sipped hot coffee.

A servant brought him loincloth, moccasins and sword, which he'd forgotten.

Hearing sounds in the corridor, he stepped toward it.

Another servant escorted the courier toward the sitting room.

Entering, he squinted.

Bright afternoon sun spilled into the room. As in much of the house, exquisitely detailed sculptures decorated the sitting room. Several embrasured windows along one wall framed the better statues. Beyond the window, a verdant garden surrounded a complex fountain of several pools and spillways. Bubbling Water had constructed the fountain for her communion with the Infinite.

At the entryway, Guarding Bear checked the room shields. Satisfied, he gestured the courier to take a seat, then took one himself. Folding his legs beneath him, he pulled his sword into his lap. The courier comfortably settled, the General recited, “Broken Arrow.”

The squinty eyes rolled back in the head, the face going slack. Then another persona took over. Now, the courier looked tall and commanding. “Infinite be with you, Lord General, and welcome home. Sorry to say, Lord, we've lost most of our spies in the Tiger Fortress. The talisman tiger found and slew them all—or so it appears. No spy has gone in and come out since the bandit general got her from the Southern Emperor. Not a single report in all of eight months. Your suggestions needed, Lord.

“Also, Lord, a Wizard stationed at Burrow claims to have treated you just before the negotiations. After treating you, Imperial counter-insurgency forces interrogated him in the dungeons of Emparia Castle. Despite his talents, he is unfit for military service. His commander demoted him a full rank and threw him into the stockade three times for insubordination. He's a boil on the buttocks of the Eastern Armed Forces, Lord. My humble opinion, and indeed my request, is that this man transfer to a post better suited to his talents. Perhaps you can find a place better than this for him. Did you know, Lord General, that he can do to a shield what he did to the Traitor?

“While the Lord Emperor was welcoming you, Lord, the Wizard and his superior intercepted the Traitor ten miles west of Burrow. He was heading north, across open country, his movements suspicious. The two men investigated. The Traitor tried to elude them. The two Wizards battled, and the younger man dominated the Traitor. He now faces official charges for trespass, evasion of Imperial authority and psychic assault upon an Imperial officer.

“Afterward, the Traitor lingered on the west road for another two hours, then went whence he'd come. A sectathon watched him the entire time. He met with no one. The sectathon saw some wizardly psychic activity, but its content and purpose were inscrutable. What business the Traitor had here is a mystery to this spy.

“This and the other matters I leave in your hands, Lord, or in the hands of the Infinite. Burrow coordinator reporting. Walk with the Infinite, Lord, and welcome home.”

The face of the courier lost the sender's composure, then regained the less-imposing one of the courier himself.

“You took all the usual precautions, Lord Rat?” Guarding Bear asked.

“Yes, Lord,” the courier replied, “into the sewer four streets north to here. No one stopped me and I doubt anyone saw me.”

“Good. Prepare for missive remittance.”

“Eh, Lord?”

I don't usually choose the couriers for their intelligence, he mused. “Take this message back to the sender of the message you just delivered.”

“Oh. Yes, Lord.” Again the courier's face collapsed.

“Code: Red Wolf.”

The courier twitched and fidgeted, mild convulsions marking the brain's physiological changes.

When he became still, Guarding Bear began. “Infinite be with you, Burrow coordinator. Wizard missive received. Sorry to hear about the losses in the Tiger Fortress. Belay all further infiltration until I research the subject. We might, or might not, be able to disguise the minds of our spies.

“Thank you for informing me of the Wizard's fate. I have a debt to this man and will resolve the situation.

“Expect interference from above in pressing charges against the Traitor. I'll move mountains to get these charges publicized—so Flying Arrow doesn't quietly quash them.

“The Traitor's absence from the repatriation was conspicuous, but not unexpected. His presence at the northern border alarms me. I don't understand why he went there and left without meeting anyone. Incomprehensible. Suggestion: Counterfeit a rendezvous with some bandit. Perhaps, we can bring the Imperial disfavor upon him. My resources are at your disposal. Please concoct with all due dispatch. Infinite guide your steps, coordinator. End message.”

The face of the courier slowly regained animation. Shaking his head, he wiped at his eyes, as if waking from a nap.

“See the Lord Captain about your pay and retrace your route. You're welcome to quarter for a night at the sanctuary where you entered the sewer. There's nothing urgent in your dispatch.”

“Yes, Lord, Infinite be with you.” He bowed.

Nodding to acknowledge, Guarding Bear rose, switched off the room shields, and sent for a servant. One appeared instantly. He signaled the servant to escort the courier back to the main wing.

Infinite blast it, Guarding Bear thought. I've spent twelve years burrowing moles deep into the hierarchy of the Tiger Fortress. Now, that tiger has swept them all away like dirt from the fortress corridors! How do I deceive the animal? he wondered, frustrated.

Remember to contact Scratching Wolf to negotiate the transfer of Spying Eagle, Guarding Bear told himself. The Patriarchy hasn't had a psychological Wizard for nearly two years. The young Wizard certainly earned the post, if he's willing to take it.

What was the Traitor doing at the northern border? the General wondered, disturbed. Why does a traitor go anywhere unusual, eh? I wonder who his coconspirators are. Lurking Hawk hates all bandits because they occupy his land. It couldn't be them that he's scheming with now, Guarding Bear mused, unable to think of anyone. Lurking Hawk was devising his treachery finally, and Guarding Bear didn't doubt that he conspired with someone. Why did he fall sleep on the banks of the river? he wondered, puzzled.

The twins! the General thought, fear shivering through him. Lurking Hawk will perpetrate his vengeance upon the most innocent and vulnerable of victims, Flying Arrow's identical twin sons! Having a missive from Snarling Jaguar to relay anyway, Guarding Bear was about to summon a servant, wanting to warn the Emperor.

The Captain Silent Whisper appeared again, however.

“What is it, Lord Captain?”

“Another messenger, Lord General, this one for the Lady Matriarch.”

“Bring the messenger here, Lord Whisper, and I'll inform her. Send a messenger to the castle to request a private audience with the Lord Emperor this evening, if he's available. Include the obligatory flattery.” Dismissing the man, Guarding Bear stepped into the corridor leading to their bedroom.

Bubbling Water lay sprawled across the bed still.

Sitting beside her, he woke her. “Messenger for you.”

Muttering an imprecation, she pulled from his arms and closed her eyes. Standing, she slipped on a robe and kissed him. “Come with me.”

“I think I'll bathe, my love,” he said, his cheek to her sternum.

She nodded. “In the sitting room?”

“Yes, love. Come back soon, eh?” They shared a smile and she left.

Guarding Bear sighed, his loins warm, his being complete.

In the excretory-bath, a servant helped him off with his clothes.

Guarding Bear submitted to the lathering, half meditating. Silently, he thanked the Infinite for all Its blessings—his wealth, his station, his children, his mate. All he lacked was lineage, but being the Peasant General from the Caven Hills had its advantages.

* * *

Bubbling Water didn't recognize the woman sitting opposite her.

Straightening, the stranger eased back on her haunches and looked at the Matriarch directly. Looking around the room as if to insure they were alone, the stranger said, “I bring felicitations from the Lady Bandit.”

Bubbling Water felt alarmed and exhilarated. “Another would be in your place, Lady, if she'd refused the offer. What's your name please?” Leaping Elk has accepted! she thought, suppressing a smile.

“I'm … Signaling Acceptance,” the woman said. “Without better communications, the Lady Bandit sent the message unsecured. Henceforth, the Lady Bandit wants all couriers implanted with the usual safeguards: Signature and facial checks, passwords, subconscious storage, et cetera. The Lady Bandit foresees occasional but highly sensitive traffic between you, Lady Matriarch.”

“I expect missives only from her mate, Lady Acceptance. He has all the information for secure communication between us.”

“She mustn't have known, Lady. On her behalf I offer apologies.”

Nodding and intuiting the importance of the missive, Bubbling Water prepared a place in her memory. Increasing her hippocampus adrenalin, she asked, “The message please, Lady Acceptance.”

“Yes, Lady Matriarch.” Signaling Acceptance switched to the Southern language. “Infinite be with you, Lord. I hereby accept your proposal. Forgive the lack of proper address in this missive. Without the means to send secured communications, I am reluctant to include specifics, for reasons you can easily imagine.

“Lord, I accept the terms of the bargain as your intermediary specified, but I propose additional terms. I perceive we each might do the other services not inconsequential. I have no contacts across the border, and I'd guess that no longer do you. Hence, let us share information important to us both.

“I don't imagine, Lord, that you can perceive why this might be to your benefit. Your mate the Lady has lost all her mice in the enemy lair. At the enemy hearth, I now have a mouse spotted black, orange and white. I expect to glean much from this mouse. If you share similar information with me, I will share my gleanings with you, Lord. To whet your appetite, I have the information that your mate's mice collected before termination. Before I send it, Lord, I require your commitment to a mutual exchange of information, and a deposit of information with me. For instance, how did an Emperor fill his consort's quiver with pointless arrows? Frankly, I don't expect you to know, Lord, but thousands would pay pretty taels to get that knowledge.

“A specific morsel of direct concern to you, Lord: Last night, during a repatriation, two Wizards battled near a certain garrison. One of the Wizards was the Traitor. Not long before that and not far north of that, two bandits, one of them a sectathon, happened upon a decrepit man bearing a staff. The crippled man was invisible to this sectathon's talent. I don't know who the man is or why he was heading south. Crossing northward, the two bandits didn't stop to chat, eh? The implications of his traveling south while the Traitor traveled north disturb me.

“Lord, you as well as I know that a time of strife approaches. Like you, I consult the Infinite on events yet to come. You and the Ephemeral Ice, for instance, have talked at length. Those conversations will have terrible results for the enemy and her lair.

“I counsel you to think long and deep on my proposal, Lord, as I will upon the gift born by the intermediary. Contrary to appearances, I have little use for the gift. I'd no more bring harm to her who issued the gift than I would to my own blond, straight hair. You couldn't have known that.

“So, Lord, I relish your remitted ruminations and I wish the blessings of the Infinite upon you and your Patriarchy.” Sighing, the woman relaxed, looking relieved to have remembered the entire missive.

“Incredible,” Bubbling Water muttered, grateful she'd prepared her mind before the messenger began to recite. Rearranging a few hundred thousand neurons, she stored the information in long-term memory. “If I secure the services of a Wizard, Lady Acceptance, would you submit to an erasure?”

“I've already arranged for such services from a Wizard of my own choosing. Do you have a reply for the Lady Bandit?”

“I accept the proposal,” replied the Matriarch Bubbling Water.

* * *

On her cheeks were tattoos of the Imperial insignia, a blue and white quiver of seven arrows. Standing in the antechamber, the third messenger of the day recited, “Infinite be with you, Lord General Guarding Bear. The Lord Emperor Flying Arrow, seventh of his august and Imperial Lineage, asks you to present yourself at the eastern hall of Emparia Castle at sunset, per your request for audience. This had better be important, Lord Bear!”

Guarding Bear laughed aloud. The impersonation was almost exact, the last sentence uttered in Flying Arrow's typical voice. Nothing has changed, the General reflected. The Emperor is as petulant as ever.

The Imperial messenger looked puzzled. “Do you have a reply, Lord?”

“Please inform the Lord Emperor Flying Arrow that it pleases and honors his humble servant to obey. Important enough, Lord Nephew.” Nodding to return her obeisance, Guarding Bear watched the woman leave. To an empty antechamber, he called, “Lord Captain.”

Striding in, Silent Whisper bowed. “A detachment is forming out front already, Lord—the Imperial Insignias, eh?”

“Thank you, Lord Captain. You've learned to anticipate our wishes quickly. Except that I want to leave from the back.” Guarding Bear wanted to leave the back way only to keep Silent Whisper off balance. Nodding, he retreated toward the east wing.

At the base of the stairway was a turtle. On its back, it couldn't right itself, its legs flailing at the air.

Odd, Guarding Bear thought, absently flipping it onto its feet.

Then a bird flew down the stairwell. Ducking, he watched it flap down the corridor.

Looking up the stairwell, he saw several empty niches. Has someone stolen the statuettes? he wondered. He ascended to investigate. Reaching the intermediate landing, where the stairway doubled back, he saw Healing Hand at the top of the stairs, framed by the library doorway.

As the General watched, the boy reached for an agate robin.

Guarding Bear had made the sculpture so long ago he no longer remembered the circumstances.

The moment the miniature medacor touched the statuette with his large palms, a live robin flapped from his grasp.

Infinite blast me, Guarding Bear thought, stunned.

Healing Hand reached up for an ivory rabbit—and pulled down a live, wriggling animal.

Guarding Bear remembered seeing the rabbit in the Windy Mountain snows two years before. He remembered turning the rabbit into ivory with his wild talent of conversion. He remembered bringing it home.

Now it tried to twist from the boy's hands. Alive.

“Hand.”

The boy jumped and dropped the rabbit.

Smiling, he shook his head at the child. “Those are my statues.”

“They're animals caged in rock!” Healing Hand protested.

Guarding Bear scratched his head. “I hadn't ever thought of them as such, Little Hand. All right, we can compromise. How many have you set free already?”

Looking down at his feet, Healing Hand half-opened his hands, a half-hearted shrug. “I haven't counted, Lord.”

“I see.” Guarding Bear chuckled, looking at how many remained just in the stairwell. “Too many to count, eh? Well, I'd guess you've converted statues enough to pay a medacor's salary for ten years.”

Healing Hand hung his head. “I'm sorry, Lord Bear. I didn't know they were valuable.”

“Not to worry, Son. Just promise not to convert any more sculptures without first asking, and promise not to tell anyone that you know how.”

“Why shouldn't I tell anyone, Lord?”

“It might be useful later, to both of us. The Lord Infinite gave you your talent for a purpose. We just don't know what that purpose is yet, eh? Don't worry about their value. I'll make more.”

Healing Hand nodded, looking ashamed.

“The Lord Emperor Arrow has summoned me to the castle. Want to go?”

“May I, Lord?” he asked, then smiled. “Thank you for the invitation, Lord Bear, but I'm not worthy of such an honor.”

Guarding Bear laughed. “You'll grow up when you grow up, Little Hand. For now, be just a child, eh?”

“The Lady Water told me I should say that!” he complained.

“Oh, uh, well, what do you think?”

“Obligatory flattery is stupid.”

Roaring with laughter, Guarding Bear gestured and descended, stepping over the rabbit. At the lower landing, he stubbed his toe on the turtle.

Healing Hand giggled behind him.

Treading the thick carpet, Guarding Bear ducked as the robin flapped past him.

Healing Hand's laughter rang down the corridor.

A servant led an unknown woman past them. “Look at all the animals! It's like the Windy Mount—” the woman began, then cut herself off.

He found Bubbling Water in the sitting room, contemplating a vacated cushion. Sitting beside her, Guarding Bear pulled her to him. “Flying Arrow has summoned me,” he murmured. “Want to come?”

* * *

On the way to the castle, inside an electrical shield, the mates each recounted their respective messages, sure-footed in the thoroughfare mud. The sun nearing the western horizon, black ominous clouds still hung low over the northeastern mountains.

An old, smelly bandit heading south, an old expatriate Northerner heading north! they both were thinking.

“We have to tell Flying Arrow.” Bubbling Water smoothed an imaginary wrinkle in her formal silk robes.

Guarding Bear nodded, her message confirming the treacherous stink that he'd smelled in the message from Burrow.

Behind them walked Healing Hand, carrying the eighteen-month-old Rippling Water. The boy and girl talked and laughed, the little girl still speaking two-word sentences. A column of guards marched on either side of the quartet. The late-afternoon street traffic parted for them willingly, the peasants gawking at the nobles in their finery.

In silence, the mates walked beside each other, their hands occasionally brushing. The contact pleasing them both, Guarding Bear looked into her face, seeing his happiness reflected there. He touched her mind with emotions of love, and she touched his in return, loving him too.

Both columns of guards suddenly faltered in their precise, orderly march. Some of them turned pale; others glanced toward the mates.

“Something has happened,” Bubbling Water said.

Nodding, Guarding Bear switched off the electrical shield.

Both stopped to consult the psychic flow. Blood drained from their faces.

“No,” she said, her syllable less a word, more a gasp.

Guarding Bear couldn't believe it either.

Looking at each other, they broke into a trot, fear spurring them toward the northern gate of Emparia Castle.







Chapter 9

Why did Guarding Bear pass the Caven Hills Prefecture to his son Rolling Bear? The most isolated region in the Eastern Empire, the Caven Hills was the true base of Guarding Bear's political power. With such a retreat as Bastion, as impregnable as the Tiger Fortress, and with such a people as the Caven Hills natives, as fierce as Guarding Bear himself, why did the greatest general of all time voluntarily walk away from it all? What could possibly motivate the Peasant Upstart Usurper to abandon the ultimate goal, the Eastern Imperial Sword? History cannot tell us, and leaves us to speculate.—The Fall of the Swords, by Keeping Track.

* * *

“Forgive me, Lord Emperor,” Exploding Illusion said. “I mean not to question your decision, but I'm curious. Why tell me and not him?” The Sorcerer Apprentice sat opposite Flying Arrow in the small room. The private audience chamber behind the eastern hall was rich in decoration. Fine silk tapestries hung from the walls, the cushions covered with crushed velvet, the carpets woven from the finest wools.

After three years of serving as Sorcerer Apprentice, the Wizard felt honored that Flying Arrow was finally taking him into his confidences. Why now? Exploding Illusion wondered. From the edges of the Emperor's shields, he detected no trace of motivation.

“He's the Traitor.” Flying Arrow shrugged as if that explained itself. “That and he's nearly useless. He's near his end. Only a senile fool would fall asleep on the south bank of the river and almost freeze to death.”

“Indeed, Lord Emperor. I wonder what he was doing there.”

Flying Arrow shrugged. “Infinite knows. Anyway, I don't want him even distantly associated with this task. You'll tell him nothing.”

“Yes, of course, Lord Emperor. It's an honor that you deem me worthy of trust. It will be a privilege to serve in this capacity.”

“Yes, it will. I want you to prepare an implant before we meet with the Northerner. The implant needs—”

“Eh? Did you say 'Northerner,' Lord Emperor?”

“No! I said 'Westerner'! Clean out your ears, by the Infinite!”

“Forgive me, Lord Emperor. I thought Lurking Hawk was the only Northerner still alive.”

“Why would I kill either of the two men who might know the location of the Heir Sword, eh? I'd be slitting my own belly. The implant needs to operate at all times. Since the implanted attitude will be counter to his innate attitude, it'll have to be strong as well.”

“In what way, Lord Emperor?” What Northerner? Exploding Illusion wondered.

Flying Arrow smiled. “The former Emperor Lofty Lion despises—”

“I thought he was dead!”

The Emperor closed his eyes. “Interrupt me again, apprentice, and you may never have another opportunity to do so, eh?”

Exploding Illusion quickly put his head to the floor.

“Of course, you think he's dead. Only the Traitor and I, and now you, know Lofty Lion didn't die when I interrogated all those Northerners. Anyway, he despises me for what I did. I would if I were he, and I don't want him to infect the mind of his charge.”

“ 'Charge,' Lord Emperor?” Exploding Illusion found it maddening, almost excruciating, the way, with hints and allusions, Flying Arrow, bit by bit, in pieces, informed him, slowly, of the plan.

The Emperor grinned. “You'll find out soon enough.”

Infinite blast it, why's he being so elliptical? Exploding Illusion wondered, not comprehending. “Lord Emperor, forgive me. Before I implant the former Emperor with the directive, I'll need to know the nature of this 'charge.' I need to know the object of the desired behavior, eh?”

Flying Arrow told him.

Exploding Illusion went pale.

“If you don't have the balls, Lord Illusion, tell me, eh? I'll have someone else implant Lofty Lion.”

“I have them, Lord Emperor.” He looked at the other man with what he hoped was a fearless expression. The Wizard knew that he knew too much already. If he declined now, his head would come off his shoulders.

“Besides, you heard what the Matriarch said, eh?”

“I heard, Lord.”

“Besides, look what happened to Scratching Jaguar!”

“I know my history, Lord.” Flying Arrow's trying to justify an act so perfidious it's not justifiable! the Wizard thought. Slowly, Exploding Illusion suppressed his shock and outrage.

“Good. Now, we meet him tomorrow night, at midnight, on the far side of the River Placid. We'll leave through the dungeons. You'll need electrical shielding and warm clothing dark in color. If you have questions about the nature of the implant, the desired attitude, or whatever, please consult me. I'll not have Lofty Lion turning the mind of the—”

A knock on the door interrupted him.

“See who dares disturb us, eh?”

Bowing, the Sorcerer Apprentice rose and stepped to the door. Opening it, he said as rudely as possible, “How dare you disturb us, eh?”

* * *

Someone beyond the door said something inaudible. Flying Arrow watched the Sorcerer Apprentice.

“A crate for the Lord Emperor? Well, bring it to the audience hall!”

Again, Flying Arrow couldn't hear the response.

“Too messy?” Exploding Illusion glanced at the Emperor inquiringly.

Flying Arrow gestured the other man to open the door.

Beyond it stood a guard. She bowed. “Lord Emperor Arrow, forgive me for disturbing you. A crate arrived at the northern gate of the castle, leaking what smells like … formaldehyde. I brought the bill of lading for your inspection, Lord Emperor.” She handed the parchment to the apprentice, who passed it to Flying Arrow.

The Emperor scanned it quickly. Stamped in red ink at the bottom was the admonition, “Open only at the order of the Lord Emperor Flying Arrow, seventh of his…” The rest was obligatory flattery he didn't bother to read. He looked up at the guard. “I'm not expecting a shipment of anything! Who brought the crate?” Formaldehyde? he wondered.

“A pair of levithons, employees of the Burrow Transport Company, Lord Emperor,” the woman said. “We've detained them, of course.”

“All right, Lord, er, uh, Lady, I'll be there shortly.” I wish I knew how to address these female warriors, Flying Arrow thought.

The warrior bowed, the apprentice closing the door.

“Anyway, you understand perfectly what I want, Lord Apprentice?”

“Yes, Lord Emperor, I do—perfectly.”

“Good, then let's see what this is about, eh?”

“I suspect poison, Lord Emperor. I implore you to be careful. Formaldehyde is quite toxic.” The apprentice opened the door for the Emperor, then closed it behind them.

The Emperor grunted. A pair of guards preceding him, Flying Arrow strode down the corridor, the other man following at a respectful two paces. Flying Arrow walked into the eastern hall through the door behind the dais. Beyond the double doors, he strode, curious.

A crate in itself was suspicious. He couldn't fathom the smell of formaldehyde, doubting treachery was afoot. The smell wouldn't have been perceptible.

Down stairwell and across corridor the group went, the castle's convoluted construction preventing them from going directly to the northern gate. Few people knew the complete layout, the castle a baffling labyrinth intended to protect the inhabitants. The castle's construction allowed the Emperor to access all parts of the castle unobserved. No one knew all the secret passageways, their number beyond counting.

Blast that Traitor! Flying Arrow thought. What the Infinite was he doing at the river? I repatriate the Usurper and decide to enjoy myself, and look at what the Traitor does! Goes off where he shouldn't be. When he wakes, I'll kick his corpse across the River Placid!

Near the northern gate, the group emerged between the two outermost battlements. The sky was clear of the storm the night before, and the paving stones were dry and free of snow. The fading winter sun approached the horizon. A crowd had collected both inside and outside the gate, wondering at the crate and its smell. A thoughtful Captain had ordered the immediate area cleared, a cordon of guards holding spectators at a hundred paces.

Flying Arrow strode through the archway and saw it immediately. To the side of the path leading into the castle, just beyond the gate, stood a single wooden box, ten feet along each side. The two admonitions stamped on the sides of the crate were “Please keep upright,” and “Caution please: Contents fragile.” It wasn't small, not large, merely—different. The formaldehyde fumes burned the Emperor's nostrils.

“Move this Infinite-blasted box away from the gate! Over there, halfway between the gate and the river.”

Guards cleared gawking bystanders from the area. The two levithons who'd transported the crate lifted it with the combined strength of their talents.

Between the gate and the River Placid two hundred paces away was an ecological preserve. Verdant, trimmed grasses grew between the luxuriant, widely-spaced trees, the sparse undergrowth manicured. The nearest homes were a mile to the east and west.

Shifting the crate a hundred paces to the north, the levithons maneuvered it over grass covered by a six-inch layer of snow.

Flying Arrow approached it but stopped at ten paces. Probing it, he saw the shielding. From the corners trickled noxious chemical. “Did it leak like that the whole way here?”

“Yes, Lord Emperor Arrow,” one of the levithons said.

“Why's it shielded?”

Both levithons shrugged.

“Open it,” he ordered.

They looked at each other. “Forgive me, Lord Emperor Arrow, but the bill of lading specifies—”

“Open it anyway,” he interrupted, shrugging back at them.

Helplessly, the two levithons looked at each other.

“Lord Captain,” Flying Arrow said.

The Captain ran up and bowed.

“Ten warriors to help these imbeciles.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor Arrow.” Bowing, the Captain moved to obey.

The side of the crate came off quickly. Inside were more crates, small ones. Each looked about a foot high, wide and deep. A warrior lifted out a smaller crate, brought it to the Emperor, and set it in front of him.

Flying Arrow gestured.

Lifting off the unsealed top, the warrior looked inside, then immediately turned his head to the side and vomited.

Flying Arrow also looked inside. Immediately, he checked the bill of lading. At the bottom, he recognized the flowing, elegant signature of Scowling Tiger. Why didn't I see it before? he wondered. “Line the boxes up in rows and take the lid off each,” he ordered, anger building inside him.

While the warriors worked, a few of them retching and one even fainting, Flying Arrow gestured the two levithons closer. “The signature on this bill of lading is that of a bandit.” He held it toward them.

One of the two reached for the parchment and inspected the signature. “Now that you mention it, Lord Emperor Arrow, I recall that the Lord General Scowling Tiger is a bandit, yes.”

Flying Arrow snatched it from the other's hand in disgust. “Of course he's a bandit, imbecile! You watched him sign this bill of lading?”

“Yes, Lord Emperor Arrow,” both levithons said. Both began to sweat.

“Where did you pick up the crate?”

“In Burrow, Lord Emperor Arrow, as the bill of lading says.”

“The most infamous of all bandits signs a bill of lading in Burrow, and you didn't report his presence to Imperial authorities?”

Glancing at each other, both men looked at the ground, pallid.

“Lord Captain!” Flying Arrow bellowed.

The warrior appeared instantly.

“Arrest these two for failure to report the presence of a bandit. Here's your evidence.” The Emperor shoved the parchment into the Captain's hands.

“Yes, Lord Emperor Arrow.” Turning, the Captain barked orders at a subordinate. Warriors quickly hustled the two levithons off to the dungeons, chained and dampered and sick with fear. The failure to report the commission of a crime or the presence of a criminal had only one penalty.

Flying Arrow massaged his aching left arm. He inspected the contents of the boxes already laid out as he'd instructed. Some, he recognized. Casually, slowly, reverently, he examined each, his disbelief, shock, and rage increasing with every step.

“Let me through, by the Infinite!” said a commanding voice from beyond the cordon of guards. Shoving aside another warrior, Guarding Bear strode toward the Emperor, ignoring the warriors drawing swords behind him. Passing a small crate, he looked inside. “Infinite blast him!” He glanced toward the Emperor. Behind him was Bubbling Water and a blond-haired boy holding Rippling Water.

“You recognize them as well, Lord Bear?”

“Of course, Lord Emperor. I didn't realize there were so many.”

Flying Arrow nodded. “I imagine every Prefect, General and Matriarch had someone there.”

“Indeed, Lord Emperor.” Guarding Bear's face was white with rage.

Flying Arrow had seen enough. Stepping toward the river, he gestured the General to follow. “There.” He pointed.

A servant spread a large tarpaulin over the snow and placed several cushions upon it.

The Emperor lowered himself to a cushion and pulled the Imperial Sword into his lap.

At ten paces, the General, Matriarch and boy bowed to him. The youth then gently but firmly put the infant girl's head to the tarpaulin, explaining in a muted voice that obeisance was obligatory.

“Infinite be with you, Lord and Lady. If our proximity to this madness doesn't disturb you over much, we can have the audience here. A shield!” he ordered.

A servant produced one, adjusted the settings, turned it on. The unit on the tarpaulin between Flying Arrow and Guarding Bear, the psychic barrier enclosed them all.

“Let the atrocity remind us who our enemies are, eh Lord Emperor?”

“Yes, Lord General, indeed,” Flying Arrow replied. “Greetings, young man. Hand, aren't you? You've applied for apprenticeship under the Imperial Medacor?”

“Yes, Lord Emperor Arrow, I have, though my talents are paltry.” Healing Hand bowed to acknowledge the honor of the Emperor's notice, and to cover his embarrassment.

“Eight months ago, Lord Hand, you also cured Rippling Water's illness, eh? After several fully-trained medacors failed. I doubt, Lord Hand, that your talents are as paltry as you say. When we're finished here, see the Lord Spirit. Tell him that I recommend he expedite your acceptance, Lord Hand.”

“Forgive me, Lord Emperor Arrow, for correcting you. I'm not worthy of the title of 'Lord.' ”

“Nonsense, Lord Hand,” Flying Arrow said amiably. “As Medacor Apprentice, you merit the title. Perhaps you're not worthy now, but I think you'll earn your worth.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor Arrow, I'll certainly try!”

“Do more than try, Lord Hand.” Flying Arrow had deliberately held up Healing Hand's application to plant his own hooks into the boy. He didn't want the Medacor Apprentice to be the Matriarch's exclusive pawn. He had just elevated Healing Hand from peasant to noble and further indebted the Medacor Apprentice to him. “How's my cousin Rippling Water? Has she recovered from her illness?” Flying Arrow asked the girl in Healing Hand's arms.

“Lord Emperor!” she said, clapping her hands happily, her turquoise hair shimmering. “Bad smell!” she added, frowning.

Grinning, Flying Arrow saw Bubbling Water covering her smile. “Infinite be with you, Lady Water. Sorry to hear about your trouble in Nest. Not pleasant, having to dirty one's hands like that.”

“I don't agree, Lord. If I or the Lord Bear were to tour the provinces more often, situations such as Nest wouldn't occur.”

“You may be right, Lady. A person of less strength couldn't have done the necessary, however, and for that I commend you.”

“Thank you, Lord.” She half-bowed to acknowledge the honor.

“Again, Lord Bear, welcome home. Your head doesn't hurt from last night too much to conduct the business of living today, does it?”

“No, Lord, not too much,” Guarding Bear said, chuckling. “Thank you again. I don't deserve such honor as you lavished upon me last night.”

“Of course, you do, Lord. You're the greatest general of all time, eh? I insist on no more protest, Lord Bear. Do you have a missive for me from the Lord Emperor Jaguar?”

“Yes, Lord, as well as other information. Shall I, Lord?” At Flying Arrow's nod, Guarding Bear began to recite:

* * *

“Infinite be with you, Lord Emperor Arrow, seventh of thy Imperial Lineage, most eminent of all Emperors Arrow. If you hear this, you have chosen to repatriate the Lord General Guarding Bear. I applaud such an action. I bear no ill-will toward him for his indecorous behavior at the negotiations.

“Please give my regards to the Lady Consort Flowering Pine, and congratulations again upon the Succession Assured. My hope is that Eastern nobility take care to prevent dissension between the identical twin sons. I'd regret a repetition of events such as occurred between myself and my brother the bandit Leaping Elk, Infinite blast his hide and rack!

“The declining health of our colleague to the west concerns me as well. The Lord Emperor Soaring Condor appears to be dying despite having the healing talent of an Empire at his disposal. While I don't relish having to deal with the Lord Heir Swooping Condor, I doubt I will have to. Lord Emperor Arrow, I have dreamt that he will not succeed his father. How and why he will fail is obscure to my trace prescience. Of course, I have informed the Lord Emperor Condor of my dreams, but have yet received no reply. The Lord Heir's failure to accede to the throne worries me, Lord Emperor Arrow. We both know the strife of an interregnum, eh? When one faction dominates, the other will likely flee to the empty northern lands. Lord Emperor Arrow, I suggest you prepare for that event.

“Forgive me my being the bearer of bad tidings. I look forward to the birth of your sons. To all loyal citizens of your exalted Empire, I hope they bring peace and joy. For now, Lord Emperor Arrow, I bid you to walk with the Infinite, may it keep your interests at heart.”

Flying Arrow nodded. “Thank you for being so kind as to deliver the message, Lord General. You have other information as well?”

“Yes, Lord Emperor,” Guarding Bear said. “I hear that the Traitor nearly froze to death last night on the banks of the river, about twenty miles east of here. I know where he went, Lord.”

“Where, Lord Bear?”

“To the northern border, Lord Emperor,” Bubbling Water said. “A Burrow Garrison Captain has filed charges of trespass, evasion of Imperial authority and psychic assault upon an Imperial officer. I implore you, Lord Emperor, not to quash those charges.”

“The border? That Infinite-blasted Traitor! Why was he there?”

“He met with an old man bearing a staff, Lord Nephew. What's wrong, Lord?” Bubbling Water asked.

“Eh? Nothing, I just don't feel well, nothing's wrong. Nothing, I tell you. Who's this old man, eh?”

Both Bubbling Water and Guarding Bear shook their heads.

“Don't know, eh? Well, thank you, both of you. The spineless cretin finally turned on me.” The Emperor guessed who the old man was. I can't have these two sticking their noses into that lion's den, he thought. How can I throw them a sop and rid myself of the ruffled hawk all in one motion? “Lord Bear, time to clip the wings of Lurking Hawk, eh? I'll need more than assault charges to execute him.”

The General looked at him directly. Then he smiled. “Yes, Lord!”

Knowing the suggestion enough, Flying Arrow smiled inside. His expression bitter, he looked toward the crates.

The mates bowed, thinking this dismissal.

“One moment, Lord, Lady.” The Emperor rubbed his upper left arm, his face tight, his gray eyes smoldering. “We can't let this depravity go unpunished. I considered ordering you to do this, Lord Bear, to penalize you for your unseemly assault upon the Emperor Jaguar. However, I thought the punishment too harsh for such a minor breach of protocol, but because of what we've received today—”

“Say no more, Lord. You needn't even ask,” Guarding Bear interrupted, glancing back over his shoulder. “It is an honor to volunteer.”

Guarding Bear looked at Flying Arrow. “Lord Emperor Arrow, I promise to destroy the Tiger Fortress and all its occupants, even if I have to take it apart stone by stone.”

This was one of those rare occasions: To accord respect where respect was due, Flying Arrow bowed to Guarding Bear despite his superior station, honoring him for committing himself to a task that would likely result in his death.

Bubbling Water and Healing Hand also bowed to Guarding Bear.

Inside, Flying Arrow felt immensely pleased. If Guarding Bear succeeded, Scowling Tiger would no longer plague Flying Arrow. If Guarding Bear failed, Flying Arrow could invite him onward. Either way, Flying Arrow would be rid of one of them.

* * *

The undefeated General nodded to them, as if their superior. Now's the time, he thought. “Lord Emperor, if I may speak with you alone?”

Flying Arrow looked at him sharply.

One by one, Guarding Bear took off his weapons, laying each ritually upon the tarp. Standing, he gestured toward the river. “Let's walk, Lord.” Unarmed, he stepped toward the water, not waiting to see if the Emperor followed. Five feet from the water, he stopped. When he heard the rustle of grass behind him, he asked over his shoulder, “Do you remember the year we called it the River Crimson?”

“Indeed, Lord Bear.” Flying Arrow stood ten feet away, half facing him, his scabbard loose in his hands. The diamond glowed, the Emperor shielding himself with the Imperial Sword circuits.

“During my hibernation in the Southern Empire, I've had time to think, Lord Emperor.” His face reflecting his heart, Guarding Bear looked at Flying Arrow. “Listen, Nephew, I'm not the same person I was three years ago. Remember what I told the Traitor a few days before the negotiations?”

The Emperor frowned. “About the joys of fatherhood?”

Sighing, Guarding Bear nodded. “Perhaps I'd have crushed his skull a moment later, but I meant what I said. Ask yourself this, Nephew, could a man who says that ever usurp an Empire?”

Looking puzzled, Flying Arrow looked at the snowy grass.

“I want to make a trade, Nephew.” Guarding Bear waited until the other man looked at him. “If you let me teach your sons, I'll abdicate all my posts to my son Rolling Bear and disband all the insurgents I've scattered across the Empire.”

“You'd slit your own belly!” Flying Arrow looked shocked.

Guarding Bear knelt and cleared snow away, then scooped up a handful of frozen dirt. “Nothing's more important than the soil and the people who cultivate it, Flying Arrow. I'm Guarding Bear. The Infinite put me here for a purpose: To guard the Empire. I won't destroy it in a silly bid to wrest power from you or your sons. I also won't let the soil of your sons' minds lie fallow—as your father did yours. You're not a bad man, Nephew. Consider what's better for the Empire. Not for you, not for your sons, not for anyone but the future of the East. Let me teach your sons, Flying Arrow. I beg you to consider it. I'll ask again in two years time, Lord Emperor. Thank you for listening.” Guarding Bear put his head to the cold, cold ground.

“Get up, Lord Bear,” Flying Arrow said minutes later.

The General rose, ready to die and feeling fully alive.

“I'll consider it, Lord,” the Emperor said. “I make no promises other than that.”

“Thank you, Lord Emperor Arrow. I need none.” Wiping the snow off his forehead, Guarding Bear stood and bowed sharply, turned and strode toward the castle. Stopping at the tarpaulin to re-arm himself, he looked across the field of crates. Rubbing the pendant at his neck, he looked among them, recognizing the contents of many.

The unloading only half-finished, Guarding Bear guessed the larger crate contained a thousand smaller. Dropping to his knees beside one of hundreds, he reverently lifted out the contents, noting the strong smell. Formaldehyde dripped from one corner of the wooden platform. Blood sang in his ears. Tears of rage rand down his cheeks. Setting it back in the crate, Guarding Bear looked across the field of crates toward the castle. His mind reeled at the size of the atrocity.

Scowling Tiger will pay for this! Guarding Bear thought, enraged. He wondered how he would besiege a structure that had never fallen to siege. Treachery and sabotage had delivered the fortress to an attacking enemy, but never a direct frontal assault. Looking amidst the crates, the General realized he'd have no help with the siege from within the fortress itself. What about my promises? he asked himself. I promised myself that I wouldn't war except on those who warred on me. That I wouldn't kill except those who tried to kill me. Hasn't Scowling Tiger warred on me with all these crates? Don't my promises include the Empire itself?

As in love, so in war. When a man found a woman attractive, he gave her a gift to symbolize his liking, the first of sometimes many gifts in the formal, ritualized negotiations toward engaging her in love. When a noble found another offensive, he gave the other a gift to symbolize his antipathy, the first of sometimes many gifts in the formal, ritualized negotiations toward engaging the noble in war. The shipment with the thousand smaller boxes was Scowling Tiger's war-gift to Flying Arrow.

Each had been a loyal citizen of the Eastern Empire, and each had been a spy within the Tiger Fortress. Now reverently displayed in the ecological preserve between Emparia Castle and the River Placid, in rows upon rows upon rows of small wooden crates, their faces washed, their hair combed, their remains carefully preserved.

In each crate was a head.







Chapter 10

As the fall of the Swords approached, biological experiments grew increasingly more daring. Archival records from the Imperial Jaguar Menagerie imply that the Emperors Jaguar bred animals more powerful than the Swords themselves. In fact, the first Emperor Jaguar usurped the Southern throne with a neurologically-enhanced animal's help. Were only animals experimented upon? A few period historians speculate that Flowering Pine, Flying Arrow's consort and the mother of the Arrow Twins, was herself the product of extensive neurological modification. Alas, we must dismiss this assertion as only supposition. The tale does, however, exemplify the deep roots of resistance to the sovereignty of the Swords.—The Fall of the Swords, by Keeping Track.

All the peoples of the four Empires regard the Inviolate Insignia as sacrosanct, whether old or young, rich or poor, noble or peasant, citizen or bandit. During times of peace, the Inviolate Insignia might lend inviolacy to the participants in negotiations. During times of war, the banner might establish truce in the midst of battle. The misuse of the Inviolate Insignia carries terrible consequences. The authorities pursue those who misuse it more relentlessly than even traffickers in contraband talismans. The last time someone abused its sanctity was so far in the past that no one knows exactly how long ago it was. Everyone remembers the result. Three Empires obliterated the offending fourth.—Essays on Government, by Guarding Bear.

* * *

Through darkened corridor and up silent stairwell, the big cat paced.

Her nostrils distending at corridor junctions, she sniffed for humans with her sensitive olfactory nerves. The tiger wended her way upward, stealthily avoiding occasional sentries and late-night passersby. Having shut off her higher order brain functions and psychic centers, the cat was virtually undetectable. Long before, she'd noticed that humans relied primarily on their psychic receptors, often ignoring their other sensory signals. Thus, she traveled with a large degree of freedom within and without the fortress.

Earlier, she'd scratched at the door of Scowling Tiger's suite, and a servant had let her out. Not wanting the bandit general to suspect that she had business outside the fortress, she'd openly descended the spiral stairwell at the core of the mountain. In the lower levels, she searched for a likely spy and killed one—more for the alibi than to rid the fortress of the nuisance. In stealth she returned toward the upper levels through secret passageways. Thus far no one had seen her, but the secret corridors and stairwells didn't extend all the way to the top.

As she approached the upper reaches of the fortress, access became restricted, the corridors more heavily guarded. Finding a way through without alerting a guard became a complex game of timing and deceit. The tiger was becoming adept, having played a few times before.

On the levels of understanding now available to her, she thought it ironic that she could slip past the guards whose primary task was to protect Scowling Tiger from assassins. The guards didn't perform badly, the bandit general's safety unthreatened, but no human could duplicate the tiger's stealth.

Reaching the Lair, the tiger tested the air, finding no new traces of Scowling Tiger's scent. Padding silently up stairs to the mountain cap, the tiger tested the icy wind, smelling freedom.

Avoiding the sentries halfway down the slope, the cat began the long descent, breath after breath coming faster. At a promontory, she stopped to crawl out on a snowy rock, listening and sniffing for human presence. The electrical shields enclosing the fortress prevented a psychic scan. Automatically noting sentry location, she also smelled a doe and a fawn. Her mouth began to salivate. Veering away from food, the tiger resumed her descent. The noise of chase would alert the sentries.

The farther she descended, the thicker the undergrowth, the slighter the declension, the more swiftly she traveled. Past the outermost sentries, the tiger settled into a distance-eating pace that took her quickly westward. Activating only a portion of her prefrontal lobes, she engaged her psychic receptors to scan the area ahead. Clear of unshielded human presence. Several times she crossed new spoor in the snow but didn't turn to pursue. She'd have time to hunt afterward. The half-full moon lighting her way, the tiger loped steadily westward, legs pumping tirelessly.

Two hours later, not two miles from her destination, the tiger drew a lungful of the most noxious human smell she'd ever encountered. As the tiger recognized how new the scent was, she collided with the human and both went sprawling.

Shaking the snow from her coat, she tried to paw off the most revolting stench of buttock that she'd ever stuck her nose in. Shaking her head and backing away, the cat sneezed, sneezed and vomited, sat down, vomited again and growled with displeasure. Sneezing again for good measure, the tiger padded toward the human.

The man was just regaining consciousness. Several feet away was a staff. The cat growled, recognizing its nature. She probed it, taking note of its major features, and then probed the man. Backing away, the tiger saw the staff slide toward the man's outstretched hand.

In panic, the cat turned and loped off in full, reckless flight. She erected all the shielding she could, but the psychic shock still stunned her. Taking another tumble, the cat quickly regained her feet and was running again, losing very little momentum. Expecting another psychic attack, the tiger plunged headlong through forest, heedlessly.

Three miles beyond her destination, the cat slowed. Lowering her shields long enough to make a quick sectathonic scan, she couldn't see the noxious human with her talent.

Stopping, the animal sneezed and lay down, panting and puzzled.

Switching on her frontal lobes, the tiger analyzed with her higher-order brain functions. The man had looked ancient, perhaps ninety years old, his skin blotched, scaly and wrinkled. His encrusted clothes had badly needed a wash. His mental condition was severely incoherent and deranged. In addition to its obvious use as a crutch, the talisman had focus, homing, storage, defense and cloaking circuits. Someone had hand-crafted the staff for the old man.

Such a device was impossible to get, talismans contraband everywhere. The design and construction of these talismans required a combination psychological-electrical Wizard. Those who risked their lives to make them rarely charged less than ten thousand taels for the simplest of focusing tools. A talisman as complex as the old man's had to be worth at least a million taels, likely more.

The circuits having cloaked the man, the tiger hadn't detected him before the collision. Replaying her memory, she realized that she hadn't seen the man with her eyes, not until the staff had left his hand. Why would a Wizard build a circuit to cloak someone from the eyes—but not the nose? the tiger wondered. True, smell wasn't a sense upon which many humans relied. Still, this oversight puzzled her.

Quartering the area, she tried to perceive the man by scrutinizing the psychic flow thoroughly. Although focused to hear the slightest flow disruptions, she saw no trace of the old man, as if he were a chameleon and had blended into the background.

Giving up the search, she felt the touch of a psychic feather. Someone had spotted her: Her liaison, whom she'd seen already. The person yet a mile away, the tiger rested, lazily keeping guard with a half-closed psychic eye.

* * *

Soon, Leaping Elk and a companion loped into the clearing. Pulling an electrical shield from his belt, he set the range and turned it on, found a rock free of snow near the tiger and sat. The other man looked on from outside the shield.

Animal and man engaged in a psychic conversation, their communion aided by the tiger's flexibility of frequency. The tiger first narrated her unpleasant meeting, minutes before. Leaping Elk reciprocated with what he knew of the old man. His information was incomplete; Lumbering Elephant hadn't returned from his surveillance.

“What does the bandit general plan to do about Guarding Bear?” Leaping Elk asked. The news of the General's volunteering to lay siege to the fortress had spread across the continent within minutes. The delivery of the spies' carefully preserved heads had been an intolerable insult.

The tiger emitted a psychic grunt. 'Scowling Tiger's goal in delivering the heads was to provoke the retired General's attack.'

“No one has ever taken the fortress by siege without treachery from within!” Leaping Elk said.

'I eliminated nearly all possible treachery by killing the spies, eh? The General Tiger has carefully built this snare to kill the Peasant Bear. Do you want the spies' information?'

Infinite knows how Guarding Bear will succeed, Leaping Elk thought, gesturing the other man to join them. 'This is Changing Skin,' he told the tiger, keeping his thoughts very disciplined.

Changing Skin developed black, orange and white stripes, smiling at the animal. Sitting, the man prepared a place in his mind where he wouldn't distort the information.

The tiger transferred the information raw, having also kept it carefully dissociated from her thinking faculties. Their task was merely transfer, not analysis. The recipients would do any analyzing. Leaping Elk listened in on the transfer. When they were done, he said, “That's your message to the Lord Emperor Jaguar this time, Lord Skin. Infinite be with you.”

Changing Skin turned black, then white. “Infinite be with you, Lord Leaping Elk.” Bowing, the man left.

'Have we discussed everything?' the tiger asked.

Leaping Elk gave a psychic shrug, his shoulders twitching.

'Personally, I'm hungry. Care to share my fare?'

“Only if you cook it first,” he said aloud in the Southern tongue.

The cat purred, the equivalent of a chuckle. 'I'll be back.' Getting to her feet, she padded silently away. The moon-lit night swallowed the animal.

Why does a poor, half-insane, decrepit old man own a talisman worth an Empire? Leaping Elk wondered. One danger inherent in making a talisman was that the user might turn the tool on the creator. Many a wielder had done so simply to keep the talisman a secret. Another danger was arrest by the authorities, a talisman being death for both wielder and Wizard. What Wizard would dare construct such a tool in the first place?

Leaping Elk remembered the psychic battle between the two Wizards, one of whom had been Lurking Hawk. Skulking Hawk and his son, Lurking Hawk, had both trafficked in them while serving Lofty Lion. Ironically, early in his reign, Lofty Lion had killed both Skulking Hawk and Assuaging Comfort for making a talisman for the Eastern Imperial Medacor. The former Northern Sorcerer probably made the talisman for the old man, Leaping Elk thought.

For whom would Lurking Hawk make such a talisman? he wondered. The Sorcerer's primary motivation was his loyalty to the Northern Empire. Since the only Northerner still alive was Lurking Hawk himself, Leaping Elk could think of no one. The only alternative was a person committed to avenging the Northern Empire's destruction, like Lurking Hawk. Or committed to the Northern Empire's reconstruction.

That's a crazy idea, Leaping Elk thought. Finding the Heir Sword after it'd been missing so many years was simply without hope.

Leaping Elk tried to think other thoughts. That one persisted, however, nagging at the edges of his mind as if he'd made a bad assumption.

He sighed as the animal returned.

'Two measly rabbits,' the tiger sent, two red-spotted, white-furred carcasses hanging from her jowls. She dropped them at his feet.

With several trace talents, Leaping Elk disemboweled, skinned, cleaned and cooked one of the rabbits. The tiger ate hers raw and whole—skin, bones and vitals. After watching the spectacle, Leaping Elk found his appetite reduced. Even so, he doggedly ate his prepared rabbit.

“You've been capturing a lot of spies lately. Have you revealed the extent of your talents?” Leaping Elk knew the tiger was a Wizard of most of the common talents except chemathonics, the synthesis and engineering of molecules.

'Not all of them. If you humans weren't so susceptible to ostentation, I wouldn't have to conceal them. Like most Easterners, the bandit general respects face more than substance, so I'll continue to introduce my talents at intervals to enhance my value to him.'

Leaping Elk smiled, thinking how simple a cat's life must be.

'Not as simple as you think, human.'

He laughed, knowing his own life quite simple in comparison to some. Grateful he wasn't the Emperor Jaguar, Leaping Elk thanked the Infinite for giving him a younger brother more capable than he.

'Are you going to inform him of your new mate?' the tiger asked.

“Why should I?”

'She carries his child. A child conceived to deceive, as we both know: The Matriarch bargained only for six children. The son in Fawning Elk's womb is the seventh.'

“I'll probably tell the Lord Emperor eventually. Since I won't use the child as leverage, his knowing avails nothing.”

'Except that the honorable Matriarch has been less than forthright.'

“Perhaps,” Leaping Elk replied, yawning. He'd spent too many of his nights lately traveling or meeting clandestinely. He wondered when he'd just retire. Do bandits retire? he wondered, frowning and reaching for the shield. “Ready to go?”

The tiger twitched spasmodically, rearranging its brain.

Probing the animal, Leaping Elk found only an animal. He shut off the shield and stood to—

A psychic call of distress emanated south of him. The signature was the levithon Lumbering Elephant's, the call perceptible now that the shield was off. Waving at the tiger, Leaping Elk started southward, the call containing traces of physical pain.

Through hills layered with snow, he traveled, warming his feet against the cold. He was about two miles north of his caves. The psychic distress call seemed to originate from the side of the mountain opposite his caves—near the abode of the strange hermit with the special staff. Leaping Elk doubled his pace, seeing only the levithon with his trace talent.

He arrived as Slithering Snake and other Elk Raiders did. Fawning Elk wasn't among them, he saw with relief.

Standing over the large levithon's prostrate body was the old man, whom Leaping Elk hadn't detected.

“This your curmudgeon?” the old man asked rudely, his voice acid to eardrums. His smell was worse than his voice. Dregs of glistening eye sunken in socket peered from beneath a precipitous, lupine brow. Only a shaggy ring of silver wisps tufted the mottled, scaly scalp. Nasal mucus dripped from narrow nostril. A crusted sleeve wiped it away. The mouth was nearly toothless, two rotted stubs remaining. Frozen spittle slathered a prognathous jaw. The stiff, twisted posture suggested fused vertebrae and a crimped spine. A cystoid larynx swelled the throat, like an apple half-swallowed. The neck was a corded, wrinkled pillar and buttressed sagging jowls that hung in scaly folds below cheekbones collapsed into the face. Gnarled, trembling hands of shriveled skin, prominent vein, and knobby knuckle clutched a polished staff.

Leaping Elk frowned. “Who you be, Lord?”

“I'm an icy wind to freeze your balls, barbarian! Take this turd-licking whelp of a whore back to the hole whence he came, or I'll send him along to the Infinite!” The decrepit man struck the injured levithon with the staff.

Lumbering Elephant jerked at the blow but made no move to avoid it.

Leaping Elk stepped forward, gesturing Slithering Snake and the others to help him. Together they lifted the heavy man, whose injuries looked extensive. “Why this you do, Lord? He not you hurt, eh?”

“He was snooping around in my cave, Infinite blast him. You keep your malicious miscreants away from me!”

“Humble bandit hear, Lord. Please intrude forgive. Humble bandit trouble not want, eh? In peace live want.”

“What are you, some blasted Southerner? You look like one. Meddling misfit. Go home to your jungles, eh?”

Offended, Leaping Elk gestured someone to take his place at the levithon's side. He waved his band members to take him to their caves, then stepped back toward the obnoxious old man. “Who you think be, eh? You Lion Lofty Emperor Lord think? You land rule think? Humble bandit Leaping Elk be. Humble bandit no man serve. You me around order want?”

“Learn the language, by the Infinite! I can hardly understand you.”

Leaping Elk drew his sword. “This understand?”

“Eh, well, of course, Lord, I, uh, didn't mean to offend you.” The old man's voice had lost most of its gravelly sound.

“Good. I not offend be.” He sheathed it. “How you call, Lord?”

“I'm, uh, Icy Wind, as I said, Lord Elk. Just keep your bandits away from me, eh? I don't want any trouble.”

“Humble bandit hear glad. Wind Lord, neighbor be, to my cave come. First bathe, then come. Fast with me break, eh?”

“Food, you say? I haven't had a decent meal in weeks! When, Lord?”

“Soon. Today not. Bandit not you Elephant Lord hurt like, eh?”

“They may not like it, but they'll learn not to bother me. All right, neighbor. I'll come in three days. Do I have to bathe?”

“Humble bandit polite it think, Wind Lord.”

“If you insist, Lord Elk. Infinite be with you, eh?”

“With you as well be, Wind Lord.” Leaping Elk bowed.

Returning the bow, Icy Wind nearly fell but with the staff saved himself a tumble.

Turning, Leaping Elk walked off, relieved to breathe fresh air again. Skirting the base of the mountain, he followed his bandits.

The levithon was the largest man in the Elk Raiders and one of the band's most skilled fighters. With the staff's circuits, Icy Wind would be indomitable, Leaping Elk guessed. He chuckled, knowing Lumbering Elephant would endure years of ridicule because of this incident.

Ascending the winding passage, he entered the caves, where Slithering Snake greeted him immediately. They looked at each other and laughed.

“It'll do his humility good, eh?” Slithering Snake said in the Southern tongue.

Nodding, Leaping Elk grinned. “How is he?”

Slithering Snake glanced over his shoulder. The medacor had laid Lumbering Elephant on the floor of the cavern to tend him. “Hurting. A few broken ribs, a broken arm, possibly a cracked skull and a concussion, but the medacor hasn't finished yet. Listen, my friend, you should be careful about your comings and goings.”

“Eh? What do you mean?”

“I've been awake all night. I didn't see you leave.”

“I left through my private exit and meant to enter the same way. Do you think anyone else noticed?”

Slithering Snake shrugged. “It's not as if you shouldn't have your own exit. Just don't want it common knowledge, eh?”

Leaping Elk nodded, cursing his lapse. He knew he couldn't keep the exit secret forever.

“Listen, Lord Elk, while you were gone, a delegation under the Inviolate Insignia came across the border.”

“What?” Leaping Elk said, his eyes going wide.

“They arrived at midnight, Lord Elk, unarmed,” Slithering Snake said. “An unusual group.”

“What did they want?” Incredible! Leaping Elk thought, remembering the prohibitions against the misuse of the Inviolate Insignia.

“Statements, Lord. They wanted me and Lumbering Elephant to recount what happened last night, when we met the old man. I had to send someone after him. He was still watching the old man's cave.”

“That's all they wanted?” Leaping Elk didn't believe it.

Slithering Snake nodded. “When they first said what they wanted, I thought they were crazy. They insisted, saying they were assembling evidence against a possible international criminal. They wouldn't divulge any more than that, except to assure us we weren't the target. I cooperated with them, and so did the Lord Elephant. They interviewed us separately, then left.”

“Incredible,” Leaping Elk murmured. “Who were they investigating?”

“The Traitor would be my guess.” Slithering Snake shrugged.

“It wasn't a reconnaissance mission in disguise, was it?”

“I doubt it, Lord. You know the penalty, eh? Besides, we never allowed them inside the caves.”

“That was prudent.” Leaping Elk shook his head, amazed. “I'm glad you cooperated with them. That was the right thing to do. Oh, by the way, Lord Snake, I've invited Icy Wind to break the sleeping fast with us soon.”

“Eh? The old man who pummeled Lumbering Elephant? Has the Infinite addled your brains?”

Leaping Elk shrugged. “He promised to bathe.”

Slithering Snake snorted in disgust.

Across the cavern, near the rough-hewn opening that led up to Leaping Elk's personal abode, Fawning Elk looked over and saw him. Waving, she hurried toward them with a waddle, stopping briefly to look at the injured man. After her arrival the day before, Fawning Elk had abandoned the robes padded so thickly that her pregnancy was unobtrusive. Now, she proudly displayed her rotund abdomen with robes designed to emphasize her girth. Leaping Elk guessed she liked being pregnant.

“I hope he's all right,” she said, glancing back over her shoulder.

“The Lord Elk invited the skunk to breakfast three days from now,” Slithering Snake said.

“You have?” She looked from the large sectathon to her mate. “How gracious of you, Lord! Even after he pounded the Lord Elephant, eh? The bandits might not like that, but to the Infinite with 'em. Where have you been, by the way?”

Leaping Elk smiled. “Any more morning sickness, Lady Elk?”

“I haven't had a moment of morning sickness in four pregnancies! Men! I'd wager you were carousing the whole night. I hope she was pretty and didn't have the pox.”

The black bandit laughed with abandon, genuinely liking her.

From across the cavern echoed the high-pitched screams of two women. Fawning Elk glanced at the ceiling. “Excuse me, Lords.” Turning, she waddled across the cavern quickly.

Both men watched, puzzled. Usually, when woman fought woman, the men wagered on who'd win. None among them was so lacking in brains as to intervene.

Fawning Elk did, making more noise than both women combined. Being eight months pregnant encumbered her not one bit. She separated them, spoke to both, somehow got them to bow to each other, and then returned across the cavern to Leaping Elk's side.

“What did you say to them?”

“I told 'em if they didn't apologize to each other, they could feed themselves and sleep outside for a week.” Fawning Elk looked unperturbed.

Another of the band's women approached the trio near the cavern entrance, her face bruised. “May I, uh, speak with you a moment, Lady Elk?” she asked in a timid voice.

“What happened to your face, child? Did someone hit you?”

She nodded, shamefaced.

“Did you ask the person to hit you?” Fawning Elk asked.

She shook her head.

“Take me to him, and I'll insure it doesn't happen again, eh?” The two women walked off. Glancing over her shoulder at her mate, Fawning Elk scowled.

Leaping Elk reflected that under the matronage of Fawning Elk, his bandits might even become civilized human beings—if she didn't starve them first. He felt pleased she was here.







Chapter 11

Formerly the Northern Sorcerer, Lurking Hawk became the Eastern Sorcerer not long after Flying Arrow murdered all the Northerners. For fourteen years, Lurking Hawk was the seventh Emperor Arrow's closest advisor. Historians will always wonder how this long-term proximity affected Flying Arrow's ability to reason. Numerous historians have noted that the Traitor's cunning was at least equal to his talent.—The Seven Emperors Arrow, by Shivering Shaft.

* * *

His hand was hot—uncomfortably hot. On reflex, he tried to jerk it from the heat, but found he had too little strength.

“Please hold still, Lord Hawk,” said a soothing voice.

Lurking Hawk opened his eyes.

Looking at him was the Imperial Medacor, beyond him a young boy with blond hair and large hands.

He tried to sit up.

“Lie flat please, Lord. You're in no condition to go anywhere.” Soothing Spirit still held onto the hand.

The Wizard saw his hand then, and his jaw dropped from shock. All fingers except his thumb ended in amputated stubs. “What happened?” Lurking Hawk tried to say. Only a hoarse croak issued from his mouth. In panic he looked around. He was in the infirmary of Emparia Castle. What happened to me? he wondered.

“If you don't lay still, Lord, I'll have to restrain you.” Soothing Spirit's voice was gentle, his manner imperturbable.

Lurking Hawk told himself to relax. Wondering how he'd gotten here, he checked his shields before searching his memory. To his consternation he found his shields completely disabled.

“I want you to leave your shields down, Lord Hawk. The healing won't take as long if I have access to your body's own powers.”

Of course, he thought, willing himself to wait until he was alone.

“Now, Lord Hand, watch carefully,” Soothing Spirit said.

Again the harsh heat infused Lurking Hawk's dismembered fingers. Blood flow increased, mitochondria metabolized at an inordinate rate, and cell division accelerated. Fascinated, he watched the ends of his fingers change, mutate, grow. The heat excruciating, he finally cried out in pain.

“I'll resume in a few minutes, Lord Hawk. Did you see how I did that, Lord Hand? The growth is almost cancerous. Unlike a cancer, of course, the new cells are perfectly healthy. Do you want to try?”

“Don't you dare!” Lurking Hawk croaked.

Soothing Spirit looked at him. “He's the Medacor Apprentice, Lord Hawk. He won't hurt you.” The Imperial Medacor smiled to reassure him. “This may be the first day of his apprenticeship, but he already has years of experience.”

“I don't care! I don't want that runt of a medacor to treat me!”

“Well, Lord Hawk, if you insist. Lord Hand, would you inform the Lord Emperor that the Lord Hawk has regained consciousness?”

“Yes, Lord Medacor,” Healing Hand said, bowing properly. As if eager to be gone, he left swiftly, not acknowledging Lurking Hawk.

“Don't let that … that cretin near me!”

“All right, Lord Hawk, although I confess I don't understand. True, he hasn't refined his skills yet. In raw talent however, he's the best apprentice I've had in all my years as Imperial Medacor.” Soothing Spirit reached for the other hand.

There, Lurking Hawk saw similar disfiguring. “I don't care what his talents are! Keep him away from me!”

“Yes, Lord,” the Imperial Medacor said, looking unperturbed.

“Don't tell me you don't recognize him.”

“What are you talking about, Lord? Are you still delirious?”

“No, I'm not delirious, Infinite blast you! Can't you see? He's the son of Easing Comfort!”

“Lord Hawk, please keep your voice down, for Infinite's sake. Patients are in the other room, and I'd like you not to disturb them.” Soothing Spirit applied his talent to the other hand.

“Didn't you hear me?” Lurking Hawk asked. “Of all people, you should recognize him! You were there when Lofty Lion killed my father and his grandfather.”

“I was, Lord, yes, to my regret.” Soothing Spirit smiled. “I'd better keep him away from you, so you don't try to make him a talisman, eh?”

“Are you insinuating I'd do something illegal?”

“Of course not, Lord Hawk. I merely ventured a jest. My intent wasn't to offend, and if I did, I apologize.”

Lurking Hawk relaxed, regarding the Imperial Medacor suspiciously. “Hand, eh? I wonder how that traitor Easing Comfort managed to father him. I wonder what wench would whelp for him. Aren't you going to report this to the Lord Emperor, Lord Spirit?”

Radiating serenity, Soothing Spirit smiled, as though indulging a child. “I wouldn't waste that talent. No, Lord Hawk, and besides, you've no proof. Your accusation is ludicrous. Your calling another a traitor isn't any different from the bludgeon calling the sword blunt, eh?”

Why is the Medacor's manner so uncharacteristic? Lurking Hawk wondered. Soothing Spirit rarely joked or made inane comparisons like the one about the blunt bludgeon. A medacor as talented as he ought to be able to repair injuries without causing further pain. “Ow! That hurts!”

“All right, I'll stop for now, Lord Hawk. You'll need a few minutes of treatment every day until those fingers grow back. Then we'll start on your toes.”

“Eh? I lost some toes, too? What happened, anyway?”

“Yesterday morning someone found you on the south bank of the River Placid, Lord Hawk. You really should be more careful of your choice of beds. You could have died in the snow, you know.”

“Don't belabor the obvious.” Lurking Hawk scowled. “I must have passed out or something.” He consulted his inner clock, and found it was now early morning. “Have I been unconscious a whole day?”

Soothing Spirit nodded, smiling benignly.

He seems pleased with himself! Lurking Hawk thought—why?

An authoritative voice from the main infirmary drew their attention. A moment later, Guarding Bear strode in. “Lord Medacor, Lord Hawk,” he said, bowing. “Infinite be with you both. Where's Healing Hand, Lord?”

“I sent him to tell the Lord Emperor that the Lord Hawk is conscious. If you'd care to wait, he'll return in a moment.”

“Thank you, Lord Spirit, I'll do that. How do you feel, Lord Hawk?”

Lurking Hawk spat on the floor. A man with spittle was a man without fear.

“It pleases me you're as vindictive as ever, Lord Hawk.” Guarding Bear smiled. “Your balls won't come out of the vise this time.”

“Eh? What are you blathering about, Usurper?”

Guarding Bear shrugged. “I'll wait out here, Lord Spirit.” He nodded to both men and retreated to the outer infirmary.

“What's this about?”

Soothing Spirit frowned. “It's not my place to tell you, Lord Hawk. If you're hungry, I'll send for a meal from the scullery. Anything you need, Lord Hawk, just ask, eh?”

“I need to know what's going on! Address me as Sorcerer, blast you!”

“You'll find out in the time of the Infinite, Lord Hawk.” Bowing, the Imperial Medacor left the room.

Fighting off his pain and torpor, Lurking Hawk stood unsteadily. Sparkle clouded the periphery of vision. He felt feeble. His bowels rolled as if doing cartwheels. Pushing to his feet from a knee, he wondered how he had fallen. He stepped unsteadily toward the doorway, glancing at the false panel leading to the secret passageways. The room was one of several reserved for nobility needing more than incidental medical care. Perhaps he nearly had frozen to death.

Lurking Hawk remembered leaving Lofty Lion on the road west of Burrow and traveling to the River Placid. Although he remembered levitating himself for the river crossing, the fording was murky, and he couldn't remember reaching the southern shore at all. That's where I must have passed out. I'm glad I didn't faint while crossing the river! he thought, shuddering and guessing he'd have drowned. First he'd battled the Wizard Spraying Egret, then he'd implanted Lofty Lion. The two exertions had almost sapped his reserves.

Reaching the door, the Wizard looked out into the corridor. Finding four guards there surprised him. He probed them, saw their electrical shielding and frowned.

They didn't appear very friendly. Each watched him like a hawk.

He laughed aloud at his own joke. They look at me as if I'm insane, he thought. Didn't I say that aloud? “Begone! You bother me!”

“Forgive me, Lord Hawk,” one said. “Our orders are explicit. Only the Lord Emperor himself can countermand them.”

“Eh, well, I'm glad he realizes my value, or he wouldn't have assigned so much protection.” Lurking Hawk felt honored.

The guards looked amongst themselves, smiling. One of them laughed aloud, then quickly put a hand over mouth.

“Infinite be with you, Lords, I must be going.” Lurking Hawk stepped over the threshold, into the dampered corridor.

Four swords instantly jumped from their sheaths.

The Wizard's eyes went wide.

“Forgive me, Lord Hawk,” the same guard said, “but I must ask you to go back into the room.”

“What's the meaning of this? I'm not a prisoner here! I demand—”

“Lord Hawk.”

The Wizard withered within at the sound of that voice.

The Emperor stood ten paces down the corridor.

Seeing Flying Arrow's expression, Lurking Hawk stumbled back into the room, sensing the collapse of his carefully constructed world. Dismissing the feeling as ludicrous, he thought, I'm as important to Flying Arrow as I've ever been! He found his way toward the bed, somehow.

Flying Arrow regarded him from the doorway. “Turn on the dampers and stay here,” he ordered, not taking his gaze off the Wizard. Stepping into the room, he closed the door.

The psychic-interference patterns wrapped Lurking Hawk's mind worse than any physical restraint might constrict his body. His entire soul rebelled at the psychic fetters.

Flying Arrow stayed at the door, his back to it. “I'm sorry, my friend. I couldn't do anything.”

The sincerity in the Emperor's voice puzzled Lurking Hawk. “Sorry about what, Lord?”

“The charges against you in Burrow. Everyone knew about them before I could quietly quash them. Everyone also knows about your meeting with that bandit.” Flying Arrow shrugged. “I'm sorry.”

“What bandit, Lord Emperor? I didn't meet with any bandit!”

“I certainly have proof enough that you did, Lord Hawk.”

“Produce it! You and I know I wouldn't have anything to do with bandits, Lord. Guarding Bear arranged this, didn't he? That Usurper, I could tell just by the way he walked in here—as if he owned the place. I tell you, he'll soon have the Imperial Sword if you're not careful. You're wise enough not to trust a word he says. He's probably plotting your death right now, Lord.”

Flying Arrow smiled, his sadness plain on his face. “Actually, Lord Hawk, he's preparing to lay siege to the Tiger Fortress, like a loyal citizen. He volunteered yesterday.”

“No! I don't believe it, Lord. You must have played the master manipulator to get him to do that. How wonderful. Surely he'll die in the siege, and you won't have to worry about him ever again, eh?”

Flying Arrow pulled a thick roll of parchment from his sleeve. “I have here the testaments of the Captain sectathon Probing Gaze, the Corporal Wizard Spying Eagle, the bandit sectathon Slithering Snake, and the bandit levithon Lumbering Elephant. Getting the statements of the latter two on parchment wasn't easy, but not impossible.” He threw it on the bed, staying carefully near the door. “There's your proof, Lord Hawk.”

Lurking Hawk jerked his feet away from the parchment, looking at it like a poisonous serpent. “How did you get the statements of bandits, Lord? Inducing them to cross the border must have been difficult, eh?” He wondered whether to make his escape through the secret passageway leading from this room. Furtively, he glanced toward the false panel. Then, though, I won't have avenged the massacre of my people, Lurking Hawk thought, needing to accomplish one more task.

“They didn't have to cross the border, Lord Hawk. We sent an unarmed delegation under the Inviolate Insignia. They were most cooperative in describing the man with whom we presume you met.”

Lurking Hawk looked puzzled. “Using the banner of the four Empires was certainly inventive. I met with no one, though, Lord, I swear on the Infinite, no one.” He felt pleased he modulated his voice so well, knowing the more vehement the protest, the less credible it was. “After that blasted Wizard Spraying Egret somehow managed to disable me—through no fault of mine, Lord—I turned around and came back.”

“It's true that no one can attest that you actually met with the old man,” Flying Arrow said, reaching into his sleeve. “Even if you're innocent of those charges, you'll have to account for this piece of jewelry.” He dangled a bracelet from a finger.

Before he could stop himself, Lurking Hawk glanced at his wrist. “The talisman's not mine, Lord!” he protested, knowing he'd already betrayed that it was. “Someone slipped it on my wrist while I was unconscious.”

Frowning, Flying Arrow sighed. “Well, Lord Hawk, now I really can't do anything. I must admit I had my doubts. Everyone's seen you wearing this bracelet. I suspected that the Lord Bear might have substituted this little toy for the bracelet that you usually wear. Now, I know he didn't. If it weren't yours, Lord Hawk, you couldn't have known it's a talisman.” Shrugging, the Emperor sighed again. “You've been of inestimable service in the past. I deeply regret that our association has to end. I'm sorry, Lord Hawk. I'm truly, deeply sorry.” Again, Flying Arrow sighed, frowned bitterly and opened the door.

Striding in, the four guards quickly shackled the Traitor to the bed.

The physical restraints in addition to the psychic restraints suddenly made the collapse of his world real to Lurking Hawk.

The Wizard put his face into disfigured hands and wept.

* * *

In the main infirmary, Guarding Bear waited beyond Flying Arrow's pair of personal guards, the blond-haired boy beside him.

The Emperor nodded to them both.

Guarding Bear sighed, relieved that Lurking Hawk had implicated himself. Now, nothing but the Infinite's intervention would save the Traitor. The executioner would sharpen his blade for the Northerner's neck.

“I thought he'd lead me to it,” Flying Arrow said, stepping into the infirmary, deep in reflection. “I really thought he would.”

Guarding Bear nodded. “I thought he would too, Lord Emperor. I'm sorry your plan didn't work. It was a good one. Perhaps you could bargain with him, spare his life if he divulges where the Heir Sword is.”

Sitting on an empty bed, Flying Arrow shook his head and looked at the floor. “You didn't hear how he protested his innocence, even denying the bracelet was his. He's like you and me, Lord Bear—loyal to the core of his being. So loyal he'd rather see the northern lands lie fallow than let the murderer of his people build an Empire anew.”

Sighing, Guarding Bear nodded. “That's the problem with traitors, Lord: They're either incorruptible or too easily corrupted. Scowling Tiger was right about colonizing, eh?”

“Yes, he was.” Flying Arrow frowned. “I should have ordered colonization, but I couldn't because he suggested it. I was young, threatened by his stature and influence. Sometimes I think that if I'd been five years older, none of this would've happened.”

“Oh, I don't know,” Guarding Bear said. “It's not your fault. You did what you thought best at the time. You couldn't have done any different, Lord Emperor.”

Healing Hand seemed to follow every nuance of the conversation, looking at each man as he spoke.

Shrugging, Flying Arrow looked at Guarding Bear. “Well, perhaps not all's lost. Has the Wizard arrived from Burrow?”

“I don't know, Lord Emperor. I sent the summons only yesterday. All the inducements are ready for him.”

“Good, Lord Bear. If anyone can force Lurking Hawk to reveal the location of the Heir Sword, Spying Eagle can, eh?”

“Yes, Lord, if he agrees to interrogate. Uh, I also need him for the siege.” Smiling at the boy beside him, Guarding Bear tousled his hair.

“All right. I can delay the execution, if necessary. How long do you think you'll need?”

“I'd rather not say in these surroundings, Lord Emperor. Scowling Tiger has more spies here than we did there.”

“Yes, he probably does—the only man better informed than you, eh?”

Grinning, Guarding Bear shrugged. “I want to say thank you, Lord Emperor. For acting so swiftly in gathering the depositions and other needed evidence. Thank you, Lord, thank you very much. I feel very, very relieved that the Traitor's reign of terror is over.”

“Was it that bad, Lord Bear?” Flying Arrow grinned.

“Bad enough, Lord. Please don't invest another traitor, eh? Living like that isn't easy. All my life I've had to look over my shoulder for Scowling Tiger's next assassin. I don't like it. I'm glad Lurking Hawk's out of your way, Lord Emperor, I really am.”

“Frankly, so am I. I couldn't have expedited this matter without your help, Lord Bear. I congratulate you on the ingenuity of using the Inviolate Insignia. That was the stroke of a master tactician.”

“Thank you, Lord Emperor, but, uh, I didn't suggest it.” Guarding Bear felt distinctly uncomfortable.

“Eh? Of course, you did, Lord Bear. Don't be so modest. Not a better strategist in all four Empires.”

“Well, Lord Emperor, if you say so.” I didn't suggest it, Guarding Bear thought vehemently, frowning. “If you'll forgive me, Lord, I have to prepare. I have a fortress to invest, eh? Again, Lord, thank you, and Infinite be with you.” Smiling and bowing, he gestured Healing Hand to follow.

* * *

Nodding to acknowledge their obeisances, Flying Arrow returned his gaze to the floor. Wanting to ask the Traitor a thousand questions, he guessed Lurking Hawk would never answer the most important one.

What had the Traitor said or done to Lofty Lion?

Looking at the bracelet in his hand, Flying Arrow recalled that Lurking Hawk had always worn it. Never in all those years had he or anyone else known it was a talisman. No one had ever seen the Traitor use it. Why have a talisman and not use it? the Emperor wondered.

Not knowing the answer, Flying Arrow stood and looked down the corridor leading to Lurking Hawk's prison cell. Shaking his head, he wanted a clearer mind when he continued the interrogation. Leaving the infirmary, Flying Arrow entered the corridors of Emparia Castle, not seeing them, not seeing anyone. His gaze on the blue and white marble flooring, he strolled in the general direction of the eastern hall, not because it was his destination, but simply because he had none.

He found himself staring into the empty audience chamber behind the eastern hall, without a memory of walking there. Rubbing his aching left arm, Flying Arrow ordered his personal guards to remain at the door. Closing it behind him, he placed a cushion on the floor and sat. Composing himself, the Emperor chose a spot on the tapestry in front of him, seeking communion with the Infinite, wanting oblivion.

What had the Traitor said or done to Lofty Lion?







Chapter 12

The Tiger Fortress, the ancient home of the Emperors Peregrine, was as defensible a structure as ever built. Although the southern gate was vulnerable, Scowling Tiger ordered it sealed after he occupied the fortress. Closing the western and eastern entrances also, the bandit general effectively directed all traffic through the northern gate. Thousands entered and exited on any given day during the heyday of the Tiger Raiders.—The Political Geography, by Guarding Bear.

* * *

Approaching the twin towers standing sentinel at the mouth of the ravine, Easing Comfort slowed to a walk, breathing roughly. Glancing at the sky, the Wizard-medacor wondered as he sloshed through slush if more snow was on the way. Travel hadn't been easy, neither leaving nor returning, and the expatriate felt glad to be home.

At the crossroads, a quarter mile north of the actual fortress entrance, the orderly movement of travelers disintegrated into a throng of pushing, shoving, angry individuals, all moving in different directions. For the influential, the crossroads confluence was never a problem. Warriors cleared the intersection to ease the passage of bandit nobles.

Although one of those bandit nobles, Easing Comfort had given no notice of his arrival, not objecting to the crush. Since he didn't claim such perquisites, other bandits regarded him as insignificant in the hierarchy of the fortress, despite his having the bandit general's friendship. The Wizard-medacor preferred to be anonymous, which he considered synonymous with autonomous.

Having patiently made his way through the crossroads chaos, Easing Comfort entered the narrow ravine, smiling in spite of the crowds. The past few days of inclement weather and the slushy mud underfoot hadn't diminished traffic at the northern entrance at all. People and commerce clogged the road, those on the left half of the thoroughfare traveling southward, those on the right, northward. Nearly all who had business at the Tiger Fortress traveled through the northern entrance.

Ahead, just inside the fortress entrance, Easing Comfort saw signs of construction. The snow around the entrance was brown, even the snow untrampled by traveler. Inside the archway, a levithon moved a large block of stone while a warrior held up traffic. Among the northward-bound travelers, a levithon transported a bin of rubble, the container hovering a foot above the path.

The way ahead cleared.

Entering the fortress, the Wizard-medacor soon saw for himself the extent of the reconstruction. The entire ground level looked redesigned. The psychic flow told him Scowling Tiger had ordered the first three levels completely refurbished.

Why? Easing Comfort wondered, walking to the central stairwell. Long ago, the tube at the core of the mountain had been a volcano spout. There too, he saw signs of construction, but its nature eluded him for several moments. He examined the underpinnings of the stairwell ramp above him. Between each new bracket was a small gap where the ramp had once attached directly to the sides of the cylinder. He wondered at the structural integrity of the central stairwell. The brackets seemed too insubstantial. In fact, detaching the brackets would plunge the whole stairwell downward, each level demolishing the level below until the mountain core filled with rubble. Ascending, he saw that the changes extended the whole way up. Since occasional earthquakes shook the Windy Mountains, the Wizard-medacor wondered how prudent a weakened central stairwell was.

Why has Scowling Tiger ordered this madness? he wondered.

At the fifth level from the top, Easing Comfort stopped where a corridor intersected the stairwell, and inspected the underpinnings again.

Incredulous, he shook his head and entered the corridor. Turning into the first of ten alcoves, Easing Comfort opened the door of his private suite.

No one greeted him. Of all the top fortress administrators, only he lived alone, and only he depended on less than three servants. His one servant was probably at home, in one of the thousands of dwellings below his.

Humming a pleasant tune, Easing Comfort yawned and stepped into the excretory. He teleported his wastes into the receptacle, where the piping shunted them down to sewage reclamation. Shedding his pack, utility belt, robes, moccasins, and loincloth, he scrubbed himself clean with his chemathonic talent, lifting off dirt, oils, dead skin and other detritus of travel. He used no water or soap, the talent more cleansing than the hottest of baths. In less than a minute his body was immaculate. Doing the same to his clothes, he carried them into his bedroom. He hung the robes in the closet, selecting more formal robes.

Singing wordlessly, he danced into the scullery and decided on roast leg of lamb with applesauce and broccoli. The leg too large for just himself, he cut it with his mind and sprinkled the cutlet with five different seasonings. Pulsing it with heat, he drew a copious breath, savoring the aroma of perfectly cooked lamb. Quickly, he steamed the broccoli, made a butter-lemon sauce and carried all the food into the refectory.

Sighing when he finished, he belched, sated.

Rising, Easing Comfort waddled to the door of his suite, yawning. Remembering he hadn't slept in a long time, he entered the central stairwell and ascended.

The pair of guards at the Lair entrance bowed to him.

Nodding, he strode between them.

Other than a pair of guards at the base of staircase, the Lair was empty.

Passing between them with a nod, Easing Comfort ascended into a cloudy midmorning.

On the balustrade, looking south over his shoulder, was Scowling Tiger. Raging River and Melding Mind were on their haunches, their backs to the landing. Both turned to look.

Nodding to them, Easing Comfort smiled at their nods, the two men his equals here. “Lord Tiger,” he said, bending at the waist in a crisp bow. Straightening, he embraced the bandit general. “Infinite be with you, my friend. If I'm interrupting an important conference, send me away, eh? I just wanted to let you know I've returned. Your gift to Flying Arrow was well-received. So gracious of you to return the heads of their spies, my friend, a truly magnanimous gesture.”

Scowling Tiger laughed, looking pleased. “Glad you're back, Lord Comfort. What do you say, Lord Mind?”

Easing Comfort turned to the other Wizard. “How have you been, my friend?” The two men embraced.

Melding Mind was brown of hair, of eye, of skin. “My health is good, but not my mood,” the Wizard said. “Stay and listen, my friend.

“I'm sad you haven't felt well, Lord, and thank you for letting me stay. Lord River, you look well.” Easing Comfort grinned. “Keeping the courtesans busy?”

“I couldn't keep the wenches off me, Lord Comfort,” Raging River replied. His banter with the other man sounded easy and relaxed. “Now that you're back, I can rest. I've never seen a man with more juice than you.”

“You're much too modest, Lord. You've much more vigor than I.” Easing Comfort lowered himself to the stone beside Melding Mind. “Only because you're younger, eh?”

Raging River laughed, both men over fifty.

* * *

“We'd just concluded the formalities, Lord Comfort,” Scowling Tiger said. On the cushion he settled himself. On his lap he lay his sword. On his thigh he propped his fist. On the Wizard he turned his gaze. “What did you want to see me about, Lord Mind?”

“The Lord Tiger has recruited a thousand warriors since the Consort cuckolded the Emperor.”

Melding Mind looks more dour than usual, Scowling Tiger thought, nodding. “Almost a quarter of whom the tiger discovered were spies.”

“Yes, Lord, forgive me for not detecting them when I first examined them. I don't know how—”

“Don't bother yourself over it, Lord Mind,” Scowling Tiger interrupted, shrugging. “The animal's like a talisman—an unthinking machine. You're human—capable of erring, eh?”

“I'm grateful you consider me such, Lord. Except in that respect, I might be more human than acceptable, as I'll explain. Even machines such as the animal, Lord, do only what they're able to do. Another errant human endowed the animal, eh?”

“You and the tiger both sifted the recruits, eh?”

“True, Lord. The animal and I are sieves formed from the same mold, though. Hence, she and I have similar imperfections.”

“I expect a certain amount of error. Don't feel troubled.”

“Ah, Lord, but I am,” Melding Mind replied. “I can easily distinguish a mind implanted with or without a person's permission, and I don't worry that I've missed an implanted assassin or spy. True, I'm not perfect. Without thorough study, I can't see an entire mind. I can only scan a mind with an eye sensitive to incongruity.”

Scowling Tiger nodded. “You've examined over fifteen hundred potential recruits in the last eight months, of whom you cleared only a thousand.” The Tiger Raiders had turned away those Melding Mind had rejected.

“When I examine another's mind, Lord, I listen not only to the person's thoughts, I listen to my own. I listen not only to the thoughts themselves but to the patterns my thoughts betray.

“First, Lord, I haven't been at ease within myself, and I've erred more than usual. Second, Lord, among these recruits is a camaraderie, a unity, some binding force that brings them together like wolves to a slaughter.”

“It's not, I assume, a common hatred for the cuckold?”

“No, Lord—an antithesis of that, perhaps.”

“Eh? Not the opposite, but an antithesis?”

“There's a distinction, Lord, yes.” Glancing at Easing Comfort, Melding Mind smiled. “Concealing an enmity is easy enough, Lord Tiger. Our Wizard-medacor loves a woman south of these mountains and has just returned from seeing her, eh Lord Comfort?”

Easing Comfort grinned.

Melding Mind continued. “Although border patrols have intercepted him many times, not once has he revealed his hatred for his former Empire. Like yours, Lord, it's not a hatred for the Empire itself, only for those who rule it, eh? His business there is his own, and I wouldn't presume to make it mine or to judge him for it. It exemplifies my point, however: He hates Flying Arrow as much as you or I, but he never reveals it unless it suits him. What I think is this, Lord: Many of these recruits betray no enmity toward yourself or your purpose. Neither do they betray a shade of fervor for it.”

“All right, but do you have any other proof?”

“Every person fears psychological examination, Lord—a natural fear, borne of being vulnerable in such examinations. Certain people fear it more than others; the reasons vary. Few people, Lord, fear it like some of these recruits.”

“Perhaps they've heard of your exploits, eh?”

Melding Mind snorted contemptuously. “Everyone fears the Traitor far more than me—and for far less reason. When that fear and the lack of fervor coincide, I get suspicious.”

“What about those you suspect?”

“They're under surveillance, of course.”

“Good, Lord Mind. You've done all you can, eh? Leave the results to the Infinite now.”

As if he hadn't heard his liege lord, Melding Mind looked past him, off to the south, sadness upon his face.

“Listen, old friend,” the bandit general said gently, “whatever bothers you, it's ephemeral.” Scowling Tiger lifted his left fist from his knee and gestured over his shoulder to indicate the Eastern Empire. “Remember the knife we're preparing, eh?”

Melding Mind winced, dropping his gaze to the stone beneath them. “Lord Tiger, it's about that … knife. I'm sorry, Lord, but…”

“What is it, eh? Out with it, man.”

“They've conscripted Percipient Mind, Lord! They've abducted him, interrogated him, conscripted him, and stationed him at Burrow! Infinite blast them all!” Melding Mind fulminated.

Easing Comfort put his arm around Melding Mind's shoulder.

Raging River strangled the hilt of his sword.

Scowling Tiger closed his eyes and muttered an imprecation. “We had such high aspirations for him. It grieves me to hear this. This makes no sense! He was a psychologist with a private practice, by the Infinite! How did it happen, Lord Mind?”

The Wizard breathed deeply before answering. “Not all the events are clear, Lord. You'll remember that just after the tiger-Traitress trade, Flying Arrow summoned Guarding Bear to Emparia Castle?”

“I do, Lord. What do you suppose the Emperor did to him?”

“I don't know, Lord Tiger. The new Captain, as instructed, suggested the services of my son to the Water-Bear household at the first opportunity. The next day, the Matriarch Water summoned Percipient Mind to the Bear residence, presumably to have him remove the shafts Flying Arrow inserted in his back passage. When Percipient Mind left, however, Lurking Hawk ordered him captured, taken to the dungeons, interrogated, then shipped north.”

“Well, Infinite piss on 'em!” Scowling Tiger muttered. “I'm sorry to hear our plan didn't work, Lord Mind.”

“So am I, Lord Tiger. We needed to take the risk, but unfortunately, Percipient Mind came to the attention of the wrong people. Guarding Bear hasn't had a Wizard at his service for over a year. Percipient Mind was perfect for the position! Why didn't Guarding Bear enlist him, Infinite blast it? What went wrong?”

“I don't know, Lord Mind,” Scowling Tiger said. “We did all we could do, and something went awry. I don't understand it either. I'm sorry your son suffered at the talons of Lurking Hawk.”

“Infinite remove that Traitor from this earth!”

Raging River grunted. “The way he abuses his talents, that won't be long.”

“True, Lord River,” Melding Mind said. “Why do you suppose he was sleeping on the south bank of the River Placid?”

“Why does a traitor do anything?” Raging River grumbled.

“Patience, Lord Mind,” Scowling Tiger said, shrugging. “We'll get your son placed appropriately, eh? This is only a setback. A few days from now, we'll work through a plan or two for getting him another post. Until then, be thinking how we might do that—all three of you, eh?” He looked at Melding Mind. “I feel so upset I can't think clearly on the matter right now.” Scowling Tiger paused, letting that sink in with the Wizard.

“I'm glad you're both here, Lords Comfort and Mind,” he continued. “Something I've wanted to discuss with you both: My daughter's new pet.”

“A dangerous choice of pets, Lord,” Melding Mind replied.

Scowling Tiger smiled, appreciating the man's honesty. “Indeed. This morning, someone saw the tiger loping west, toward the caves of Leaping Elk.”

Melding Mind and Easing Comfort exchanged a glance. “Do you think she's a spy, Lord?” the medacor asked.

Scowling Tiger nodded. “While I don't mind if the animal acts as a courier between myself and the Emperor Jaguar, I do want to know what she takes south.” Sighing, the bandit general looked west, toward the caves of Leaping Elk. “I have a decision to make: Whether to keep the tiger and risk Snarling Jaguar's knowing important secrets, or get rid of it and break my daughter's heart.”

“Kill the flea-infested pussy!” Raging River said immediately.

Scowling Tiger smiled at his retainer. The man was very good at killing—too good sometimes. “I want you to study the animal, Lords. I'll ask her to divulge the contents of any missives, and I expect her to submit. I still don't like the tiger's having divided loyalties, eh? Evaluate her capabilities: The range of frequencies she can perceive and emit, the capacity of her memory, the depth of her analytical faculties, and if she has them, her principles.”

“Yes, Lord,” both Wizards said.

“Thank you, both of you. Lord Comfort, I've watched you squirm with anticipation of some sort. Can it wait a minute? Infinite bless you.”

Scowling Tiger turned his gaze on the other man. “Lord Mind, you have Broken Arrow contacts, eh? I need their help with the siege. Guarding Bear's not stupid. He knows no one has ever taken this structure by storm, and he'll have a surprise for us. Ask the Broken Arrows what that surprise might be, Lord Mind.”

Melding Mind nodded. “I'll ask, Lord Tiger, but you know how they cut with both edges of the knife. Guarding Bear's success in this venture weakens Arrow Sovereignty, and of course weakens us, their allies across the border. The Broken Arrows might take the neutral ground, eh?”

“They might, Lord, but ask them anyway,” Scowling Tiger said. “Take the opportunity to thank them shipping us the arrows they intercepted between Cove and Burrow. Remarkable work they do, eh?”

“Indeed, Lord.”

Two weeks ago, they'd found the shipment of a thousand sheaves of arrows near the southern entrance, like an orphan on a doorstep. In the shipment was one sheaf of seven broken arrows, the only sign that it was from the ancient resistance movement.

Easing Comfort leaned forward. “Lord Tiger, if I may ask, I noticed the renovations to the central stairwell. How advisable is that, with the seismic activity in the Windy Mountains?”

Scowling Tiger shrugged. “The structural engineers tell me the stairwell will hold for all but the worst temblor. Retractable hooks hold the new brackets. If or when Imperial Warriors penetrate to the stairwell, we'll retract the hooks and bury them alive, eh? Any warrior who follows won't have a stairwell to climb. I think the risk is worth it. So how's the Infinite treating you?”

Easing Comfort smiled. “With blessings upon blessings, Lord. I have a daughter now, a cute little button of a girl like her mother.”

“Well, congratulations!” Scowling Tiger said jovially, pleased.

Melding Mind embraced his friend, happy for him.

“Infinite curse the birth of another Easterner,” Raging River muttered, “but congratulations to you, Lord Comfort.”

“Thank you, Lord River, and today,” Easing Comfort continued, “my son began his apprenticeship under Soothing Spirit.”

Again, the bandits congratulated him.

“Blessings upon blessings, indeed!” Scowling Tiger said. “I'd appreciate having a message—”

Frowning, Easing Comfort interrupted. “Lord Tiger, I remind you of the conditions under which I enlisted in your service. My son's life is his own, Lord. I'll neither sanction nor cooperate with any interference from you.”

“ 'Interference'? You misconstrue my intentions. I only want a little help with Percipient Mind.”

“I won't give it, Lord Tiger, please excuse me. I admonish you to stay away from my son. He has his own fate, and my being his sire—and not his father—has little bearing on that fate.”

“All right, Lord. I heed you. It pleases me he's preparing for his grandfather's position. Talented boy you have. He's what? Eight years old?”

“Yes, Lord. He went with the Matriarch when she swept out Nest and put to sleep those seven hundred malefactors trying to escape her broom.”

“He's the one, eh? Incredible! Listen, Lord Comfort, you must feel tired. Why don't you wait a few days before you resume your duties? We've plenty of medacors and most are idle right now. You'll join me for the evening meal, as usual?”

“Yes, Lord, thank you. I'd appreciate a few days rest, and I'll see you this evening. Infinite be with you, Lord Tiger.” Rising, Easing Comfort bowed. “Melding Mind, my friend, how about a treatment, eh? You look like you need one.”

“Oh, would you? I do need to soothe my troubled mind. With the Lord Tiger's permission?” Melding Mind glanced at the bandit general, who nodded. “Infinite be with you, Lord Tiger, Lord River.”

The two Wizards bowed.

Nodding, Scowling Tiger watched them retreat. After the two men descended into the Lair, the bandit general smirked at Raging River.

“Expatriates!” he spat. “Only when they face their children across the lines of battle will we know their true loyalty.”

“Indeed, Lord,” the retainer replied.

Scowling Tiger rose. “I want to break the sleeping fast, Lord River. You're welcome to join me.”

“Forgive me, Lord, no. I have duties.”

Scowling Tiger nodded to the retainer's obeisance and watched him leave. He glanced south, as if to insure that the Eastern Empire hadn't gone anywhere while he wasn't looking, then descended into the Lair.

Yesterday morning, with Raging River, he'd left the fortress during the snowstorm's worst. Across the border, as they'd entered Burrow, not a single warrior had tried to intercept them. He'd personally signed the crate's bill of lading. Later they'd discovered that the sentries had withdrawn from the garrison battlements because of the weather. Because of the weather, however, the two levithons had been reluctant to transport the crate. On the spot, Scowling Tiger had paid each man a hundred taels to get the crate to Emparia Castle by sunset. They'd complied with dispatch, arriving before sunset.

The bandit general stopped at the rear door of the Lair. At his feet was a bow, a quiver nearby. He looked at the target a hundred paces away. Picking up the bow, he checked the thong for imperfections, knowing it had none. Lowering himself to a knee, one foot extended for balance, he notched an arrow.

Now, because of his “gift,” Guarding Bear had volunteered to mount an assault on the Tiger Fortress.

His hands absently launching arrows, Scowling Tiger smiled, hoping the attack didn't come too soon. As yet, he didn't know how the General planned to penetrate the impregnable defenses of the fortress, but with all his spies in the Eastern Empire, Scowling Tiger would find out soon enough. Then, he'd end the thirty years' feud between himself and Guarding Bear.

All his arrows struck with unerring accuracy, the second one splitting the shaft of first, the third splitting the shaft of second, and so on until the quiver was empty.

Putting down the bow, Scowling Tiger entered his private suite, stopping to place a hand on the statue in the antechamber.

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 howl.

Sadly, Scowling Tiger recalled the death of his brother. In the battle between the Eastern Armed Forces and the Caven Hills rebels, the battalion Commander Howling Tiger had died in a duel with Guarding Bear.

Searching the rubble of the first major confrontation between Tiger and Bear, Scowling Tiger had found this statue of his brother Howling Tiger. With his wild talent, Guarding Bear had transmuted the very flesh of Howling Tiger into stone.

“I'll kill the Usurper yet, my brother,” Scowling Tiger whispered.







Chapter 13

When they first met, they acted as though they'd known each other for many years. Healing Hand and Spying Eagle were so alike in disposition and talent that they might have been siblings. From what we know of their heritage, their immediate familiarity was natural, even destined to happen.—Wizard and Medacor, by the Matriarch Rippling Water.

* * *

When Guarding Bear and Healing Hand entered the small office, they found someone waiting in the antechamber.

Brown of hair, of eye, of skin, Spying Eagle rose and bowed. “Lord General Bear.”

“Lord Corporal Eagle.” Guarding Bear nodded to acknowledge. “Lord Hand, would you wait here for a few minutes?”

“Of course, Lord,” Healing Hand replied, regarding the Wizard with an expression of awe and wonder.

Spying Eagle returned the regard with a beneficent smile.

“Follow me, Lord Corporal Eagle.”

Guarding Bear strode through the opposite door. Beyond was an office so recently occupied that it was bare. It contained a desk, two chairs, maps on the walls, a bulletin board with many pins holding nothing, and a grimy coffee cup.

“Shut the door, would you, Lord Corporal?” Guarding Bear said, rummaging in one of the desk drawers.

“Yes, Lord General,” the Wizard replied and complied.

Easing himself into the more comfortable chair, Guarding Bear gestured at the other one, inviting the Wizard to sit. “I'm glad you got here so quickly, Lord. Sorry to order you to travel at such an early hour.”

“Why was I summoned, Lord General Bear?” Spying Eagle lowered himself to the other chair.

Guarding Bear handed him a piece of parchment. “Your discharge, Lord Eagle, effective immediately.” He handed him another. “A release of all confiscated assets and properties.” He handed him another. “An apology written by the Lord Emperor himself.”

The General sat back in his chair. “I want you to know how sorry I am that this happened, Lord. Infinite forgive everyone who took part in this injustice. No one can replace the eight months of life that you lost, but at least between us, I want to balance the scales. I have a debt to you that I can never repay. You now have a debt to me. Perhaps they balance—I don't know. I'm not the person to do the weighing.”

Rising, Guarding Bear opened the door, gesturing toward it. “Welcome home, Lord Eagle. I have a request, but if you're not interested, you're free to go. If that's the case, Infinite be with you.” Guarding Bear bowed deeply and held it, then returned to his chair.

Spying Eagle made no move to leave. He stared silently at the discharge from the Eastern Armed Forces. Freedom on parchment. How cruel we must be, Guarding Bear thought, to reduce to material form a matter for the spirit, for the soul.

A splotch stained the discharge.

The General watched dispassionately as the Wizard began to grieve. To him, how others acted and reacted under stress was a science worth study. In all his years of watching people, he'd never seen anyone react in quite the same way as the Wizard Spying Eagle.

The man didn't cry. Tears poured down his face, yes, but with no commensurate change of expression, no sobs, no sniffles, no change of posture, no averting of gaze, no wiping away of water, no attempt to hide the pain, no attempt to suppress it. Just tears.

Guarding Bear wondered what immense inner strength that required, what deep spiritual faith. In the other man, he saw neither stoicism nor denial. Spying Eagle embraced the experience. The strength of the Infinite infused him in the way he accepted and expressed his complex emotions. Guarding Bear knew no one who had such a degree of complete presence. Everyone he knew needed to remove himself or herself from reality at some time—usually times of stress.

Not the Wizard Spying Eagle.

An eternity later, the man cleared his throat.

Looking up, Guarding Bear smiled.

“Thank you, Lord General.”

He nodded, not needing to do anything else.

“Can I ask you a question, Lord General?”

Guarding Bear nodded again, his gaze benign, his harmony complete.

“What debt do you have to me, Lord?” Spying Eagle asked.

“We—my mate and I—we should have expected that Imperial minions would capture and interrogate you after you examined me. Our failure to expect it, although inadvertent, was partly responsible for your terrible treatment. It's a hazard of station, you might say, always having to protect those who serve us.”

Spying Eagle frowned. “I'd have refused protection, Lord General.”

“So I surmised, from what the Lady Water told me. We didn't offer, Lord Eagle, and that was our failure.”

“I see, Lord.” Spying Eagle looked at the release of confiscated assets. “This isn't accurate, Lord General. I had only a few thousand taels in the bank, not a hundred thousand.”

Smiling, Guarding Bear shrugged. “Some accountant made a mistake.”

“What do I have to do to correct it?”

The General snorted. “It's compensation, Lord Eagle. For the indignities you suffered. You'll notice that you now own your office and home, instead of renting them.”

“I can't accept it, Lord.”

Guarding Bear nodded his head, frowning. “Well, I did tell him you wouldn't. Of course, the Lord Emperor doesn't always listen to me. If you insist, I'll have this document corrected, but you have other options as well. You might, for instance, donate the money and property to some organization. The Institute of Psychology would more than welcome such a donation.”

“I could do that, I guess,” Spying Eagle replied, nodding.

“The Lord Emperor has need of your services, however, as do I. Would you consider the money and property payment for services you'll render?”

Spying Eagle looked at Guarding Bear with an expression suggesting that they'd planned this.

The General smiled in response, confirming that they had. “The position of Sorcerer Apprentice is vacant as well.”

The Wizard laughed, shaking his head. “No, thank you, Lord. I don't want it.”

“I didn't think you would. The Lord Emperor wanted me to ask.”

Spying Eagle smiled, nodding. “What services, Lord?”

“He wants you to question the Traitor Lurking Hawk, Lord Eagle. You're the only one who can dominate him.”

“Subject him to the same indignities he did me? No, thank you, Lord,” Spying Eagle replied. “What about you? You stated you had a request.”

Shaking his head, Guarding Bear looked at Spying Eagle. “You've had two chances to kill him, and a third to do to him at least what he did to you. Yet you refuse. From what substance did the Lord Infinite make you, Lord Eagle?”

Spying Eagle shrugged, looking mystified but smiling.

“Everyone has a key. I don't know yours, and I suspect it's beyond my understanding. Oh, if I searched, I might find it, but more important than my knowing is that you know. Anyway, Lord Eagle, I won't appeal to your loyalty to the Empire. They abducted and interrogated you out of loyalty, eh? Flying Arrow and I think Lurking Hawk knows the location of the Northern Heir Sword, missing all these years. It's a stupid piece of metal but, Infinite blast, an important one. I want you to think about questioning him. Would you consider it?”

He sighed. “Yes, Lord General, but my answer probably won't change.”

“If it doesn't change, it doesn't change, Lord Eagle. I appreciate your considering it. Anyway, I need your help for a task not so repulsive. Lord Hand?”

“Yes, Lord Bear?” Healing Hand said, appearing at the doorway.

“Sorry you had to wait so long, Little Lord. Bring a chair in here, would you? I want you to join us.”

Nodding, Healing Hand did as he was bidden. The office was so small that three chairs barely fit.

Shutting the door, Guarding Bear activated the room shields from the panel beside the door. He pulled a portable shield from his belt, concentrated for a moment on its settings and activated it. “Watch carefully, Lord Hand. Disable it, Lord Eagle.”

Spying Eagle blinked and the shield shut itself off.

Guarding Bear checked the readout. “Incredible,” he murmured, tossing it on the desk. “By the way, congratulations on your elevation to noble, Lord Hand.”

“Thank you, Lord Bear.”

Guarding Bear nodded, sighing. “I remember my own elevation to nobility. The event was bittersweet. At the time, they called me the noble savage, and my retort was to call them savage nobles. I hated them for their indifference to the people they governed. They hated me for caring. I'm grateful they haven't corrupted me. Lord Hand, how many people can you put to sleep?”

“I don't know.” Healing Hand shrugged, his palms supinated beside his shoulders in an elaborate gesture.

“Guess for me, eh?” He wondered how many thousands that was.

Healing Hand pursed his lips. “I'll bet I could do five, Lord.”

“Just five people, Lord Hand?” Spying Eagle asked. “You appear more powerful than that, just from your shields.”

“No, I meant five thousand, Lord Eagle.”

'Oh,' the Wizard's mouth formed without sound.

“With the Lord Eagle's help, Lord Hand, how many do you think you could put to sleep?” Guarding Bear asked.

“I'd guess with two more of him, I could knock out everyone inside the Tiger Fortress,” the boy said flippantly, grinning at his own joke.

“I'll requisition four more Wizards to help you. Part of the Lord Eagle's attention will be on the fortress shields. Sound about right, Lords?”

The medacor and the Wizard looked at each other, then at the General.

“You're not serious, are you?” Spying Eagle asked.

“That's madness!” Healing Hand said, giggling.

Guarding Bear neither smiled nor frowned. “I can't do it without either of you, Lords. The Tiger Fortress has never fallen to siege with its shields intact. I don't have anyone inside to sabotage the shields for me. Lord Hand, you're the one with all the raw power. Lord Eagle, I need you to disable the fortress shields.”

The blond boy and the brown man looked at each other, then entered into a long communion.

Guarding Bear waited placidly, listening to the edges of their exchange, pleasantly mystified by their instant familiarity and affinity.

“We don't have to kill anyone, do we, Lord Bear?” Healing Hand asked eventually.

“No, Lords, not if you don't want to.”

The two of them again linked minds.

A few minutes later, Spying Eagle said, “We'll do it, Lord General.”

At last, Guarding Bear smiled.







Chapter 14

How did the Northern Emperor Lofty Lion rise from the dead? In 9288, the Eastern Emperor Flying Arrow killed every captured Northerner in front of Lofty Lion. Unable to endure the slaughter, the former Northern Emperor died in the dungeons of Emparia Castle. Then, in 9318, on the banks of the River Placid, Lofty Lion tried to assassinate Flying Arrow. Did the Infinite resurrect Lofty Lion? Did someone impersonate him? Was Lofty Lion's death merely propaganda?

History suggests the latter. With the death of Lurking Hawk, the last Northerner, in 9303, all hope died of finding the lost Northern Heir Sword. How, if Lofty Lion had died, did Seeking Sword find the missing Sword? No one except a true northerner would've kept its location hidden for over thirty years. Therefore, Lofty Lion must not have died at all.—The Fall of the Swords, by Keeping Track.

* * *

The fate of Empires hangs in the balance, Flying Arrow thought ruefully, lamenting the need for his own unfolding deceit. He wished he didn't have to bring Exploding Illusion with him, not wanting even the newly-invested Sorcerer along.

The two men descended the long spiral stairwell toward the catacombs beneath Emparia Castle, their moccasins whispering on stone. They lit their way with electrical lamps. The hand-held units emitted just enough light that they didn't grope in the dark for each step. Any more light would alert others through gaps between granite blocks. The poorly maintained masonry indicated the age of the stairwell.

Earlier that evening, Flying Arrow had questioned the Traitor about the night of Guarding Bear's repatriation.

* * *

Guards wearing portable electrical shields lined both sides of the corridor. Approaching the doorway of the converted suite, Flying Arrow heard laughter in the Wizard's odd inflection. He'd grown accustomed to the Northerner's accent, Lurking Hawk having learned the Eastern language after the fall of the Northern Empire. Now, from inside a prison, that same accented voice was laughing when it should have been, if anything, crying.

That morning, over the objections of nearly everyone, Flying Arrow ordered the former Sorcerer's suite turned into a cell, instead of imprisoning the Traitor in the castle dungeons. Flying Arrow replaced the staff of servants with warriors. Their instructions were to fetch whatever Lurking Hawk requested, within reason, but not to let him leave or to allow him out of sight for a single moment. They inspected the suite for weapons and talismans. After removing the weapons—they found no talismans—they moved the Traitor from the castle infirmary to the ransacked suite. Only the trusted warrior-servants, the Imperial Medacor, and the Emperor could enter. Lurking Hawk was a beaten man, pitiably abject in his loss of status and power. Flying Arrow saw no reason to humiliate him further.

Confining Lurking Hawk to the same rooms he'd occupied for fourteen years bothered Flying Arrow, but he didn't know why.

The Emperor strode between the guards and into the suite.

On the floor was Lurking Hawk, supine and spread-eagle as if he'd fallen from a great height, laughing uncontrollably, insanely.

“Lord Emperor Arrow,” said a Captain, bowing.

Flying Arrow nodded, not averting his gaze from the Wizard. “What's wrong with him, Lord Captain?”

“The Lord Wizard has done this off and on throughout the day, Lord Emperor,” the Captain replied.

Flying Arrow kicked the man to get his attention. “Get up, Lord Hawk.”

“Eh? Oh, it's you, ha ha ha, oh, me, ha ha ha, uh, forgive me, Lord.” Lurking Hawk climbed slowly to his feet. Bandages still wrapped his hands and feet. The bandages kept him from using new flesh so recently regrown onto fingers and toes. The Wizard made an obeisance insolent for its ostentation.

Flying Arrow nodded, unoffended. “I want to speak with you alone.”

“Oh, Lord? Well, that'll be quite a feat. These new servants are so slavish I can't even eliminate in privacy, ha ha ha, ho ho ho. Unless you ordered them never to leave me by myself, eh?”

“I did,” Flying Arrow replied.

“Well, problem solved, eh? That was easy, ha ha ha, oh, ho ho ho. What did you want to talk to me about, Lord, oh, oh, oh…?”

Flying Arrow inspected Lurking Hawk's face for signs of insanity. Although unqualified to make such a diagnosis, the Emperor had seen symptoms in other people.

In Lurking Hawk's eyes was a vacancy of spirit. Otherwise, the expression was one of mirth, a grin of knowing complicity. Seizures of laughter shook him. Lurking Hawk glanced at something over Flying Arrow's shoulder, then at the floor, then at the wall, then at his face, then at a chair, then at the wall. His gaze never remained on an object for more than a moment. He looked like nothing more than a man condemned—and grappling with it badly.

“Go into the bedroom and make yourself comfortable as far away from the door as you can,” Flying Arrow ordered.

Lurking Hawk obeyed with insane hilarity.

“Give me a portable shield,” Flying Arrow told a guard. “Leave us in privacy, but check on us every three minutes by knocking on the door, eh?”

Setting the shield to enclose only him, he entered. Closing the door behind him, Flying Arrow stood with his back to it and looked around, having never seen where the Wizard slept.

Spare, simple furniture occupied a room without decoration. The room hinted no one lived there. It might have been a storage room for the bed and chair.

Odd, the Emperor thought.

“What did you say to Lofty Lion?” he asked, his voice low.

“Who? Ho ho ho, he he he, oh, Lord Infinite, save me from stupidity, ignorance, and the likes of this bumbling Emperor, her her her, ho ho ho, he he he—”

“The Wizard Spying Eagle has transferred to Emparia Castle, Lord Hawk. I'll use all tools of statecraft necessary to find out what you said or did to Lofty Lion.”

“Tools of statecraft, eh he he he, ho ho ho. You vomit statecraft like half-digested food, fumbling foolish Lord Emperor Arrow, ow ow ow, ho ho ho—”

“Where's the Heir Sword?”

“Why, I don't know, Lord Emperor, never have, ha ha ha…”

This time, Flying Arrow didn't interrupt Lurking Hawk's laughter, which this time ceased abruptly. For a moment the two men regarded each other silently.

“I can make your remaining days easy or hard, Lord Hawk. Which will it be?”

“Oh, I'd much prefer my remaining days to be hard. Can't fornicate enough, eh, ha ha ha. At least, I have life in my liquids, ha ha ha. When the inseminator finished, I took a turn, ha ha ha, ho ho ho.”

Flying Arrow knew Lurking Hawk goaded him. The guard knocked discreetly. The Emperor cracked the door, nodded at the man, then closed it again. “If you want it that way, Lord Hawk, I don't object. Since I don't know what you did or said to Lofty Lion, I'll have to kill him. Better to prevent a treachery than to wonder if he'll perpetrate one, eh?”

“Oh oh oh, uh, indeed, Lord Emperor, indeed. He's the only one who knows where the Heir Sword is, he he he, ha ha ha—”

“Has he known all this time?!”

“Of course, Lord. You don't think he'd trust me after my father's criminal acts, do you?”

The lack of laughter alarmed Flying Arrow. He didn't know whether to believe the last statement and nothing else previous, or vice versa.

“Oh, Lord, I forgot all about, ho ho ho, that matter we discussed several days ago. I meant to ask, he he he, if you uh, ho ho ho, devised a plan to stop strife between your twin sons, ho ho ho.”

“I haven't given it any thought,” Flying Arrow lied.

“Well, ha ha ha, just wondered, Lord, ho ho ho, uh, just want the best for you and yours, oh oh oh, the best of the worst, ha ha…”

Sighing, Flying Arrow opened the door to leave.

“… ha ha, I appreciate your letting me remain here, Lord, ho ho ho,” the Wizard said. “I know you could easily throw me in the, ha ha ha, dungeons, ha ha ha, ho ho ho, ha ha ha…”

Flying Arrow kept walking, leaving Lurking Hawk to his laughter. Like an evil spirit, it followed him into the corridor, echoing insanely in his mind throughout the afternoon and evening.

* * *

Only as he descended to the catacombs with Exploding Illusion did the haunting heckle of Lurking Hawk cease to hound him.

The interminable stairwell led the two men downward.

Their clothing black and insulated for the cold, they finally reached the base of the stairwell. The dank corridor smelled of mildew and decay.

“This way,” Flying Arrow said, speaking for the first time since they'd entered the stairwell high in Emparia Castle.

They passed several corridor intersections, the endless warrens laid out in a grid. The tunnels were mostly straight, unlike the convoluted corridors in the castle above them. The scrape and slap of moccasin the only sounds, they walked northward through catacombs claustrophobic, their heads bent forward under the low ceilings. Centuries of accretion littered the floor, some of it brought in by rodents, some by infrequent floods when the river ran high, some by occasional passersby such as themselves.

“Lofty Lion must be ancient by now, Lord Emperor,” Exploding Illusion said, the chance of someone overhearing them nonexistent.

“He was ancient when I took the Sword from him fifteen years ago,” Flying Arrow replied. “He must be ninety now.”

The Sorcerer grunted.

The tunnel deposited them on the banks of the river before they knew it'd ended. Flying Arrow shut off the lantern, hoping no one had seen the light. The opening looked like a drainage culvert. Several spilled their contents into the river during the season of rain. To the south and west of them, between the river and the castle, was the ecological preserve. To the east was empty, snowy river bank, the high levees rising behind them to protect the houses beyond.

“I hope the disabler still works.” Flying Arrow looked across the water, the snow-covered levee across the river plainly visible in the moonlight.

“Indeed, Lord. How long ago did the Traitor implant Lofty Lion?”

“Fourteen years. Of course, I don't know if Lurking Hawk followed my instructions to have the disabler work without his being present. A risk I had to take.”

Exploding Illusion nodded.

“Prepare yourself for crossing.”

The two men secured their waterproof packs in case the levitation failed or something disrupted it. Levitating objects was simple and without the hazards of levitating human beings. Freight had no talent to interfere with the levithon. Consciously or not, people often created enough of a disruption in the psychic flow to make long levitated journeys impossible. During the short river crossing, either of their talents might upset the delicate balance between gravity and the opposing force of levitation. Hence, the two men prepared for a dunking.

The diamond pulsating softly, Flying Arrow concentrated. Slowly, they rose a foot off the bank. The turbulent flow a quiescent monster beneath them, they moved out over the water. During spring runoff, the River Placid was a frothing torrent. The river drained the length of the southern Windy Mountains as well as the plains south of the river. Long ago, their ancestors had recognized the alluvial wealth carried down the river during spring. Sunken at intervals in the riverbed, transverse to the flow, stone retaining walls collected the alluvium. Each year just before the season of sowing, kinathons dredged up the wealth and sold it to farmers. They left every other trench undisturbed to preserve the river's fragile ecology.

Flying Arrow lowered them to the northern bank, relieved that a swim hadn't interrupted the crossing. The soft, pulsing glow of the diamond died as he sheathed the Sword and looked to the west.

The two men began to walk along the snow-layered bank, despite the easier travel on the levee crest.

“You've prepared the implant as instructed?” Flying Arrow asked.

“Yes, Lord Emperor,” Exploding Illusion replied, his breath puffing from his mouth. “Instead of changing the innate attitude, the implant will set up a counter unpleasantness whenever he tries to vilify you or the Eastern Empire. He won't be able to utter a single word against you. I think it'll be adequate.”

“What's the counter unpleasantness?”

“He'll feel nauseous, Lord.”

Flying Arrow chuckled, stepping over a snag washed up by the river, smelling an odor of rot and corruption. How could anything rot in freezing temperatures? he wondered.

Exploding Illusion followed at a pace.

Flying Arrow looked back to say something, then abruptly bumped into—

Lofty Lion said, “Watch where you're going, oaf!”

Flying Arrow drew a deep breath to rebuke and fetor filled his lungs. Stumbling away, he vomited, frantically snorting to clear the stench from his nostrils. While he regained his composure, Flying Arrow reflected that if the former Emperor's own smell didn't nauseate him, neither would an implant.

The Emperor stood, glancing at the Sorcerer. “Did I imagine that?”

“No, Lord Emperor,” Exploding Illusion replied, looking puzzled.

Flying Arrow nodded, wondering how the former Emperor had suddenly appeared in front of them. He looked closely at Lofty Lion.

The former Emperor had little hair left. What remained was an unkempt crown tufting the flaky, mottled scalp. Spit spilled down a protruding jaw, the mouth containing only two rotten stubs. The neck was a pillar roped with wrinkle, supporting a sagging jowl. Crimped posture suggested spinal fusion. A bulbous larynx distended the throat. Mucus dripped from a nostril, wiped away with a crusted sleeve. Loose skin folds hung below cheekbones collapsed. Glistening, jaundiced eyes peered from beneath a lupine brow. Trembling hands clutched a polished staff. Liver-spotted skin stretched across protuberant vein and gnarled knuckle.

Lofty Lion appeared to have aged forty years in fifteen.

“Infinite be with you, Lord Emperor Lion,” Flying Arrow said.

“Put it in your back passage,” the old man replied.

“I wish to be civil about this, Lord Lion.”

“ 'Civil,' eh? You weren't very 'civil' when you killed every last one of my people.”

“No, I wasn't. I regret that I did something so barbaric, Lord. Forgive me my contemptible behavior.”

“Euphemisms won't minimize your depravity and apologies won't absolve you. The Infinite will hand down your judgment, however—not me.”

“Yes, Lord Lion. The Infinite will probably reincarnate me as a tapeworm in some dog's back passage, eh?”

“Too good a fate for you,” Lofty Lion replied. “What do you want?”

“I have a task to entrust to you, Lord Lion.”

“Ha! You wouldn't trust me with your excrement. You know I'd find some way to desecrate it.”

“You would. For this task, I have no one else on whom to rely, Lord. You've no doubt heard that my Consort is pregnant.”

“I have. That idiot Traitor came north a few days ago to tell me what I already knew from the flow.”

“Oh? Why did he do that?”

“Why does a traitor do anything? Only he betrayed me too many times. I shouldn't have ever invested him to the position of Sorcerer, not with his diseased and iniquitous lineage.”

“What did he say to you?”

“The Traitor tried to tell me that the time for our vengeance upon you had come. I wanted no part of it.”

“He tried to persuade you to do something?”

“I didn't give him the chance. I left before he told me what he wanted. So you finally turned your face from him, eh?”

“Yes, Lord Lion, but his undoing was his own doing.”

“What did you expect from a traitor?”

“Treachery,” Flying Arrow replied, shrugging. “Anyway, Lord Lion, you've no doubt heard that my Consort is expecting twins.”

“Did you silence the fornicator?”

“Eh? What?”

Lofty Lion glanced toward the sky, shaking his head. “With your meager knowledge of statecraft, it surprises me you've kept the throne this long. If you insist, I'll explain in detail so it doesn't befuddle you. Since your quiver is empty, the Consort must have cuckolded you. You'd better silence the fornicator so he doesn't, at some later time—”

“I've silenced the fornicator.” Flying Arrow dominated his impulse to silence Lofty Lion.

“Well, good. I'm happy to see that the Infinite's given you more than a modicum of brains. What about the bastards?”

The Emperor sighed, asking the Infinite for patience. “You remember Scratching Jaguar's difficulties, eh?”

“Ah, I see. Don't want two heirs, eh? I wouldn't either. What's your problem? Just kill one of them. You don't have any scruples anyway. If you'd kill a half-million Northerners, killing one Easterner won't cause you a moment of insomnia.”

“No, it wouldn't, but that'd be a waste. What if, Infinite forbid it, the remaining son dies, eh? Then I'd have slit my own belly. Didn't you hear what the Matriarch Water said?”

“The Imperial Whore? Is she the wench who divined the Consort's pregnancy? I don't listen to every rumormonger. What did she say?”

“She said one would be too few.”

“That could have a hundred meanings. You know the vagaries of prophecy. Besides, how does this concern me?”

“You live near the Elk Raiders, eh? I imagine they've a woman among them mature enough to help you and young enough to lactate.”

“What a coincidence,” Lofty Lion said. “The barbarian Elk invited me to break the sleeping fast with him soon—wants me to bathe for some ridiculous reason. Why would I need a woman's help with anything?”

“Can you breast-feed a child, Lord Lion?”

“Eh? Did you say 'child'?”

“After the Consort gives birth, I'll fake the death of one twin and bring him to you, Lord Lion.”

The former Emperor nodded slowly. “You surprise me. You're smarter and have fewer scruples than I thought!”

Flying Arrow smiled then recited the code to disable the man's mind.

Lofty Lion collapsed to the riverbank, the gnarled hands letting go of the staff.

The Eastern Emperor sighed, relieved that the disabler had worked.

“Implant him,” Flying Arrow ordered, massaging his aching left shoulder.







Chapter 15

How do I tell you how much I love the land? I stand here before you today, a human being, and you applaud my entrance. I'd have you applaud the land instead. Without the land, I'm nothing. We mean little when we place ourselves beside the earth. Think of the land as our mother and father, the soil from which we spring, the dirt to which we return. In that context, we human beings have the arrogance to say we own it? How ludicrous! We'd more appropriately say that the land owns us. We can't escape our dependence upon it. The land is our home and earth and loving companion.—The Lectures of Guarding Bear, 9323 to 9335.

* * *

On the Nest-Bastion road traveled a group garbed in green and gold. All other travelers stopped and bowed as they passed, recognizing the man with the unruly hair and unpretty face as the Prefect of the region.

With Guarding Bear were the Wizard Spying Eagle and the medacor Healing Hand. The young man was finding the pace difficult and the boy, impossible. Near the crest of a hill, the General signaled another rest, his own endurance untested. The twenty-guard escort slowed as they did. Guarding Bear greeted and nodded at bowing passersby as the group moved off the road.

The rolling terrain of the Caven Hills spread before them like a pattern on a tapestry. Terraced and un-terraced hillsides undulated gently away, down toward Nest and up toward Bastion, the prefecture's seat of government. Supporting the terraces, the rock walls were the slate-gray basalt of the region. On terraced hills grew crops of early spring lettuce, the individual plants no larger than a thumb, the first planting of the year young yet. Stakes bearing bare and gnarled grapevine raked rows across un-terraced hills. In the valleys, amorphous plots of viscous water wandered beside the streams, the rice paddies wearing a green fur of new shoots. Between low-lying rice paddies and hillsides of lettuce and grape, varieties of orchard orchestrated their dancing in the blustery breeze of early spring. Interspersed among all the crops were wild trees of indeterminate age. Graded around the trees, the terraces traced the hills, as did the rows of grapevine, the rice-paddy dikes and the orchards. Guarding Bear carefully husbanded the land and its ecology.

From the hill they could see but a solitary dwelling. Across the valley from the average-size abode, a man plowed a field. A set of furrows ripped straight lines across a field of soft soil. Watching from nearby, the farmer pulled his hand parallel to the furrows. He crimped his hand in a claw as if he dragged the hand itself through the rich, rich ground.

The cultivation abutted a road wide enough for ten travelers abreast. An ancient tree shaded the site where the procession rested. Beneath tree was a pleasant patch of cut grass, the plot well-cared for, a favorite place for resting travelers. Nearby was a clay sluice-pipe for elimination and an elevated fountain for washing afterward. The sluice-pipe shunted the wastes into a tank, from which local farmers drew fertilizer.

Spying Eagle stepped to the edge of grass and dropped himself there, exertion giving a copper tint to his brown complexion. Soon Healing Hand joined him, his face bright red.

After meeting that first time at the temporary offices of Guarding Bear, they'd quickly become friends. Both felt they'd known each other before then—long before—despite their having never met. The feeling persisted despite their different backgrounds, affinity their propinquity. They enjoyed each other's company, moving toward each other in many social situations. As they did here, at a stop somewhere along the road between Nest and Bastion.

“There's an easier way to do this,” Spying Eagle gasped, looking dizzy from oxygen deprivation.

Healing Hand simply nodded, his breathing so ragged he couldn't even answer.

Sighing in satisfaction, Guarding Bear adjusted his loincloth, stepped to the trough and washed, then moved toward the disparate pair. I'm a warrior hardened by years of travel and battle, he reminded himself. They're a boy and a young man who've traveled little and battled less. The General refrained from mentioning their non-existent endurance.

“Beautiful sight, eh?” he said, lowering himself to his haunches beside Healing Hand, Spying Eagle on the other side of him.

“Uh, forgive me, Lord, but where?” the Wizard asked.

With a casual sweep of the hand, Guarding Bear gestured at the farmland.

“Just looks like crops to me, Lord General.”

Nodding, he repeated, “Beautiful sight.” He reached across the edge of grass and scooped up a handful of rich crumbly soil. “ 'From dirt we spring, to dirt we return,' ” he quoted from the Book of the Infinite, letting soil sift through fingers.

The younger two exchanged an amused glance.

Guarding Bear smiled within, knowing city-born indifference to the land.

Approaching, the Captain Silent Whisper bowed, glancing between the two Wizards. “Lords, if I may make a suggestion?” Hearing no objection, the Captain continued, “There are ways to increase your endurance, Lords Hand and Eagle. Frequent travelers develop this technique quickly. With your talents, I see no reason why you two can't do the same. I, uh, don't know how to explain this, but if you'll watch what I do?”

The boy and young man both nodded, probing Silent Whisper while he showed them. His metabolic rate suddenly increased. Snatching oxygen from cilia in the lungs, the blood quickly deposited it where needed and returned to the lungs fully laden with carbon dioxide.

“Oh,” Healing Hand said. “That's easy! Thank you, Lord.”

“I thought as much, Lord,” Silent Whisper replied, nodding and retreating.

“I just didn't think of doing that,” Spying Eagle said, shrugging at the blond-haired boy. Healing Hand shrugged back, his large palms supinated beside his shoulders.

Guarding Bear smiled; the process had become so automatic he'd forgotten he used it. He considered ordering their procession back to the drudgery of travel. Instead, he decided against it, enjoying this moment in the midst of nowhere, this moment at the center of everything.

Land.

The real source of power, the General reflected—of everything, really. Even the Swords were merely chemicals extracted from land. Like the humans who lived off the land, the Swords would return to the dust whence they came. Nothing mattered without the land.

This land had become his … No, I have that all wrong, Guarding Bear thought. He didn't own the land, knowing that no human being could really own the land. He restructured his thinking.

Years ago, he'd become steward of this land and had never forgotten his origins. Somewhere in the hills east of Bastion, he'd grown up in terrain much different in appearance. Then, the Caven Hills had been a trackless region. The thick scrub forest and steep hills were almost impenetrable to outlanders.

Only the inertia of ancestry had stopped seven Tiger Prefects from making the region productive. Scowling Tiger, like his forebears, simply lacked the initiative to extract the region's wealth. A wealth that was there because the land was there.

The luck of the Infinite had blessed Brazen and Guarding Bear. Luck, in the General's opinion, was the meeting of opportunity and preparation—not the fickle flatulence of fate.

Born at a time of unfair taxes, reared in a region unable to pay them, taught enough of government and leadership to unify the people, the Brothers Bear had incited them to insurrection and gained control of the Caven Hills. The two young men had spent much of their early twenties making the land arable and productive. Near the geographical center of the Caven Hills was Bastion Valley. From there they'd begun to transform the land.

Previous bids to colonize the region had tamed the outskirts, then extended that dominion inward. Those attempts failed. Once tamed, the land attracted the attention of neighboring Prefects. Their vision narrow, most Prefects sought to extend their own domains hectare by hectare, unable to see the region in its entirety. Thus, their cultivation of the Caven Hills had died like a vine stripped of grapes unripe, the harvest sour.

The Brothers Bear had approached the cultivation from the center of the region outward. During the first ten years of extending the arable areas, they left a ring of impenetrable terrain to discourage the greedy grasping of neighboring Prefects. Five years after their revolt, the Emperor Smoking Arrow granted them hereditary rights to the prefecture. Before they cultivated that last slim strip ringing the region, the Brothers Bear had ensconced themselves.

Those were the good years, Guarding Bear thought, treasuring the memories more than he had the experiences. In retrospect, those years had indeed been good, times of turmoil having followed.

Thus, Guarding Bear valued the land, the true source of all material wealth.

He stood, noticing that the other two watched him.

“In that respect, Lord,” Spying Eagle said, “it is beautiful.”

“What's beautiful?”

With a casual sweep of the hand, the Wizard gestured at the farmland.

Guarding Bear laughed, realizing that his shields had been down. “I'm glad you can appreciate it, Lord Eagle.”

“More than Scowling Tiger did,” Healing Hand replied.

“Perhaps he was simply a product of his society. Most nobles regarded the land as beneath their notice, or at most, a prize to enhance to one's name.” Guarding Bear shrugged. “Let's go, eh?”

The three of them walked to the road and rejoined the traffic headed southeast, toward Bastion, the detachment of warriors in two orderly columns behind them. Guarding Bear erected his shields, wanting to process while his body traveled.

During the past week, since volunteering to lay siege to the Tiger Fortress, Guarding Bear had chafed at the usual bureaucratic delays, at waiting upon messengers. Arranging the details of such an undertaking bored him. Settling easily into a moderate pace, he smiled to himself, grateful to be moving and acting.

The three of them were traveling to Bastion to prepare for the siege. Nearly on the opposite side of the Empire from the Tiger Fortress, Bastion was the wrong direction to travel. Only Bastion was safe enough, however, to test the talents of the young man and boy. In addition to them, Guarding Bear had gathered four other Wizards, selecting some because he knew them personally and some on recommendation. All were the most talented psychological Wizards in the Empire. With the combined talents of the six Wizards and a single battalion of warriors, Guarding Bear hoped to destroy the Tiger Fortress.

The nature of the siege needed to remain secret. Geographical isolation made Bastion a good place to prepare. Near the city of Bastion was Bastion Valley, where the Caven Hills natives had gathered thirty years before to celebrate their victory over the Eastern Armed Forces. Bastion Valley was little different now, Guarding Bear having preserved it. Only a single dwelling marred the perfect wilderness, a vacation home he'd built as a retreat. To him, that was Bastion, not the thriving metropolis a few miles distant. In that valley, Guarding Bear meant to prepare.

In Emparia City, Bubbling Water and Aged Oak were preparing in other ways. The Empire couldn't conceal that Guarding Bear had volunteered to besiege the fortress. Scowling Tiger therefore would see a conventional investment's preparation. Bubbling Water and Aged Oak would perpetuate the hoax, whose scale surpassed anything Guarding Bear had ever tried.

What the Traitress Fleeting Snow knew had already proved valuable to Guarding Bear. She'd earned the misapplied epithet by mating her former mate's betrayer. When the expatriate traded her away, she'd left with an encyclopedic knowledge of the Tiger Raiders: of their fortress, of their members, of their affiliates, of Scowling Tiger's spies within Emparia Castle.

While interviewing the Traitress, Bubbling Water had learned the names of these spies months ago, but hadn't had the resources to do what she wanted with them. Killing them was counterproductive. Others would simply replace them. Subverting them produced little better result, the effect not always lasting. Implanting them to pass along incorrect information was the best, and invaluable for creating the hoax of prodigious mobilization.

Corresponding to the misinformation, the Commanding General Aged Oak would move troops around as if gathering them in Burrow for an incursion northward. These troop movements would have some substance of mobilization but would only double the forces at Burrow, not octuple them as the spies would misreport.

An important factor was time. In two short weeks, Guarding Bear hoped to have the cabal of Wizards ready to beguile the fortress. Aged Oak and Bubbling Water were already weaving the illusion that Guarding Bear had scheduled the investment for a month hence. Guarding Bear hoped Scowling Tiger prepared accordingly, wanting to catch the bandit general's loincloth around his knees.

Thus the investment's real nature might go unnoticed.

Thus they prepared.

His feet pounding the packed dirt of the road, Guarding Bear smiled again, pleased with the preparations thus far.

The group neared the last major crossroads on the outskirts of the actual region known as the Caven Hills. The boundaries of the prefecture itself reached all the way to Nest. The geographical region, however, where the hills themselves became so steep they were inaccessible, began beyond the crossroads ahead.

At the crossroads itself were several trees of great shade and one small, lonely building, a combination refectory and hostelry.

Guarding Bear slowed. “Lord Captain,” he said over his shoulder, “we'll stop here for the night.”

“Yes, Lord.” Silent Whisper signaled to the men. As a group, they stepped off the road.

Walking toward the building, Guarding Bear glanced at the two Wizards. Healing Hand sweated with the effort of travel, but didn't look as exhausted as at their other stops. Spying Eagle also looked as if he handled the travel better. “We'll stay the night and arrive in Bastion about noon tomorrow.”

“Where, Lord Bear?” Healing Hand asked, looking at the building set back among the trees. A hundred paces diagonally back from the crossroads, the structure appeared too small to shelter Guarding Bear's detachment.

“The main part of the structure sits below ground, Lord Hand,” he replied. “In the summer months, the weather here is torrid. Lord Captain, see if they have three adjacent rooms for our group. Have the warriors take one. You and the Lords Hand and Eagle take another, eh?”

“Yes, Lord.” Bowing, Silent Whisper signaled to the warriors, who knelt in a group near the hostelry entrance. The Captain entered alone.

Guarding Bear looked toward the crossroads. Two smooth streams of traffic knotted into the usual mob of pushing, shoving, angry individuals all moving in different directions. The General wondered when Probing Gaze would arrive, having asked the Captain Sectathon to meet him here, where the Nest-Bastion road crossed the Burrow-Eyry road.

“Lord General?”

Guarding Bear glanced at Spying Eagle. “What is it, Lord?”

Nearby, Healing Hand looked up into the branches of a tree, then quickly scrambled up the trunk.

“Have you had your talent tested?” The Wizard wiped sweat from his copper brow.

Frowning, Guarding Bear shook his head.

“When I examined you, I noticed that you have an extremely strong talent,” Spying Eagle explained. “By all accepted standards, Lord General, you're a Wizard.”

“I've always suspected as much, Lord. Why should I have it tested?”

Spying Eagle shrugged. “Oh, perhaps for the title, Lord, but you don't need any more titles, eh?”

Laughing, Guarding Bear shook his head and glanced toward the crossroads. From the knot of traveler emerged a tall, blond-haired man. Seeing the green-and-gold-garbed group at the hostelry, he stepped toward them. Guarding Bear smiled. “Lord Gaze!”

“Infinite be with you, Lord General!” Probing Gaze strode toward them, grinning. “And with you, Lord Corporal. Catch any traitors lately?”

Spying Eagle laughed, bowing to his former commander. “Thank the Infinite, I've received my discharge, Lord Gaze.”

Bowing back as an equal, the six-foot six sectathon smiled. “Thank the Infinite, indeed! If you hadn't, you'd have disrupted the entire Eastern Armed Forces, eh?”

Snorting, Spying Eagle grinned.

Silent Whisper stepped out the door and nodded to Guarding Bear.

“Lord Eagle,” the General said, “see that your room's adequate, eh?”

Glancing at Probing Gaze, Spying Eagle said, “I'll check to see that it is, Lord General.” Bowing, Spying Eagle entered the hostelry, Silent Whisper and the detachment of warriors following him.

Guarding Bear gestured away from the crossroads. Probing Gaze followed him. The two men began to stroll.

“I was very sorry to hear that your father passed beyond. He was a good man. Forgive me for not coming to his pyre. I'd like to have been there.”

“I know, Lord General,” Probing Gaze replied. “What could you do? You were saving the barbarian Jaguar from an assassin, eh? The Lady Matriarch was kind enough to send your condolences.”

“Bless her golden soul. How's the mate, Lord Gaze?”

“Uh, well, that didn't work, Lord General, sorry to say,” the sectathon said, shrugging sadly.

Seeing the other man's ill-ease, Guarding Bear nodded in commiseration. “I'm sorry to hear that, Lord. Listen, you ought to come for the evening meal sometime, Lord Gaze. You'd like the Lady Water, despite being such an unsociable brute.”

“Unsociable? Me, Lord General? When have I ever refused an invitation?”

Guarding Bear scoffed. “When have you ever received one?”

Laughing, Probing Gaze nodded. “I'm not exactly a brilliant conversationalist, eh?”

“You're not a conversationalist,” Guarding Bear retorted. “How's the Colonel?”

“Scratching his ass, as usual, Lord,” the Captain replied. “He sends his, uh, 'felicitations,' as he asked me to say.”

“So you have other missives as well, eh? We'll get to those later. When's he going to recruit you for spying?”

“He just did, Lord. After I filed those charges against the Traitor, he asked me to become a spy to get me out of the Empire.”

“Good plan, but not necessary anymore, thank the Infinite.”

“I'm going anyway, Lord. I want to try my hand at spying.”

Guarding Bear nodded. “You'll do well, Lord Gaze. Oh, by the way, thank you for getting that information on Snarling Jaguar just before the negotiations. Most helpful, Lord Gaze.”

“Uh, Lord General, I didn't send any information.”

“Oh? Well, who did, I wonder? You don't know what I'm talking about? Odd, I thought you sent it.” Guarding Bear frowned. “Blast, that's twice in the last year. I smell the stench of infiltration. Someone has cracked my courier network.” He shook his head. “I'll find a different courier. If you can, have your couriers checked, eh? Anyway, glad you came, because I have a project for you.”

“Anything to do with the siege, Lord General?”

Guarding Bear smiled. “You'll command the six best Wizards in the Eastern Empire!”

Groaning, Probing Gaze put hands over face. “Infinite help me! I get rid of a soft psychologist, then end up having to spoon-feed five more. Lord General, you really don't know how bad having Spying Eagle under my command was! He made life miserable for the whole battalion.”

“Not the reaction I expected,” Guarding Bear said. “You'll have only six men under your command.”

“You said six Wizards, Lord General—six times as much trouble, eh?”

“Could be. I need your help. Perhaps your experience with Spying Eagle will make it easier.”

“I don't know, Lord,” Probing Gaze said, shaking his head.

“Well, if you don't want it, Lord Gaze, you don't want it. I'll find someone else,” he replied, sighing and shrugging.

“How many Tiger Raiders do you expect to kill, Lord General?”

Guarding Bear grinned. “Infinite willing, all of them.”

Probing Gaze gasped. “How, Lord? No one has ever taken the Tiger Fortress by siege, except with the help of treachery and sabotage. That blasted menagerie animal killed any help you might have gotten.”

Smiling, Guarding Bear gestured the man closer. “Spying Eagle knows how to disable a shield, eh? All the fortress shields are of Eastern Empire manufacture, eh? Healing Hand put to sleep nearly a thousand malefactors in Nest and didn't even blink, eh? With four other Wizards helping those two, we'll give the Tiger Raiders a sleeping potion so powerful only the Infinite will be able to wake them.”

The sectathon Captain Probing Gaze laughed and grinned. “You still need help, Lord General? I want to watch this!”







Chapter 16

Nothing is inherently wrong with conscripting females. In itself. Combining female conscription, however, with a populace suffering from two successive wars, with the moral fatigue of a tyrant Emperor, with a high warrior attrition rate, and with a collective guilt for the destruction of an Empire, results in racial suicide.—Female Conscription: The End of Empires, by Whelping Anarchy.

* * *

Aged Oak, Prefect of Cove, twelfth Patriarch of the Oak Family, and Commanding General of the Eastern Armed Forces, urinated into a bucket. Hot steam rose from his strong stream in the cold morning air.

“Not bad for an old man,” he murmured, content. Shaking off the last drops, Aged Oak put himself back into his loincloth with one hand, his sword in the other.

Approaching, the Colonel Scratching Wolf bowed. “Lord General, the demonstration is ready.”

“Thank you, Lord Colonel,” Aged Oak replied, nodding and turning to join him at the parapet. Both men looked down into the forecourt below.

Ten small warriors faced a similar line of warriors distinctly larger of build and height.

“Forgive me my asking, Lord General, but what can those women do against the best swordsmen in Burrow?”

Aged Oak grinned at Scratching Wolf's question. “Just watch, Lord.”

The Colonel nodded to a subordinate in the forecourt.

The man shouted, “Commence!”

Twenty warriors drew their swords and ten duels began.

The two men on the battlement above watched without a word.

The sound of sword on sword rang out distinctly several times. Warriors tested the reflexes and skills of their opponents with feints and parries. As the duelers fell to serious fighting, the individual blows grew inaudible, as a single drop in a cloudburst.

Quickly, one warrior went down, his leg severed at the thigh. The woman who beat him held her sword above her head. While the other duels continued, medacors carried off the downed warrior to reattach his leg.

Aged Oak glanced smugly at Scratching Wolf.

The fighting continued, the duelers instructed only to avoid blows to the spine, heart, neck and head—the killing blows. Most other injuries weren't life-threatening and easily repaired. The medacors were already reattaching the defeated warrior's leg.

A second and third male warrior succumbed to the blades of their female contestants, one without his sword arm, the other a slash across the abdomen. The latter screamed and tried desperately to put back his intestines. Rushing to his side, a pair of medacors repaired the skin quickly, hustling him off the dueling grounds. The internal injuries required more extensive work.

The remaining seven male warriors looked desperate, the females far more skilled than expected. Suddenly, a male hacked off a female's legs at the ankles. She fell heavily, gritting her teeth and clawing at the ground but emitting not a sound. A male quickly followed her to dirt, his ribcage opened by a long vertical slash. Medacors removed them from the forecourt with dispatch.

Warriors went down so fast after that, the two men on the battlement found the progression difficult to follow.

Quickly the melee was over. Three males and seven females remained standing.

“Those were your best, Lord Colonel?” Aged Oak asked, smirking.

“Were my best, Lord General,” Scratching Wolf replied. “Now they'll beg to fall on their knives from shame.”

“They'll recover from it, Lord Colonel, believe me.”

“Infinite blast you, Father,” rang a voice from the forecourt below. “You said we'd fight the best warriors in the eighth battalion, not crippled old men!”

“You impudent wench!” Aged Oak yelled back genially. “I ought to turn you over my knee and paddle you! Show some respect, eh?”

“Yes, Father,” she replied quietly, frowning. The smallest warrior in the forecourt, less than five feet tall, she had been the first to defeat her opponent.

“Let's review the warriors, eh Lord?” Scratching Wolf suggested.

Aged Oak nodded and led the way to the stairwell. As they descended, he asked over his shoulder, “Where's the Lord Gaze?”

“On special assignment, Lord General.”

“I want to talk to him. Is he available?”

“Not right now, Lord, no,” Scratching Wolf replied.

“What'd you do, Lord Colonel, recruit him for spying or something?”

“Yes, Lord, but, uh, he won't go north for awhile.”

Reaching the base of the stairway, Aged Oak turned. “How about the Wizard? Did you leave him stranded somewhere also?” He began to lapse into the dialect of Cove, where he'd grown up. Full of seafaring metaphors, the dialect hadn't been easy for him to unlearn. When he became upset, his speech deteriorated.

“Why, uh, if I may ask, Lord, do you want to talk to them?”

“Taint everyday somebody lands a Sorcerer, eh Lord?”

“No, Lord General,” Scratching Wolf said. “Taint.”

Aged Oak glanced askance at his subordinate, wondering if he mocked him. “Infinite blast it, man! You should've known I'd want to talk to 'em! Why'd you cast 'em adrift, anyway?”

“I didn't, Lord. They were, uh, needed elsewhere.”

“Oh, well, uh, sorry, Lord Wolf, didn't mean to—”

“Not offended, Lord. You couldn't know, eh?” Shrugging, Scratching Wolf gestured toward the participants in the demonstration.

The ranks of warriors had reassembled for review. Only the disemboweled warrior didn't join them.

“Thank you, Lords and Ladies, for participating in this exercise,” Aged Oak said. “We're a progressive society in the Eastern Empire. Despite that, we've been slow to incorporate women into the Eastern Armed Forces. Be that as it may, I'll integrate our armies in less than five years. Toward that end, I've started a school in Cove for women who want to become warriors. The ten women here are the first graduates of that academy. Their skill speaks for itself. You men may feel upset that a woman beat you. I asked the Lord Colonel Wolf to assemble his ten best swordfighters. Be proud that you men are among those ten. In losing the fight you've helped prove a winning point: That women can and do fight as well as men. I appreciate your participation.

“Precious Daughter, I think you owe these warriors an apology for that joke about 'crippled old men,' eh?”

“Yes, Father,” she said.

The moment he turned to Scratching Wolf, she stuck her tongue out at him.

“One day, I'll catch that tongue between your teeth,” Aged Oak said, without looking. “Give each a day's hazardous duty pay, Lord Colonel. They've earned it.”

“Yes, Lord.” Scratching Wolf smiled.

“Again, Lords, thank you.” Bowing crisply, Aged Oak stalked off toward the offices of the Colonel, his daughter falling in beside him. “Well done, Daughter.”

“Thank you, Father,” Whispering Oak replied, smiling. She hadn't taken her father's patronym; Aged Oak had mated an unrelated woman having the same surname. “You're a very good instructor—for a crippled old man.”

Glancing at her, Aged Oak laughed. “How's your mother?”

“She's doing 'very well,' Father,” she replied.

“Urgent dispatches, eh? Well, they may have to wait.”

“ 'Very, very well,' she asked me to tell you.”

“All right, then.” Aged Oak slowed a little to let Scratching Wolf catch up to them. “May I borrow your office for a few minutes, Lord Colonel? Then we'll have our meeting.”

“Of course, Lord General,” Scratching Wolf replied.

They reached the command post and entered. Father and daughter ascended the stairs toward the Colonel's offices, the Colonel walking over to an adjutant.

Entering, Aged Oak closed the door behind his daughter.

Out the window, through the haze to the north, he saw the Tiger Fortress, among mountains of similar size. Its cloak of snow gleaming brightly, the fortress looked locked in under ice.

How will Guarding Bear take by siege a structure that hasn't ever fallen to siege? Aged Oak wondered. Betrayal and sabotage had opened the fortress to attack, but the wizardly tiger from the Jaguar Menagerie had caught all the Empire's traitors and saboteurs. How will Guarding Bear do it, even with the Wizards' help?

“Mother sends her love,” Whispering Oak said.

Aged Oak turned toward her and nodded.

“Wishes you were home, as usual,” his daughter continued. “Insurgent activity has decreased in the last few months. Mother thinks that's because the Lady Water swept out Nest. I disagree. I think it's because the wicked wench has gone. Anyway, the school is operating fine. Everyone in Cove knows it's there. It hasn't been the target of insurgents, as you thought it might. Also, now that the conniving wench—”

“You should call her the Imperial Consort or the Lady Pine, eh? We revere nobility for a reason. Flowering Pine may have been a servant for four years, but she's nobility now—and the mother of the next Emperor, eh?” Aged Oak smiled. Her appellations for Flowering Pine amused him.

Whispering Oak hated her. “Oh, that's right, the cuckold elevated the wench, didn't he? As I was saying, now that she's gone, the other servants are coming forward with tales of the slut's midnight liaisons and other questionable activities. I told you something wasn't right about her, Father. Any servant who jumps to serve the Prefect and his son the General—but no one else—has questionable motives.”

“Well, you're probably right,” Aged Oak replied. He shrugged off his daughter's disobeying him. She was as incorrigible as he.

Before coming to Flying Arrow's attention, Flowering Pine had been a servant in the House of Oak. Only twelve when hired, Flowering Pine had made herself indispensable to Towering Oak, Aged Oak's father and Prefect of Cove. As she got older, father and son had come to like having the loquacious, empty-headed female around. Both had asked her to share her pleasures with them. She'd demurred politely, claiming to be too young.

When someone had fatally poisoned the Prefect almost three years ago, the Emperor Flying Arrow had come to Cove for the obsequies. In a private conference between the new Prefect Aged Oak and the Emperor, Flowering Pine had made a charming nuisance of herself, ingratiating herself into Flying Arrow's favor. The Emperor had begun to court her.

Aged Oak had felt pleased, wanting the best for Flowering Pine, whom he regarded as much his daughter as he did his daughter.

Returning from his reverie, Aged Oak realized his daughter hadn't spoken for a moment or two, and turned toward her.

“You haven't heard a word I've said, have you?” she asked.

“Eh? Of course, I have,” he protested. “I just didn't listen. What'd you say?”

“Infinite blast you! I'm sorry I mentioned the slut. I knew you'd do this! The way you'd come home after being away a couple months, fawning over the wench like she was your daughter or something, staying up late trying to get her to hike her robes, sleeping late the next day, forgetting you had a mate and children needing your attentions more!”

Seeing the beginnings of tears in her eyes, he pulled her to him. “My darling, I didn't realize. I'm sorry.”

Pushing him away, she turned to face the window, her shoulders drawn up and shaking with sobs.

Aged Oak felt miserable. She was the last person he'd ever want to hurt. Yet he had, terribly. Tentatively, he put his hands on her shoulders, wanting to turn her around and hold her close. His cheek to her hair, he murmured, “I suppose I ain't been the best father, eh? I love you dearly, and I'd never hurt you on purpose. I have, haven't I? Hurt you badly. I never wanted to. I'm sorry. What can I do?”

“Retire,” Whispering Oak said quietly, sniffling.

Turning her around, he pulled her to him, rocking her gently. “Sometimes, I wish I could. I know you and your mother'd welcome it, but it wouldn't do no good. I'd just get a wind in my sails and off I'd go. Remember how I'd take you with me when I'd go collecting the Emperor's clams? Those were happy times, eh? I really enjoyed having you with me.”

“I really enjoyed going with you, Father. Remember when you asked why I wanted to become a warrior? Well, I lied. I only wanted to go with you when you went to fight your wars. I just wanted to be near you, Father. I just want to be near you.”

He held her while she cried, shedding a few tears himself. Loving her and wanting to give his girl everything she needed, he realized belatedly that what she needed was the comforting arms of her father.

Just his comforting arms, that was all.

Beneath her insolence and tough demeanor was a little girl wanting nothing more than to be like the one person whom she saw so little of, whom she idolized. Her way of compensating for his absence was to create his presence within her, to emulate the person she needed in her life.

“Thank you,” she said finally, kissing him on the cheek and wiping away his tears. “I never thought I'd see those on your face.”

He shrugged. “I never knew I'd hurt you so badly. I wish I hadn't. I truly wish I hadn't.”

“I know.” Smiling wistfully, she shook her head. “You couldn't have done any different. Can't help hurt those you love. The only alternative is not having anyone around to love.”

He nodded, sighing. “True enough—but no excuse. I love you, Daughter.”

Smiling, she closed her eyes for a moment, a new tear trickling her cheek. “Thank you, Father. You'll never know how precious those words are to me. Oh, you tell me every time you see me, but this time, I know you mean them. I know it.” She kissed him on the cheek, hugging him tightly.

Stepping away, she repaired her face. In moments, she looked as if she hadn't lost her composure completely.

With a flicker of telekinesis, he cleared the moisture off his face and the phlegm from his nose and upper lip. Shutting off half the capillary beds in his face, he took the redness from his eyes. “So, want to give me the dirt on the wench?”

She grinned. “Happily.”

Laughing, he stepped to the door. Beyond it waited Scratching Wolf. “You ought to hear this, Lord Colonel.”

“Yes, Lord General,” Scratching Wolf said, stepping into the room.

“Congratulations on your daughter's pregnancy, Lord Wolf,” Whispering Oak said. “Will the twins be your first grandchildren?”

“Well, thank you, Lady Oak, but, uh, no thank you. The Lady Pine's not my daughter.” Scratching Wolf moved around the desk toward a chair.

Aged Oak nodded. “The Lady Consort shared a room with three other female servants for five years. They tell some interesting stories.”

Scratching Wolf scratched his head. “Forgive me, Lord Oak, didn't you want to brief me on the Lord General Bear's siege of the Tiger Fortress?”

Aged Oak laughed, his wrinkles wrinkling with hilarity. “For the siege, Lord Colonel, you'll house and feed twenty-four battalions. What more do you need to know?”

“Twenty-four? All but the reserves? Is the Lord General Bear Infinite-blessed?”

“No, he's not crazy, not at all. Just make the preparations, eh Lord Colonel? Do you need to know anything else about the siege?”

Scratching Wolf looked out the window toward the Tiger Fortress, scratching his head. “No, Lord General, I don't think so. Do you think we'll succeed?”

“Guarding Bear's like a bear latched onto the scent of a hive—he'll have his honey no matter the obstacles. So, perhaps you'd like to hear a few rumors about the Lady Consort, your reputed daughter?”

“Since I haven't really kept in touch with her these last few years, how she is does interest me. Lord General, Lady Oak, I don't like to encourage the rumormongers. I want to keep this between ourselves, eh?” Scratching his ear, the Colonel glanced at father and daughter for their assent. “I appreciate that.”

“May I ask, Lord Wolf, how you know she's not your daughter?”

Shrugging, Scratching Wolf shook his head. “I mated her mother Rustling Pine at my father's behest, Lady Oak. Part of his political alliance with the Lord General Bear. I never loved her, despite our staying mated for eight years. Our fornication was invigorating, pleasant for us both, but every time I killed my seed. I didn't want her to bear my children. When I mated her, Rustling Pine already had an infant son, an illegitimate boy to whom I gave my patronym. That was part of the bargain. She'd gotten into trouble. To save her face, the Lord General asked me to mate her and adopt her son.”

“Flowering Pine was born while you and her mother were mates?”

The Colonel nodded, scratching his eyebrow.

“So you don't really know if she's your daughter, do you, Lord?”

“Not to be impertinent, Lady Oak, but any idiot knows a red-haired woman isn't the issue of two brown-haired parents.”

Whispering Oak nodded. “Reasonable conclusion. Weren't you angry that she cuckolded you?”

“Not at all. As I said, we mated for convenience. I was happy to strengthen my father's political position. Rustling Pine was happy to have a name for her bastard and a cover for her illicit lover.”

“Do you know who Flowering Pine's father is, Lord Wolf?”

“Not the slightest idea. I didn't want to know.”

Whispering Oak looked at her father.

“I don't have any questions,” Aged Oak replied. “Go ahead, Daughter, tell him what you told me.”

Nodding, Whispering Oak began to recount what she'd learned from other servants in the House of Oak.

“Liaisons?” Scratching Wolf asked. “She was a spy?”

Whispering Oak added, “Perhaps more than a spy. One servant overheard her issuing commands to one of these liaisons. The servant didn't recognize her voice, but did see her. The servant claims that she commanded the liaison to intercept a shipment of arrows from the factory in Cove. I checked it out—the shipment never made it to Burrow.”

“I don't believe it, Lady Oak,” Scratching Wolf said. “That's not the Flowering Pine I know. What about the servant's veracity?”

“It might have been a fabrication,” Whispering Oak replied, shrugging. “I wouldn't have believed it either, Lord, except that it checked out.”

“Lady Oak, I refuse to believe that a girl as nice as Flowering Pine would become involved with insurgents, much less command them.” Scratching Wolf shook his head. “She's not smart enough!”

Whispering Oak smiled. “So she appears. When we first hired her, insurgent activity was what you'd expect. The longer she was in Cove, the more that activity increased. Now that she's gone, it's back to normal.”

“I still don't believe it, Lady Oak,” Scratching Wolf said calmly.

“All right, Lord Wolf, but that's not everything. In addition to these late-night liaisons, she'd talk to herself on occasion as well. She spoke as if someone spoke to her. The servants who overheard these conversations never heard that person's voice. I'll give an example. 'Yes, Lady,' she'd say, then a few moments would pass. 'No, Lady, I didn't, but I tried.' Another few moments, then 'All right, Lady, if you insist I'll try that.'

“Most of these conversations were in whispers. Living in close quarters as most servants do, privacy is a luxury. From what I've learned, I'd guess she had these inner conversations every three or four nights. No way to know how often, not really.

“Also, she was subject to seizures of some kind,” Whispering Oak continued. “When one of her fellow servants asked, she laughed it off as mild epilepsy. If we'd known, we'd have had her see a psychologist. Epilepsy is curable, and we consider servants almost family in the House of Oak.”

The Colonel scratched his nose. “When she was a child, she had several problems. Seizures, palsies, fainting spells, and so on. A psychologist visited on a regular basis, once or twice a week, until she was seven years old, if I remember correctly.”

“Was he incompetent or something?” Aged Oak asked.

Scratching Wolf shrugged. “I never paid for any of it. I didn't take much of an interest in what he did. Is that excessive, Lord General?”

“Absolutely!” Aged Oak shook his head. “Most disorders are curable, whether physical or mental. The Wizard might need to adjust an implant once every six months or so, but every week? Something's not right about that.”

“I did think it odd, Lord General,” Scratching Wolf replied, nodding. “I also thought it strange that she had money for treatment and education, but that Rustling Pine never got a tael of it. I provided well for the family when she and I were together. After we dissolved the mateship, they barely subsisted. Perhaps the father left them a bequest, a trust fund for the children's education and treatment, eh? When I heard she enrolled in school to become a servant, I wondered where she got the money, but I didn't question it too closely. I felt satisfied she had the motivation to make something of her life. The Infinite didn't exactly bless her with superior intelligence.”

Whispering Oak laughed. “That's an understatement!” Then she asked, “How did you feel about the children, Lord Wolf, if I may ask?”

“Well, actually, Lady Oak, I was ambivalent about them. Not indifferent, which is different. I was rarely indifferent. My own attitudes—the way my feelings changed, at times suddenly—finally led me to conclude what their talents are. As young children, Flaming Wolf and Flowering Pine hadn't shown more than a trace of any talent. I thought, as much of a hoarder as Rustling Pine is, perhaps she'd withheld the bestowal at birth, eh? That wasn't it at all. She gave them plenty of her reserve when they were born. Plenty.

“When I was with them and they liked me, I loved them dearly. I thought they were the most wonderful human beings the Infinite had ever created. When they weren't around, I just thought they were nice children. When they felt displeased with me, I felt so guilty and miserable that I wanted to do everything I could to regain their favor. Have you ever met Rustling Pine? I've heard other people call her a conniving snake. She's a compliant and obedient woman compared to her children. Flowering Pine and Flaming Wolf are so manipulative that Flowering Pine's becoming the Consort doesn't surprise me. Neither does her conceiving a child for an Emperor with an empty quiver.”

Aged Oak frowned, puzzled. “How's this related to her talent, Lord Wolf?”

“I just told you, Lord, her talent is persuasion.” Then Scratching Wolf frowned. “That really doesn't describe it either. She has the ability to alter how you feel about her.”

“Consciously?” Whispering Oak asked.

“I doubt it's conscious, Lady Oak. When she was young, I confronted her about it. She always denied being manipulative.” Shrugging, the Colonel scratched his arm. “You might check with a psychologist. Perhaps that's a symptom of the same disorder.”

Aged Oak nodded. “Pathological manipulators will say or do almost anything to make you feel what they want you to feel.”

Scratching Wolf nodded. “That certainly describes Flowering Pine.”

Aged Oak frowned, wondering how he'd been so blind to it.







Chapter 17

Why did Scowling Tiger wait more than fifteen years to unite the bandits? Unquestioned sovereign of the Tiger Fortress until his assassination in 9318, the bandit general was the most popular, successful and famous of all bandits in the empty northern lands. Yet, not until the Arrow Twins were born in 9303 did Scowling Tiger seek to unite his fellow bandits. Was it a measure of his conviction that Flying Arrow would die without an heir? Why, even in the face of Flowering Pine's pregnancy, did he cling to the expectation of a volatile interregnum? How many other people held fast to this belief?—The Fall of the Swords, by Keeping Track.

* * *

On the morning of the earthquake, three strangers visited the caves of Leaping Elk.

The first to arrive was Icy Wind, bathed and groomed but wearing the same rags he always wore. His stench hadn't diminished.

“Lord Icy Wind,” Fawning Elk said, greeting the old man at the entrance. “Infinite be with you. I'm Fawning Elk.” She glanced at her mate, as though asking silently, “You did ask him to bathe, didn't you?”

Leaping Elk responded to the look with a small nod and a small shrug.

“And with you, Lady Elk.” Icy Wind bowed. “I see you have a sword in the forge—congratulations.”

Fawning Elk returned the deficient obeisance. “Thank you, Lord Wind,” she replied, her eyes watering. “So glad you could join us to break the sleeping fast. The Elk Raiders have recently purloined a large quantity of silk. To show our remorse for the Lord Elephant's snooping around your abode, my mate and I wish to offer you a few new robes, Lord.”

“That's very kind of you, Lady Elk. I don't need new clothes.”

“I insist, Lord Wind,” she replied. “Come this way.” Turning, she walked toward an alcove hewn from the side of the cavern.

Icy Wind followed obediently, glancing back helplessly.

There, she began to make him new clothing. He protested he didn't need them. She was adamant, suggesting that if he didn't accept, he wouldn't eat.

Acquiescing, he submitted to what he called “the indignity.”

Leaping Elk smiled, watching his mate talk the old man out of his lousy rags. Near the firepit was a table, laid out upon it a sumptuous banquet in Icy Wind's honor. Rarely did the Elk Raiders eat so well. Their usual fare was whatever they might salvage from larder or pantry, or whatever remained from the meal the evening before.

Since Fawning Elk's arrival, a period of only a week, the caves had become “almost livable,” in her oft-expressed opinion. First, she'd requested that everyone cover the entrances to their alcoves, the activity inside visible to any member who cared to look. Then she'd organized crews to clean the central cavern on a regular basis, the area usually a mess. Afterward, she'd centralized the band's supply rooms, no one ever able to find anything. She'd then assigned communal cooking duties on a rotating basis, most having fended for themselves. Finally, she'd organized regular meetings for the airing of grievances.

She's slowly civilizing us all, Leaping Elk thought, amused.

Fawning Elk's efforts weren't without resistance. Already, thirty of the five hundred members had complained about this demanding woman with the tongue of honey and fist of steel. Leaping Elk had told the disgruntled individuals that he understood the dissatisfaction, that he bore the person no ill will, that nothing bound him or her to stay, that other bands would probably welcome the person.

Half the complainants had chosen to live elsewhere.

Most of her changes were in matters Leaping Elk found beneath his attention, and the group had benefitted from them all. The discipline she enforced upon the caves was likely to attract a higher-quality bandit. Leaping Elk wouldn't miss those who couldn't abide by his new mate or the changes she'd wrought.

While Fawning Elk talked the clothes off Icy Wind, the second visitor arrived. One of the sentries guarding the entrance appeared on the ledge above his leader. “Lord Elk,” the sentry said, “a stranger requests audience with you. His name's Flashing Blade.”

“You him in send, Lord, eh?”

“Yes, Lord.” The sentry retreated.

Flashing Blade had earned his name fighting for the Tiger Raiders, Leaping Elk knew. Turning toward the entrance, he wondered why the man had come.

Striding up the passageway, Flashing Blade moved with fluid deliberation.

Watching him, Leaping Elk wouldn't have guessed he was faster than a cobra.

His hair brown, his eyes black and his build small, Flashing Blade bowed.

Leaping Elk nodded to acknowledge. “Infinite with you be, Blade Flashing Lord.”

“And you, Lord Leaping Elk. May I speak with you alone?”

Nodding, he gestured the other man to follow.

Privacy in the caves was a rare commodity, a condition plaguing most small, confined communities. For the occasional need, they'd hewn a small chamber from the rock near the entrance. The chamber even had a door—the only real door throughout the caves.

Into this room the two men went. Spare, simple cushions were the only furniture, the floor uncarpeted, the walls unadorned.

Leaping Elk invited the other man to sit. “How humble bandit Blade Flashing Lord serve?”

The man pulled a portable shield off his belt. “May I, Lord?” At the other's nod, Flashing Blade turned it on. Psychic silence enclosed them. “The Lord General Scowling Tiger sends his blessings to the Lord Leaping Elk. The Lord General also appreciates the Lord Elk's coming to the Lord General's humble abode a week ago.

“The Lord General Scowling Tiger formally invites the Lord Leaping Elk to a conference of all bandit nobles at the Tiger Fortress two weeks hence. The purpose of the conference is to unite all bandits against their common enemy, the Empire.

“The Lord General Scowling Tiger politely asks the Lord Leaping Elk to attend in person. Any trusted lieutenants or mates are welcome as well. The Lord General Scowling Tiger understands also that the Lord Leaping Elk may feel reluctant for whatever reason to attend. The Lord General suggests that the day before the conference, a member or members of the Tiger Raiders visit the Lord Elk's abode until he returns home.

“The Lord General Scowling Tiger requests a reply at least two days before the conference. He looks forward to seeing the Lord Elk again in the very near future. Until then, the Lord General Scowling Tiger wishes the Infinite to be with the Lord Leaping Elk.” Flashing Blade bowed.

Leaping Elk nodded, surprised only that Scowling Tiger had waited so long to begin bandit unification. He didn't question the sincerity. The “member or members” who'd “visit” were hostages to guarantee the participants' safety.

“Humble bandit messenger thank, for invitation honor, Blade Lord,” he said, speaking slowly. “Humble bandit question ask?”

“It'd be an honor to answer any question I can, Lord Elk.”

“Who else at conference be, Blade Lord?”

“Every leader with a band over a thousand members, Lord Elk. Due to your eminent station, Lord, and because of your kindness in the past, the Lord General decided to include you as well.”

“Humble bandit appreciate. Guest Stag Bucking Lord include?”

“The invitation, yes, does include Bucking Stag. Of course, he lives farther west than you, Lord Elk. I haven't yet spoken with him, so whether he'll attend is in the hands of the Infinite, eh?”

Leaping Elk nodded. “Stag Bucking Lord go, then humble bandit offend, fight provoke want, eh?”

“What, Lord, please excuse me?” Flashing Blade asked.

The Southerner didn't even try. Instead he sent his question, knowing his speech at times unfathomable.

He and the Westerner Bucking Stag had feuded periodically from the time Leaping Elk had been Leaping Jaguar, the Southern Heir. Neither man trusted the other. Leaping Elk could put aside his antipathy for a short time, but doubted that Bucking Stag could do the same.

Nodding, Flashing Blade smiled. “The Lord General Scowling Tiger understands, and he swears by the Infinite to obliterate the band of any leader who breaks the peace during the conference. He encourages all bandit leaders to admonish their members that he will punish any hostilities. For this conference, the Lord General Tiger wishes to hang an Inviolate Insignia of sorts over the Windy Mountains.”

Smiling, Leaping Elk nodded slowly, the bandit general having foreseen friction between some leaders. “Tiger Scowling General Lord good idea have. Humble bandit at conference be, Infinite willing.”

Flashing Blade smiled again. “I'll convey your reply to the Lord General. Please forgive my intrusion upon your morning, Lord Leaping Elk. Thank you very much for your time and patience.”

“Not trouble, most welcome give, Blade Flashing Lord. Humble bandit Blade Lord ask, sleeping fast with humble bandit break?”

“As much as I'd like to, Lord, no. It smells wonderful, whatever you've prepared. I do need to go. Thank you, no, Lord Elk.”

The two men bowed to each other, and Leaping Elk led the way out. At the cave exit, the two men again exchanged bows, and Flashing Blade left.

“What are you doing with that?” Slithering Snake exclaimed behind him.

Leaping Elk looked.

Holding a bundle of ragged clothes, a woman near the fire said something to the sectathon.

“Absolutely not!” Slithering Snake replied. “Take them outside and bury them, for Infinite's sake! Burning those clothes will asphyxiate us all!”

Shrugging, the woman walked toward the cave entrance, toward Leaping Elk. As she passed, he smelled what she carried—Icy Wind's rags.

Seeing Leaping Elk, Slithering Snake walked toward him. “Ugh! We'd have had to move the whole band if she'd put them in the fire,” he said, speaking the Southern tongue. “That was Flashing Blade, wasn't it?”

Nodding, Leaping Elk told his lieutenant of the invitation.

“Unite the bandits, eh? The Lord Tiger's probably the only one who can do it, Lord. Are you going?”

“How could I refuse?” he replied. “How's Fawning Elk doing with, uh, our guest?”

“She managed to get him out of his old clothes somehow, even his loincloth. He really put up a fight, if the sounds were any indication.”

The two men smiled at each other, Fawning Elk already known to be unrelenting. They looked toward the alcove where she'd taken Icy Wind.

Just then, she drew aside the curtain.

In new robes of fine silk, the ancient man looked almost human. Leaning heavily on the staff, he limped toward the table, conversing amiably with Fawning Elk. Icy Wind looked as if he'd recovered from “the indignity.”

The sentry appeared above the cavern exit again. “Lord Elk, another visitor, this one for the Lady Elk.”

“You thank,” he replied, walking toward his mate. Approaching the pair, he said, “Wind Lord, good in robe look. Humble bandit Wind Lord watch forgive hope, eh?” An aroma of decay still surrounded the old man. At least my eyes no longer water, Leaping Elk thought.

“Oh, not to worry, Lord Elk. A misunderstanding, eh?” Icy Wind replied, his voice gravelly.

Already accustomed to the hoarse, harsh croak, Leaping Elk said to his mate in the Southern tongue, “Messenger at the cave entrance, Lady.” He quickly switched to the Eastern language. “Wind Lord cup of coffee like?”

Icy Wind glanced at Fawning Elk.

She made her obeisance and retreated.

Icy Wind nodded to her, then answered his host. “I'd like some coffee, Lord, yes. So kind of you to offer.”

Leaping Elk gestured him over toward the fire. Does Icy Wind understand the Southern language? he wondered, deciding to find out. “It's a beautiful morning, Lord Wind, isn't it? Perfect for a swim, eh?” Outside, the icy wind blustered bitterly.

“I don't understand that language, Lord, sorry,” Icy Wind replied. “Is that your native tongue?”

“Humble bandit Wind Lord forgive. Humble bandit forgot, eh?” From the table crockery he got two mugs, then stepped to the pot of coffee near the edge of fire. The hot pot almost burned his hand as he poured them each a cup.

“Wind Lord here long live?”

“Er, uh, quite a while, Lord Elk. I, uh, used to live up north, but it got too cold for my old bones.” Icy Wind sipped scalding coffee with one hand and strangled the staff with the other.

Across the cavern, Fawning Elk and a woman in travel-stained robes entered the small chamber near the entrance.

A messenger from the Matriarch? Leaping Elk wondered. “This too far north for humble bandit be. North colder be?”

“It's very cold, Lord Elk, cold enough to freeze a lion's balls. When do we eat? I'm starving.”

“When Elk Lady return, Wind Lord,” he replied, his curiosity piqued. 'A lion's balls'? the Southern bandit wondered. He'd heard the expression before, but not for over thirty years, not since the Northern Empire fell. Leaping Elk checked his mindshields to insure he didn't accidentally leak the idea. Knowing a few Northern words, he included one in his speech. “Wind Lord close to border live, not 'Imperial warrior' attack fear?”

“I'm beneath their notice, like you, Lord Elk. Oh, perhaps that mangy dog Flying Arrow will scratch his itches someday. When he does, we'll all drop from his shaggy coat like the parasitic fleas we are. For now, however, we're beneath their notice.”

He does understand the Northern tongue! the Southerner thought. Noting the invective with which Icy Wind maligned Flying Arrow, Leaping Elk guessed that Icy Wind was a Northerner. Remembering the nature of Icy Wind's staff, a talisman Lurking Hawk had probably made, Leaping Elk concluded that Icy Wind was none other than—

“Are you ready to eat, Lord Wind?” Fawning Elk asked brightly. “So sorry about the delay. Please, have a seat here, at the place of honor.” She gestured toward the head of the table, helping him toward it.

Infinite bless her, Leaping Elk thought, relieved. Could the staff, having circuitry more extensive than an Imperial Sword, circumvent others' shields? He didn't know that it could, but neither did he know that it couldn't.

The top four bandits and their neighbor sat down to eat.

On one side of Icy Wind sat Fawning Elk, on the other, Lumbering Elephant. Leaping Elk sat beside his mate, and across the table from him sat Slithering Snake. Fawning Elk had persuaded a few of the Elk Raiders to act as servants for this occasion, the band having none. They kept the coffee cups full and brought the individual courses. The large Lumbering Elephant and wizened Icy Wind exchanged guarded greetings. Fawning Elk quickly dispelled any tension remaining between them. Leaping Elk guessed she was as comfortable here as at an Imperial Ball.

Throughout the meal, Icy Wind never let go of the staff.

Between the small talk around the table during the meal, Leaping Elk told his mate the content of his message in the Southern tongue. When he told her the day of Scowling Tiger's conference, she almost choked on her sausage.

“He has to change it,” she said.

Leaping Elk watched Icy Wind to see if the old man followed their asides, not sure if he understood the Southern language. Thus far, he'd seen no sign. “Why?” he asked.

“That's the day of the General's siege,” she replied.

Leaping Elk spilled his coffee.

Icy Wind coughed a mouthful of food onto his plate.

Fawning Elk mopped up the spill. Lumbering Elephant pounded Icy Wind's back as if the man were choking, nearly knocking him out of his chair. The large levithon was grinning madly.

With order restored a few moments later, Leaping Elk signaled to Fawning Elk that they should wait before discussing the matter further. Icy Wind surely understands the Southern tongue! the black bandit thought.

As the final course of diced fruit arrived, the earthquake struck. Dishes on the table rattled, and few chunks of rock dislodged from the ceiling. One large chunk dropped into the fruit, splashing them all.

Looking up through the diaphanous dust, Leaping Elk waited, wondering if these moments were his last, his heart thundering in his chest. Often a stronger temblor followed.

Everyone but Icy Wind was wide-eyed with fear, waiting. The old man shoveled food into his mouth as if he'd never eat again.

After a few minutes, Leaping Elk sighed, thanking the Infinite that the quake had been mild. He resumed eating, as did the others. Icy Wind hadn't stopped.

Leaping Elk decided he liked life too much to attend the conference.







Chapter 18

Countless experiments have proved that the deepest of all empathy links is between twins. With identical chromosomes and nearly identical environments, twins have a psychic contact deeper than any two non-identical humans can achieve. Mothers and their children, mates of many years, siblings close in age, and even fraternal twins, cannot achieve empathy that approaches the depth, strength or endurance of the identical-twin empathy link.—One Mind, Two Bodies: Identical Twin Contact, by Copy Cat.

* * *

Most of the books on the west wall of the library were old. Some, centuries old. In one respect or another, all were about talismans—talent augmentation devices—and all were contraband, Spying Eagle was sure.

 

Talismans: Design and Construction.

Basic Talisman Foci.

Long-term Talisman Usage.

Tapping Ambient Energy: Storage Circuits for Talismans.

The Best and Worst of Talismans: The Imperial Swords.

Principles of Talisman-Talent Interfacing.

 

As Spying Eagle read through the titles, his awe and wonder increased. The wealth of knowledge on these shelves was enough to carve an empire from an Empire. I didn't know Guarding Bear was a bibliophile, nor that he has a taste for the illegal, Spying Eagle thought. The collection was comprehensive.

“There you are,” said a young voice.

Turning, Spying Eagle smiled at Healing Hand. “Have you seen all this?” He gestured at the wall.

“Sure—I've been here before, remember?”

Absently, Spying Eagle nodded. “Have you read any?”

“No, those aren't very interesting. I like this wall over here.” Healing Hand stepped to the shelves along the north wall.

“What's over there?”

“History, mostly, a few medical texts. Here's one about the Emperors Arrow and all their Heirs, and the effects of the Swords on them. Almost a quarter of all Arrow Heirs and Emperors died because of talisman-related disorders.”

“Doesn't surprise me. Our ancestors made them more than nine thousand years ago. Curing an Heir or Emperor of a disorder is almost impossible. A medacor can relieve the symptoms, but that's all.”

“Stupid, eh? Why doesn't someone redesign them or something?”

Shrugging, Spying Eagle continued to look through titles on the west wall. “What's on the south and east walls?” he asked over his shoulder.

“A lot of political analyses, more history but less specific, some so, uh, socio…” Healing Hand gave up and sent the word.

“Sociological. I assumed all the books were contraband.”

“Here's one that I think we both should read,” Healing Hand said. “One Mind, Two Bodies: Identical Twin Contact.”

“Eh? Why should we both read it?”

Healing Hand smiled. “The Arrow Twins. I'll be their Imperial Medacor and you'll be their Sorcerer. We should know—”

“I won't be their Sorcerer, Little Lord,” Spying Eagle interrupted. “I won't degrade myself by taking such a position. I already refused the Apprentice position.”

“I'd be careful of making such absolute statements, Lord.”

Both Healing Hand and Spying Eagle turned to look at the speaker.

Her hair flowed about her shoulders like a waterfall of ice. Her skin was the color of chrysanthemums. Her eyes were the red of sky at dusk. She was beautiful.

“Lady Snow!” Healing Hand said, running to embrace her, book in hand.

“Infinite be with you, Little Lord,” she said happily. “Why are you here? Haven't you begun your apprenticeship yet?”

He nodded. “The Lord Bear asked me to do something first. With all you know about the fortress, you can probably help.”

“Ah, that's why the Lord General Bear asked me to come here. I just arrived from Bastion and haven't talked with the Lord Gaze yet. How long have you been here?”

“Got here this morning, Lady Snow,” Healing Hand replied.

“Well then, I won't feel like such an intruder. Would you introduce me to your adamant friend?”

Grinning, Healing Hand introduced them.

“I hope I can help in this endeavor, whatever it is, Lord Eagle,” Fleeting Snow said, smiling.

“You probably can. The Lord Gaze should brief you, though. I don't know what his instructions are, or how much he'll tell you. May I ask, Lady Snow, what you meant?”

“ 'Whatever thy will, thou shalt become what thou fear most,' ” Fleeting Snow said, quoting from the Book of the Infinite. “I've personally experienced the phenomenon, and I also know several people who've become what they most loathed. I'd like you not to fall into the same trap.”

“Thank you for your concern, Lady Snow. That's very kind of you.”

“Experience is a rough teacher, Lord Eagle. The Lord General mentioned you're a psychologist. What do you charge for your services?”

Spying Eagle smiled. “Many months have passed since someone asked me that question. Since I'm the Lord General's guest, and since you'll be a valuable contribution to our efforts, I wouldn't charge, Lady Snow.”

“That's very kind of you, Lord,” she said, and they shared a smile.

Spying Eagle looked at the boy. Healing Hand had become absorbed in reading the text on twins, his legs curled beneath him on the floor. “Lady Snow, why didn't you ask him?”

Chuckling, she shook her head. “That's like cutting one's fingernails with a sword, eh? I think that would've changed our friendship.”

Spying Eagle nodded. “I've often referred friends to other psychologists for the same reason. He is powerful, eh? I've never met anyone like him.”

“Neither have I,” Fleeting Snow said. “I'd read that book if I were you, Lord Eagle. You can't predict the blessings of the Infinite, eh? I'm happy to have met you, Lord.”

“And I, you, Lady Snow,” he replied, returning her bow as if her subordinate, honoring her.

“Infinite be with you, Lady,” Healing Hand called after her.

“And you, Little Lord,” floated Fleeting Snow's voice from the corridor.

Spying Eagle thought he might enjoy treating Fleeting Snow, liking her. Stepping toward Healing Hand, he grabbed a cushion and settled himself near the boy, looking at titles on shelves.

“Listen to this, Lord Eagle,” Healing Hand said, and began to read:

* * *

Seeking Answer (8245) experimented to test the effects of interrupting an identical-twin empathy link, placing both twins inside electrical shields. After six months, each twin reported experiencing extreme anxiety and a strong desire to see the other twin. At eight months, both twins began to exhibit paranoid personality disorders. At ten months, because of the severity of the symptoms, Seeking Answer halted the experiment and reunited the twins.

In a later experiment, this same researcher (Answer, 8249) separated the same twins by a distance of one hundred miles and closely watched the flow between them. Again, after six months, each twin reported similar anxieties and desires. At eight months, however, the psychic field monitors began to register pulses of energy along frequencies corresponding roughly to the twins' signature. These pulses occurred while both twins were deep in dream-stage sleep. The experiment spanned a total of a year, but at no time during the later months did either twin exhibit the expected personality disorders. The researcher speculated—but didn't prove—that the twins restored their contact during dream-stage sleep and hence avoided developing severe symptoms.

* * *

Healing Hand looked absently toward the shelves. “That's remarkable. Can you imagine, 'one hundred miles'?”

“That's quite a distance,” Spying Eagle replied. “Does the book say anything about identical twins and talismans?”

Shrugging, Healing Hand turned to the index. “Here.” He flipped backward until he found the page. “The chapter title is 'The Emperors Peregrine.' ”

“Oh, yes, I remember something about them. Didn't they rule both the Northern and Eastern Empires?”

“That's what it says here, and look—a map.” Healing Hand showed it to him. In the Windy Mountains, just north of a city called Barrow, was Peregrine Castle.

“That's where the Tiger Fortress is now!”

Healing Hand looked again at the map. “You're right.”

“What does it say about the Emperors? About the Imperial Swords?”

“Well, the chapter starts with the effects of the Heir Swords on their identical-twin empathy link.” Healing Hand looked at the older Wizard, who nodded.

“At seven years old, Screeching and Plummeting Peregrine grasped the Eastern and Northern Heir Swords respectively. (Author's note: For a treatise on extant political conditions see The Emperors Peregrine: A Study in Diplomacy.)”

Healing Hand grinned. “I'll wager the text is here.”

Spying Eagle looked around the room. “This really isn't a very large library, Lord Hand.”

“I'll read, and you look, eh?” Healing Hand grinned as Spying Eagle rose. “For seven years, the identical-twin empathy link between them went undisrupted. At no time during their infancy had they ever separated.” Healing Hand frowned. “That's odd. I thought infancy lasted only a few years.”

“In some cultures, infancy lasts until ten,” Spying Eagle replied, perusing titles.

“Upon accession to the Heirships, the twins' operative frequencies began to change. The Heir Swords began their inexorable molding of the Heirs' minds, preparing the mind of the Heirs for the corresponding Imperial Swords.”

Healing Hand summarized the next few paragraphs. “The book goes into detail about the specifics of Heir and Imperial Sword rigidness. Here we go:”

“Gradually, the Peregrine Twins lost their link. The further their signatures diverged, the more each required psychological treatment. Several psychologists diagnosed them with severe Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. Behaviorally, the Peregrine Twins began to argue with each other—something that identical twins never do because of their link.”

Healing Hand shook his head in disbelief. “Isn't that odd, Spying Eagle? Never argue?” Then he resumed reading.

“Furthermore, Screeching Peregrine died at forty years old in an accident, and his brother Plummeting Peregrine lived until seventy-eight. Since they'd lost their link, they didn't die simultaneously, as all identical twins do.”

Nodding gravely, Healing Hand said, “Incredible, eh? What do you think?”

Spying Eagle looked over from a massive tome, smiling. “If the Arrow Twins were to rule an Empire each, history might just repeat itself.” Then he remembered that the Northern Heir Sword was missing and presumed destroyed.

Unless Lurking Hawk, the last Northerner, knew where it was.

No! I won't interrogate him! I won't! Spying Eagle thought.

The words from the Book of the Infinite rang in his mind:

“Whatever thy will, thou shalt become what thou fear most.”

* * *

When Probing Gaze had achieved inner calm and felt his spirit rise from his body, a psychic tentacle touched his mind. He returned to the living, looking across the meadow toward the mansion. On a balcony near the top of the structure, the servant, Sage, waved at him.

'The Lady Fleeting Snow has arrived, Lord,' the servant sent.

'Thank you, Sage.' Having instructed the servant to inform him of any new arrivals, Probing Gaze didn't begrudge the interruption. Stretching and standing, he began to traverse the meadow. Looking around the verdant valley, he smiled, at peace with himself.

Up the slopes of valley were thick woods of fir and scrub oak. The valley floor was mostly wild grasses, manzanita scattered about. Along the south edge of valley was a stream, the quiet gurgle audible behind him. Across the valley, halfway up the steep slope, was the Bastion residence. From a quarter mile away, only a few straight horizontal lines implied that some force other than nature had been at work, so cleverly and skillfully had Guarding Bear designed and landscaped the mansion. Probing Gaze guessed the camouflage had been aesthetic rather than strategic, the purity of valley almost unmarred.

Ahead in the grass was a rabbit. He stopped to watch it. Standing on its hind legs, it watched him. He began to make a circuit around it. As he moved, he noticed that the rabbit didn't. It was a statuette, carved from colored, veined stone that lent it the appearance of reality. I should have expected something similar, Probing Gaze thought, Guarding Bear's statues and statuettes renown for realism.

While he walked across the meadow toward the mansion, the servant appeared again on the balcony. 'The Lords Searching Sight and Gentle Soul have arrived, Lord Gaze,' the servant sent. He then looked back over his shoulder. 'Others are arriving as well, Lord.'

Probing Gaze acknowledged. Scanning the opposite ridge, he sensed two others approaching the mansion, both psychological Wizards by signature.

The cabal assembles, he thought, smiling.

Entering the mansion, he found the servant. “Sage, 'invite' all the guests to a conference in the refectory in one hour.”

“Yes, Lord,” Sage said.

“Which way to the rooms allotted Fleeting Snow?” Probing Gaze asked. Sage pointed the way.

Approaching open door, Probing Gaze saw her at the window on the far side of room. He knocked, and she turned.

“Infinite be with you, Lady Snow,” he said, bowing.

“And with you, Lord?”

“Gaze, Probing Gaze.” He thought about giving his rank, and decided rank was unnecessary for this undertaking.

“The nursemaid,” she said with a smile, gesturing him to enter.

“Indeed, Lady,” he replied, shutting the door behind him. “The Lord General Bear said that you know plenty about the fortress. 'Encyclopedic' was the word he used. He didn't say you'd be beautiful.”

“Why did you close the door?” Fleeting Snow asked sharply.

“Privacy, Lady Snow. I have special instructions for … Oh, uh, forgive me,” he said, turning red. “I only intended to insure others don't overhear. I, uh, guess, uh, I meant not to imply—”

“Not to worry, Lord Gaze,” she interrupted. “Those instructions?”

“Eh? Oh, of course, uh, I just didn't think, Lady. I don't know why. It never occurred to me.”

Fleeting Snow looked amused. “Lord Gaze, please believe me, you haven't offended me. Your, uh, innocence, if I may call it such, is charming. Please, sit down.”

“Thank you, Lady.” Probing Gaze did as she bade him, taking an overstuffed chair.

“The misunderstanding was more my fault than yours, Lord Gaze. I was reminiscing how my mate and I used to stay in these rooms.”

“Eh? Your mate?” Scowling Tiger? he wondered.

“Brazen Bear is the only mate I've ever had, Lord. The other man, well, to me he was never my mate.”

“I see.” Probing Gaze felt uncomfortable, as if her disclosure demanded he reciprocate. “Forgive me, Lady, I must ask you to address me by rank. My nursemaiding duties will be much easier if you do.” That should create some distance, he thought.

“If you insist, Lord … Captain,” she replied, learning his rank from his signature. “Am I to be, uh, nursemaided as well?”

“I hope not, Lady, since you're old enough to be my mother.”

“Why, thank you, Lord Captain,” she said brightly, as if accepting a compliment.

Probing Gaze felt awkward without knowing why, not having meant to compliment her. He sighed, knowing he was socially inept. “The Lord General has volunteered to besiege the Tiger Fortress, as I'm sure you're aware. The group that the Lord General has assembled here will be the primary attack force. These six Wizards will disable the fortress shields and put the occupants to sleep.”

“Disable the shields? Only an Emperor can do that.”

“The Lord Eagle can too,” he told her.

“The Lord Hand, he put to sleep all those malefactors in Nest, didn't he?” Fleeting Snow said, awe in her voice. “Infinite help the bandits.”

“Infinite help us, Lady,” Probing Gaze replied. “Anyway, the Lords Eagle and Hand stipulated that they not kill anyone, and—”

She laughed with abandon, interrupting him. “Oh, how quaint!”

He chuckled, not quite understanding, amused only because she was. “As you might have guessed, I'll have to coddle those two, Lady. I'll take the Lords Eagle and Hand within striking distance of the fortress for only as long as we need them. The moment they're done I'll withdraw them. The other four Wizards, who aren't under any such restriction, will stay behind to do the most damage. They'll poison the water and food supplies, et cetera. They'll be the ones your information will help the most. The Lord General Bear will send Imperial warriors in simultaneously, with orders to put to death anyone they find. They'll find a lot of sleeping bandits. I expect the two, uh, young ones to express some reluctance when they find out the extent of the attack. Since I'm not what you'd call diplomatic, perhaps you can help me with them for the week we'll be here.”

“I'd be happy to help, Lord. Don't worry about your lack of diplomacy. You're probably very good at other things.”

Smiling, he nodded. “I'm good at killing bandits, Lady.”

Fleeting Snow smiled back. “You see?”

“Well, that's mostly due to my sword.” Probing Gaze patted the sheath.

“What about your sword, Lord?” she inquired.

“It's four inches longer than most.”

“I did notice that you're proportionally larger than most men.” She tried not to grin—and failed. “Perhaps you could show me your skill later, Lord?”

“Well, none of these Wizards is much with a sword, Lady. No one else around to fence with, either, eh?”

“I've had some practice with swords,” Fleeting Snow said.

“Oh, I couldn't, Lady. I'd be afraid I'd hurt you.”

“I guess you wouldn't want to become known as a lady killer, eh?”

“I sure wouldn't,” Probing Gaze said.

“With a physique like yours, Lord, it surprises me you're not already infamous.”

“Eh? What are you talking about?” He scratched his head, feeling inept again.

Laughing with abandon again, Fleeting Snow shook her head. “Not important, Lord. Did you want anything else?”

“Well, no, Lady, except that I've asked everyone to a conference in the refectory in forty-five minutes. I'll see you there.” Standing, Probing Gaze bowed.

She nodded to acknowledge. “Infinite be with you, Lord Gaze.”

“And with you, Lady Snow.” He stepped past her chair toward the door, entered the corridor, and glanced back a last time.

Her back to him, Fleeting Snow had her knees to her chest and her arms around her legs. Her whole body convulsed with what looked like laughter.

Odd, Probing Gaze thought, striding away and wondering what was so funny.







Chapter 19

The most secret of all secret societies in the four Empires, the Broken Arrows organized itself in quartets, cells of four members each. Their system of command was both lateral and hierarchical. Each member had contact with only three cells. Each cell member led one cell and was a follower in two other cells. No two members of the same cell were co-members of another cell. No single member knew more than nine fellow members. Of these nine, two were superiors, three were subordinates, and four were equals. Encoded into each member's psychic signature was a special frequency combination known only to that person's contact-cell members. Does this arrangement confuse you? It did Imperial counter-insurgency forces.—Secret Societies Before the Fall, by Spreading Rumor.

* * *

Her name was Breaking Arrow. She was the leader of the Broken Arrow resistance movement. She was the most daring neurobiology experiment ever undertaken.

A psychological Wizard tampered with her development even before her conception. One of sixty million spermatozoa, half of her swam upward in her mother's vagina toward the other half, an ovum drifting from the ovary toward the fallopian tube. Carefully, the Wizard analyzed the genetic combinations of sperm and ovum, selecting the most compatible combination. Joining them, he helped the resulting embryo attach to the endometrium.

During the first week of brain development, the ectoderm transformed into the neural plate. Neurons began to proliferate. Accelerating the cell division, the Wizard cultivated a third more neurons than her brain would've produced on its own. Then, during the migration stage, the Wizard guided neurons toward their genetically predetermined positions, creating distinct divisions within each lobe of the brain. Within these divisions, the Wizard insured that parallel circuits developed during circuit formation. When the in-utero development of her brain neared completion, the Wizard stopped the normal, programmed cell death. Forcing millions of unattached neurons to live essentially without function, the Wizard amplified some synapse refinement and inhibited some. By dividing each lobe of the brain further, he gradually created schizophrenia, a word that literally translated from the ancient language as “split brain.” One third of her neurons functioned with full physiological independence from the other two thirds.

Breaking Arrow suffered side-effects from the increased size of her brain. The skull was simply too small for it. Despite the extra room inside all skulls in the ventricular cavities, the Wizard couldn't keep her choroid plexus from producing the same amount of cerebrospinal fluid (CSF). Hence, she suffered from hydrocephaly, commonly called “water on the brain.” The increased pressure resulted in periodic migraine headaches. During her young years, the Wizard drained the excess fluid. Now, she maintained her own CSF levels. Since her CSF never exerted constant pressure on her skull, Breaking Arrow didn't have an enlarged cranium, a symptom common to sufferers of hydrocephaly. With her talents, the side-effects of the experiment were relatively minor.

The Wizard monitored and altered her brain once or twice a week. Her emerging talents eventually stopped him from changing it further. Fortunately, those same talents equipped her to manipulate it herself. By that time, Breaking Arrow was seven years old, the age at which human brains lost their infantile plasticity. The functions of the individual lobes became set. Now, at seventeen, the experiment looked highly successful. Psychologically, she was a split personality.

Operating on a third of her thirteen billion neurons, the subordinate personality talked to excess and had a dearth of intelligence. This personality also had one subconscious talent that served two functions—to protect her and to dispose others favorably toward her. She was unaware of her unique brain or of her other personality.

A full-fledged psychological Wizard, Breaking Arrow was the dominant personality. She had the same protective/persuasive talent—except that it was conscious. At whim, she could repress the subordinate personality and take over the body. More often, she chose to control her subordinate personality with simple subconscious compulsions. Her secondary talents were strong enough to have earned her the title of Wizard. She was everything her father had hoped.

The one set of talents Breaking Arrow lacked, and wished she had, was the time sights. If she could have viewed past, present and future, she'd have been the ultimate instrument her father had wanted to create. With the talents she did have, her father had achieved his goal.

* * *

When Brazen Bear died, his daughter was only a year old, and her brother, Flaming Wolf, seven. Neither was old enough to command the most secret society in all four Empires. The Broken Arrows almost broke apart because of their internal divisions. None of them really knew who controlled the resistance movement. After Flaming Wolf passed his manhood ritual, he gathered the pieces and forged them again into a whole.

The resistance movement was their father's bequest. When Guarding Bear and Brazen Bear won their rebellion, they needed a covert organization to carry out any activities forbidden by law. Handling covert operations from the beginning, Brazen Bear had contacted the Broken Arrows before the Caven Hills rebels wiped out the Eastern Battalion. At that time, the Broken Arrows was a small, secretive group. The Emperor Smoking Arrow had smoked out and executed most of its members years before. With much invective and little incentive, but without real connections or power, they were little help during the insurrection. Under Brazen Bear's patronage, however, the Broken Arrows became the resistance movement of old. In the process they ceded much of their autonomy to the younger Bear, until eventually they elected him their leader. They were incognizant of the real reason they elected him.

Guarding Bear's wild talent of conversion focused primarily on protection, secondarily on persuasion. Brazen Bear's talent was similar, but the inverse of his brother's. Nearly everyone the younger Bear met regarded him as handsome and charismatic, too congenial and virtuous to be a true leader. In reality, he was the antithesis of virtue. He plotted and connived more than the rest. No one ever regarded his activities as subversive because of his persuasive talent. The women worshipped him. The men abided their mates' lust for the young man as passing fancies. Liking and trusting Brazen Bear, the men often confided secrets they wouldn't tell even their mates.

Such was the strength of his talent.

The distribution of duty between the two brothers worked well. More frequently the target of assassins, Guarding Bear was the better figurehead, his protection talent stronger. Of the hundreds sent to help him onward, not one assassin had even nicked him with a knife. Having a facade for his treasonous behavior, Brazen Bear was the better henchman, his persuasion talent stronger. Before Scowling Tiger produced evidence that Brazen Bear was a Broken Arrow associate, everyone he knew laughed off as ludicrous all signs that he dealt in stealth and poison. Those who saw through Brazen Bear's facade knew he did Guarding Bear's covert work. No one knew he led the Broken Arrows.

No one but Rustling Pine.

A distant cousin of the Brothers Bear, Rustling Pine was a native of Burrow. Only fourteen years old when she first fornicated with Brazen Bear, she was too ignorant to keep from getting pregnant. During that first year, Brazen Bear provided for his family as well as he could, his means meager. A year later, the Caven Hills rebelled. Afterward he kept her in comfort, his wealth growing as his influence increased. He refused to mate her, wanting to remain available for political alliance—and for the pleasures of whatever wench might fancy him.

Knowing her fortunes depended on his, Rustling Pine suffered this indignity tolerantly. She loved him deeply and, like most women, worshipped him. Just before she conceived again five years later, he conceived the idea to have the fetus altered and manipulated. Not without morals, Rustling Pine initially objected to the alterations. When he told her his ambitions, she easily put her morals aside. If the experiment worked, she might become the most influential woman in the Eastern Empire. In her ambition, she forgot that her daughter might be as ambitious as she—and eminently more capable of realizing those ambitions.

During her illicit affair with Brazen Bear, Rustling Pine mated Scratching Wolf. Guarding Bear arranged the mateship to cement a pact with the Prefect Prowling Wolf. The Prefect's third son, Scratching Wolf, was a warrior of good lineage, good swordsmanship and bad skin. During their tumultuous, eight-year mateship, Rustling Pine never bore him a child. She did, however, maintain the pretense that he'd fathered her children, although they both knew otherwise.

A good man, Scratching Wolf was a good father to her children. He didn't object to her illicit relationship with the unidentified man, even though he knew the children were the other man's issue. For both Rustling Pine and Scratching Wolf, the mateship was one of convenience.

Between Brazen Bear's death and Flaming Wolf's maturity, Rustling Pine did what she could to keep the Broken Arrows together. Most of the resistance movement members knew her ambitions lacked the backing of determination. They dismissed her as simply bothersome.

The years between the dissolution of her mateship to Scratching Wolf and her son's maturity were difficult for her. Despite the wealth Brazen Bear had amassed before his death, she had no access to it afterward. The younger Bear had warned her never to inform Guarding Bear of hers or the children's existence, arranging safeguards to insure she'd lose her life if she did. Brazen Bear had set aside a small bequest for the children's education, including talent instruction and psychological treatment for the daughter. He'd provided nothing for the mother. In penury with two small children, she suffered silently. Dreaming her ambitious dreams, Rustling Pine could only curse her lack of means and lack of conviction to fulfill them.

When Flaming Wolf reached maturity, circumstances changed. Brazen Bear's secret bequest included control of the Broken Arrows, if they'd have either child. At first, the resistance movement welcomed Flaming Wolf. Assuming control of the Broken Arrows, he gained access to their coffers. He wasn't averse to doling out a little to his mother. Although charismatic like his father, Flaming Wolf had less of the protective talent. He also had the misfortune to look exactly like his father, Brazen Bear. If anyone discovered that Flaming Wolf was the son of a Traitor, his head would come off his shoulders instantly. Keeping a low profile and being charismatic was a balance Flaming Wolf found difficult. At times, he became so obsessed with hiding his identity that his leadership was inadequate.

Before he died, Brazen Bear had specified that the Broken Arrows should elect as their leader the child who attained the highest status. Before she reached menarche, Flowering Pine had surpassed her brother in social status. She became a servant in the House of Oak, and served Towering Oak personally.

Formerly the Commanding General, Towering Oak was Prefect of Cove and had been a member of the Imperial Ruling Council before Flying Arrow dissolved it. Towering Oak was five foot four, his name a joke. Infiltrating the House of Oak, Breaking Arrow became the leader of the Broken Arrows at twelve years old, as Brazen Bear had known long ago that she would.

The House of Oak regarded Flowering Pine as just another young, pretty face. Despite the odd hours that many nobles kept, she managed to be present whenever Towering Oak discussed matters of state with his appointed Heir, Aged Oak, second in command of the Imperial Armed Forces under Guarding Bear. The perfect servant, Flowering Pine was always ready to cater to the two men, her robes immaculate, her coiffure perfect, her smile radiant. Quickly, she ingratiated herself into their confidences, both men liking pretty, empty-headed females. Other servants whispered that she shared their beds as well. Both father and son asked her to. Eliciting their pity and fatherly affections, she played the vulnerable virgin not quite old enough to share her pleasures. Breaking Arrow gleaned abundant information from Towering and Aged Oak. The Broken Arrows began to flourish.

Breaking Arrow, however, aspired to the ultimate goal: Emparia Castle.

Seeking an artifice to get to Emparia City or to bring the Emperor to the northeastern province, she considered her options carefully. The Prefect's age suggested a plan. Nearly seventy, Towering Oak was a doddering old fart bent on fornicating himself into the final embrace of the Infinite. As Flowering Pine's body ripened, she approached the age that most males considered prime virgin material. Unable to stave off the old man's persistent advances much longer, Breaking Arrow implanted another servant to poison Towering Oak. Investigating, Aged Oak discovered that some Wizard had implanted the servant to poison his father. In the implant were signature traces of a Wizard no one could identify, since Breaking Arrow's signature differed from Flowering Pine's.

The Emperor Flying Arrow came to Cove for Towering Oak's funeral, his presence obligatory at the obsequies of such an eminent man. In a private conference between Aged Oak and Flying Arrow, Flowering Pine made a charming nuisance of herself, wooing Flying Arrow with the help of her persuasive talent.

When a polite amount of time passed, the Emperor inquired about the lively, loquacious, flame-haired wench among Aged Oak's personal staff of servants. Discovering she had no mate and was a virgin amenable to becoming a consort—despite the fate of previous consorts—Flying Arrow demanded Flowering Pine.

Breaking Arrow knew if she acquiesced too quickly, he'd use her and discard her. Flowering Pine prolonged the negotiations for nearly a year, demurring on the pretext that she was still too young for defloration. During that year, Flying Arrow visited frequently. Lavishing priceless gifts upon her, he regaled her with stories of the riches and comforts of Emparia Castle. Always demure in his presence, she listened with the patience of the Infinite. Like a pubescent maiden, she blushed bright crimson at his every blandishment. For some reason, her blushing stiffened the Emperor terribly. Since she was reluctant to submit to his attentions, he wanted her more than ever.

With the sensitivity of a disobedient dog, Breaking Arrow knew when Flying Arrow would lose patience with the protracted courtship. Before that happened, Flowering Pine acquiesced. The final agreement included a hundred servants and a suite of twenty rooms in Emparia Castle. She even bargained for—and won—Flying Arrow's exclusive attentions, an unheard of stipulation for a lowly consort of questionable parentage and beggarly beginnings. She garnered the stipulation easily with her talent of persuasion. Flying Arrow slavishly granted her every wish.

At the enemy hearth, Breaking Arrow exerted inordinate influence. Among her staff of a hundred, she secreted two other psychological Wizards. From her palatial and isolated suite within Emparia Castle, she forged alliances with everyone hostile to Arrow Sovereignty. Setting up contacts in all four Empires, Breaking Arrow infiltrated the spy networks of every Eastern noble. Her couriers flowed in and out of Emparia Castle's labyrinth without detection. Some used the secret passageways. Some came and went in their daily duties as servants. Few knew about the information they carried.

After only a few weeks as his consort, Flowering Pine began to talk about children. The woman desperately wanted to bear a child. Flying Arrow hadn't begotten on ten earlier consorts even a single miscarried fetus. Breaking Arrow knew nothing would stop her. With the concern of a dutiful consort, Flowering Pine shyly suggested he find a way to impregnate her. Like the most practiced courtesan, she let him think the idea his own. If he hadn't already considered the option, Flying Arrow would've thought of it soon, his sterility nearly unbearable.

The inseminator he selected surprised her, however. When he told her, Flowering Pine laughed like a child, appreciating the irony and happily agreeing. Breaking Arrow felt ambivalent. The inseminator was an eminent noble. Only with elaborate subterfuge did Flying Arrow arrange the insemination. The Sorcerer Lurking Hawk erased the man's memory afterward. She decided to filter the spermatozoa to negate the dangers of incest. She wanted a child healthy and whole. She was grateful the Emperor went to so much trouble, the insemination and manipulation having serious consequences. In his efforts, she saw his desperation, sharing it.

Then the Matriarch predicted that the Consort Flowering Pine would bear “not one—no, one would be too few!—but two Heirs, identical twin sons.” Breaking Arrow cursed this wrinkle in her plans, fervently wishing throughout her pregnancy that Flying Arrow had found the missing Heir Sword. Watching the machinations of both Emperor and Sorcerer, Breaking Arrow couldn't decide whether to abort one.

Twins meant an identical-twin empathy link. Contact between them was deeper and more intimate than between any two beings, essentially one mind in two bodies. One twin's grasping the Heir Sword would begin the gradual molding of both twins' minds. Two Heir Swords would separate them irrevocably, as they had the Peregrine Twins. She didn't know if the Sorcerer Lurking Hawk and Lofty Lion had destroyed the Northern Heir Sword or had merely hidden it. Breaking Arrow couldn't decide her own course of action. Thus she waited.

Lurking Hawk's clandestine meeting with Lofty Lion had offended her. In one of his regular reports to his Broken Arrow contact, Lofty Lion had mentioned the collision with Lumbering Elephant and his meeting with the Traitor. Three weeks ago, her intermediary suggested in Guarding Bear's name that Flying Arrow employ the Inviolate Insignia to get the depositions of the two bandits. Breaking Arrow felt only too happy to help with Lurking Hawk's demise, the man more a threat than a help. She felt convinced he'd perpetrate his treachery upon the most vulnerable of victims: Her sons. Now, the Traitor was a prisoner in his own suite, pending interrogation and trial. Breaking Arrow felt safe from his treachery.

A week and a half ago, through intermediaries, she'd received Scowling Tiger's query about Guarding Bear's siege. Although the bandit general's nominal ally, Breaking Arrow supported Guarding Bear as well. Both were instruments of resistance to Arrow Sovereignty. Again, Breaking Arrow found herself undecided. Choosing the neutral ground, she hadn't replied to the query. Breaking Arrow cursed her lack of prescient talent. The siege scheduled to begin four hours hence, she still didn't know which side to take. Like bandit and Empire, she could only wait, the results in the hands of the Infinite.

A kick by one of the gestating twins jolted her back to the present. “Patience, my sons,” she said in her inner voice. “Soon I'll expel you from my womb. You'll come forth to begin your dying, Infinite make your lives long.”

The leader of the Broken Arrows suffered not a qualm about bearing children for Flying Arrow. The children weren't his. Breaking Arrow felt satisfied at having ended seven generations of Arrow Sovereignty in a manner known at present only to her. Thus, Brazen Bear and Breaking Arrow had finished the Arrow Dynasty.

* * *

Breaking Arrow listened in on the conversation that the other third of her brain was having.

Flowering Pine prattled to her guest about how her appetite had changed over the course of the pregnancy. At first she'd been miserable with morning sickness at all hours of the day. Then the most lavish of banquets was but a measly morsel. She was insensate to the boredom of her guest, the Matriarch Bubbling Water.

The two women stood in the nursery. Bright primary colors in geometric patterns adorned the walls. Mobiles of multiple arms hung from the ceiling. Standing against a wall was an ornately-carved oak crib with drawers in the base. Cotton clothes of countless sizes and styles spilled from a cedar chest. Filled with ointment and unguent, a wicker basket perched precariously on a shelf.

Although the nursery was ready, the twins weren't. Thirty-eight weeks old, the fetuses were due to emerge during the fortieth. Breathlessly, the Empire waited for their birth.

While Flowering Pine prattled, Breaking Arrow watched the Matriarch carefully. The leader of the resistance was a patient woman. From years of hiding inside Flowering Pine's brain, Breaking Arrow had learned infinite patience. The Consort's interminable soliloquies tested even her patience.

An hour earlier, Bubbling Water had requested an audience with the Consort. Granting it immediately, Flowering Pine had been curious to find out why the second-most influential woman in the Empire wanted to see her. When questioned, the Matriarch had said she felt insecure because her mate's siege of the Tiger Fortress was a few hours away. Laughing, Flowering Pine had tried to help her feel comfortable. She'd asked Bubbling Water to come look at the nursery, wanting her opinion on the preparations.

Thus far, the Matriarch had expressed only approval. Does she know anything about Flying Arrow's subterfuge? Breaking Arrow wondered. She dismissed the idea of having Flowering Pine broach the subject. Such a question was completely out of character. Although she knew Flying Arrow had met with Lofty Lion three weeks ago, Breaking Arrow didn't know the content or purpose of the meeting. She knew it urgent she find out.

A servant appeared. “Lady Pine, the Lady Matriarch Shading Oak is at the southern gate. She humbly asks to see the Lady Matriarch Water.”

“Oh, uh, well, uh, oh, my,” Flowering Pine stammered. “Well, uh, I, oh, I, uh … Lady Matriarch, what would you suggest?”

“I don't know, Lady Pine,” Bubbling Water said. “Although I left word I'd be here, I didn't expect anyone to follow me. We can't exactly turn away the Lady Oak. Besides being Aged Oak's mate, she's noble in her own right. Lady Pine, weren't you her servant? Surely, your former employer merits a polite welcome?”

“Well, you're probably right, Lady,” Flowering Pine said. “I wasn't exactly her favorite. I'm afraid she was a little jealous of me. I never acquiesced to the Lord Oak's attentions, mind you, but he did spend a lot of time trying to loosen my robes. You know how servants whisper the nastiest of rumors, eh Lady Matriarch? Really, she's a very nice lady, but I'd feel uncomfortable bringing her here.”

“How about the eastern hall, Lady Pine? Isn't the Lord Emperor on the northern battlements with several other nobles? He won't be using it. We can go there, eh?”

“Oh, good idea, Lady,” she replied in her high-pitched voice, clapping her hands happily. Her face broke out in dimples. She turned to the servant. “Have the Lady Matriarch taken to the eastern hall. We'll be there shortly.”

“Yes, Lady Consort,” the servant said, bowing deeply and leaving.

“I tell you, Lady Matriarch, I get so confused by all this noble stuff I should know. I liked being a peasant servant. I didn't have to pretend like I knew anything or, or not talk about certain things, or always be on my best behavior. It was so easy.” She sighed. “I guess we'd better go.”

Smiling, Bubbling Water led the way from the nursery.

“How do you do it, Lady Matriarch? You never say the wrong thing or lose your composure or anything! I wish I was like you, I really do. I know I'm not worthy to be the Lord Emperor's consort, much less the mother of his heirs. I feel so honored by his attentions. He's such a nice man, he really is. He's very good to me, even though I know I bore him silly with my endless talk of unimportant stuff. Just like I'm boring you now, eh Lady Matriarch?”

Laughing, Bubbling Water put her hand gently on Flowering Pine's shoulder. “I don't feel bored. Lady Pine, I'm glad you're so lively. I don't want you to be like me. I want you to be you. You're wonderful.”

“That's very kind of you, Lady. I know you're lying, but I guess that's one of those things you always have to do when you're a noble, isn't it? That's probably why I'll never get used to this. I'm just too honest and I don't like lying. You probably call it something else, eh? Like diplomacy, or something? Well, to me it's just lying, but I guess there's a reason for it. We'd always be at each other's throats if we didn't lie to each other once in a while. I don't want anybody mad at me or anything. I don't like that at all. Lady Matriarch, do you—” Flowering Pine stopped and leaned against the corridor wall, holding her abdomen.

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

She nodded, breathing deeply. “False-labor detraction, Soothing Spirit says, or something like that. I've been having them for a month now. Nothing to concern myself with, he says. There, it's beginning to pass. Lend me your arm, would you, Lady? Thank you, you're so kind. We'd better get to the audience hall before the Lady Oak does. It'd be rude to arrive later than her, wouldn't it? Unless I was mad at her, I think. I just don't understand all these rules of nobility, Lady Matriarch. It's all so confusing…”

Entering a stairwell, the young Consort and middle-aged Matriarch descended, the pregnant woman chattering endlessly.

The leader of the Broken Arrows smiled a secret smile at the perfect behavior. Flowering Pine was the perfect cover for the perfect spy in the perfect place. Everything is perfect, Breaking Arrow thought, content.







Chapter 20

The Fortress: From the bowels of the quiescent volcano to the eyry overlooking much of the northern Windy Mountains, the Tiger Fortress soared more than ten thousand feet. Built during the reign of the Peregrine Twins, the fortress was ancient. With six hundred levels from top to bottom, the fortress could house twenty thousand people in relative comfort, or fifty thousand in cramped quarters. Tapping aquifers deep beneath the mountain and having thousands of acres of hydroponics, the fortress was self-sufficient. With a network of electrical shields girding its surface like chain-mail, the fortress was impregnable. Poised a paltry twenty miles from the border, the fortress has always been a thorn in the foot of the Eastern Empire, and always will be.—The Political Geography, by Guarding Bear.

* * *

The siege was hours away. Guarding Bear moved easily among his warriors.

Two weeks ago spies had reported that Scowling Tiger had asked the leaders of the larger bands to attend a conference to unite them against the Empire. He'd scheduled the conference for the same day as the siege.

Guarding Bear had thanked the Infinite for such a blessing, ecstatic. All those bandit leaders in one place, like sheep in the slaughter pens.

Then, a week ago, without a word of explanation, Scowling Tiger had delayed the conference until a week after the siege. At the time, Guarding Bear considered delaying the siege, wanting to break all the eggs while in one basket. After deep deliberation, he decided the risks were inordinate. The chance of a spy leaking the nature of the siege increased by the hour, and delaying the siege would give Scowling Tiger an extra week to prepare.

So Guarding Bear didn't change the day of the siege.

The refectory of Burrow Garrison echoed with noise, the chairs and tables cleared for this assembly. Clasping another warrior's shoulders, Guarding Bear slapped the next man on the back, then moved on. Chatting amiably with them, he greeted each warrior by name, hailing with enthusiasm those who'd fought under his command before. Like a God, he granted the largesse of his attention, dispensing praise and encouragement. His every motion was full of confidence and conviction, his every word inflected with faith. Thus, the legendary General sowed the seeds of bravery in his men, cultivating a deep veneration in each warrior, nurturing their zeal to fight, from which he hoped to reap a crop of victory.

While his body moved and his mouth spoke, Guarding Bear strove to keep his mind at peace. The eve of battle was the worst. During planning and battle, warriors might distract themselves from their fears with motion, discussion, decision. Between planning and battle was a lull filled with fear. Some commanders snapped without mercy at subordinates. Some orated with bluster and rallied their troops with speech. Guarding Bear usually did neither.

Fear was an Infinite-bestowed emotion, given with good reason. Fear sharpened the senses, focused the mind, and charged the muscles with superhuman powers. For some, fear was a killer and for others, motivation. For Guarding Bear, fear engendered violence. The more fearful the situation was, the more violent his reaction. Sometimes this reaction undid him—as at the negotiations almost nine months ago. Sometimes this reaction helped him extinguish the source of his fear, as he hoped it would this evening.

Moving among the troops, Guarding Bear struggled to control his fear. The time for fear was later. In the midst of battle, he'd direct it like an elemental force into his sword arm and tactical acumen.

Moving gradually toward the small dais at the front of the refectory, Guarding Bear stepped over a warrior's pack and almost fell. A tremor shook the earth beneath his feet, the earthquake minor but sustained. Even after he put the foot down, the dizziness continued. As the earth continued to rumble and rock, he lowered himself to a knee.

Then it stopped.

Motion in the refectory had frozen, as if time had become suspended.

Not a superstitious man, Guarding Bear told himself that the earthquake had struck only by chance, and wasn't a herald of disaster.

Others weren't so complacent.

I mustn't let it affect them! he thought. Rising, he strode toward the dais, mounted it and pulled his sword from his sash. Over his head in both hands, he held the weapon, facing the battalion.

When he had their attention, Guarding Bear spoke. “With this tremor the Infinite reminds us we're ephemeral. We live beyond the time we spend in these corporeal bodies. We live as long as we're remembered by our progeny and fellow citizens. With the Infinite at our backs, let us mortals this night engrave upon the memory of humanity a battle unparalleled!” Lowering the sword, he stepped off the dais. Not a cheer greeted his words. The warriors didn't swallow his twist on the meaning of the earthquake. “Lord Captain.”

“Yes, Lord General!” The battalion commander bowed and snapped to attention in front of him.

Guarding Bear nodded. “Order the men to follow me.”

“The men aren't ready, Lord General.”

“Do as I say, Lord Captain.”

Turning to obey, the commander began to shout orders. Guarding Bear strode toward the door. Their departure scheduled for twenty minutes hence, the General couldn't let an omen such as the temblor ensconce itself in their minds and eat away at their courage.

Approaching the door, he held his sword over his head and roared, “Let's Goooooo!” Guarding Bear strode from the refectory.

Beyond the door, the night air greeted him with a cold, sharp slap. Smiling, he took that first running step into the northern forecourt of Burrow Garrison. His second step seemed to follow a long moment later. His third didn't take as long. Close on its heels was his fourth. By the time he took his fifth running step, he'd already settled into his traveling pace. With adequate carbohydrates and sleep, he could maintain a six-minute mile for a full twenty-four hours on level terrain.

Under battlements the General ran, his feet pounding packed dirt, a cold wind stinging cheeks.

The sentries hurried to open the gate. Between them Guarding Bear passed, into the poorer quarters of Burrow. On the broad avenue between hovels he ran. Without warning Burrow ended. Northward into nighttime forest he loped, loving life.

No Infinite-blasted quake would stop his siege!

* * *

Scowling Tiger probed the electrical shielding, as he did whenever he ascended to the mountain cap. He ordered the shields lowered on occasion, as on the night of Guarding Bear's repatriation. Most often, he liked the security of the impenetrable psychic barrier. Having left the mountain cap only a few minutes before, Scowling Tiger wondered why he'd probed them again. I'm getting habitual, he thought, knowing habit a weakness.

A few minutes before, a mild but sustained earthquake had struck, not strong enough to throw him from his feet. The temblor had been long enough that he'd thought to check the central stairwell. The new underpinnings had held. Sighing, the bandit general had returned to the cap.

I should be staging a conference! he thought angrily, looking south. Scowling Tiger had planned more for this night than another boring installment in his incessant vigil at the top of the Tiger Fortress. Two weeks ago, he'd sent his lieutenants Flashing Blade and Searching Owl westward and eastward to the bands larger than a thousand members. They'd relayed the bandit general's request for a conference to unite the bandits against their common enemy, the Empire.

Ten days ago, however, a messenger had arrived at the Tiger Fortress.

* * *

He claimed the Infinite had sent him. He sought audience with Scowling Tiger, refusing to divulge his message to anyone but. The fortress bureaucrats had passed him along, none willing to deny the man's request outright, performing exactly the function Scowling Tiger desired. A bureaucrat's purpose was to keep inconsequential matters from superiors who already had far too much to do. After three days of endless, fruitless interviews, the stranger collapsed, not having slept or eaten since arrival. At the fortress infirmary, Easing Comfort treated the man for exhaustion and malnutrition. The Wizard-medacor inquired why he'd so persistently sought audience with Scowling Tiger.

“To give the Lord General Scowling Tiger a message.”

The answer piqued Easing Comfort's curiosity. He informed the bandit general, who ordered both Melding Mind and the tiger to examine the man. Both had come away as baffled as the Wizard-medacor.

Finally, Scowling Tiger himself interviewed the stranger. The three Wizards in attendance, the bandit general watched the stranger bow to him from across the length of the Lair, suspecting treachery or subterfuge. A cordon of guards surrounded the dias. Propping his left fist on his thigh, Scowling Tiger nodded to acknowledge the obeisance, examining the man.

He looked ordinary enough. He wore standard-make leathers, his robes a neutral gray color. A sword was his only weapon, no different from the thousands stored in the Tiger Fortress armory. His hair was dirt-blond. His eyes, the Wizards had said, were brown. Of average height, he stood five-foot ten. His skin was sallow from a winter of little sun. He looked like no one Scowling Tiger knew.

The psychological evaluation scared Scowling Tiger. An unidentified Wizard, the traces of signature unknown, had programmed the man's mind with several responses, the primary one being the words he'd spoken to Easing Comfort. Other than the minimum needed for speech, the unknown Wizard had carefully stripped the mind of all memory. The cerebellum, the usual location for implanted compulsions, exhibited no unusual structures. Hence, the man probably wasn't an assassin. Someone had gone to inordinate lengths to conceal the man's origins. Why? Scowling Tiger wondered.

Although the three Wizards had already briefed him, the bandit general perused the compiled reports at his leisure. He glanced up once in a while from the thick sheaf of parchment, making the man wait. The content of the three Wizards' compiled reports frightened Scowling Tiger.

The man fidgeted under the bandit general's scrutiny.

“What's your name, Lord?” he asked finally.

“I don't know, Lord Tiger,” the man replied.

“Why don't you know?”

“I … just don't know, Lord.”

“Who sent you, Lord?”

“The Lord Infinite sent me, Lord Tiger.”

“That's what the implant orders him to say, Lord Tiger,” Easing Comfort interjected.

Scowling Tiger nodded. “Who implanted you, Lord?”

“I don't know, Lord Tiger.”

“Whence did you come?”

“I don't know, Lord Tiger.”

“Where did you live before?

“I don't know, Lord Tiger.”

“Why can't you remember?”

“I don't know, Lord Tiger.”

“What's the name of the Eastern Emperor?”

“I don't know, Lord Tiger.”

“Why don't you know anything, Infinite blast it?”

“I don't know, Lord Tiger,” the man replied, looking as upset as the man questioning him.

“Strip him,” Scowling Tiger ordered. “Inspect his every article of clothing. Lord Comfort, search his clothes for the smallest clue as to his origins.” While bandits carried out the order, the bandit general watched the man.

He evinced no objection at all to the indignity, obeying each request.

“Forgive me, Lord, for not thinking of that myself,” Easing Comfort said. He inspected the clothing, noting the traces of dirt on the moccasins, the style of stitchery, the type of leather, the grade of tannic acid used to cure the leather, the style of robe, the type of silk, the lint in the sleeves, the type and make of the man's weapon, the dirt embedded in the cracks of the sword hilt, the dirt underneath the man's fingernails, even the chemical traces in the hair follicles, looking for some sign of whence the man had come. After twenty minutes, the Wizard-medacor shook his head. “Lord Tiger, he's a resident of the fortress.”

“That's impossible!”

“I know, Lord.”

Slowly, Scowling Tiger lifted his left fist from thigh, opened the hand, and ran the fingers through his black hair.

His disquietude was profound. His guts ground.

With deliberation, he placed the fist back on thigh, watching every motion, then looked across the ninety paces between him and the stranger. “Why did you come here?”

“To give the Lord General Scowling Tiger a message.”

“Why shouldn't I remove your head?”

“I don't know, Lord Tiger.”

The bandit general sighed, then laughed aloud, then stopped abruptly. He scrubbed face with palms, then put fist back on thigh. Sighing, he signaled to his guards.

After they'd closed ranks, their personal shields on, their swords out, Scowling Tiger asked, “Lord Messenger from the Infinite, what is your message?”

Animation left the man's face. His voice was flat and without audible accent as he delivered the missive from his subconsciousness. “Lord General Scowling Tiger, from all bandits of the Windy Mountains and from all Eastern citizens opposed to Arrow Sovereignty, I bring the blessings of the Infinite and a message of grave importance. As you value your own life, and as you value your cause, we, bandit and citizen alike, beseech you to delay the conference for one week.”

The messenger jerked his left hand to his mouth and gnawed the heel, then abruptly lowered the hand to his side.

“We cannot give you a reason, Lord Scowling Tiger. We can only ask for the greater good that you delay for a week this conference you plan. More than that we cannot ask. More than that we cannot say. Please, Lord General Scowling Tiger, please delay the conference.”

The man shook his head, his face regaining animation. Smiling, he crumpled toward the floor.

Easing Comfort caught the man and broke the fall. The Wizard-medacor then looked at the bandit general and shook his head.

Scowling Tiger muttered an imprecation.

Melding Mind approached the dais, glancing over his shoulder at the body in his colleague's arms. “May I speak with you privately, Lord?”

Nodding, Scowling Tiger gestured the man to follow him. They repaired to conference room number two.

Shutting the door, Melding Mind activated the shields.

Lowering himself to a cushion, the bandit general invited the other man to do the same.

“Thank you, Lord,” the brown Wizard said. “I want to remind the Lord General of his query to the Broken Arrows. Perhaps this messenger carried their reply. If so, then they know something and don't wish to reveal they know it.”

“That's only a guess. We don't really know, eh?” Scowling Tiger said, drilling his left thigh with his fist.

“No, Lord, we don't. If we assume he was their messenger, then I think we have trouble.”

“Eh? How so?”

“Consider the intent of the message, Lord: To keep the bandit leaders away from the fortress on that day. If Guarding Bear launches his siege a week from today—the day of the conference—then we know the Broken Arrows sent the messenger. If the bandit leaders were here on the day of the siege, you'd have the Infinite to pay, eh Lord? The Broken Arrows are cutting with both edges of the knife again. Supporting neither you nor Guarding Bear, but also insuring that a partial victory for Guarding Bear doesn't include a complete loss of face for yourself.”

“You've assumed a lot in reaching those conclusions, Lord Mind. Why do you think Gagging Bear will launch the siege two weeks earlier than all your spies report?”

“Hunch, intuition, some additional information, Lord.” Melding Mind smiled. “I have news from our Captain at the enemy hearth. Not all good news, but interesting. A week ago, he reports, the General and two Wizards traveled to Bastion Valley, where the Wizards remained. Guarding Bear then went into Bastion City to see a woman, whom the Captain was unable to identify. He reports that they fornicated for several hours. From Bastion the General traveled to Burrow.”

The bandit general felt sick with rage and jealousy that his former mate and his life-long enemy were lovers. He composed his face as well as he could. “The insufferable strumpet seduces another one, eh?” he joked.

“That was my conclusion, Lord Tiger.” The Wizard looked away. “Only at the heart of the Caven Hills would Fleeting Snow be safe from Flying Arrow.”

Scowling Tiger nodded. “Who were the Wizards?”

Melding Mind grinned. “Easing Comfort's son and mine.”

“Oh? Well, that is good news, eh? Guarding Bear has finally noticed Percipient Mind.” Scowling Tiger chuckled, feeling some relief. “I told you we'd place him well.”

“You did, Lord,” Melding Mind replied, also smiling. “Unfortunately, Lord, the Captain regretfully says that he can no longer continue to spy for us. A matter of conscience, he says.”

“That's what the Lord Comfort told me three weeks ago. How does Guarding Bear do it?” Scowling Tiger shook his head in wonder. “That's the third spy to turn in three years, eh? How do you think he compels such loyalty?”

“And him, just a peasant,” Melding Mind remarked with a smirk and a shrug. “Shall I have the Captain dispatched, Lord?”

“That's up to you, Lord Mind. You're the spy handler.” He remembered the rumors that Guarding Bear's talent ingratiated him into other's confidences. Scowling Tiger dismissed the idea, thinking the rumor another symptom of his ancient enemy's apotheosis. “Do what you deem wise.”

“Yes, Lord. Anyway, I think there's some connection between Fleeting Snow and the Wizards. Why would Guarding Bear escort the Wizards personally if they weren't important? Why would he then go see her? She's not that beautiful. Maybe their fornicating was a cover for a briefing.”

“Do you mean her telling him about the fortress?” Chuckling, Scowling Tiger pursed his lips, his brows drawn together. “Perhaps you're right, Lord Mind. Perhaps you're right. What can those two Wizards do against the fortress, though?”

“I don't know, Lord. The boy did put to sleep all those malefactors in Nest, and my son's not exactly talentless, either.”

“No, not at all.” Shaking his head, Scowling Tiger sighed. “Send for the Lords Blade and Owl, would you? Thank you, Lord Mind. Good work, man.”

“My privilege is to serve, Lord Tiger,” the brown Wizard replied, bowing deeply.

* * *

Later that day, ten days before, the bandit general had sent Flashing Blade and Searching Owl to the west and east with another message for the same bandit leaders. Scowling Tiger had lost considerable face in having to reschedule the conference. The probable origins of the messenger and the probable results of not heeding the message frightened him badly. Every time Scowling Tiger recalled the incident, his sack shriveled.

I should be staging a conference! he thought angrily, frowning and looking south.

Guarding Bear had scheduled his investment of the fortress for two weeks hence, which spies throughout the Empire had confirmed. The General's cunning and resourcefulness were legendary, however. Only the Infinite knew when Guarding Bear would really launch the siege.

Already, warriors gathered at Burrow Garrison, three thousand reinforcing those stationed there. Expected to gather over the next two weeks were another eighteen thousand warriors. The Eastern Armed Forces had begun to mobilize on a grand scale. With the undefeated General in command of them all, the siege looked as if it'd be a long one.

Scowling Tiger had prepared as well. He'd ordered rations cut. Had ordered stockpiles of food, weapons and water increased and had ordered those stockpiles moved to the upper levels of the fortress. Had ordered the lower levels to prepare for evacuation. Had ordered a temporary settlement erected a day's travel north of the fortress and had ordered all non-combatants to prepare to move to the settlement. Had ordered all stairwells demolished but the core. Had ordered the entire fortress to remain on standby, in case the General Guarding Bear decided to launch the siege early.

Changes to the fortress proceeded apace as well. The temblor two weeks ago had caused no damage at all, the new underpinnings of the central stairwell holding fast. Working day and night, the crews had reached the fourth level, having finished the redesign of the three lower levels. The subterranean levels of the fortress, which housed hydroponics, sewage reclamation and the machinery of heating and cooling, didn't concern the bandit general. No one lived in these areas. The Eastern Armed Forces would ignore them if they managed to penetrate the fortress. Until the siege came, the crews would continue to work their way upward.

Secure in knowing that the fortress had prepared to withstand a lengthy siege, Scowling Tiger looked south from the balustrade of the mountain cap.

Burrow Garrison glowed on the southern horizon.

I should be staging a conference! he thought angrily.

Voices edged with panic floated up from the Lair. Raging River ran up the stairs, his sword unsheathed as if to use it. “Lord Tiger,” he said without an obeisance. “Here they come!”







Chapter 21

The psychic flow pervades our lives. What is it? What does it do?

The bandwidth of psychic power perceptible to humans varies from one hundred cycles per second (cps) to twenty thousand cps. Frequencies exist beyond these extremes, both higher and lower, but human receptors don't register them. At the lower end of the psychic bandwidth, the physical distance between waves increases, as does the power broadcast along the psychic medium. Levithons, pyrathons and portathons use this lower end of the bandwidth. The range of these lower-end talents is considerably less than those at the upper end. At the upper end of the psychic bandwidth, the physical distance between waves decreases, as does the power broadcast. Sectathons, empathons and rapathons employ this end of the bandwidth. The range of these upper-end talents is considerably greater than those at the lower end. In addition, the amount of energy required to send on the upper end of the bandwidth is a fraction of the lower end.

For instance, compare a rapathon and a pyrathon having equal capacity reserves and equivalent focusing abilities. The pyrathon will deplete his or her reserves in an hour of infusing heat into an object a mile away. The rapathon can broadcast information across that same distance for twelve hours. Furthermore, the distance requirements for the accolade of Wizard differ depending on talent. A pyrokinetic Wizard must broadcast only five miles to earn the title, a telepathic Wizard at least twenty. Amplifying the upper end of the bandwidth requires much less energy than the lower end.

The psychic flow uses the band of frequencies at the very highest wavelengths, where the physical distance between the waves is the shortest. These frequencies travel the farthest but contain the least amount of power, very little energy needed to send information. Since the upper end of the bandwidth travels farther on less energy, the highest frequencies at twenty thousand cps are strictly for public information, and sometimes, misinformation. The originator of information doesn't have to be a telepath with good range. Since nearly everyone has telepathy in some trace amount, a person having even a weak telepathic talent can send information a considerable distance. In addition, most people amplify the flow when consulting it. Therefore, the next person amplifies an announcement generated by the first person, even a weak telepath, if considered important enough.

In addition to being the medium for most public announcements, the flow serves as a source of general information. A stranger wanting to know the location of a person or place nearby needs only to place the question on the flow, which soon supplies an answer.

The flow also carries psychic signature information. Most people, even when shielded, emit certain personal identifiers. Two strangers approaching each other need only to consult the flow to find out the other's name.—The Great Universal Mind, by the Sorcerer Flowing Mind.

* * *

Nodding to Leaping and Fawning Elk in the darkness, Slithering Snake eased himself to his haunches. All three faced eastward, in the direction of the Tiger Fortress, waiting, knowing, dreading.

Briefly, the sectathon consulted the psychic flow.

Thirty minutes until midnight, and the Eastern Armed Forces were three miles from the fortress, ahead of schedule.

Having lived with the flow all his life, Slithering Snake wondered how he could possibly live without it. Nearly ubiquitous, the psychic flow reached into the most sparsely populated areas of all four Empires. The news of the impending attack had traveled like lightning across the continent within the first few minutes of the Eastern Armed Forces' departure from Burrow two hours ago. Thus, the people of all four Empires waited breathlessly.

Two weeks ago, the three bandits—Leaping Elk, his mate and his lieutenant—had found out the time and day of Guarding Bear's siege, courtesy of the Matriarch Bubbling Water. In exchange, she'd asked for the information that the tiger had gleaned from the Empire's spies. Since most of it was out of date, Leaping Elk had agreed without a qualm.

For two days, the three of them had discussed ways of informing the bandit general without informing him. Discretion had been tantamount. The source of the information had to remain secret, yet had to carry weight enough to induce Scowling Tiger to reschedule his conference. Finally, they'd decided to send one of Scowling Tiger's own band members to him.

With the menagerie animal's help, they'd lured north a worthless drudge in sewage reclamation and pampered him for a day. Then the Wizard tiger had stripped the man's mind of all referential information and implanted the desired behavior. Then they'd smuggled him back into the fortress. Turning him loose, they'd prayed he'd come to Scowling Tiger's attention before too much time had passed.

He had.

A week ago, Flashing Blade had appeared at Leaping Elk's caves to tell the Southerner that Scowling Tiger had delayed the conference a week. The conspiracy members had heaved collective sighs and wiped their collective brows.

On the eve of the siege, at sunset, Leaping and Fawning Elk had left the caves and traveled a few miles north to listen in on the psychic flow. Slithering Snake joined them a half-hour before the siege was to begin, the earthquake delaying his arrival. “Would you have gone, Lord Elk, if Scowling Tiger hadn't rescheduled?” he asked in the Southern tongue.

Leaping Elk shrugged, his shoulders scraping the stone behind him. The three of them stood in front of a twenty-foot sheer rock face. Sitting at its base, Fawning Elk tried to get comfortable. The sectathon guessed she'd never get comfortable, as enormously pregnant as she was.

“I don't know if I'd have gone, Lord Snake. I just don't know. How was the temblor at the caves? Anyone hurt? Any damage?”

Slithering Snake shook his head. “It was stronger than the one two weeks ago. The caves held up well. A crack appeared in the rock near the entrance. That's all the damage I saw. I had our chemathon examine the structural integrity. She says the entrance will hold through a temblor a lot stronger than that one. I didn't spelunk into the mountain to find out if the earthquake damaged the pool area.”

The Southern bandit nodded. “Thank you for having her check it. Good idea. Later we'll have her examine the rest of the tube, eh?”

“That's wise, Lord,” the sectathon replied. “How are you feeling, Lady?”

“Ever meet an elephant with a rotten tusk?”

Leaping Elk guffawed.

Slithering Snake shook his head, puzzled.

Leaping Elk explained. “On the savannas of the Southern Empire, an elephant's tusk sometimes gets infected, causing the nerve inside to hurt like the Infinite. Not much different from a toothache, eh? When that happens, the elephant sometimes goes rogue—rampaging wildly across the plains. Rogue elephants have trampled whole villages before.”

The sectathon nodded. “Not your usual vivacious self, Lady Elk?”

She gave him a black look.

Slithering Snake laughed, liking her and sympathizing.

“Look, you man,” she said, “you don't have any idea of the discomfort. Until you're willing to have your sex changed and get pregnant, don't even try to sympathize, eh?”

Startled by the invective in her voice, Slithering Snake merely nodded and looked contrite.

“I'm sorry, my friend,” she said. “I shouldn't have spoken to you like that.”

“Blame your hormones,” Leaping Elk suggested. “Most women do.”

“Men!” She picked up a handful of dirt and threw it at her mate. Then her face collapsed in a grimace of pain. The two men exchanged a glance and waited expectantly for her contraction to pass. She'd already had several false contractions.

“Oh, blast it! My water just broke! Here we are, a few miles away from the caves.”

“Lord Snake, fetch a group of bandits, eh? We'll have to carry her.”

“No, Lord Snake, don't. Not necessary,” she said. “The walk will help with the delivery. Help me to my feet, eh?”

The two men did as she bade them.

She shook off their attempts to help her walk as well. “Men! Don't know anything about childbirth. I can walk and talk and do everything I need to do. I just need to stop for a moment when the contractions get painful.”

Leaping Elk and Slithering Snake exchanged a glance and a smile. Just before another contraction struck, the sectathon consulted the flow.

Imperial warriors were two miles from the fortress.

* * *

They'd gathered spontaneously. Women crowded the eastern hall of Emparia Castle, hundreds of them, more arriving every minute, a few men among them.

Bubbling Water looked over the assemblage. Their presence uplifting, the support filled her with the strength of the Infinite. The tension was palpable. Over that, the women chatted amiably among themselves, unconcerned that Eastern Armed Forces—their mates and sons and fathers—approached the Tiger Fortress.

Earlier that evening, Bubbling Water had requested an audience with the Consort Flowering Pine. The eve of battle was always the worst for Bubbling Water, when the waiting rubbed her nerves raw. The not knowing—not knowing if her mate would return injured, not knowing if he'd return maimed, not knowing if he'd even return—tore away all her sense of security. When her fear had grown too great, Bubbling Water had asked for an audience with Flowering Pine, needing the security of a structure like Emparia Castle. Immediately, Flowering Pine had agreed. The Matriarch had come to the castle a few hours after sunset. A servant had shown her to the door of the Consort's suite.

The two women had chatted like old friends, enjoying each other's company. When Bubbling Water had told her the purpose of her visit, Flowering Pine had laughed like a child and had graciously done what she could to help the Matriarch feel comfortable. The Consort's mindless loquacity and continual talk of inconsequentials had comforted Bubbling Water. She'd felt relieved to discuss anything but affairs of state, as was her predilection.

While the two women were in the nursery, a servant had appeared to tell the Matriarch Water that the Matriarch Shading Oak had arrived to see her. Although she'd left word at the Bear residence of where she'd be, Bubbling Water hadn't expected anyone to follow. She'd then suggested that they meet Aged Oak's mate at the eastern hall, and Flowering Pine had agreed.

As Shading Oak had entered the hall, the servant had reappeared to inform the Matriarch of another visitor.

After the servant had informed Bubbling Water of a third visitor, Flowering Pine had instructed that servants immediately escort anyone who had appeared to see the Matriarch to the eastern hall.

When told of the gathering of the women, Flying Arrow had ordered the castle shields shut off, enabling them to consult the psychic flow on events at the Tiger Fortress. The Emperor himself stood on one of the northern battlements of Emparia Castle, presiding over a gathering of mostly male nobles. All of them listened in on the flow like the women inside the castle.

Now, fifteen minutes before midnight, fifteen minutes until the siege, women crowded the eastern hall, young and old, peasant and noble, rich and poor. All had come to support each other.

Bubbling Water had seen these spontaneous gatherings before. On the day Guarding Bear had launched the invasion of the Northern Empire, the women had gathered. On the day almost a year later that Guarding Bear had begun the siege of Lofty Lion's castle, the women had gathered.

The spontaneous gatherings didn't always occur, though. When the civil war between the Bear and Tiger Patriarchies had begun thirteen years before, Bubbling Water had spent a long, lonely night waiting for the news of battle. No one had been willing to support her in her vigil. No one had known who'd win.

Shivering off the memory, she looked around the audience hall, perched on the second step of the dais.

In the northwest corner of the hall were Spying Eagle's parents, Searching Eagle and Hovering Dove. Talking with them were the parents of the Wizard Searching Sight and Healing Hand's mother Gentle Hand, holding her infant daughter. They'd found each other on the basis of their sons' roles in the siege.

At the base of the dais, the Consort lay on at least ten pillows, her vastly pregnant body uncomfortable no matter what position she tried. In two weeks the children were due. Set off by her emerald robes, her long auburn tresses flowed freely about her shoulders, looking like inverted tongues of flame licking at her breasts and abdomen. Smiling, Bubbling Water thanked her again for her hospitality.

“Oh, Lady Matriarch, I wouldn't think of turning out half the Empire!” she said in her high-pitched, erratically inflected voice. Then she laughed with a staccato giggle that would've annoyed Bubbling Water on any other occasion.

She smiled indulgently, liking the woman. Infinite help her to be a good mother, Bubbling Water prayed. She'll have the help of half an Empire, the Matriarch thought. Most women felt secretly relieved that a strife-filled interregnum wouldn't follow Flying Arrow's death. Interregnums were the worst of times.

Earlier, the new arrivals had dutifully paid their respects to the Lady Consort, the braver among them asking to touch her swollen belly. Welcoming each of their blessings, Flowering Pine had parted her robes to let them rub the veined, distended abdomen. Watching from nearby, Bubbling Water had seen how the supplicants' expressions had changed from timorous awe to deep enchantment. The Matriarch had heard that Flowering Pine's talent ingratiated her into others' confidences. Witnessing the effects of that talent had filled her with boundless hope for the future of the Empire.

More than likely, the twins would inherit this talent.

Brazen Bear had been similarly charismatic, Bubbling Water remembered, nearly everyone liking the younger brother of Guarding Bear. The persuasive talent had undone him, however. The bandit general Scowling Tiger had taken umbrage at Fleeting Snow's mating the flame-haired, sky-eyed peasant.

Bubbling Water diverted her thoughts, knowing where they led, having taken that dark, rueful path many times before. Instead, she prayed for her mate's success, having long ago grown tired of the incessant feud between him and the bandit general. She hoped this siege would be the last installment of a vendetta nearly thirty years old.

Bubbling Water checked the time and lowered her shields. Ten minutes remained until the attack, Guarding Bear having scheduled the siege to begin at midnight, a propitious time. A time of ending, a time of beginning, the death of the old day, the birth of the new.

A silence had settled upon the audience hall. Those assembled felt the pull of anticipation. Like a precipice when one stood at its edge, the moment drew them vicariously, luring them to take the irrevocable leap into the abyss of unknown. An Empire held its collective breath. And prayed.

“I feel real hot,” Flowering Pine said suddenly, fanning herself with her hand. Her voice was distinctly audible despite the hundreds present in the audience hall. “My ass is sweating.”

The Matriarch covered her laugh with a hand.

The psychic flow reported that the cabal of Wizards and the battalion of warriors were within a mile of the Tiger Fortress. An image came to them on the flow of the shielded structure as an observer saw it with his or her psychic sight. It looked like a black cone of impenetrable shielding, each of the thousands of bumps an electrical shield.

Suddenly the shields fell. The blackness lit up.

The assembly expressed a collective gasp.

Ten thousand smaller points of light defined the shape of light. Like a mountain covered with burning candles, each point of light was a bandit. Suddenly, a maleficent wind swept from the base to the apex, snuffing out the candles, the individual bandits falling asleep. Unnoticed, one point of light extinguished itself too soon. Darkness enveloped the mountain.

A cheer went up. An Empire rejoiced.

Weariness washed over Bubbling Water, the peripheral energy of the compulsion to sleep affecting all those listening to the flow. In the peripheral energy, she recognized the signature of Healing Hand.

Flowering Pine cried out and clutched at her abdomen. “That hurt!” she complained, struggling to get to her feet. “I just peed in my robes or something.”

Bubbling Water laughed and knelt at the Consort's side to help her up. On the back of Flowering Pine's robes was a dark stain that reached from her buttocks to her knees. “I think your water just broke, Lady Pine. You're in labor.”







Chapter 22

Moments after giving birth, a mother bestows upon her child half her psychic reserve. She thus imprints the child to recognize her and also 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. On the rare occasion that 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.

* * *

“What the Infinite's happening in there?” Guarding Bear looked up from the base of the mountain, rubbing the pendant at his neck.

Standing beside him, the Wizard Searching Sight extended his palms toward the apex of the mountain, closing his eyes. “Something is killing our warriors, Lord General.”

“What is it? Can you see it?” An electrical shield protecting him, Guarding Bear couldn't see past the barrier.

“It's … an animal, Lord, a tiger who's kill—” Searching Sight crumpled beside him.

Guarding Bear knew the Wizard was dead before he examined him. He muttered a curse. Another wrinkle in the plans. Switching off the electrical shield, he probed the upper levels of the fortress.

There, a signature, but like few he'd ever seen. Feral energy emanated from a point two-thirds of the way up the central stairwell. Warriors approached it cautiously, their signatures tame in comparison. Suddenly, the tiger struck, searing the warriors with a bolt of heat. Flaming corpses plummeted down the core of the mountain.

'All shields on when approaching the tiger!' Guarding Bear ordered, silently cursing their stupidity in not shielding themselves from the talent-endowed animal.

Detecting the source of the order, the tiger tried to stab him with a knife of cold.

Guarding Bear's talent twisted the beam back toward the tiger.

Fending it off, the animal froze three warriors slow in obeying his command.

A shielded warrior attacked the animal, slashing viciously with his sword.

The tiger ripped her claws across the man's face, sending him off the stairwell with a broken neck, already dead.

The man, Guarding Bear remembered, had been a veteran warrior. Like most of them, he'd never fought a tiger.

“Lord Captain Gaze!” Guarding Bear barked.

The dirt-blond sectathon approached, bowing. “Yes, Lord General.”

“You're in command until I return, Lord Captain.” Guarding Bear stripped off his utility belt and robes.

“That's madness, Lord General,” Probing Gaze protested.

“Ever fought one of these animals, Lord Captain?”

“No, Lord, thank the Infinite.”

“I have—during a skirmish with the Southern Empire in 9283, right after Snarling Jaguar succeeded his father. I gutted a panther from the Imperial Jaguar Menagerie, and the Lord Emperor didn't dare send another against me. No one else has fought an animal like this, and no fornicating feline's going to stop me from killing Scowling Tiger!”

“Lord General, you're not even taking a shield!”

Guarding Bear held only a knife and sword. “Exactly. Ever wonder why no one has ever defeated me? Just keep the warriors working. I'll remove the tiger.”

“Yes, Lord.”

Guarding Bear climbed the slope to the hole they'd molded in the side of the mountain. Through it, he entered the fortress, like the thousand other warriors who'd preceded him.

The assault began so well. First, Spying Eagle disabled the shields. The five other Wizards helping, Healing Hand put ten thousand bandits to sleep. While Spying Eagle held the shields disabled, the other Wizards disconnected them from their power sources. The fortress girded with thousands of shields, disabling them took a few minutes. Healing Hand and Spying Eagle then retreated to Burrow, their tasks done. While chemathons molded a hole in mountainside, the other four Wizards poisoned the water and food supplies, destroyed the shields, melted the wiring, and crushed the machinery in the bowels of the mountain.

Issuing from the northern entrance of the fortress was a long line of bandits. Just inside the entrance, other non-combatants were sleeping soundly. Guarding Bear ordered his warriors to leave alone the ones who'd already escaped but to kill any bandit inside the fortress.

Then one Wizard noticed how fragile the central stairwell was. Scowling Tiger had probably weakened the long spiral staircase, in case he needed to destroy it. Guarding Bear ordered the Wizards to freeze the hooks that held the stairwell in place.

Warriors poured into the hole and soon reported that the layout was different from the floor-plans the General had given them. As they ascended, killing sleeping bandits along the way, the warriors found that the bandits had completely redesigned the first three levels. The fourth showed signs of construction, as if the bandits had been changing the floor plan.

Guarding Bear would've done the same.

Soon the warriors reported that the central stairwell was the only way to ascend. Ah, Guarding Bear thought, so Scowling Tiger planned to demolish the stairwell, cutting off access to the upper levels of the fortress. The plan would've stopped any conventional siege instantly. The bandit general hadn't expected Guarding Bear's cabal of Wizards to disable the fortress shields.

None of the unexpected developments stopped the siege.

Neither will this Infinite-blasted tiger! Guarding Bear thought, fuming. He stepped over another bandit body, entering the core. Leaning out over the precipice, he looked upward as a screaming warrior plunged past him. He watched the man fall unimpeded into darkness. A long moment later, he heard a faint splash, then looked up.

Far above, inside a long spiral, a striped head ducked back out of sight.

Guarding Bear ascended at a run. At a third of the way up, he considered ordering the warriors to stop trying to kill the tiger. An unoccupied enemy will find some mischief to do, he thought, deciding against it.

Warriors moved through the many corridors he passed, their blades bloody, pools everywhere. Guarding Bear fell heavily the first time he slipped. Cursing, he discarded his moccasins, knowing bare feet better on treacherous surfaces. He passed hundreds of bandit dead on the stairwell. Loping upward, Guarding Bear watched with dismay as body after body fell past him, casualties of clashes with the tiger.

He wondered how the tiger had escaped the Wizard-induced sleep.

Belatedly, he remembered that the menagerie animals could shut off their higher-order brain functions. Artificially grown and not necessary for neurological functioning, the frontal and pre-frontal lobes had unusually few connections with the remainder of the brain. The animals could decrease glucose consumption until the neurons still lived but couldn't fire. With these lobes shut off, the tiger's signature was undetectable. The animal looked like an animal.

Guarding Bear had known and forgotten.

Cursing his lapse, he reached the level below the tiger. He stopped to look.

Sending another warrior onward to the Infinite, the tiger regarded the General with large yellow eyes. On the steps below, a group of warriors huddled together, their swords pointed at the cat.

“You're dead, pussy!” Ordering warriors out of his way, Guarding Bear loped around the stairwell one last time.

The tiger hissed and spat as he approached.

Animal and man squared off. Guarding Bear crouched low, knife and sword nearly at his feet.

The tiger growled.

The man growled back.

The tail twitched, twitched, twitched, and the tiger leaped.

Throwing himself toward the wall, Guarding Bear slashed upward with sword. It met only air as she twisted in mid-leap to leave a shallow triple slash down his back. Screaming, he turned to face her on the stairs below. The fire of pain seared his back. Like fear, pain sharpened his senses. Crouching on a step near the inner edge of stairwell, she licked his blood off her claws. Each was as long as his knife. She hit him with a telekinetic burst. He deflected the beam back at her. She recoiled, her rear paw slipping off the edge. Into her face he thrust his sword. Blinking, she ducked and he was on her but she twisted to embrace him and his legs went around her waist to squeeze and he dropped the sword to grasp a foreleg and sank the knife home toward her throat but she knocked it out of his hand and slashed at his throat but he caught the foreleg and with his only weapon left he yanked both forelegs back over his shoulders and sank his teeth into the loose fur of her throat while she thrashed and tried to squirm from his grip but his travel-hardened legs held her body tight and his powerful arms kept her fore-claws away from his back and his head buried under her chin kept her from using her teeth and his talent deflected her multiple talents and they wrestled with each other but neither could gain an advantage.

A tangle of fur and flesh tumbled down the stairwell.

A rumble deeper and louder than any tiger echoed up from the bowels of the mountain.

Suddenly, the animal writhed and almost threw off his grip but then they began to fall, the stairwell giving way beneath them.

The Windy Mountains shook with the Infinite of an earthquake.

Even as they plunged toward their deaths, Guarding Bear put his hands on the tiger's throat and squeezed.

* * *

“Push!” the Matriarch said.

Bubbling Water held one knee, Shading Oak the other.

On a stool at the foot of the bed sat Soothing Spirit, patiently.

Flowering Pine gasped, expelling breath, then paced her breathing to the Matriarch Water's rhythmic count.

“One, breathe, two, breathe, three, breathe…”

After the tenth breath, another contraction began. The Consort bore down. Her face was a grimace of strain, her auburn hair dark with sweat, her skin red with exertion. The two Matriarchs held her knees up. Leaning forward over her distended abdomen, Flowering Pine pushed like the Infinite.

“Good, Lady,” Soothing Spirit said. “I can see the fontanels. The baby looks properly positioned.” The Imperial Medacor hadn't been able to watch the fetuses during pregnancy. No one knew what the twins' positions were or even if the twins were healthy.

When Flowering Pine's water had broken at midnight, Bubbling Water and Shading Oak had walked her to the castle infirmary. She'd begun to have the intense contractions of true labor.

Flying Arrow had come down to look in on the mother of his children, but had soon excused himself, his face pale.

Having the help of the two Matriarchs, the Imperial Medacor had ordered everyone else from the room. Both women were competent and experienced, having often helped their daughters bring forth life.

Gasping again, the Consort leaned back and paced her breathing to Bubbling Water's count.

Sighing, Soothing Spirit applied more unguent to the rim of distended vulva, the salve containing a mild local anesthetic.

The Consort's talent kept him even from relieving her pain.

Childbirth was usually a simple process. With talent, Soothing Spirit could have drawn off the pain, strengthened the uterine muscles, dilated the cervix and even pushed the baby through the birth canal if necessary. By now, Flowering Pine would've already given birth to both twins.

The help that he could give was meager. How will Flowering Pine bestow half her reserve upon each twin? Soothing Spirit wondered. The bestowal at birth awakened a child's talents. The thought of an Emperor with impaired talents scared Soothing Spirit. Flying Arrow was bad enough.

He was grateful that she'd gone into labor so quickly after her water had broken. Some women didn't. With infection a danger, a medacor needed to increase the production of oxytocin in the mother's blood after a breach in the amniotic sac. The Imperial Medacor couldn't have induced labor because of the Consort's talent. Deliberately, Soothing Spirit didn't think of all the other hazards of childbirth. Such thoughts were a waste of worry.

In one of the private rooms in the castle infirmary, the four of them struggled to bring the Heirs to the throne into the world.

This birth is in the hands of the Infinite, Soothing Spirit thought.

Under his feet, the floor shook mildly. “Temblor,” he said, frowning. With a shrug, the medacor turned his attention back to the Consort.

* * *

Inside the small, shielded cave near the cavern entrance, under the dimmed electrical lamplight, Fawning Elk pushed with everything she could give, physically and psychically. Finally, she felt something give. The baby slid from her. Labor had lasted an hour.

The medacor lifted the newborn from between her legs, laying him in her arms. The umbilical cord snaked over her abdomen and down. “Everyone, please close your minds,” the medacor said.

The infant struggled weakly. Laughing, tears running down her cheeks, Fawning Elk summoned her concentration. She felt the bestowal gather momentum inside her, such an instinctive part of birth that it was almost spontaneous. She needed only to supply the energy.

Half her psychic reserve jumped into her newborn.

Then, despite her physical and psychic enervation, Fawning Elk cleaned up her baby. With her trace chemathonic talent, she lifted amniotic fluids and the excrescences of birth from the child's skin. Clearing the nose, mouth and throat of mucus, she expanded the child's lungs with his first breath. The baby squalled on the exhalation.

Only then did she sever the umbilicus and sear the nerveless stub with pyrokinesis. A post-partum contraction clenched her. She closed her eyes, feeling the placenta tear away from the endometrium. The afterbirth slid from her body. Her uterus contracted again, already trying to reduce itself to its pre-pregnancy size.

She put the baby to her breast, the nipple between her fore and middle fingers. Colostrum distended the milk-glands. She'd get her milk after she'd nursed a few days. These first fluids passed along many of the mother's immunities. Guiding her baby's mouth toward the breast, she entered into psychic communion with her infant, instructing him. Pleasure filled her as the baby latched onto her breast and began to suckle.

The medacor cleared away the last of afterbirth from her uterus, canal and vulva. Lifting her hips from the bed, he changed the sheets. To absorb further excretions, he wrapped her nether regions with a pad. He covered her to her breasts with a blanket, swaddling the child with a smaller cotton one. Taking the soiled linens to the birthing-room door, the medacor passed them to a band member, greeting Leaping Elk as he entered. The medacor and his assistants then left the room to give the woman and her mate time with the baby, the first moments precious, never to happen again.

* * *

Taking the medacor's stool, the Southerner sat beside the bed and looked on as mother gave child first succor.

“He's beautiful, isn't he?” she said in the Southern tongue.

The infant looked like a drowned rat, the fine, dark down plastered to the bruised, misshapen head. Leaping Elk nodded and smiled. He supposed all newborns looked beautiful to their mothers. He caressed her shoulder, noticing that her skin was cold. “Are you warm enough?” he asked.

“Would you get me another blanket?”

Nodding, he pulled one from the pile nearby, covering her.

“Come here. Lay down beside me,” she told him.

The bed was just wide enough. Snuggled up beside her, watching her breast-feed the boy, feeling the security she infused into her contact with her child, Leaping Elk felt at peace with himself and his world.

Then the earthquake struck, hurling their world into darkness.







Chapter 23

I sat in the rubble and wondered. How the Infinite did I get myself into this situation? Remembering the thousand heads Scowling Tiger had sent to Emparia Castle, I thought, “That's the reason.”

Then I had to be honest with myself. Although they were fellow citizens, I'd sent many of them into the fortress to spy. I told myself, perhaps I deserved the delivery. The Caven Hills rebellion, Howling Tiger's death, my mating the Matriarch Water, my brother's mating Fleeting Snow, the civil war. A thousand injuries and insults I'd inflicted upon Scowling Tiger, some intended, others not.

Why was I buried alive in the Tiger Fortress? Was it truly Scowling Tiger's fault? Perhaps it was a hole I had dug on my own. Perhaps the fault was mine.—The Lectures of Guarding Bear, 9323 to 9335.

* * *

Thick rock dust clogged his throat. He coughed to clear it. Pebbles rattled in the dark. Sediment sifted down with a hiss. He saw nothing but black. Then he became aware of pain.

Excruciating pain, the pain of shredded skin that felt like flame. Also the deeper, nauseating pain of broken bone. So terrible was the pain that his sight began to cloud, his stomach to heave. He willed himself to stay conscious and to find some escape from…

Wherever he was.

Where am I? How did I get here? What's my name? he wondered, weariness washing over him. “I'm Guarding Bear!” he shouted, as if that meant something.

The noise brought a cascade of dirt down on him. Coughing, he spluttered to clear his throat. How did I get here? he wondered.

The memory came upon him.

He and the tiger had fought to a standstill when the earthquake had struck, collapsing the central stairwell inside the Tiger Fortress. Even as they'd fallen, he'd tried to choke the tiger. Something had struck his head and…

Darkness.

That's why my head feels wet, he thought, knowing it blood. Trying to reach the injury, Guarding Bear discovered that rock entombed him so tightly he could hardly move.

Where else am I injured? he wondered, searching his body. His back, from the tiger's claws, he remembered, and his head. Neither, though, was the source of the deep nauseating pain. Where…

His right leg. The pain was so excruciating it would steal his consciousness if he let it. Other than the injuries to his head, back and leg, he seemed whole. The tons of stairwell falling on top of him should have crushed him, as it probably had any warriors below him.

Thank the Infinite I'm alive! he thought. Buried beneath thousands of tons of rubble deep in the heart of the fortress, a prison no human being would ever build. Or even think of building. Would I be better off dead?

Panic began to rise inside him. He tried to calm himself. I have to concentrate on escaping from this place, he thought. If I focus on the futility of my situation, I'll die of despair. Panic can kill me as well.

He tried to move his right leg.

And screamed.

The rock replied with showers of dust. His bladder squirted urine in pulses and his rectum pumped feces down his legs. Sweat pouring down his face, he coughed and gagged, waiting for the agony to subside. Tons of stone probably pinioned the leg. So pervasive was the pain, he guessed that the leg had fractured in multiple places, perhaps shattered. If I have to, I'll cut it off, he thought, knowing that a medacor could grow him a new one. He realized he didn't even have a knife.

At that, he went within, seeking sanctuary inside, no longer able to face the horrible reality of dying beneath tons of rock, unable to free himself. The only freedom now was with the Infinite. He'd probably have to starve to death to get there.

Receding from reality, he left pain and panic behind. He resolved not to starve to death, to die trapped like a rat beneath tons of stone, slowly, in agony. Infinite embrace me! he thought. He began to slow his heart. His breathing became shallow. His thoughts grew peaceful and sluggish.

His heart, breath and thought stopped.

Then abruptly started again. Again he stopped them.

Again they started. From the depths whence he'd retreated, he heard the faint call of another voice, as if from a distance.

Blast, he thought, wanting death.

The voice persisted.

The owner of the voice must have restarted my heart. I want to die! he thought, swimming up through the depths toward the world of consciousness, of darkness, of pain, of panic.

Reaching the waking world, he found that his panic had subsided. He felt pain, but also peace, contentment, completion.

'Thank you for living, human,' a soft female voice said. Under the voice was unendurable pain, like his.

'What do you want?' Guarding Bear asked, wondering who this was.

'I want your help, human.'

The tiger! he thought. 'Why did you reanimate me?'

'I want your help, human,' she repeated.

'I don't give my help to enemies,' Guarding Bear replied.

'Not even to save your own life?'

Through his haze of pain, he considered his life. Almost forty-six years old, he'd lived beyond the wildest dreams of his youth. No one had ever defeated him in battle or duel. Easterners had deified him before he was forty. Incalculably wealthy, he had two fine sons, an infant daughter and a wonderful mate. He realized that he had no further ambition than to be exactly who he was. What life did he have to save?

'The life you'll live from this moment on,' the tiger replied.

He remembered he had one task undone: Vengeance. “Why do you need my help?” Guarding Bear asked aloud.

'The rock pins me, as you. My spine is broken somewhere in the lower back, near the pelvis. I can repair it, but not without help. First I have to get free from this prison.'

“How do you know I won't kill you the instant we're free?”

'You're an honorable person, human. If we agree to one, you'll honor a short truce. For twenty-four hours after we help each other get out of here, we won't attack each other. Do you agree, human?'

“I can only agree for myself, animal.”

'You command the Eastern Armed Forces, human. You can command them to retreat. The more you prolong our bargaining, the longer we stay.'

'One stipulation, animal: That you help me pull out any survivors trapped in the rubble as we are.'

'No one else survived, human.'

'Eh? If we survived, others surely did.'

'No, human. Look below, and let go of my throat.'

His hand was full of fur. Letting go, he cast below, looking for a spark of life amidst the rubble. He found none.

'We were near the top, above the other warriors on the stairwell,' she said. 'None of them had a talisman to protect them.'

Guarding Bear remembered the gold pendant around his neck.

'Thankfully, your determination to kill me was strong. Even after that chunk of stone knocked you unconscious, you didn't let go of my throat. The physical contact extended the range of the talisman to include me. Hungry Pirhana builds very good talismans.'

'How do you know he built it?'

'I recognize his signature from the talisman—his circuits are very inventive,' the tiger said. 'So, human, which? Help me or die with me.'

'Why don't you dig yourself out?' Guarding Bear asked. 'You're a Wizard of a hundred talents, aren't you?'

'Indeed, of all talents except the one that I most need here. I don't have any chemathonic talents, human.'

'What about the warriors still in the fortress? The ones who survived the earthquake?'

'I think they're capable of leaving under their own power.' The tiger chuckled.

“You won't attack them?”

'Not if you order a retreat, human, no.'

Guarding Bear sighed, pain fogging his brain. “How am I supposed to help you? I don't have any chemathonic talent either.”

'And little original power, I hear. Your wild talent is flexible enough to harness any energy I supply, eh? Alone, neither of us can get out. Together, we both can.'

Sighing again, Guarding Bear struggled with the decision. If I wait long enough, warriors might still have time to kill Scowling Tiger, he thought. By then—

'By then you'll be dead, human,' she said, listening in on his thoughts. 'So probably will I.'

When the avenger died exacting vengeance, the offense remained unredressed. If he died trying to kill Scowling Tiger, his vengeance would've been for naught. Weariness settled upon him.

Although he'd never wanted the feud in the first place, he'd never avoided an opportunity for retaliation. Now, wanting the feud to end, he wanted to live past its end as well.

'All right, animal,' sent the General Guarding Bear.

* * *

Panting and sweating, he heard them getting closer. The dull clunk of stone penetrated the rubble piled outside the small cave. The air inside was thick with rock dust and carbon dioxide—and the smell of fear.

Leaping Elk, Fawning Elk and their infant son had been in the birthing room for more than two hours, trapped.

At first scared, they felt confident the others would dig them out soon. When help didn't arrive immediately, they discussed the situation calmly. They had no food and no direct source of air. Gaps in stone piled outside the door allowed meager amounts of air through. The door opened outward; tons of stone wedged it shut. He tried to get the hinge pins out, but failed. We were fortunate the door held against rubble, he reflected. The electricity hadn't. The earthquake had thrown the small cave into pitch blackness. From his belt, Leaping Elk pulled a hand-held lantern and explored the room. Other than a pile of blankets and a few gallons of water, only they were in the cave.

“We should both meditate to reduce our oxygen intake,” he suggested.

She agreed.

Meditation also calmed their fears.

Every half hour or so, Fawning Elk emerged from her altered state to check on the baby. The boy seemed to know how valuable the oxygen was and didn't cry. About every hour, he fed contentedly, then went back to sleep.

As their confinement lengthened, Leaping Elk began to discuss their chances. “Two of us will survive on our limited supply of air much longer than three,” he said.

Fawning Elk refused to consider his idea that he fall on his knife to give her and the baby more air to breathe.

At some point, he noticed the rising temperature. “What does that mean?”

“Exhalation is the body's most efficient way of shedding heat,” Fawning Elk said. “Each breath increases the temperature. Our bodies are working harder to pull oxygen from the decreasing supply.”

An hour later, Leaping Elk heard something other than their rough breathing. The chink of metamorphic rock upon rock. His relief was profound. Then, the baby grew distressed and began to cry. The breast didn't quiet him, nor did rocking. Leaping Elk shone the lantern on the baby. His skin was bright red, the boy unable to get enough oxygen.

Again, they discussed their options. He still thought if he fell on his knife, she and the baby would live longer.

She vetoed the idea.

With loud crying, the baby objected too.

“I can give the baby enough oxygen. If I collect it in my lungs—and not let the cilia transfer it to my blood—I can breathe into the baby's mouth, eh?” he suggested.

She thought the idea good, but asked what he'd breathe.

“Carbon dioxide,” he replied, smiling.

Grudgingly, she agreed to his plan.

Soon the baby was quiet. In the silence they both noticed that the sounds of digging beyond the door were sporadic—not constant. “A lot of rock must have fallen from the ceiling.” He wondered how long they'd be in here.

Panting and sweating, their imprisonment having lasted almost three hours, Leaping Elk looked at his mate. “I wonder if the Lady Chemathon survived the earthquake.”

“Why don't you ask?” Fawning Elk said facetiously.

“Why don't I?”

“'Cause we're both pea-brained fools. Infinite blast us for being so stupid! Listen, my mate, those sounds we've been hearing? The bandits are cleaning out the rubble and don't even know we're here, eh? Feel the shields? They think we're dead under all the rubble but don't really know because the shields have concealed us this whole time. We've gasped and sweated for no good reason when we could have been out of here … What are you laughing at?”

“Us,” he replied, chuckling and pushing himself to his feet. If the earthquake cut power to the lights, he wondered, why are the shields still on? Batteries of course. Beside the door was the shield control panel. Shutting off the shields, Leaping Elk asked someone to send oxygen into the room immediately.

They felt the band's collective relief that they were alive.

Bandits dug with renewed fervor toward the door, fresh air entering the room. Leaping Elk finally knew they were safe. Sitting beside his mate, he put his arms around her, the baby snuggled to her breast.

“I feel good,” he said, “just to be alive.”

Smiling, Fawning Elk nodded with some sadness.

He knew she still grieved for the dead.

* * *

Several sets of hands helped him from the rubble. Standing on one leg, Guarding Bear balanced with telekinesis. “Now help the tiger out,” he instructed, his voice hoarse and subdued, the pain almost unbearable.

A moment later, they extracted the animal from between two stone slabs. Behind her was the tunnel they'd molded through the rubble. Her injuries were worse than his, her spine shattered just above the sacrum. She held her hindquarters suspended, her ears plastered to her skull in pain and dismay.

“We just got here, Lord General,” Probing Gaze said. “We had to tunnel into the fortress again, then find a way down here.”

Guarding Bear nodded. “Order a retreat, Lord Gaze.”

“I already have, Lord General. None of our warriors had the heart to continue the slaughter after the earthquake. An avalanche almost buried base camp completely. We're still digging people out. Burrow Garrison collapsed too, Lord General. I don't even want to estimate the number of dead.”

A wave of agony and sorrow washed over Guarding Bear.

“Lord Bear, your leg!”

“Let's get out of here, Lord Gaze. Lend me your arm, eh?” Guarding Bear stanched the bleeding again. A pool had formed under his right foot. He avoided looking at the leg itself, knowing it a sickening sight.

Other warriors behind them, the sectathon helped him along a corridor riven with cracks, the tiger floating ahead. They ascended a stairwell, each step a nightmare of agony.

“Lord Spring,” Probing Gaze ordered. “Fetch a medacor, if you can find one. If not, anyone with some trace healing talent.”

“Yes, Lord Captain.” Ascending around them, the man disappeared.

“Medacors needed elsewhere,” Guarding Bear said, delirious, losing consciousness briefly.

Probing Gaze eased him to a step. “We're going to wait right here, Lord General.”

“How bad is my leg? Feels crushed, like a compound multiple fracture. Medacors needed elsewhere.” Consciousness swam in rough seas of pain, weary and exhausted, no land of healing in sight.

“Below the knee…” Probing Gaze shook his head. “Above the knee, the bone's intact. The flesh has only scrapes and bruises.”

“Anyone here a pyrathon?” Guarding Bear whispered.

A warrior stepped forward, bowing. “Yes, Lord General Bear.”

“What's your name, Lord?”

“Searing Flame, Lord General.”

“Lord Flame, I need you to cauterize the stump after the Lord Gaze cuts off my leg below the knee. Can you do it?”

“Lord, uh, I can. Uh, are you, uh, sure—”

“Look at it! Medacor's going to take it off anyway.”

The warrior nodded, swallowing his fear.

“Good, Lord Flame. Thank you. Let's get up to the next level first.” Guarding Bear struggled to stand, several sets of hands helping in the crowded stairwell. He resumed the grueling ascent, every step an agonizing ordeal. The tiger watched them from the level above. Finally, they reached the upper landing.

Guarding Bear looked at the tiger. “Why are you still here?”

'We can help each other again. You have a leg to heal. I have a spine. How flexible is your talent?'

He muttered an imprecation. “I don't know. I've never tried to heal anything with it. I might do more harm than good.”

'You do have a talent for that, don't you? It's not even a psychic talent. Are you willing to try anyway?' the tiger asked.

“You're funnier than a tom-cat with his penis stuck in a pussy!”

'I assure you, that's not very funny. I'm not your enemy, human. My mistress is your enemy only by the accident of her paternity.'

The tiger was deliberately reminding him who'd fathered her mistress. How did the tiger know that? Guarding Bear wondered, frowning. Shrugging, he said, “Let's try it. Who's first?”

'You. Ready?'

Guarding Bear nodded. Energy enveloped him. Harnessing it, his talent converted it into the hundreds of trace talents needed for healing. Heat infused his leg. He looked down. Discolorations blotched the skin, but most of the pain was gone and the leg looked whole. He eased his weight onto it. It held.

'My turn, human,' the tiger said.

Guarding Bear gestured. Energy swirled around him. Again he converted it and directed it at the tiger's hindquarters.

'Well done, human.' The tiger now stood on all fours. 'Not perfect, but adequate for a little mobility.'

“Good. Infinite desiccate your womb and abort your whelps.”

'And wilt your stalk and shrivel your sack, human. I truly hope we don't meet again. You're the second most disgusting creature I've ever met.' Turning, the tiger padded slowly up the stairs.

Chuckling, Guarding Bear limped toward the stairwell too. “Let's get out of here, eh Lords?” The leg didn't function perfectly, but it functioned. Slowly, the group ascended.

When they reached ground level, they joined the warriors retreating from the fortress. The tiger must have taken a different route up, Guarding Bear thought. “Scan the upper levels for warriors, Lord Gaze.”

Probing Gaze looked at the ceiling. “Only twenty-seven left, Lord General, and they're all coming down.”

“Good, and thank you for your help, Lord. Good work, men!” He gestured them to leave, staying there to greet the retreating warriors with encouragement and praise. Blood and dust covered most of the warriors. A few had injuries, but not bad ones.

When the last warrior passed him, Guarding Bear walked to the gaping hole in the side of the mountain. He looked back once more before he left the fortress.

Somewhere above him was his ancient enemy Scowling Tiger. During the ordeal through the rubble, Guarding Bear had given deep thought to his thirty-year feud with the bandit general. In the bowels of the mountain, in excruciating pain, the collapse of death impending above him, the General had reached a decision. Thirty years of thinking along set lines, of reaching the same undeniable conclusions, rebelled against his decision. Even so, rubble all around him, Guarding Bear knew he could step out of his uncompromising desire for Scowling Tiger's death.

He wanted their feud to end. Whether the bandit general also turned aside was immaterial. Looking up at a ceiling of stone, he smiled.

Infinite be with you, Scowling Tiger, thought Guarding Bear.







Chapter 24

Sleep refreshes the mind and recharges the psychic reserves. The need is inherent in our very neurology. Six senses we have, six ways we receive information. By the time we process the sensory input from one set of receptors, we fall behind in processing the other five. Since talent is a primary source, we rely heavily on psychic sensory data, often ignoring our other senses. While we have adapted some to this sensory overload, we cannot so completely adapt that we no longer need sleep. Every hundred years or so, someone decides to experiment. The result is always the same. The Wizard or Wizards who implant themselves not to sleep quickly develop a mental disorder, usually hallucinations, and certainly psychotic behavior.—Sleep: Who Needs It? by Hibernating Bear.

* * *

“All right, now, Flowering Pine. There's the crown. Not much farther. Push!” Shading Oak said. Supporting the exhausted woman, the Matriarch had her arm across her back and held up her leg.

The flame-haired woman cried out as the baby slid from her into Soothing Spirit's hands. Putting the boy in her arms, he closed his mind, expecting the psychic bestowal. The two Matriarchs closed theirs as well, having helped at many of their daughters' birthing beds.

Flowering Pine twitched and writhed, almost dropping the newborn. Her face changing, she closed her eyes. With a sharp nod, she bestowed half her reserve on the newborn boy. A contraction quickly followed. She bore the second twin so fast that Soothing Spirit lunged to catch him. Lifting the baby, umbilicus still attached, he placed him in his mother's arms. Again, she closed her eyes. Nodding, she bestowed upon the second twin the pulse of energy needed to awaken his talents.

Smiling, sniffling, Flowering Pine lay back, looking down at her sons. Then she fainted, the infants rolling from her arms. Bubbling Water caught one and Shading Oak the other. The two Matriarchs frowned at each other across the unconscious mother.

Dawn was an hour away.

“Let's clean them up, Lady Oak,” Bubbling Water said. “The Lady Pine won't sleep long.”

Nodding, Shading Oak pinched off the umbilical cord and seared the end. Clearing mucus from the baby's mouth and nostrils, she inflated his lungs with a first breath. He cried weakly on the exhalation.

Bubbling Water's twin bawled on his.

“The Lady Pine has wet nurses ready, Ladies,” Soothing Spirit said. “Shall I have a servant find them? She might not wake up for awhile.”

The Matriarch Water looked at him, puzzled. “Why do you say that, Lord? Five hours of labor must have exhausted her.”

“True, Lady Matriarch, and she depleted her reserves in bestowal. I looked into the Lady Pine's medical history, though. She's subject to seizures, fainting spells, palsies and other neurological disorders. Since we can't probe her, we really don't know if the strain of childbirth aggravated her disorders. Did you see her face as she gave the first twin the psychic gift?”

Both women nodded. “She changed,” Shading Oak said, frowning.

“So we don't know how long she'll sleep,” Bubbling Water said. “Lord Spirit, can you duplicate the immunities usually found in colostrum?”

“Yes, Lady Water, I can. Good idea. She can try to breast-feed after she wakes. I pray the twins haven't become so accustomed to regular milk that they won't take her colostrum, eh?”

Nodding, Shading Oak looked at Bubbling Water, who also nodded.

“In the next room I have all the supplies. After the Lord Emperor, uh, moved the Lord Hawk, I turned the room into a temporary nursery. Whatever the twins might need is there.”

The two Matriarchs followed the Imperial Medacor from the private infirmary room. Spectators crowded the corridor leading to the next room. Everyone admired Flying Arrow's sons. What insipid sounds we make over babies, Bubbling Water thought, smiling.

“Please, everyone, move back to the main infirmary,” Soothing Spirit said. “Lord Sky, would you find the two wet nurses?”

“Yes, Lord Medacor,” said the assistant medacor Cloudy Sky.

In the second private infirmary room, Lurking Hawk's erstwhile cell, the Medacor dug into a cabinet. From it, he pulled out pairs of caps, nipples and graduated bottles. “I'll need some milk for a base. Lady Matriarch, I detect prolactin in your blood. Are you breastfeeding Rippling Water still?”

“She's down to one feeding a day now, Lord, usually at bedtime.”

“Good for a child to have a snack at bedtime,” he said benignly. “Would you be so kind, Lady?”

“I'd be happy to, Lord.” Loosening her sash, she freed a breast and picked up a bottle. After expressing two ounces, she adjusted her clothes.

Soothing Spirit held up the bottle, as if measuring. The level in it rose. Capping the bottle, he shook it up and poured off half into the other bottle. Smiling, he handed each Matriarch an ounce and a half of immunity-fortified breast-milk.

Bubbling Water stepped over to one of the two rocking chairs and sat. Shading Oak took the other. Both of them humming soft tunes, the women fed the Arrow Twins their first food beyond the womb.

“I'll be in the next room, helping the Lady Consort,” Soothing Spirit said. Smiling, he left, closing the door behind him.

Bubbling Water set up a psychic connection with her infant, emulating the maternal link of most breastfeeding mothers. The baby welcomed her contact. Looking at the prefrontal lobes, she saw something unusual. “Look at their psychic cortices, Lady Oak.”

“They both have the development of a six-year-old,” Shading Oak replied.

Nodding, Bubbling Water looked at the other Matriarch. “A Wizard seems to have made a few changes in-utero.” She glanced at her old friend.

Shading Oak looked pale.

Bubbling Water frowned. “Flowering Pine's impervious to psychic probes, isn't she? How …?”

Shading Oak looked down at her baby. “I've been talking with the servants who worked beside Flowering Pine before she became the Lady Consort. She's much more than she seems, Lady Water…”

* * *

Healing Hand looked over the rubble north of them, then at the field of injured south of them. “Did we cause this, Lord Eagle?”

The two Wizards stood at one end of a row of cots. The Burrow marketplace had become a makeshift hospital, every bed filled. People were still combing the garrison wreckage, now digging up the dead, having already pulled all the injured from the rubble.

Spying Eagle frowned at him. “How could we?”

“You know how we said we'd help Guarding Bear if we didn't have to kill anyone?” Healing Hand asked. “Back there at the fortress, we helped kill a lot of people. How's that any different?”

Spying Eagle shook his head, stumped that an eight-year-old child saw shared responsibility where he hadn't. “You're right, Lord Hand. We do bear some culpability in the deaths of those bandits. Their being bandits is superfluous. Their loyalties don't matter. Who's loyal to whom, or to what Empire, isn't important—not really. We're all human beings. We all are.”

“So you agree then? We did cause all this?”

The brown-haired man shook his head at the blond-haired boy. “No, Lord Hand, we didn't cause all this. I do agree that we helped kill a lot of people. The earthquake was an act of the Infinite, though.”

“Oh,” Healing hand said, frowning. He looked over at the Wizard, a deep, deep sadness on his face. “Lord Eagle, I don't want to kill any more people—or even help kill anyone.”

“Good! I encourage you to stand by that!” Then he laughed. “Remember what the Lady Snow told me?” He hoped the boy didn't internalize their participation to such a degree that it sickened him.

“You mean about becoming what you fear?”

“Yes,” Spying Eagle replied. “Who knows, Lord Hand, someday you might carry a sword around all the time, eh?”

Healing Hand grinned and said, “And you'll question Lurking Hawk!”

Sharing a laugh, the two of them moved onto the next cot. The woman there had a crushed pelvis. Mercifully unconscious, she felt no pain. They knelt on either side of her. Healing Hand placed his large palms on the hip. Spying Eagle placed his hands on the boy's. Their hands were the same size. “One, two, three,” the Wizard said. They applied their talents, Spying Eagle his multiplicity and Healing Hand his amplitude.

The woman stirred as the boy and man withdrew their hands. Torpid, she looked at them. “Am I all right?”

“You are now, Lady,” Healing Hand said. “Have a medacor check that hip in three weeks and get a complete physical. We're only treating the worst wounds right now.”

“Thank you, Lords. I thought the pain was going to kill me.” She looked around, reorienting herself. “Oh! The Lady Consort gave birth,” the woman said, consulting the psychic flow. “Infinite bless her!”

The news of the twins' births had come to them a half-hour ago. Neither felt much enthusiasm. Tired, the pair moved to the next of the seriously injured.

“No,” Spying Eagle said, “I won't interrogate Lurking Hawk. I don't want to subject him to the same indignities he did me.”

“Oh, I know you wouldn't do it for revenge, Lord Eagle,” Healing Hand replied. “What did you say a few minutes ago? 'Who's loyal to whom or to what Empire isn't important.' You're right: It isn't important, but if that isn't, Lord Eagle, what is?”

“Are you a midget in disguise?”

Healing Hand snorted with disgust. “If I'm a midget, you're a bandit spy. You didn't get your name for your eyesight, eh? Look at that leg! Should we amputate? He can always have another grown.”

Spying Eagle examined the warrior on the cot. Badly mangled, the leg was almost irreparable. He looked ahead at the number of patients who needed treatment, assessing.

“I'm serious, Lord Eagle: If loyalty to a person or an Empire doesn't matter, what does? I'm asking only because I don't know.”

“What is important,” Spying Eagle replied, “is that we do the greatest good for the greatest number—and that means we amputate.”

Healing Hand nodded gravely, and the two of them went to work. The boy separated the flesh while the man suspended the flow of blood. Spying Eagle cauterized the major blood vessels. Healing Hand grew new skin over the stump. As they stood to attend to the next patient, the boy yawned.

“How long since you slept, Lord Hand?”

“I don't know—dawn soon, eh, so I'd guess almost twenty-four hours. Listen, Lord Eagle, if the greatest good for the greatest number is the most important goal, don't you feel bound to interrogate Lurking Hawk?”

“Eh? What?” Spying Eagle yawned as well, both of them needing sleep. Since waking, they'd traveled from Burrow to the fortress, had helped besiege that fortress, had returned to Burrow, and had begun to treat the worst injuries. The amount of time since they'd slept was secondary to the amount of psychic energy they'd expended, talent usage resulting in a need for sleep. They both had worked without respite since arriving three hours earlier. Spying Eagle had almost depleted his psychic reserves; he guessed he had enough energy for five more patients. “How are your reserves, Lord Hand?”

The boy shrugged, his large palms at his shoulders. “I don't know. I've never emptied them.”

Frowning, Spying Eagle glanced toward the garrison rubble.

Guarding Bear limped toward them.

“What about this one, Lord Eagle? Surprises me he's still alive.”

The warrior's chest was a pulp of flesh. As Spying Eagle watched, the man died. Healing Hand put his palms on the chest. The body convulsed. The Wizard bent to help him. Together, they pulled the warrior back from the Infinite. With a sigh, he looked at Healing Hand. “Almost lost him, eh?”

Nodding, Healing Hand sighed and glanced toward the garrison.

Guarding Bear was five paces away.

Standing, Spying Eagle bowed, as did Healing Hand.

Guarding Bear nodded to them both. “Good work at the fortress, Lords. I forgot about the tiger. I should have warned you that she can disable her frontal and prefrontal lobes—my fault that you missed her, eh? Sorry. Anyway, that'll be a sleeping potion they'll never forget. I'm proud of you both.”

“Thank you, Lord Bear,” Healing Hand said, looking sad. “I wish I hadn't helped.”

Frowning, Guarding Bear nodded and shrugged. “I'm glad you did. One day you might be glad too. I can see that you didn't enjoy helping to kill those bandits. I didn't enjoy the killing.” He sighed. “My leg needs healing, Little Lord.”

Examining the leg, Healing Hand burst out laughing.

“What's so funny?” Guarding Bear asked.

Spying Eagle probed the leg and also began to laugh.

From the knee downward, the leg resembled a leg—on the surface. Below the skin, veins and arteries wiggled in all directions. Muscles attached to all the wrong tendons. Bone fused to bone at a hundred different angles, hurled together like an unsolved jigsaw puzzle thrown into a box.

“Who healed your leg, Lord?” Healing Hand said, unable to stifle his laughter. Sitting on the ground, he held his sides, rocking back and forth, his face a rictus.

“It hurts!” Guarding Bear complained.

“I'll wager it does, Lord,” Spying Eagle said, chuckling.

“I hope that medacor never treats another human being,” Healing Hand said, red-faced from laughter.

Guarding Bear grunted. “When I saw what a terrible job he did, I gutted him.”

“We'll have to amputate, eh Lord Hand?” Spying Eagle said.

“Indeed, Lord Eagle. It surprises me you can walk at all, Lord General. That leg wouldn't get a snake two feet. What was the medacor's name, Lord?”

Guarding Bear stubbornly examined his fingernails.

“He does that when he doesn't want to answer,” Healing Hand whispered loudly to Spying Eagle.

“I'm afraid we can't help until you tell us who did this.” Spying Eagle tried not to grin. “It's a professional impropriety to redo another medacor's work,” he explained, shrugging.

Guarding Bear expelled a scoffing breath. “All right, you've had your fun. Now heal the blasted leg, eh?”

Chuckling, Healing Hand ordered the General to sit. He and Spying Eagle, one on each side, placed their hands on the transmogrified limb. “One, two, three,” the boy said. They poured talent into the leg.

Sweat glistened on Guarding Bear's brow. He evinced no other reaction to the pain. When the two of them withdrew their hands, he stood and tested the leg. “Thank you, Lords. Still hurts, but I expected that. You did better than that other medacor. I'll see that you get well paid for the work you're doing here.” He looked across the marketplace, across hundreds of cots, all occupied with the severely injured. “How long since you've slept, both of you?”

Yawning, Spying Eagle shrugged. “Lord Hand, do you want to wager the Lord General healed his own leg?”

Healing Hand grinned.

“Obviously, you're both giddy with delirium,” Guarding Bear said. “I hereby relieve you of all duties until noon. Let's get something to eat and find a place to sleep, eh? I feel exhausted.”

“Yes, Lord!” they both said, giggling.

The trio moved toward Scratching Wolf, the garrison commander, who stood at the edge of the marketplace, looking over what remained of the garrison.

“Did you hear that the Lady Consort gave birth, Lord Bear?” Healing Hand asked. “Went into labor while we were at the fortress.”

Guarding Bear nodded, smiling. “I was glad to hear it. Perhaps with the Succession Assured, we'll have peace, eh?”

“Lord General, doesn't the Lady Consort's giving birth displease you at all?” Spying Eagle asked, puzzled.

“Why should it displease me—the Peasant Upstart Usurper?” Smiling, Guarding Bear shook his head. “No, Lord Eagle, I don't want to be Emperor. With a rightful ruler and a rightful heir, we'll have a smooth succession. Neither of you can imagine what an interregnum is like. Neither can I, actually. I don't want to experience one. History is full of examples, none of them pleasant. A smooth succession is better for the Empire, Lord Eagle.”

“ 'The greatest good for the greatest number,' eh Lord Bear?”

“Exactly, Little Lord.”

The trio approached Scratching Wolf, who bowed to the General and nodded to acknowledge the other two. “Well done, Lord General Bear. Is it true you fought the tiger with your bare hands?”

“Of course not, Lord Wolf—I had a sword and a knife.” Guarding Bear sighed. “They'll deify me for this too, eh?”

“They already have, Lord.” Scratching Wolf smiled. “Are you two ready to stop for awhile, Lords?” he asked the young Wizards.

Spying Eagle and Healing Hand nodded.

“I've had a tent erected for you both. Forgive the lack of proper accommodations. I've assigned you a servant and ordered you a meal. Lord General, for you I've secured lodging at a hostelry, and—”

“Enough room there for these two?” Guarding Bear interrupted.

“Uh, well, I think so, if you don't object, Lord.”

“They've earned it, eh? I'll sleep on the floor if I have to. Where is this place, Lord Wolf?”

Scratching his head, the Colonel gave them directions. “The proprietor won't be expecting three of you, Lord. He may require a little persuasion.”

“Deification is a blessing of the Infinite, eh Lord Wolf? Infinite be with you. Thank you, Lord. Oh, uh, congratulations on the birth of your grandchildren, too.” Guarding Bear smiled.

“They're as much mine as they are yours, Lord. Congratulations to you.” Scratching Wolf smiled back, bowing. “Infinite be with you, Lord General.”

The trio walked away, southward, toward the affluent side of Burrow.

“He's not the Arrow Twins' real grandfather, is he?” Healing Hand asked, glancing up dubiously.

Guarding Bear chuckled, shaking his head and tousling the boy's hair. “I'm not either, Little Lord. Speaking of parentage, we only know one grandparent of the four they should have, eh?”

“What do you mean, Lord Bear?”

“Didn't you know Flying Arrow has an empty quiver?”

“You mean he's sterile? Well, that's what I heard. I don't believe everything on the flow. Is it true?”

Nodding, Guarding Bear shrugged. “It doesn't matter, eh? For the greater good, the Arrow Twins are Flying Arrow's children.”

Healing Hand frowned. “That's not very honest.”

“No, Lord Hand, it isn't.”

Silently, the three of them walked southward for a time, considering the necessity of dishonesty and the dishonesty of necessity.

“Spying Eagle volunteered to question Lurking Hawk,” Healing Hand said, grinning. “ 'For the greater good.' ”

“I did nothing remotely similar!” Spying Eagle replied indignantly.

“He even said he'd be Apprentice Sorcerer, 'for the greater good.' ”

“Fibbing little runt!” Spying Eagle said, laughing. “The Infinite will put snakes in your bed, Little Lord. Teach you a lesson, for your greater good.”

Guarding Bear laughed, liking their sense of play. “Being a child must be fun, eh Lord Eagle?”

“Indeed, Lord General. We should always be able to bring out the child in ourselves. When appropriate, of course.”

“Of course. Lord Hand, how long will the bandits sleep?”

“I don't know.” Healing Hand spread his palms beside his shoulders in an elaborate shrug.

“You implanted them. Why don't you know?” Guarding Bear asked.

“Uh, I didn't implant them, Lord Bear. I converted their…” He looked at Spying Eagle, querying him. “I converted their serotonin into melatonin, and put them to sleep that way. It's easy to do. At my mother's clinic, I'd have fun with the patients. They'd be on the table, talking nervously, waiting for my mother to start. Then: Thump! They'd turn off like a lamp. When Mother was done, I'd change it back and they'd wake up and start talking right where they left off. After a moment or two, they'd ask when she was going to start. We'd both laugh and go find the next patient. I've never just left them like that, so I don't know.”

Guarding Bear chuckled, wondering how long the bandits would sleep. “Well, I won't lose any sleep over it, so don't worry.”

Walking southward, the three of them shared a laugh, as if they'd always been friends—and always would be.







Chapter 25

After bestowal, newborns are highly receptive to all frequencies of energy. Between five and seven years old, an infant's prefrontal lobes develop neural assemblies called source lattices, which enable them to emit psychic energy. From birth to source-lattice development, a child has few psychic defenses other than the milieu the parents provide. During these years, a high degree of socialization occurs. Furthermore, any trauma has a severe impact upon the child's emotional, intellectual, and spiritual development. These years are the most formative of our entire lives.—Motherhood: Nature and Nurture.

* * *

Peering through the hole, Lurking Hawk cursed the wet nurses again. Why can't they leave the Arrow Twins alone? What will I do if they never leave the room? The Northern Wizard didn't know. I won't get another chance to do this! he thought. Lurking Hawk was so close to his revenge that he could taste it.

In the bedroom of his suite in Emparia Castle lay a guard, his throat slit. When the guard's relief appeared an hour hence, Lurking Hawk had to be done with this task.

He made a face at the sour taste in his mouth. Vengeance means doing distasteful things, he thought. All men were vulnerable at some time, and most were vulnerable at that time.

An hour ago, waking, Lurking Hawk had smiled at the guard watching him sleep. He'd offered to pleasure the man. While doing so, Lurking Hawk had filched the guard's knife. At that moment, he'd used it. I wonder if the guard enjoyed his final moment, Lurking Hawk thought, smiling despite the taste.

Beyond the hole, the wet nurses tidied the nursery.

While blood drained from the body, Lurking Hawk had slipped from the room through the panel behind the bed, entering the secret passageways. For a short eternity, he'd traversed the dank, cramped corridors, the dark, narrow stairwells. He'd thought he'd gotten lost at one point, and almost panicked. At that moment, he'd heard a baby's cry.

Looking into the shielded nursery, he'd seen the wet nurses put the twins to their engorged breasts. Impatiently, he'd watched as the twins fed. In disgust, he'd listened to the wet nurses discuss meconium and other excrescences of newborns. With rising revulsion, he'd watched one nurse clean the dark, sticky substance from one twin's buttocks. Wanting to vomit at the sight of the infant's first feces, Lurking Hawk had swallowed his gorge, a sour taste in his mouth.

A sharp snap brought him from his reverie.

The lights had just gone off. Putting his eye to the hole, he saw the door close. Waiting for an excruciating count of ten, in case the wet nurses had forgotten something, Lurking Hawk pushed on the hinged stone slab.

It refused to move.

Infinite blast it! he thought, pushing harder.

Still, it stayed.

Panic blossomed within him. Holding the handle so it didn't crash open on him, he put his shoulder against the door and pushed will all this strength. Why is the handle on this side? Lurking Hawk wondered, straining furiously to push open the stuck stone slab. Standing and clearing his throat, he straightened his robes and extended a hand toward the handle.

He tugged. It swung easily, noiselessly toward him.

He stepped into the nursery, cursing his own stupidity.

Grateful for the room shields, Lurking Hawk looked down upon the Arrow Twins, the instruments of his revenge upon the man who'd destroyed the Northern Empire. Smiling, he probed them. Their young, uncluttered minds welcomed him happily.

All newborns were thus, without inhibition or anxiety or fear. Knowing no fear, they were receptive to every nuance of psychic energy. Vulnerable and highly sensitive, they would stay shielded for much of their infancy.

Nine months before, Flying Arrow had asked Lurking Hawk to implant Bubbling Water's child. Lurking Hawk had known the result of manipulating Rippling Water's young mind. Damaging the Usurper's daughter had pleased the Sorcerer immensely. Flying Arrow had seemed incognizant of the deleterious effects on an infant's mind. If he'd known them, he'd expressed no compunction. A baby only three days old, though, was far more vulnerable.

Should I kill them? Lurking Hawk wondered for the hundredth time. Flying Arrow had no scruples and would merely find another inseminator. Lurking Hawk knew a much better alternative. The strife between Leaping Jaguar and his younger brother had given him the idea. The Emperor Scratching Jaguar had preferred an Heir ill-suited for the position over a younger brother more than capable. A crippled Heir was better than no Heir at all.

Examining the structure of their embryonic talents, Lurking Hawk saw their vast potential immediately. The offspring of two parents with talents never quantified or qualified, the twins had a potential they'd probably never fulfill. Looking at their prefrontal lobes, he grew puzzled. They have the development of children five to six years old! he thought, shocked. Why?

Lurking Hawk considered carefully. Just after the insemination, he'd failed to breach the Consort's shields. Her subconscious talent had diverted his probes. If no one can probe her, he wondered, how did a Wizard accelerate her children's development? She can't disable her talent. That Wizard must have been more powerful than me.

Frowning, Lurking Hawk thought of another likelihood: That Flowering Pine was a Wizard herself.

No! Impossible! he thought. Dismissing such a ridiculous idea, he looked down upon the Arrow Twins—and smiled.

Knowing the depth of the identical-twin empathy link, Lurking Hawk needed to prevent its development between them. I'll change one twin's signature in one direction, he thought, then change the other twin's in the opposite direction.

Rubbing his hands together, he summoned his concentration, closing his eyes. During development, before losing their infantile plasticity, their brains might reinstate the frequencies encoded in chromosome. Lurking Hawk needed to change the frequencies so much that that didn't happen. After that, he'd plunge their talents into their subconscious minds. They'll be birds without wings in a flock that never lands!

Withdrawing from the first twin's mind, he began on the other's. Glancing back, he noticed that the frequencies of the first twin hadn't changed at all.

Odd, he thought, repeating the procedure.

As he withdrew, the frequencies reverted.

Suddenly furious, he struck with force enough to kill.

His blast of talent stopped, reversed, and lanced him.

Staggering backward a step, Lurking Hawk struggled to remain on his feet. These Infinite-blasted infants! he thought angrily, cursing their parentage. I must remain calm, he told himself. This time he tried to manipulate the other twin's mind.

As he withdrew, the frequencies reverted.

Patiently, he tried again.

As he withdrew, the frequencies reverted.

Suddenly furious, he struck with force enough to kill.

His blast of talent stopped, reversed, and lanced him.

Picking himself up off the floor, Lurking Hawk hoped his fall hadn't alarmed the wet nurses, knowing they were alert for a baby's cry.

Picking himself up off the floor, Lurking Hawk hoped his fall hadn't alarmed the wet nurses, knowing they were alert for a baby's cry.

He didn't know he'd fallen twice.

Trying to probe them, he discovered he'd depleted his psychic reserves. Impossible! he thought, having conserved his energy for just this manipulation. Wondering where his energy had gone, Lurking Hawk looked down upon the twins and contemplated murder.

Furious that mere infants had repelled his efforts, he controlled his impulse. What do I do? he wondered in despair. I can't kill them, and I can't separate their minds. Oh, dear lord Infinite must I give up on my revenge? I'll die if I try further manipulation on empty reserves.

While he watched, each of the young, young minds folded into itself, unable to comprehend what had just happened.

Lacking even the energy to probe them further, Lurking Hawk stumbled toward the false panel, nudged it open and slipped from the nursery, wondering if his efforts would be sufficient.

In the secret passageways, Lurking Hawk descended a stairwell, unaware he bled from both ears.

Below a glow approached. Retreating up the stairwell, he wondered who else was using the secret passageways at this hour of night. The glow ascended. Afraid of capture, he backed into a niche across from the secret door and tried to fashion a psychic cloak. His talents failed.

Murmuring approached with the light. Before reaching the short, cramped corridor where Lurking Hawk hid, the person doused the light. The murmur grew louder, and soon, the Wizard heard words.

“… Receive a pyre much more fancy than your mother could have given you. I'm sure the Infinite will accept you into its embrace, despite the little lie of your origins. What's a soul to the Infinite? Matters not that you're a bastard peasant conceived during your mother's injudicious joining with some stranger whose name she never knew. No, matters not at all. All are equal in the eyes of the Infinite.”

Recognizing the voice, Lurking Hawk saw what Exploding Illusion cradled gently in his arms.

A baby boy.

Shielded, Exploding Illusion peered through the peephole. In the dim light, Lurking Hawk saw him smile. The new Sorcerer pinched off the boy's nose.

The infant struggled, its motions quickly growing weak.

The moment the infant died, Exploding Illusion entered the nursery.

Hurrying down the stairwell, Lurking Hawk smiled wearily.

* * *

The sentries at the castle gate bowed.

Nodding to them as befitted his station, Healing Hand smiled wearily. One perquisite of his sudden rise was that others bowed and scraped to him, instead of he to them. He was still uncomfortable with it.

To the east rose the sun, sending its first blinding rays into the dawning day. Stepping between sentries and into the castle, Healing Hand passed the invisible barrier of electrical shielding.

Immediately, the sadness on the flow struck deep.

No! Healing Hand thought, withering within.

Yes, he said to himself, stilling his initial denial and adjusting his emotional balance as Spying Eagle had taught him. Tears began to pour down his cheeks. Slowly, Healing Hand walked toward the offices of the Imperial Medacor.

Toward tragedy.

Yesterday morning, the Emperor had announced a ceremony to honor the Wizards who'd opened the Tiger Fortress to Imperial siege. Carrying their dead colleague, Searching Sight, the five Wizards had traveled from Burrow to Emparia City, arriving the night before, exhausted. In a suite prepared just for them, three of the five Wizards had stayed at the castle. Spying Eagle had gone to see his parents and had stayed the night there. Healing Hand had gone home to see his mother and sister. Having slept there, he'd returned to the castle at dawn, eager to resume his apprenticeship under Soothing Spirit. Last night, the Imperial Medacor had told him that he didn't need to resume immediately. Healing Hand, however, had been eager to resume a training he hadn't really started.

Now, tragedy awaited him in the infirmary.

Now, Healing Hand wanted to return home to the safety of his mother, to forget this had happened, to deny the reality that half the hope of the Empire had died in the night.

Healing Hand walked onward, weeping.

The castle flow had carried the news. Only ten minutes before he'd arrived, the wet nurses had entered the nursery to feed a pair of hungry babies. They'd found one dead.

Suffocated.

Crib death claimed more infants less than six months old than any other malady. This time it'd claimed an Heir.

Ascending a last stairwell, Healing Hand turned into the crowded corridor outside the Medacor's offices. No one really saw him as he slipped into the antechamber, where the assistant medacor, Cloudy Sky, stood sentinel at the infirmary door, a pair of guards reinforcing his authority to deny anyone entrance.

Nodding to him, Healing Hand asked, “What happened, Lord Sky?”

Gesturing him to a corner, Cloudy Sky lowered himself to his haunches. His eyes level with the boy's, the morose medacor smiled sadly. “Rotten day to return to work, eh? The Lord Spirit is doing an autopsy on the body. They've taken the healthy twin to the shielded nursery in the Consort's suite, where two new wet nurses have taken charge of his care. Exploding Illusion implanted both nurses with a memory of one birth and no death. They're making every effort to shield the remaining boy from his brother's death. The previous wet nurses face possible death for their negligence. The Lady Consort is hysterical with grief and took an oral sedative on the Lord Spirit's order. Sorry to say, Little Lord, the Lord Emperor canceled the ceremony this evening. We're all very proud of you, I want you to know. It just wouldn't be right to celebrate the siege now.”

Healing Hand nodded. “Thank you, Lord.” We can't completely shield the boy from his brother's death, or from the grief of an Empire, Healing Hand thought. “Do you think the Lord Spirit would object if I just went home?”

“No, Little Lord, not at all. He'd find you a bother right now. Too much happening, eh?”

“That's what I thought.” Healing Hand began to cry again, softly, silently, effortlessly. Spying Eagle had taught him not to resist his emotions, instead to flow with them, to let them carry him, to let them flow through him.

Pulling the boy into his embrace, Cloudy Sky rained with him.

“Thank you, Lord,” the boy said finally, pulling away. Looking down the corridor where the baby had died, he remembered the last time he'd been in that room. Then it had been Lurking Hawk's cell.

A warrior strode into the main infirmary and looked around. Healing Hand recognized him. The sergeant had commanded the four guards posted outside that cell. The boy detected why the warrior had come, despite his fierce efforts to shield himself. Spying Eagle had taught him how to penetrate even the most impregnable of human shields, all having some flaw.

Healing Hand strode over to the warrior, gesturing Cloudy Sky to follow.

“Lord Apprentice,” the Sergeant said, recognizing him and bowing.

Healing Hand remembered to nod, as befitted a superior. “I know why you're here, Lord Sergeant. The Lord Spirit is busy right now. The Lord Sky and I will attend to this.”

“Yes, Lord,” the Sergeant said. “How did you know?”

“Your shields are curtains in the wind of my talent,” Healing Hand said, not bothering to explain. Gesturing the man to lead, he thought that a boy's commanding an adult must look amusing. He'd taken charge merely to distract his mind from the tragedy.

“Where are we going?” Cloudy Sky asked, following obediently.

“You'll see, Lord Sky,” Healing Hand said. “I pray we don't find what I think we'll find.”

Reaching corridors less-crowded, Healing Hand asked, “Lord Sky, have you done a post-mortem examination before?”

“I've done many, Little Lord. Why do you ask?”

“You'll do two more, Lord Sky. Lord Sergeant, have you informed the Lord Emperor?”

The warrior looked over his shoulder. “Yes, Lord Medacor. When I saw them, I sealed the room, ordered a subordinate to inform the Lord Emperor and then came to find a medacor.” Turning into a stairwell, he began to ascend. “I didn't want to tell the Lord Emperor myself, but I'll probably lose my head anyway, eh?” The Sergeant laughed with the fatalism of those already dead.

“I hope you don't, Lord Sergeant,” Healing Hand said. “You're simply doing your duty. Does the Lord Emperor often kill messengers when he doesn't like the message?”

The Sergeant grinned over his shoulder.

The stairwell led them to a corridor lined with guards, a portable unit shielding each. Many of them whispered amongst themselves.

Healing Hand walked into Lurking Hawk's suite, smelling the distinct odor of blood. At a closed door stood two guards, at attention. Bowing to the Sergeant, they stood aside.

The Sergeant opened the door to the rooms where Lurking Hawk had slept for fourteen years. The two medacors looked in.

“Oh, Lord Infinite,” Cloudy Sky murmured.

On the bed were two bodies, one of them the Northern Wizard. They were both dead. Blood splashed the room, pooled on the floor.

Healing Hand stepped into the room, regretting he'd worn his finest silk robes. How can I care about appearance at such a time as this? he wondered. “Step in here, Lord Sergeant, and close the door,” he said.

The Sergeant did as Healing Hand bade him.

The dead warrior's shield was still on. “I'll have to turn off the shield. I'll try to disturb as little as possible,” he said.

Stepping carefully around pools of blood, he flipped the switch on the shield. Touching nothing else, he backed away. Setting aside a section of memory, Healing Hand increased his hippocampus adrenalin. From near the door, he examined as much as he could.

 

The warrior laying face up on the bed had bled to death. His throat slashed, the knife was still in the wound. His robes were open. Around his waist was a utility belt, on it the portable shield. He wore no loincloth. On his penis were traces of semen. Comparing it to the semen inside the testes, Healing Hand saw they were the same. The face was a rictus of pleasure. He found elevated levels of testosterone in the blood. The warrior had died during or shortly after ejaculation.

Healing Hand examined the other body.

Lurking Hawk lay half-sprawled face down across the warrior. His head near the warrior's feet, his own feet hung off the bed at an angle. In and around his mouth were traces of semen. On his right hand was blood, the same type of blood as the warrior's. Below Lurking Hawk's ears were rivulets of more blood, running in different directions, some of it more coagulated. He'd first bled while standing, then had collapsed and bled more. In the brain were two aneurisms, both in the prefrontal lobes—the psychic centers. Lurking Hawk had died abusing his talents, not from a physical struggle.

Healing Hand then tested the core temperatures of both bodies. “Lord Sky, they died more than an hour apart. Something doesn't look right.”

“You're right, Little Lord,” Cloudy Sky said. “Lurking Hawk didn't die trying to kill the guard.”

Healing Hand examined the splashes of blood, marking each drop by type, the two men having had different blood types. Most of the blood was the warrior's, a little Lurking Hawk's. Too little, the boy thought.

Then he saw something odd.

On the headboard was hand-print in the guard's blood and a drop of Lurking Hawk's. Both looked out of place, so he examined the area more thoroughly. He found two more drops amidst the warrior's blood splashed on the headboard. In addition, on the wall behind the headboard was a thin streak. The angle of fall nearly vertical, the drop's momentum had spread it out on contact with stone. Lurking Hawk must have been near or at the wall while bleeding, Healing Hand concluded. Why? he wondered.

He consulted with his colleague, the Sergeant listening in.

“I don't know, Lord Hand,” Cloudy Sky said, frowning.

“Infinite blast it,” the Sergeant said. “I knew we should have put the Traitor in the dungeons!”

“Why, Lord?” Healing Hand asked.

“Can either of you levitate me?”

Cloudy Sky volunteered. Rising slowly, the Sergeant directed the medacor to float him toward the wall behind the headboard. Extending a hand, the Sergeant pushed open a false panel.

“Infinite help us,” Healing Hand said.

“Put me down in here, eh Lord?” the Sergeant said. He guided himself into the opening as Cloudy Sky lowered him.

“Lord Sergeant, do you have a lamp?”

Unhooking one from his belt, he flashed it at them.

Healing Hand nodded. “Do you see blood on the floor in there?”

Kneeling, the Sergeant shone the light downward. “Yes, Lord.”

“I'll go, Lord Sky,” Healing Hand said, stepping gingerly between splashes of blood. Carefully, he placed his foot on the mattress beside the dead warrior's head. Climbing over the headboard, Healing Hand dropped into the secret passageway, the Sergeant half-catching him.

“I don't really need the light, Lord Sergeant,” Healing Hand said. “I can see the way with my talents.”

“I'll leave it on, Lord.”

The boy-medacor scanned the floor for traces of hemoglobin, reading chemical compositions with his talents. A drop here, a drop there, the trail was distinct enough to follow. His sense of direction good, he guessed where it led before they arrived.

When they did arrive, he was too short to look through the hole. He saw the handle attached to stone. He guessed people were beyond the secret door, so he didn't open it. Quietly, he asked the Sergeant to look.

“Now let's go, eh?” Healing Hand said, tugging the enraged Sergeant away. He knew what the man had seen.

The nursery inside the offices of the Imperial Medacor.

Lurking Hawk had finally exacted his revenge.

“I deserve to lose my head,” the Sergeant said mournfully.

“I hope you don't. The fault was the Lord Emperor's as well, eh? Didn't he order the Traitor confined to his own suite?”

“Yes, but even so, someone, anyone, everyone should have thought of the secret passageways. We all know they're there!”

Healing Hand nodded in the dark, retracing their route.

When they reached Lurking Hawk's suite, the Lord Emperor Flying Arrow had arrived. His face was pale. Crimson rimmed his eyes. He clenched and unclenched his teeth, hollowing his cheeks. He had the Imperial Sword unsheathed, and it was dripping. Blood bespattered his robes. Seeing them, he motioned them to follow, retreating into the next room.

Healing Hand and the Sergeant climbed from the passageway carefully.

Sweating, Cloudy Sky looked frightened as they passed him.

In the next room, the boy and the Sergeant knelt in blood and bowed to Flying Arrow. On the floor were the bodies of two warriors, both headless and disemboweled. No one else was present, the suite clear. Healing Hand guessed that the Emperor had ordered everyone out. Commanding the two guards at the bedroom door to fall on their knives, Flying Arrow had removed their heads while they had slit their bellies.

“Lord Sergeant,” Flying Arrow said, “it would be an honor to assist you.”

“I'd consider your help an honor far beyond my humble station, Lord Emperor Arrow. Since you offer, I accept. Thank you, Lord Emperor, for allowing this humble warrior to serve.” Opening his robes, the Sergeant drew a blade. Sweat dripped from his chin.

Healing Hand swallowed. “Lord Emperor, please forgive me, I must object. This man isn't at fault for what happened. No one's at fault, Lord. I beg you to spare his life.” Bowing, he held it for a moment, then straightened.

Flying Arrow looked at him with sympathy. “I can guess what you found in that passageway, Lord Hand. I've asked the Lord Sergeant to slit his belly not because of any fault, merely to silence those who know. We'd incur too much shame as an Empire if the manner of my son's death became public.”

“Of course, you're right, Lord Emperor. May I suggest an alternative?”

Flying Arrow nodded.

“Erase the memory, Lord. He's a good man and deserves to live longer. Please, Lord.”

Flying Arrow glanced at the Sergeant, who nodded vigorously. “All right, Little Lord. The Lord Illusion will have to erase the Lord Sky's memory as well. Lord Sergeant, report to the Sorcerer's office.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor Arrow!” the Sergeant said, bowing deeply and leaving quickly.

“What of you?” Flying Arrow asked. “You're too young for that. You'll need all of your mind for your duties as Imperial Medacor someday, eh? Serving my son the Lord Emperor?”

“Yes, Lord. It is an honor that you consider me worthy of such esteem.” Healing Hand hoped he spoke with the proper decorum. “The Lady Matriarch Water has already instructed me in matters of extreme discretion, Lord Emperor Arrow. I treated her daughter Rippling Water and told no one what caused the affliction. I know the danger of even the smallest indiscretion, Lord Emperor.”

Nodding, Flying Arrow examined his face. “Since this will be one of many secrets you'll keep, I'll let it remain. However, I want the Lord Sorcerer to teach you how to put your mind into compartments.”

“Yes, Lord Emperor. Thank you, Lord, thank you very much,” Healing Hand said, relieved.

“At a better time, we'll discuss further training for you, Little Lord. Ever think about becoming a psychological Wizard?”

“Uh, I'd like that, Lord Emperor. It would be an honor.” He decided not to say that Bubbling Water had already asked him the same question.

Smiling, Flying Arrow nodded.

Healing Hand looked at the floor. When he looked up, tears streaked his face. “Lord Emperor, I'm sorry your son's dead.”

His face crumpling, Flying Arrow began to cry.

Standing, Healing Hand reached to reassure him, to commiserate.

Spinning away, Flying Arrow turned to face the wall, his shoulders shaking violently, his sobs echoing in the room.

Tears pouring down his face, Healing Hand returned to the bedroom to finish the post-mortem examination.

Wanting to bring the dead infant boy back to life.







Chapter 26

The Northern Empire rose from its own ashes under two men: Scowling Tiger and Seeking Sword. The first, an Eastern expatriate, brought the bandits together, and the second, his origins the subject of intense historical debate, legitimized the new Northern Empire.

We have only scant knowledge of Seeking Sword's youth. We do know that he succeeded Scowling Tiger in 9318, five years before the fall. The basis of Seeking Sword's sovereignty is unclear. Some sources say he was Lofty Lion's son, and other sources, Flying Arrow's. Still other sources say his father was Guarding Bear. In the words of an expression common to the period, “Infinite knows.”— The Fall of the Swords, by Keeping Track.

* * *

Staring at the knife, Melding Mind prepared to join the Infinite. The haft was a single chunk of emerald. Having passed from Wizard father to Wizard son for generations, the knife was old. Melding Mind reflected that that tradition would end when he plunged knife into belly.

His own son!

Scowling Tiger had often asked him to sire a child or two. Melding Mind had always been reluctant. The Tiger Raiders and all bandits in the empty northern lands faced a future obscure. The life of a bandit was without influence, face, or honor. Melding Mind wanted his progeny to grow up legitimate citizens of Empire—any Empire.

As his son, Percipient Mind, had done.

Knowing he'd never meet his son, Melding Mind contemplated the knife, the means of his passage onward. He felt so ashamed. Yawning again, he still felt drowsy after the long sleep induced by the Eastern Wizards.

During the first moments of the siege, Flying Arrow had appeared to be leading the attack. Manufactured in the Eastern Empire, the fortress shields disabled themselves under the probe of the Eastern Imperial Sword. A moment before the awesome energy of the six Wizards put them all to sleep, Melding Mind had seen that his son Percipient Mind was emulating the signature of the Imperial Sword.

His own son had penetrated an electrical shield. Not one, but thousands of electrical shields. An impossible feat. Thousands.

His own son!

A full battalion of Eastern Armed Forces had then poured into the fortress. If the Infinite hadn't sent an earthquake to stop them, they'd have slain all the bandits. In the attack, one hundred sixty-three Imperial warriors had died. The tiger had killed thirty Imperial warriors and one hundred thirty-three had died in the collapse of the central stairwell. The Infinite-sent earthquake had killed more warriors elsewhere. From the rubble of Burrow Garrison, the Empire had unearthed more than five hundred bodies.

Imperial losses, though, were paltry compared to bandit losses. Thirty-two hundred fourteen bandits had died in less than an hour, slaughtered as they lay sleeping. A full twenty-four hours had passed before a single bandit awoke from the Wizard-induced sleep. Fortunately, the first bandit to wake had been a chemathon, and she'd begun to wake the others, converting their melatonin back to serotonin. Lacking this talent, the tiger had been unable to help. As more bandits awoke, Scowling Tiger had ordered the bodies collected and the core emptied of rubble.

Melding Mind had helped where he could. As the size of the tragedy unfolded, more and more bandits had come to him for treatment, unable to face the terrible reality. After twenty or so, Melding Mind had found he couldn't treat another, seeing their accusing glances and vilifying faces. Recognizing the pattern, he'd known that he was projecting these qualities onto his patients. The accusation and vilification were his own. He'd had to stop treating others so he could treat himself. “Physician, heal thyself,” one ancient philosopher had said.

Melding Mind hadn't known how—and still didn't.

His own son!

Sighing, he contemplated an emerald-hafted knife.

“Lord Mind.” In the ravine below him, carrying out yet another corpse, was Easing Comfort. He tossed the body like a sack of grain onto the stack in the ravine. From the northern entrance of the fortress, to the twin towers guarding the mouth a quarter-mile away, was a stack of bodies six to eight feet high. They'd nearly finished piling up the dead.

“Lord Comfort,” Melding Mind replied.

“May I join you, my friend?” Blond of hair and large of hand, Easing Comfort looked up at him through blue of eye.

Indifferent, Melding Mind gestured him up.

The Wizard-medacor jumped and levitated himself. Landing beside his colleague, Easing Comfort looked closely at Melding Mind, brown of hair, of eye, of skin. Sitting beside Melding Mind, Easing Comfort unsheathed a knife of his own. “I was serious, you know.”

The Wizard frowned at him. “About … joining me?”

The Wizard-medacor nodded. “In your journey onward, my friend.”

“Eh? Has the Infinite addled your brains?”

“No, Lord, not at all. I've also wanted to join the Infinite since the siege.”

“Why?!” The other's mood moved Melding Mind profoundly. Of all the people he knew, none had a more pleasant disposition than Easing Comfort—or one more resilient. The Wizard-medacor never seemed unable to adjust.

“For the same reason as you, my friend: I can't bear the shame.” Sighing, Easing Comfort spread his large hands beside his shoulders in an elaborate shrug.

“What shame?!” Melding Mind replied. “You're shameless! You always have been!”

Easing Comfort laughed easily. “No, my friend, I'm not talking about anything I've done. I recognized the signature of Percipient Mind in the attack. At first, I thought he was you.”

Nodding, Melding Mind looked down at the knife. He felt it twisting in his gut.

“I recognized another signature,” Easing Comfort added.

The Wizard looked at his colleague. “That's right—I'd forgotten. The Wizard who put us to sleep, that was your son, wasn't it?”

Nodding, Easing Comfort looked down at the knife.

“If you wanted,” Melding Mind said, “you might feel proud that your son has such power and talent. He supplied most of the energy and focused it with incredible precision. I'd have thought he was using a talisman, but he wasn't. That was him doing most of the work. From what I saw, he could have put half the Tiger Raiders to sleep by himself.”

“If I wanted,” Easing Comfort said tersely, contemplating knife.

“Why don't you want to?” asked Melding Mind.

“Why don't you?” Easing Comfort retorted.

His own son! Melding Mind laughed and hung his hand on his friend's shoulder.

Laughing also, Easing Comfort hugged the man. They shared so much, had so much in common.

“Infinite blast you both!” said a gruff voice from below.

“The Infinite's too late,” Melding Mind replied, still laughing. “Our sons have already blasted us. What do you want?”

Scowling at them, Raging River turned to the man beside him. “Lord Tiger, I humbly beg permission to take the heads of these disrespectful curmudgeons who've insulted every one of our dead with their laughter.”

“We all handle tragedy in different ways, Lord River,” Scowling Tiger replied. “Permission denied.” The bandit general looked up toward the Wizards, his daughter in his arms.

The girl looked up and waved. “Bad smell!” Purring Tiger said, holding her nose. The tiger shook her head and snorted to clear her nostrils.

“We've found all the bodies, Lords,” Scowling Tiger said. “Let's go.”

The two men on the ridge descended, floating down into the ravine. Melding Mind murmured at his emerald-hafted knife, “Another time, eh?” Then he sheathed it.

Raging River frowned at him. “You talk to that blade as I talk to my sword.”

“We all have our idiosyncracies, Lord River.”

Nodding, the old retainer turned to issue orders to the levithons coming out of the fortress.

Melding Mind followed Scowling Tiger toward the mouth of ravine. The tops of twin towers caught the first light of day. He walked sadly along beside his friends, trying not to look at bodies they passed, trying not to shoulder the blame for their deaths.

An act of the Infinite had brought his son to the northern border to help Guarding Bear besiege the Tiger Fortress. An act of the Infinite had interrupted that siege and destroyed Burrow Garrison at the same moment. “The Infinite giveth and the Infinite taketh away,” said the Book of the Infinite. Melding Mind had always thought the passage inane. He understood now why people so often quoted it.

At the mouth of ravine, Scowling Tiger looked back.

Melding Mind stepped past him, looking northward.

Raging River, his voice echoing in the ravine, issued a loud, ringing order. The quarter-mile stack of bodies rose, a levithon lifting every ten feet along its length. The funeral procession began its journey north.

His own son!

* * *

Four hours after sunrise, the procession halfway to its destination, the news reached them on the flow: One of the Arrow Twins had died in the night.

Melding Mind felt no happiness at the Empire's misfortune. Their losing half their hope resonated with his own loss. Bowing his head, he walked north in silence, finally able to grieve.

“What are you crying for?” Raging River raged at him.

“Go to the Infinite,” Melding Mind said without rancor.

Raging River drew and slashed but the Wizard easily stopped the blade.

Scowling Tiger stopped and turned. “Put it away, Lord River.”

Raging River looked at him murderously but sheathed his sword.

“I forgive you this time, Lord,” the bandit general said gently. “We're all on edge, eh? You rage, he laughs, she curses, he cries. Our reactions all differ, Lord River. Leave it be, eh? If you have to, hack up a tree, but don't harm anyone except yourself.” Scowling Tiger stared the man down as the stack of bodies moved northward, inexorable.

“Yes, Lord. Forgive me. I'm sorry. Perhaps you'll do me the honor of taking my head. I don't have any use for it.”

Scowling Tiger smiled sadly. “I do. Let's go, my friend.”

“Yes, Lord.” Raging River fell into step beside his liege lord. “I'm sorry, Lord Mind. The Infinite made me do it, eh?”

Smiling, Melding Mind nodded and resumed walking beside the retainer with iron hair and iron anger. The Wizard began to meditate with the monotony of their progress, letting his pain flow with him, around him, through him.

* * *

When he next became aware of his surroundings, the sun told him hours had passed. Ahead, Scowling Tiger had stopped on a rise and was shaking his head. Then he walked down the other side.

Melding Mind gained the crest.

Beside the path stood Leaping Elk, Slithering Snake and an unknown woman, an infant child in her arms. An electrical shield enclosed the woman and child. Across the path from them stood Bucking Stag, his mate and a chief lieutenant. The Westerner watched Scowling Tiger—not his enemy across the road.

Melding Mind raised his eyebrows. Bucking Stag and Leaping Elk had been enemies for so long no one remembered the reason for their enmity. Yet here they were, together.

As if on cue, all the bandits ahead bowed. Scowling Tiger and his contingent bowed back equally. They joined the procession without a word.

Melding Mind slipped back into his trance.

Other bandit leaders joined them along the way, the Wizard only peripherally aware of each. Dust clung to his face, sticky with evaporated tears.

* * *

Close to sunset they arrived.

A trench gouged the meadow beside the road.

The long line of bodies split into several segments, each segment as long as the trench. Without much ceremony, the levithons lowered each segment into it, parallel to each other. Bodies filled a trench just deep and wide enough to hold them all.

From one end Melding Mind watched the levithons move tons of earth over the bodies, piling it up high above the level of the road.

Burial wasn't the custom. They simply couldn't have burned so many bodies. Corpses would've rotted before they could have burned half of them. Burial was their only alternative.

Tears poured anew from Melding Mind's eyes as they covered the mass grave over. Stone masons constructed a monument nearby, a simple arch over the road, on it a simple inscription: “Here lie 3214 bandits, killed by Empire in the Year of the Infinite, 9303.”

The levithons finished as the sun's last rays streaked the western sky. Soon darkness descended upon a world already too dark.

Melding Mind wept openly.

His own son!

* * *

Under mournful stars, around a blazing fire, bandits gathered.

The Medacor Easing Comfort looked around the group. They represented three different nationalities and fifteen of the largest bands. Forty-five, fifty people in all, he estimated.

Before the siege, all had accepted invitations to come four days hence to the Tiger Fortress for a conference to unite bandit against Empire.

Standing, the medacor walked around the fire, greeting everyone by name. Most of them knew him and trusted him. As chief medical officer of the Tiger Raiders, Easing Comfort was by extension the most well-known healer north of the Windy Mountains.

The only person whose name he didn't know was the caucasian woman who'd come with Leaping Elk, a newborn infant in her arms. A shield concealing her, he couldn't even consult the flow to learn her name.

Reaching her, he said, “I'm Easing Comfort, Lady. Infinite be with you. May I ask your name?”

Dark brown hair framed her intelligent face and widely-spaced, hazel eyes. “I'm Fawning Elk, Lord Comfort.” Nodding, she couldn't make a proper obeisance because of the child at her breast. She'd attached the portable shield to the infant's blanket.

She looks familiar, Easing Comfort thought, wondering where he'd seen her face before. Wishing she wasn't using the shield, he wanted to know more about her. She had the carriage of an Empress, the beauty of a courtesan and the tongue of a linguist. The Wizard-medacor had overheard her speaking with both Leaping Elk and Bucking Stag in their respective native tongues. Easing Comfort knew nothing else about her. She'd remained shielded during the walk north, not wanting to expose the newborn to the terrible grief on the flow.

Easing Comfort nodded curtly, evincing no surprise at her name. Unusual that she'd taken the patronym when she mated. Unusual that she'd mated a man easily twenty-five years older. Unusual that Leaping Elk hadn't mentioned having a mate when he'd last visited the fortress. Unusual that he hadn't said she was pregnant. Very unusual, Easing Comfort thought.

“Thank you for coming, Lady Elk,” he said. “Infinite bless you for being here. Travel with a child can't be easy, Lady Elk. On behalf of the Lord General Scowling Tiger, I extend welcome and gratitude.”

“Thank you, Lord Comfort. If my mate and I can do anything within our humble means, please ask. Your tragedy is ours. Your grief, ours.” Suddenly, handing the shielded child to Leaping Elk, she stood and excused herself. She walked away crying.

He watched her go, belatedly recognizing her. She was Trickling Stream, and he'd met her at Gentle Hand's clinic nine months before. “I seem to have upset the Lady, Lord Elk,” he said to the Southerner. “I didn't intend to cause her sorrow.”

“Lady sorrow own has, eh? Not your fault be, Comfort Easing Lord.”

Easing Comfort nodded, detecting at the edge of her mindshields a personal grief beneath the collective grief, but not its cause. He guessed her exmatriation had been terrible for her. “Please, would you extend my apologies when she returns, Lord Elk?”

Leaping Elk said something to Slithering Snake in the Southern tongue. The large sectathon translated. “The Lord Elk says he'll happily do so, Lord Comfort. He invites you, if you'd like, to return and express the apology yourself. Of course, the Lord Comfort's always welcome at the caves of the humble bandit.”

“Thank you, Lord Elk, this humble bandit feels honored.” Bowing to Leaping Elk, Easing Comfort moved on.

He greeted the next man, Peeking Ocelot, the leader of six thousand bandits, continuing around the fire. Flame was hot on his back.

He greeted Spitting Wolverine, the leader of eight thousand bandits, reaching the place whence he'd started. At Scowling Tiger's feet lay the domesticated tiger, purring contentedly.

“May I borrow your sword, Lord?”

Nodding, Scowling Tiger pulled the weapon from his sash. Immediately, Raging River tried to give the bandit general his blade. “I'd feel much better if you kept it, Lord River,” Scowling Tiger said.

Reluctantly, the retainer acquiesced.

Facing the fire, Easing Comfort held the sword above his head. “Infinite be with you all, Lords and Ladies,” he said, his voice resonant. “I am the Wizard-medacor Easing Comfort. I have at one time or another met each of you. Each of you knows and respects my integrity, poor though it is. Therefore, I ask that you allow me to mediate here, at this, the first meeting of the Bandit Council.”

Lowering the sword, he looked around the assembly.

Many bandits nodded and none objected.

“Represented here at this gathering are over fifty thousand bandits. Bandits who share a common problem and seek a common solution. The problem all bandits share is Empire.”

Laughter greeted this comment.

When it died, he continued. “A few days ago, six Wizards and a thousand Imperial warriors invested the Tiger Fortress. The psychic attack was like nothing we've seen in our history as bandits. Imitating an Imperial Sword, the Wizards penetrated our electrical shielding, then put to sleep over ten thousand bandits.”

Pausing, Easing Comfort began to circle the fire. “Imperial Warriors then breached the fortress walls, and thirty-two hundred bandits died in less than an hour. Nothing but an act of the Infinite could have stopped the siege. More bandits would've died without the menagerie animal, who escaped the Wizards' attention and defended the fortress until the earthquake struck.

“At this point I'd like to express the gratitude of seven thousand bandits for the actions of the tiger and for the events that brought the tiger to the fortress.”

Easing Comfort smiled at Leaping Elk. “Divining the need, the Lord Leaping Elk, humble bandit though he be, suggested the plan that eventually brought the wizardly animal to us. For that, Lord Leaping Elk, I humbly offer the fealty of the Tiger Raiders.”

Easing Comfort knelt before the Southerner, offering the sword.

“Humble bandit not do, Comfort Easing Lord,” Leaping Elk said. “Humble bandit tool of Infinite be.”

“Please, Lord, on behalf of us all, I insist,” Easing Comfort said.

Leaping Elk had no choice: To refuse would be an unpardonable insult. Sighing, he grasped the sword but didn't take it. “Humble bandit in name of Infinite accept, Comfort Lord. Humble bandit respectful ask, Raider Tiger sword now keep. Humble bandit not now need. When need, say will. Humble bandit for honor not deserve thank.” Releasing the sword, he bowed low, holding his bow to honor the offer.

Easing Comfort nodded, acknowledging that honor had met with honor, the forms satisfied. Rising, the medacor bowed again. Tossing Scowling Tiger the sheathed sword, he turned to face the group. “We each know the meaning of this tragedy. I'll state the meaning for the group to hear.

“Every band faces possible annihilation!”

Easing Comfort walked around the fire, looking into the face of every bandit leader. “What,” he asked gently, “keeps it from happening?” He continued to pace, letting the tension mount.

“We're children of the Infinite, subject to its inscrutable whims and desires. We all live with certain hazards. We do what we can to avoid those hazards, but we can't avoid Empire.

“Does a band among us have a shield not manufactured in the Eastern Empire?” Easing Comfort asked.

No one spoke.

“During the attack, one Wizard disabled the shields. If one can do it, others will surely learn. Everyone in all four Empires saw what happened here. None of us is safe any longer behind Imperial electrical shielding. Therefore, we must manufacture our own shields. Would a bandit here not donate personnel and materials toward the design and manufacture of a shield impervious to an Imperial Sword?”

No one spoke.

Easing Comfort nodded, appreciating the solidarity. “This has never happened before, Lords and Ladies. We, bandits all and subject only to laws of our own, have reached an agreement. Does anyone doubt that we can reach further agreements?”

No one spoke.

He wondered how long solidarity would last, knowing specific attitudes much stronger than general attitudes. For instance, a person claiming equality for all races, a general attitude, might object to his or her progeny's mating a person of another race, a specific attitude. Specific attitudes almost always superseded general attitudes.

“Lord Leaping Elk, can you, in all matters involving the Bandit Council, set aside your enmity for the Lord Bucking Stag, as you have done today?”

“Comfort Easing Lord, humble bandit can,” Leaping Elk said.

“Lord Bucking Stag, can you do the same?”

The Westerner looked through the flames at the Southerner, his epicanthic eyes unreadable. Before becoming bandits, the two men had clashed in the mountains dividing the Western and Southern Empires. Bucking Stag had been an outlaw and the Heir Leaping Jaguar had tried to hunt him down.

“Lord Easing Comfort, I can,” Bucking Stag said, his pronunciation of the Eastern language very good.

The two enemies bowed to the same depth for the same duration.

Easing Comfort smiled. “Does any bandit leader here have reservations about another leader that would interfere with future agreements?”

No one spoke.

Easing Comfort nodded, circling the fire like a cat stalking game.

“We're at the turning point, Lords and Ladies. From here, we can scatter like pigeons from a hawk plummeting into our midst, or we can all raise our claws to fight the common menace.

“I want to propose a vision of the future, Lords and Ladies. I don't see each of our separate bands clawing out an individual, miserable existence. I don't see our bands duplicating each others' efforts. I don't see our bands fighting each other. Finally, I don't see us sucking forever on the Empire's blood. As we know, when the host dies, so does the parasite.”

Easing Comfort approached Scowling Tiger and the other Tiger Raiders. At their feet, dozing lazily, was the tiger, as if bored with the doings of humans. Opening her eyes to a slit, she looked at him as he approached.

Suddenly, she jerked her left paw to her mouth and gnawed the heel, then abruptly lowered the paw to the ground.

Where have I seen that motion before? Easing Comfort wondered.

“I've told you, Lords and Ladies, what I don't see in our future. I'd like to tell you now what I do see. The Infinite hasn't blessed me with prescient sight, so please don't take me literally, eh?” He got a chuckle from some.

“What I do see in our future, Lords and Ladies, are interdependent city-states, trade agreements, ambassadors, messenger services, cooperative farms and factories, itinerant teachers and medacors, labor pools, inter-camp apprenticeships, institutes of learning.”

Easing Comfort strolled around the fire one last time, looking at each bandit there, whether leader, mate or lieutenant. Only the Infinite knew which would be the future leader.

“What I see, Lords and Ladies, is an Empire without an Emperor.”

He stopped near Scowling Tiger. “Now, Lords and Ladies, I wish to step aside for my friend and colleague, the Lord Wizard Melding Mind. My hope is that you lend him as polite an ear as you have me. Thank you, all of you, very much.” Bowing to the assembly, Easing Comfort retreated.

Melding Mind stepped forward. “Lords and Ladies, my esteemed colleague the Lord Wizard-medacor Easing Comfort has proposed a Bandit Council. A pleasant place we've chosen for our impromptu conference here, eh? What say you all to the proposal that we set up here a permanent settlement for the Bandit Council? In sight of the mass grave of bandits killed by Empire? Does anyone object?”

No one spoke.

Easing Comfort listened with half an ear. The courier! he thought, glancing sharply back at the tiger. The courier who'd come whence only the Infinite knew had paused in delivering the message to gnaw at the heel of his left hand—as the tiger had done moments ago. I can't bring the matter to Scowling Tiger's attention now, Easing Comfort knew. He stilled his turmoil to focus on the present.

The bandit leaders' coming together heartened him, their gathering spontaneous. Tragedy and a common problem had brought them here. Easing Comfort didn't doubt they'd solve the immediate problem of an impervious electrical shield. They'd have to manufacture their own, since all shields built by Empire disabled themselves when they detected the signature of that Empire's Sword.

Whether they'd accomplish anything else was in the hands of the Infinite. The future he'd proposed was Scowling Tiger's vision. When the bandit general had first suggested it to him, Easing Comfort had understood immediately that the raids would eventually have to stop.

The bandits would have to stop their banditry.

Easing Comfort hadn't said this to his liege lord.

The bandit general wouldn't have listened.







Chapter 27

The bandits want the Imperial Sword. Flying Arrow would rather die than give it up. When the inexorable force and the immovable object meet, chaos reigns. No one knows the result. In the year of the Infinite 9303, we had only the illusion of safety. We had to rely on nothing except ourselves. Where we went from here, only the Infinite knew.—The Political Geography, by Guarding Bear.

* * *

“It would've happened anyway, eh?” Leaping Elk said. “Remember what the Matriarch said? 'One would be too few.' ”

“I remember,” Fawning Elk replied. “I still think the Traitor finally betrayed Flying Arrow, as we all knew he would.”

Slithering Snake nodded. “Of course, they'd incur too much shame as an Empire ever to admit it.”

In the rebuilt central cavern of the Elk Raiders' cave, the three bandits sat around the fire. The first fifty feet of the lava tube had collapsed in the earthquake. The band had simply moved further into the tube. Their resident chemathon had dug a corridor through the rubble. No one had died, thank the Infinite. Life had returned to a semblance of normalcy.

“Why else did they wait a day between announcing the boy's death and the Traitor's?” Slithering Snake continued. “They'll always say the boy died a crib death and won't ever admit that Lurking Hawk killed him.” The Sectathon shook his head. “I don't understand why he didn't kill them both.”

Fawning Elk smiled at the sectathon. “The Empire quietly announced Lurking Hawk's death yesterday from 'natural causes'! I think he did kill one. I also think he did something else to the other.”

“Only one alternative more appealing than death.” Leaping Elk frowned. “Lurking Hawk was, after all, a Wizard.”

“Why didn't he kill them both?” the sectathon asked again.

“Lord Snake,” Leaping Elk replied, “you do know Flying Arrow launches pointless arrows, eh? If he arranged one insemination—or merely looked away while his Consort cuckolded him—he wouldn't hesitate to do the same again. That's why the Lady's right. We all know the Traitor abused his talents throughout his life, and he probably died from the abuse of those talents.” Leaping Elk tried to keep his voice down, not wanting to wake the baby in his arms.

Normalcy didn't include bandit fear of Imperial attack, however. Leaping Elk had sent the band's chemathon to the Tiger Fortress to help design and construct an impervious shield. Until they manufactured and distributed a working shield to all, not a single bandit would feel safe.

Normalcy didn't include a Succession Assured. The birth of the Arrow Twins and the death of one had changed the attitude of Empire. At the moment the twins were born, celebrations had begun across the land. The earthquake's stopping the siege and destroying Burrow Garrison hadn't dampened their joy. In fact, the joy had seemed more fervent for the tragedy. When one twin had died in his crib three days later, though, the Empire had grieved but had taken solace that one twin remained. Like heat-tempered metal, the fire of their mourning had forged their resolve to protect and nurture the remaining boy. In seeking a catharsis for their sorrow over the dead twin, they'd made a cathexis of the living.

Normalcy did include bandit and Empire being disputatious. The earthquake had resulted in little cooperation between bandit and Empire, despite the common tragedy. Though the tiger and Guarding Bear had helped each other from the rubble in the fortress core, they'd parted later with curses and invective. That incident was the only known cooperation between the adversaries. The shared tragedy had only divided bandit and Empire further. At Burrow Garrison, the Empire had pulled a total of six hundred ten bodies from rubble. An additional one hundred sixty-three had died in the siege. At the Tiger Fortress, over three thousand bandits had died. The Empire blamed the bandits. The bandits blamed the Empire. That, at least, hadn't changed.

Leaping Elk looked down at the infant in his arms, the boy sleeping peacefully. Half negroid, half caucasian, and all bandit, the boy was the future, the confluence of three worlds. Conceived of Southern sperm and Eastern ovum, and Northern born, he was their infant world, crying weakly in humanity's first moments of life. Out of the darkness hurled, and into the blinding light of the Infinite, he was a herald of their destiny…

Stinging and ringing reached him. A face focused in front of him.

“Are you all right, Lord?” Slithering Snake mumbled, sucking on a finger.

His face stung and his ears rang. Leaping Elk pushed himself to sitting, looking for the infant.

Rocking the crying baby, Fawning Elk scowled at her mate.

“What happened?” Leaping Elk asked, wondering how he'd fallen.

“You … passed out, Lord,” the sectathon said.

“Did I drop him? Is he hurt?” he asked Fawning Elk.

“I caught him before he struck anything,” she replied.

Leaping Elk sighed, relieved. “I'm sorry, my mate. One moment I was holding him and … I don't remember what happened.” Shaking his head, he rubbed at his eyes.

“You don't remember speaking, Lord?” Slithering Snake asked. “The words were clear, but made no sense. You said, 'They will put down the sword and pick up the staff.' ”

Leaping Elk shook his head, not remembering. He wondered if the Infinite had just blessed him with a waking vision. He'd told them about his prescient dreams. The vision he'd just had was highly unusual. When he was awake and the Infinite blessed him with vision, he didn't stumble or lose consciousness, as some prescients did. He'd never lost control of his body during a prescient vision. Until now.

His visions often came to him in dreams. Before the twins were born, he'd dreamt almost every night. Dreams of a bronze-haired man bearing a striking resemblance to the traitor Brazen Bear. Dreams of blood shed by bandit and Empire. Dreams of hard times for bandits. Dreams of change for the Elk Raiders. Dreams of death for the bandit general. Dreams of death for an Eastern general. The dreams had made no sense. The same man had killed bandit and citizen without discrimination, in some dreams leading armies, in others assassinating in stealth. Since the twins' birth, he hadn't dreamt at all.

“Lord Elk?”

“Eh? What did you say, Lord Snake?”

“I said, you spoke in the Eastern tongue. You pronounced the words perfectly and even said them in the right order.”

“Me? Impossible!”

Slithering Snake nodded, chuckling. “I'd have thought so too, if I hadn't heard you myself.”

Leaping Elk shook his head, not knowing what to think.

Fawning Elk stepped up to him, concerned.

Toward them walked a sentry, his eyes bleary from standing guard all night. He bowed to them. “Lords, Lady, that raunchy old man is outside. He, uh … he's asking for help.”

“Wind Icy?” Leaping Elk asked. The sentry nodded.

Slithering Snake rolled his eyes at his liege lord, rising to attend to the matter.

The Southerner watched them go, then turned to his mate, switching languages. “Sorry I dropped him. I promise it won't happen again.”

She nodded dubiously, frowning, but kissed him, leaning into his embrace. “You frightened me, the way you just fell over. Thank the Infinite you were sitting beside me. He didn't get hurt.” She met his gaze. “You don't remember speaking at all?”

He shook his head, drawing comfort from her.

“That's unusual—as if you shouldn't know, eh?”

Sighing, Leaping Elk put his palms on her cheeks. “I'm all right. Thank you for your concern. The Infinite probably put words in my mouth at a moment of inattention, eh? The Infinite's like all of us, sometimes lazy, sometimes distracted, sometimes angry, sometimes asleep. We create our gods in the image of man.”

“Of woman, you mean!” Smiling, she nodded. “Just because the Infinite gets inattentive doesn't mean you can too. Be careful, please?”

Nodding, he smiled. “I will.” Leaping Elk reflected that she was a better mother to this child than a thousand courtesans could ever be.

Years ago, when he'd been the Heir, he'd had first pick of the most beautiful women in the Southern Empire. Often, after weeks of Infinite-blessed bliss with one, he'd wake up one day. Looking at her, really seeing her, he'd wonder why he'd squandered his seed with such profligacy. Most of the women had been only mirrors, crafted to reflect beautifully upon him. Rarely had they had beauty in and of themselves, the beauty that time would never crack, the enduring beauty of inner harmony.

That was Fawning Elk's beauty. When the rose had faded from her cheek and the lily lay sallow on her brow, this woman would be beautiful still.

“Thank you,” she murmured, tucking her face into the crook of his neck, listening in upon his thoughts.

He held her, content. Then he yawned.

The baby often woke them at odd hours, demanding food.

That's what babies do, Leaping Elk thought.

* * *

A baby cried. Looking down, they both saw that the boy was asleep. Again, a baby cried. This time they both looked toward the cave entrance.

Icy Wind limped toward them, his staff in one hand and in the other a baby. Again, the infant wailed like the Infinite.

Fawning Elk felt a familiar pull, as though a cable connected her breasts and uterus. “Oh, blast,” Fawning Elk murmured. “I just let down.” On the front of her robes were two dark spots of moisture. Her milk had leaked. Shrugging, she handed her son off to her mate, stepping toward the old man and infant. “Infinite be with you, Lord Wind. What's that you have with you?”

“Certainly not the Infinite, Lady Elk,” Icy Wind said, his voice gravelly. “Although he howls like it. I need your help, Lady. My son's mother died in the earthquake. When her Matriarch found out I'm a bandit, she rid herself of him as fast as she could, cursed Easterner. They're all that way! Thankfully, I was nearby or she'd have abandoned him. Anyway, I've tried everything. I just can't get him to eat. 'Course, I don't know much about children, except they make a lot of noise.”

Fawning Elk took Icy Wind's boy and put him to breast. “He's hungry! Look at him pull,” she said, trying to establish a psychic link with the infant.

And failing.

“What's the matter with him, Lord Wind?” she asked, alarmed.

“Oh, you mean his lack of talent? I don't know, Lady. The shock of his mother's death, perhaps? Poor child's been through a lot. She'd just given birth to him when the earthquake struck. He survived it and she didn't. I don't even know if she gave him his bestowal. You're good at that, Lady Elk. Much better than I am.”

“The Infinite hasn't exactly endowed you for this,” Fawning Elk said. “How will you care for him? That cave of yours is no home for an infant. As if ours is any better,” she muttered, glancing at the ceiling. “He's only a few days old, poor little boy. Leaping Elk, can't we do something? Lord Wind, I'm not letting you take this boy back to that pestilential cave of yours. You must clean up the place. He'll get sick and die if you don't, do you hear?” She pleaded instead of yelling because of the child in her arms. Babies heard everything. Even a disparaging tone of voice might upset an infant.

“Go on, do it now, please. I'll take care of the child for a few hours and bring him to your cave about midday, eh? If that place doesn't sparkle, I'll take a scrub-brush to you and your cave. Oh, look at your new robes, already torn and filthy.”

Shaking her head in frustration, she sat down on a nearby rock and calmed herself. Her milk could stop if she didn't relax. Most of the time she fully controlled her lactation. Sometimes however, when really upset, she lost that control.

Greedily, the boy continued to feed. The soft down on his head was blond, with a reddish tint. The eyes were the gray-blue of hazy skies. He's beautiful! she thought contentedly, rocking him gently while he fed. She looked toward Icy Wind.

He hadn't left. He looked at her. “He could die?”

“Yes, Lord Wind, he could,” she said, nodding. “What's his name?”

“Uh, Seeking Sword, Lady. Uh, should I … bathe?”

“Yes, Lord Wind, you should,” she said, nodding.

He seemed to deflate and shrink before them.

“Please, Lord Wind, go on,” she said.

Nodding, he limped away, leaning heavily on the staff.

Fawning Elk noticed he hadn't bowed. “Infinite help this poor child,” she muttered.

Leaping Elk rocked his baby side to side, smiling with inner pleasure and seeming unaware of her distress.

“What are we going to do, my mate?” Fawning Elk asked.

“I don't know. We can't take Seeking Sword from him, eh? You can't go to his cave every time the child gets hungry. Perhaps one of the ladies would volunteer to be a wet nurse.”

She glanced askance at him. “I've never met a more slovenly lot of women in all my life, Lord. They'd be worse for the boy than the old man. Besides, none of them would volunteer to live with the Lord Wind—for good reason. I certainly wouldn't.” Putting the child to her shoulder, she burped him, then shifted the infant to the other breast, watching his face tenderly. “What do you think about what he told us?”

He met her gaze. “It sounded prepared, as if he'd practiced.”

She nodded, rocking back and forth. “That's what I thought.” She rocked and fed the boy for awhile, lost in thought. Who are Seeking Sword's real parents? she wondered. No woman with any dignity would deign to let such a disgusting man as Icy Wind into her sacred cave. Perhaps she sells her pleasures in a brothel. Even a prostitute would shrink from one whiff of Icy Wind's breath. No, Icy Wind isn't the boy's father. She sighed, thinking only the Infinite knew—or perhaps Icy Wind.

“Leaping Elk?” she asked plaintively.

“Yes?” he said, wincing as if he knew her question already.

“Can we give them both a home? Just for awhile, only until Icy Wind can feed the boy himself? Please?”

“When that time comes, dear Lady, you'll have gotten so attached to Seeking Sword that you won't let him go. No, Fawning Elk.”

“Oh, I promise I won't get attached. I swear!”

Laughing, he shook his head.

Frowning, she bit her lower lip, pleading sadly with him.

“How am I supposed to keep this band together if we have a skunk in our midst?”

“He doesn't smell that much when he bathes,” she replied.

“He stinks that much when he does!”

“Well, maybe he doesn't know how to bathe, eh?”

Leaping Elk snorted sardonically.

She looked around to make sure no one would overhear them. No one in the central cavern was within thirty feet. “You're the one who thinks he's Lofty Lion,” she said, her voice low. “Maybe servants cared for him so long he forgot how to care for himself.”

“Maybe he also has the Northern Heir Sword in his cave. Buried beneath years of garbage. By the Infinite, woman, think realistically. We both know he'll always stink. We both know you'll adopt that child if you continue to breast-feed him.”

Fawning Elk sighed. “I promise upon the Infinite not to adopt this cute baby of Icy Wind's.”

“You already have!”

She giggled as the child let go of her breast. Cradling his head, she put the infant to her shoulder and gently rubbed his back. He burped and spit up. She examined the milky substance on her shoulder. It was fresh milk, not half-digested curdles. Good, she thought, wiping it off her shoulder.

Walking up, Slithering Snake bent to look at the child closely. “He's a cute one, eh? I'll bet he grows up to be handsome.” The large sectathon tickled the child under the chin. “May I?”

She handed the baby to him immediately.

He lifted the child, supporting the head properly with his hand.

“You're getting good at that, Lord Snake,” she said, standing to stretch her muscles, her body still sore from childbirth and travel. “Most men hold babies as if they're crystal and easily broken.”

“I've been watching you both,” Slithering Snake replied. “Having these two around will make this place more like a home, eh Lord Elk?”

Snorting in disgust, Leaping Elk glanced at the ceiling. “I can see we'll be talking babies for the next few years.”

Fawning Elk smiled. “You'd rather talk about something else?”

“You wouldn't,” he accused.

“No, I wouldn't,” she agreed sweetly.

“Well, that's your choice, I suppose.” Leaping Elk smiled. “What about you, Lord Snake? You want to talk about babies?”

“Me? I'd rather talk about Scowling Tiger's great idea. Together, and only together, can we wrest the Northern Imperial Sword from Flying Arrow. I'm glad the bandit general wants to unite us all. Give these children a decent place to live.” Slithering Snake looked into the infant's face.

“Without the Heir Sword, it's just a sword, not important.”

“Perhaps, Lord Elk,” Slithering Snake replied. “Until the Imperial Sword is ours, we won't be anything but bandits. Stupid to invest so much into silly pieces of metal. The Empires wouldn't exist without them, eh?”

Leaping Elk smiled. “ 'Wherever be men, be governments.' No, Lord Snake. We'd have Empires, but they'd rise and fall like waves at the beach. The tides of rule would wash over the land with the moon. We'd have brother against brother for awhile, then brother and brother fighting cousin. We have that now, even with the Swords. They help us humans define borders and assure successions, two things we always fought about before the Swords.”

“Look where they've brought us,” Fawning Elk said.

Leaping Elk and Slithering Snake laughed, each man holding a baby.

“Scowling Tiger seeks to unite bandits for the wrong reason,” Fawning Elk said. “What does he want with bandit unity? What's his goal?”

“The fall of the Eastern Empire, eh?”

“Yes, and that's the wrong reason, Lord Snake. What did Easing Comfort say? 'When the host dies, so does the parasite.' He knows.”

“All right, Lady Elk. Perhaps not the most benevolent motive. Is there better? For what other reason should the bandits unite?”

Tickling the baby's chin, Leaping Elk replied: “For bandits.” Awake, the days-old infant peered through eyes not yet fully open.

“What do you mean?” Slithering Snake asked.

Leaping and Fawning Elk glanced at each other, their understanding instinctive. “Listen carefully, Lord Snake,” Leaping Elk said. “We're all better off if we unite to make our lives better, than if we unite to destroy someone else's life.”

Slithering Snake frowned but nodded. “You're right, Lord. We'd have to abandon the border to the Empire and move to the interior of the northern lands, though, which means the raids would have to stop.”

Leaping Elk nodded. “That won't happen while Scowling Tiger lives, eh?”

The sectathon shook his head. “No, it won't.”

“So for the next few years, until a new generation rules our bands, none of us will stop being bandits. So Infinite help us to teach our children to be something else—anything else.”

“Infinite help us all,” Fawning Elk agreed.

* * *
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Dear reader,
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