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A line of mounted knights
had degun a second charge.

Time slowed as Venduss watched them gallop closer. Bright
magic sparkled over every inch of their silvery armor. Sparks
leapt at the crash of hoofbeats. The officer in the lead raised
the visor of his helmet and Venduss recognized the intense
gaze of Montenegro himself. He was shouting something
inaudible in the chaos. He waved his shield arm as if warn-
ing Venduss of danger.

When the sorcerers began their assault on the smoke caul-
dron, Venduss realized his error in timing. Like molasses
were his movements as he scrambled over the pipes and
levers of the war machine, while torrents of lightning and
flaming stones smashed into the heavy iron. Hard sounds
cracked the air. Geysers of smoke and fire rocketed from
gaps where seams burst their rivets. Then the wave of charg-
ing knights rammed their lances into the machine.
Enchanted tips punctured the boiler in a neat row, drawing a
scream from the twisting metal as internal pressure ripped it
apart. .. .
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CHAPTER

I

The Viper of Levanco

U nder a lavish, tropical starscape, the
knight Montenegro stood motionless among the ram-
shackle boardwalks of Port Levanto. A windblown cloak
swathed him in black wool, allowing only glimpses of the
steel armor he wore underneath. His hand rested on the hilt
of his sword. His eyes blended into the darkness of mid-
night.

The buccaneer town was a boneyard of driftwood and
dead ships and stooped palm trees. Cracked, rickety houses
slouched against the grit of the ocean wind. Mounds of sand
and splashes of moonlight glazed the port with a wan, skele-
tal pallor. The surf rolled and slobbered at the shore.
Unclean scents and sounds gathered in leeward hollows,
where things that washed up from the sea lurked or rotted,
unmolested by the town’s inhabitants. A consortium of
rangy cats stalked the gloom.

Starry candle flames gleamed in a scattering of windows.
The restless, rancid air flustered with tiny noises, like the
sounds of distant revelry or of swift, muffled murders.

Montenegro’s back was to the harbor, where the dark
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water reflected the lanterns of many tall ships. Furtive sil-
houettes creaked past him on the boardwalk, but the knight
paid them little heed. His gaze was fixed on the dilapidated
hall in front of him. The sign over the door pictured two
tumbling dice. The clamor of a casino spilled out from
unshuttered windows.

A figure appeared beside him. The brown-skinned man
wore a full coat in the buccaneer style and a plumed hat on
his head. He smelled of exotic spices. A long feline shape
lounged across his shoulders.

Montenegro murmured, “Is it done?”

The sailor nodded. “You’re sure he’s in there?”

The knight glanced at the door of the casino. A tiny geo-
metric symbol had been carved into the top corner. “I am
absolutely sure.”

The sailor fingered his cat’s ears. “Good, ‘cause I want this
to go quick. My crew and I are dead men if we haven’t set
sail inside of an hour.”

“Don’t worry, Bawdewyn. I don’t intend to tarry.” He
turned a somber glance on the man. “Relax, Captain. You
serve the Virtue of Justice tonight. And if that is not cur-
rency enough for your troubled soul, your pardons and let-
ters of marque are waiting for you at Vesper.”

“I trust your word, Montenegro. I only hope I'm alive to
collect them, hey?”

Montenegro twitched a momentary grin. “To die with
Honor is to die with glory. The end is not unwelcome if you
walk the path of Virtue. Don’t you agree?”

Bawdewyn grimaced. “That’s something you don't hear
much on this island. And yeah, I do agree. Now shut up and
let’s do this. Annis is anxious to get to sea.”

The oversize cat rumbled at its name.
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The knight’s grin vanished. He flexed the fingers of his
sword hand. His metal gauntlet clicked at the motion.
“Right. Move your people in.”

The door to the casino rasped in complaint as Montene-
gro pulled it open. A tumble of pipe smoke spilled out. His
nose wrinkled at the miasma of odors, of sweat and stale
tobacco and cheap liquor. The room was warm with haze
and body heat. Then the cool sea wind rushed past him and
into the gambling hall, swirling his cloak and flickering
lamps and candles. Thirty disheveled men and women
looked up from their cards and coins. At the sight of Mon-
tenegro, they fell silent. In the corner, a one-eyed musician
nudged his lute into a wooden chest, where it might evade
harm.

Montenegro scanned the room. The man he sought was
not difficult to find. In the far corner, at a table near an open
window;, sat the largest person in the hall. Scarves fluttered
across his loose, exotic clothing. The Juka’s skin was the
color of kelp. His long face was cold and rugged. The squat
horns on his brow had been shaved to a fine point. His tiny
eyes glinted like a knife.

Around his neck he wore a silver pendant, in the shape of
a wriggling snake.

Montenegro’s gut churned at the sight. His mouth was
dry as he growled, “I seek the Viper of Levanto. I am here
for Justice.”

The Juka opened a chilling smile. “Montenegro! It’s about
time you tracked me down again. But you came without a
platoon of knights? Not even a sorcerer to back you up?”

“I bave Truth on my side,” said Montenegro, “and this.”
From his scabbard he withdrew a black longsword. The
blade rang like a faraway bell. Its steel gleamed like obsidian.

3



ULTIMA: The Technocrat War—MASQUERADE

The room tensed. “You know this sword and you know why
I've brought it. Make your peace with whatever power you
serve. I shall meet you outside or I shall tear down this
casino around you. I give you that choice, Pikas of Logosia.”

A younger, smaller human was sitting at the table beside
the Juka. His blond hair and white silk clothes were unusu-
ally clean compared to his fellow patrons. With unflinching
ease the man interjected, “Sir Gabriel Montenegro, isn’t it?
My name is Mister Chase. [ am a representative of the guild
that runs this island.” He bowed his head cordially. “You
must have eliminated my guards outside, or you would not
be standing in that doorway. That distresses me.”

The knight smiled. “Captain Bawdewyn gave your hench-
men the night off.”

Chase squinted. “Bawdewyn and his crew did that?”

Behind Montenegro, the tall buccaneer stepped into the
casino. In the glow of the room his wildcat Annis raised her
spotted hackles. “Believe it,” said the sailor. “I can show you
proof, but there are ladies present.”

The blond man leaned back in his chair. “I see. Interest-
ing. Then you have subscribed to your own death, Captain.
But that is a matter for another day. Pikas, I believe you must
go with this knight.”

The Juka chuckled and furrowed his brow. “No, I don’t.
He can’t touch me here. I answer to no one but Anzo, just
like you, Chase. Why are you humoring him?”

Montenegro stepped closer. “Because I'm here to avenge
the murder of Lord Valente, one year ago tonight.”

“An assassination,” Mister Chase added, “which you
undertook before Anzo hired you as his enforcer, Pikas.
Since you killed Valente without guild sanction, I'm afraid
we can’t help you. Do try to face the consequences with
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some dignity.” He nodded to Montenegro. “I wondered if
you would play this hand, sir. Your cunning does credit to
your courage.”

The knight snorted. “I don’t want your praise. I want

“He is yours, if you can take him.”

Pikas glowered at Chase. “You know I'm not a man you
want to upset.”

The blond human nodded briefly. “I have accounted for
that, of course.” A soft clack leapt through the air. In Chase’s
grip rested a hand weapon consisting of levers and springs.

- Montenegro recognized it as a Technocrat bolt-thrower. The
point of a crossbow quarrel jutted from the tip, aimed at the
Juka’s face. “Please conclude your business with this knight.

If you are still alive afterward, you and I can review our
working relationship, mmm?”

- Inaburst of motion Pikas kicked over the table and leapt

. for the window.

~ Montenegro was charging forward even before he regis-

~ tered what had occurred. The force of the Juka’s movement

3 - had knocked Chase backward over his chair. As Montenegro

- sprang across the fallen table, he passed through a ribbon of

- blood slung by Pikas’s quickly drawn blade. From the corner
- of his eye the knight spotted the Technocrat bolt-thrower
.~ tumbling through the air. Chase’s severed fist still clung to

.~ the unfired weapon.

. Montenegro thrust his sword at Pikas. The black steel

rlmrtled forward like a war hound on a leash. The Jukan

- assassin had perched in the open window, facing out; with a
snarl he somersaulted backward and over Montenegro’s

strike. He landed in a handstand and flipped toward the cen-
 ter of the room.
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The knight’s black sword slammed against the window.
frame. Brittle wood snapped and splintered. Outside the
window he saw a formation of sailors brandishing spears:
Bawdewyn’s crewmen, deployed to keep Pikas from escap-
ing. Pikemen surrounded the building, securing every win-
dow and door. Montenegro flashed them an approving look
before he wheeled to face the casino again. "

The gambling hall was in chaos. Loose coins and cards
spilled across the boardwalk floor. Sweaty patrons cl:
bered into corners and behind tables. Their cries resounded
in the cramped space. Captain Bawdewyn warned them
back with a wave of his scoop-hilted cutlass. 3

Montenegro saw Pikas dart for the farthest window, halt-
ing at a wall of speartips outside. The assassin cursed and
jumped atop a bar made of old shipping crates, W hich
groaned under his weight. His glare was that of a cagec
predator.

The knight stroked the air with his ebon sword.
famous Viper of Levanto fears a single knight! But
warrior knows that assassins drink the finest vintage of cow=
ardice.” !

Pikas bared his teeth. A scimitar glinted in his g
“Drop that hellish blade and I'll drink the wine straigh
your veins!” b

The knight smirked and shook his head. “T have no con:
trol over the sword’s enchantment. Starfell wants to avenge

Lord Valente almost as much as I do. I'm afraid neither it nor.
I shall listen to reason in this matter.” Y

The assassin leapt like an attacking animal. Something in
his off hand spat flames. Montenegro swung the longsword
named Starfell to smash the fiery object out of the air. It was.
a crystal lantern, which shattered and set its fuel ablaze.
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knight was drenched with flames. Then the Juka’s whirling
kick bashed him in the chest. Montenegro flew backward.
Rickety boards cracked when he slammed against the wall.
He dared to glance down. Burning oil licked his hip and
his leg. An instant later he whirled Starfell in the path of
Pikas’s oncoming scimitar. The assassin’s loose scarves swam
in a dazzling flurry. Montenegro rang out a sequence of five
parries in the span of a single breath. He slashed a riposte.
They traded cuts and blocks, pounding the hall with a harsh
metallic clamor. Then he felt an overextension. He had time

- only to wince.

Pikas hacked at a seam in the plate armor under Mon-
tenegro’s arm. The blow felt like a hammer. He knew the
artery was severed. Spikes of pain lanced the knight’s torso.

‘ .‘ He heard himself growl as he threw a punch into the assas-

. sin's gut, then followed with a snap kick that shoved the Juka
away.
The spray of blood from Montenegro’s wound doused

 the sputtering flames on his leg.

He ground his teeth. “That was your one shot, murderer.

~ You had best hope it’s fatal.” Ignoring the cold horror of the

; cut, he pushed his weight into another charge.
- Pikas sprang backward in a tumbling dodge. Montenegro

| carved the air with elaborate strokes as the assassin ducked
. and contorted. The Juka’s scimitar crashed against the

~ knight’s armor in several places. Montenegro barely felt the
~ blows. Fury drove him onward. When Pikas kicked off the
wall to leap away from a strike, the knight lashed out with

. such vigor that Starfell plowed through the weathered

- boards in a cascade of splinters, then chopped into a support

- post. One corner of the casino roof lurched down several

feet.
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The huddled onlookers protested as roof slates shattered
around them. Bawdewyn hunched under the wide brim of
his hat. '

Montenegro flung back his swirling cape and extended a
long, quick thrust. Pikas blocked it, but had no answer for
the knight’s return stroke. Starfell caught the assassin’s |
abdomen, peeled open the leather armor under his shirt and
sliced a groove in the Juka’s flesh. Montenegro closed with a 3
pirouette and jammed his swordpoint into Pikas’s gut. ]

The world exploded. Montenegro felt himself falling on
his back. He tasted blood and realized that the assassin had -
kicked or punched him. Pain knifed through his face. His_
jaw had been crushed. '

Staggering, Pikas clutched one hand to a savaged belly
he raised his scimitar for a blow Montenegro could not
avoid. Then the Juka howled and fell abruptly to his knees. ,_
crossbow quarrel jutted from his neck.

In the corner stood Mister Chase, holding the bolt-"
thrower in his single hand. A frightened woman was bandag-
ing his sundered wrist. Chase’s white silk clothes were
stained crimson.

“I am sorry if I upset you, Pikas,” said the young man, his
face agleam with sweat. k
The Juka hissed as he jumped straight up and scramb
across a ceiling beam. e
Montenegro kicked his legs to stand. His head pounded
like a drum. For an instant he was blind, yet he wheeled Star-
fell overhead in the Juka’s direction. The sword connected
with the wooden rafter and sheared it in half. Just as Mon-
tenegro’s eyesight returned, the roof of the decrepit gam
bling hall collapsed.
The casino patrons shrieked and clamored. With a g nt
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Montenegro tossed away the heavy debris that covered him.
~ He was now standing outside, in the midst of a matchstick
~ pile of broken wood and slate shingles. Fires started to smol-
" deraround him.
- A few dozen of Bawdewyn's crewmen were scrambling
~ around the boardwalk. Montenegro opened his mouth to
- shout a command, but his shattered jaw mangled the words.
- With a snarl he fished a glass vial from a bag at his waist.
~ Painfully he slurped the tangy contents. Warm pressure
- pulsed through his flesh. In seconds the healing potion stitched
~ together his jawbone and relieved the frosty ache from the
- wound under his arm. Strength returned to his limbs.
~ “Which way?” he bellowed to Captain Bawdewyn, just as he
 saw the answer for himself. A string of corpses marked the
~ path where sailors had intercepted the fleeing assassin. Mon-
- tenegro followed bloody footprints to an open trapdoor
 underneath the boardwalk, through which Pikas had ducked.
. A small, geometric symbol was carved on a plank beside
~ the opening. As the knight peered into the rancid gloom,
~ Bawdewyn leaned over him. His overcoat was calico with
- dirt and sand from the casino roof. “I see your accomplice
~ won'tlet him get away,” he muttered with an irate edge.
~ Montenegro braced himself to confront the stench heay-
 ing up from the trapdoor. He brushed his thumb over the
~ carved symbol. “She is the only reason I found him here.”
T hope she can do more than just track the man, ’cause I
 can'’t help you anymore. The lads from the Blackjack and the
~ Scarlet Lady are headed this way and they ain’t coming to
~ play cards. I'm pulling back to my ship before any more of
_ my people die. You want to come, too?”
- “Not when I'm this close. Didn’t you notice? Chase’s bolt
~ was poisoned. This ends tonight.”
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The buccaneer slapped Montenegro on the shoulder, then
stood and cradled his wildcat in one arm. “You just remem-
ber what they say about cornered animals, hey? If I don’t see
you tonight, I'll see you in Vesper. Go with Virtue, Sir
Gabriel.”

Montenegro nodded, though he did not turn away from
the trapdoor. Instead, he sucked in a deep breath and
jumped down the hole, into a blackness as rotten as it was
opaque.

His boots sank into a vile sludge that burped rancid smells
at the disturbance. The cool mud came almost to his knees.
Though he could see nothing in the dark, Montenegro knew
he was standing in a bog that spanned the breadth of Port
Levanto’s boardwalks, like a foul shadow. The muck was a
foamy stew of sewage, decomposing fish, stagnant water
and whatever garbage and corpses the sea regurgitated onto
the shore. Sickly waves slurped the filth not far from where
Montenegro had landed. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom,
he could almost make out the spumy breakers.

Something was moving among them.

“The pirosohmoi are skittish tonight,” said a voice from
farther ashore. Montenegro lunged to the side and searched
for a glimpse of Pikas. He had not brought a torch with him,
as it would have given the assassin a clear target; but he
wished now for a light to fling in the direction of his enemy.

He crouched and squinted. Seeing nothing, he answered,
“Pirosohmoi don’t come on land or I would have left you to
them.”

“Who says they don’t? You haven’t met the tribe that lives
in these waters. They’ll crawl through this muck to get their
hands on you. Nasty creatures. They even have shamans.”

Montenegro could not pinpoint the Juka’s voice. It

10
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seemed to roll through the blackness like the soft thunder of
waves. He shook his head, flinched at the sour air. “I have
heard the legends. But you're not a man of words, Pikas.
This conversation reveals your weakness. Has Chase’s poi-
son turned your body to lead?”

A snort rang out. “Britannian poisons. They don’t deserve
to be called that. Come to Logosia and I'll show you what
real poisons do.”

The knight stepped away from the water. Something
underfoot grabbed his ankle. He tensed, then freed his boot
from the clinging muck. “Don’t try to bluff. If you had the
strength to kill me, I'd be dead right now.”

“Nah, I'm just waiting for a friend.”

Montenegro strained his ears for any revealing sound.
Somewhere ahead, he imagined cautious footsteps. “I think
you lost your only friend in the casino. You're a walking
corpse at the Den now.”

“I was finished with Anzo anyway. I got a better offer.”

Then the darkness tore apart in a fiery blaze. Montenegro
arched aside as a pillar of flame roared at him. He sprawled

% in the calf-deep slime and choked when it slopped over his

*

]
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: face. Muck steamed from the heat.

The flame vanished in a twist of smoke.

Twenty yards away, within a globe of unearthly red light,
stood a corpulent man wearing a long robe. His thick beard
was braided into multiple strands. Atop his head perched a
wide-brimmed hat, decorated with a horse’s tail. A satchel
draped over his shoulder. A smoking staff in his hand radi-
ated the magical light.

His eyes seethed like hot metal.

From the darkness Pikas called out, “You missed him,
Grynholt! I told you, he’s not as slow as the other knights.”

11
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The sorcerer barked, “Shut your frog hole! I know how to
do my job.”

“I'm not good at long waits, petalskin.”

Montenegro grimaced as he labored to sneak through the
filth. He had not anticipated Pikas allying with a spellcaster.
All evidence had suggested that the Logosian was afraid of
sorcery. Montenegro quickly reconsidered his tactics.
Though this Grynholt appeared to be a skilled fire mage, the
knight had in his career defeated wizards whose mastery was
renowned. He knew he could still win. Unfortunately, it
might be a lot more painful than he had expected.

The chill slime tugged at his legs again. This time he
could not seem to pull free. When his knee exploded with
pain he knew a pirosohmo had crawled ashore and clawed
him with some jagged weapon. Despite himself he cried out
in pain, then sliced the dark air with Starfell. The magic
blade split a scaly, unseen arm. The merman bleated an
inhuman shriek and let go. Its fins slapped the mud as it
squirmed back to the waterline.

Then a scarlet light enveloped Montenegro. In a flash his
steel armor glowed hot. His soggy cloak threw off steam
and smoke. Where his skin touched metal it screamed burn-
ing agony. He bellowed fiercely and whirled to face Gryn-
holt, whose sorcery gushed from his fingertips in roiling,
smoky streams.

“Enough!” barked the knight as he slogged forward,
despite his tortured flesh. He was a glowing spectre plung-
ing through the murk. But his knee failed where the
pirosohmo had cut him. He dropped onto all fours. His ear-
lier healing potion had not entirely repaired the damage he
had sustained in the casino. Now he was fast losing his grip
on consciousness. Quickly he plunged beneath the cold, wet

12
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muck and snatched a heartbeat’s respite from the pain. Then
he gathered his legs under him and rose to try again.

His armor abruptly cooled when fierce white light crack-
led underneath the boardwalk. A silhouette in a rippling
skirt stood tall among the high crossbeams, ejecting a bolt of
lightning from a stout metal device. In a curl of smoke the
woman blasted Grynholt, whose spells wavered as he
shouted a surprised curse. After several seconds the burly
wizard fell. Then the bright lightning was gone, and so was
the woman.

Montenegro felt a smile cross his face. He pushed forward
in the direction of Grynholt’s toppled, glowing staff.

“Dammit, sister!” snapped Pikas from the gloom. “You're
wearing a miner’s monocle, aren’t you? I'm going to enjoy
killing you for it!”

Then the wizard’s light blinked out. The pit under the
boardwalks slumped into coal darkness once more.

Quiet settled heavily, but for the surf lapping the mud
with its frothy tongue. Montenegro knelt and caught his
breath. His skin continued to burn from its wounds. He
mashed shut his eyes and tried to subsume the pain.

Something brushed against his cheek. He shot upright

- and whipped Starfell to a guard position. Then he paused. A

i
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small hand had caressed him.
A nearby whisper shushed him. “They’re gone. You need
to leave, too. The pirates will come down here soon.”
Montenegro heaved a tired sigh, then hissed at a streak of
pain under his chestplate. “I would berate you for not help-
ing sooner, Raveka, but I don’t feel I can criticize your tim-
ing”

The woman’s voice answered, “You cannot, of course. I

13
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had limited fuel for my static scourge. I believe I employed it
judiciously.”

“So you did. Who the hell was that fire mage?”

“I don’t know, but he saved Pikas’s skin. You were right.
Pikas was bluffing. Between your blows and Mister Chase’s
poison, he was in agony. It took all his strength to haul that
barrel of a wizard out of here.”

“You could see them in this murk?”

“I'm wearing a miner’s monocle. It is another of Black-
thorn’s devices, which your sorcerers find more foul than
this bog.” ;

He clenched his gauntleted fist. “Then why didn’t you fol-
low them? Pikas is nearly down!”

“Pikas had an excellent escape route. Besides, I would not
want to rob you of the killing stroke, hey?”

Montenegro pursed his lips. From the tone of Raveka’s
words, he knew that she had a logical reason. He also knew
that she would not divulge it. But he trusted her decision,
despite his disappointment.

He opened his hand and reached through the darkness.
“As long as you're able to see in the dark, help me out of this
pit.”

“Captain Bawdewyn’s got a bath and a healer on board
the Menagerie. Seek your solace there. Hurry and you might
catch him.”

“A Technocrat’s compassion, cold and functional as a
machine. But you have two halves, Sister Raveka, a Techno-
crat and a Britannian woman. There’s more of New Britan-
nia in your blood than you want to believe. You should come
back to Cove with me.”

Her smile was audible. “You might be surprised what I
want to believe, Gabriel Montenegro.”

14
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The knight considered a grin. “And what now for you?
Will you pick up the trail of the Viper again tomorrow?”

“I do have other business besides plotting your revenge.
The Juka Clans are invading my lands. It is time I returned
home for a while.”

“New Britannia is allied with the Clans. I would be
- unhappy to hear that you harmed any of my people.”

A warm fingertip pressed against his lips. “Hush, or the
E pirates will hear.”

T R L Ty Ll ST TE A ety M 7 e I SR,

Montenegro eased Starfell forward. The point nudged
- against what he presumed was her chest. “I could take you
- with me by force. I'd be a hero in the Senate if I captured a
. Technocrat spy.”

~ She laughed. The motion shook the tip of the sword.
. “Beza rhem,” she murmured. Then she vanished, a shadow in
 the dark.

- He lifted Starfell unseen before his face. His voice lowered
. toa sonorous pitch. “And so the pursuit of Justice continues,
my lord.” He spoke to the memory of Lord Valente, the
noble leader of the House of the Lion whom Pikas had slain
a year earlier. Montenegro owed much to the murdered
- nobleman. Valente had championed him when the rest of
New Britannia clamored to throw him into prison. The
ight could do no less than to wield Starfell, Valente’s
hanted sword, on the path of the Virtue of Justice. He
uld slay the assassin or die from the effort.

- Generations ago the Lost King had defined the eight
es as ethical beacons for the people of Britannia:
nor, Justice, Sacrifice, Compassion, Humility, Honesty,
pirituality and Valor. In the eighty-eight years since the Cat-
iclysm tore the world apart, the Virtues had assumed even
ter importance. Montenegro's grandfather, the leg-
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endary Sir Lazaro, had achieved the highest degree of
respect for his adherence to those ideals. But the Cataclysm
took his life, even as it did the Lost King himself. Sir Gabriel
Montenegro intended to recapture the glory of his honored
name. The Virtues showed the only path to that destiny, a
fact that Lord Valente’s murder had revealed to him.

Presently Sister Raveka was the greatest benefactor of his
enlightenment. Indeed, it was she who had enabled Pikas to -
assassinate Valente in the first place, but in the time since the
deed she had worked with Montenegro in secret to hunt
down the renegade Logosian. The knight’s instincts told him
she was sincere in her quest for atonement. He wanted to
believe his instincts. So he applied the Virtue of Compassion
to her case.

He was, after all, the last person to deny someone a chance 3
for redemption. Besides, there would be time enough for
Raveka’s punishment once Pikas was dead. |

He found the ladder and climbed up to the trapdoor.
Fresh air was nectar on his tongue. As he stumbled past the
flaming cinders of the gambling hall, bystanders and angry
pirates avoided the man whose cloak and hood were caked
with filth. A bank of dinghies was moored to a low pier. He
took one and began to row in the direction of the barquen-
tine Menagerie, which was gently gliding out to sea. Other
tall ships were unfurling their great sails, in preparation for
pursuit. |

On the ramshackle boardwalks of Port Levanto, a one-
eyed musician sat on a post plucking his lute, while tall
flames capered to the lively tune.

The lurch of the sea made constellations sway in the dark |
skies of early morning. Montenegro steadied himself on the -
‘i
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| baroque frame of a large window that dominated the ship’s
~ cabin. The narrow bedroom displayed rich appointments of
. silk and gold and lush tapestry, crowding every inch of space.
- Clove incense tinged the humid air. The rolling creak of the
- Menagerie sounded like a chorus of wooden frogs.
The knight stared at two lights blinking in the distance.
Captain Bawdewyn reclined in a velvet chair, his tall boots
propped on a desk. A ledger lay open under the half-furled
rolltop. The wildcat Annis stretched across the hutch and
stared with enormous eyes at a tawny dog under the sailor’s
~ chair. Bawdewyn leaned down to pinch one of the dog’s
~ pointed ears. The animal squealed and nipped back.
The captain grimaced. “Come away from that window,
Montenegro. You're making Kiye skittish.”
“Then you shouldn’t keep feral pets.”
“They ain’t feral. Feral is like an alleycat. Annis here is an
ocelot and Kiye is a coyote. They’re wild animals.”
. Montenegro rolled his eyes. “Ah, the subtleties of nondo-
. mestication. It’s truly a shame you're leaving piracy, you
- know. You have a gift for civilized barbarity.”
“Ha! I've had enough of Anzo’s barbarity, I can tell you
that. ‘Pirate King,” my hind-end. He’s nothing but a very
 enterprising extortionist.” The sailor waved a long-fingered
‘hand. “Now come sit down. Those galleons ain’t gonna
catch us. Square-riggers can’t make half our speed sailing
. into the wind. Pour yourself some rum and relax.”
. “Idon’tdrink.”
i Bawdewyn pinched his eyebrows together. “Sit down any-
“way. You and me have got to talk about something.”
. The knight darkened his expression as he turned away
- from the window. “What’s on your mind, Captain?”
- “That Technocrat woman you deal with.”

=4
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“What about her?”
“She’s using you as a pawn.” L
Montenegro eased into an intricately carved chair. “Of
course she is.”
“I can tell by your face, she’s trying to seduce you.”
“Undoubtedly.”
“And you're walking right into her net? Why? Did you for-
get she’s on the enemy’s side?” |
“Your concern is touching, but I know exactly what I am
getting into. Right now she and I want the same thing i
Pikas of Enclave. On that score I can trust her without
reservation. Can you say the same about your fellow buc- f
caneers?” 1
The captain spat a derisive sound as he poured rum into a |
mug. “That was a cheap shot.” '
“No, it wasn’t. Trust is a precious thing, Captain. It’s an
essential component of Spirituality—trust in the Virtues and
in yourself. It’s not something I often make light of.” '
“Okay, you want to talk about trusting that Technocrat?
I've got another question and you won't want to answer it.”
“I'm listening.” ]
“If this woman is so good at what she does, how come -
you've cornered the Viper three times in the past year and
never taken him down? Her traps don’t seem to close quick
enough.” i
The knight frowned. “Because Pikas is good at what he
does. You saw him. It’s like trying to catch a fish with your
bare hands.” :
“Yeah. Or maybe this Technocrat ain’t as trustworthy as
you think she is.” :
He paused before saying, “You're wrong. Time will prove
that. See if you can refrain from talking about her in the
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ntime, Captain Bawdewyn. I agreed to this arrangement

use I was led to believe I could rely on your discretion.”

The captain swallowed a tongue of liquor. “Don'’t get like

at. I walk with Honor, the same as you. I just don’t want to

a decent fellow stick his head in a noose.”

Montenegro steepled his fingers. “She plays her cards and

shall play mine. When it’s over we’ll see which one trumps

e other.”

- “Uh-huh. But I say you should stick to training with those
var masters from Jukaran. You can trust them. Leave the

gosians in Logosia.”

“You can’t trust all Jukan masters. Believe me.” The

knight smirked. “In point of fact, I might visit Logosia

myself soon. I've got fifty knights who would break down

ir stalls for a chance to fight the Technocrat army toe-to-

toe. I'm thinking of taking them to Garron as a strike force.”

~ “I'thought you said you lost your command.”

. “Idid. We won't be sanctioned by the Senate. Rather call

‘us mercenaries whose fee is paid in glory and experience.”

- “And if you're successful, maybe General Nathaniel will

give you a real command, hey?”

~ Montenegro smiled. “I'll have more knowledge of Black-

thorn’s war machines than any other New Britannian.”

~ The captain raised his eyebrows. “And let me guess—your

Technocrat lady is going back to Logosia, too, ain’t she?”

~ The knight glanced away for a fraction of a second.

~ Bawdewyn opened a wide grin and chanted:

~ Gabriel was a fearsome rapscallion,

- Wild and free as a Ravenmoor stallion

" Hitched up his reins to a fair maiden’s skirt

~ And lived out his life dragging plows through the dirt!

19
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His laugh shook the timbers of the cabin. Then he raise 1
his mug to the languid wildcat. “You and me are going to be
privateers, Annis! Here’s to the yoke of legitimacy.” He\
tipped back the remainder of his rum, then blew a sharp
breath at the ocelot. She squinted and flattened her ears.

The knight played an ironic smile over his lips, but it did
not look entirely natural. g
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Baccle ac €nclave

Ihe Logosian port of Enclave lay in a
_precise, geometric arrangement, like the chassis of a huge
~machine. Each stone wall and smokestack and metal paving
slab answered some specific purpose to the design of the set-

join the structures together. The streets were planes of gran-
te and steel. Drawbridge piers kissed the pearl-grey sea.

engineering.

trenchant Logosian winds, when blowing through at a cer-
ain angle, conjured several octaves of pure metallic reso-
‘nance in a chorus that sang to the ocean.

- Thulann of Garron listened to that luxurious drone from
2 low balcony inside the town. The notes rang deep in her
' chest. They felt plaintive, dolorous, like the wail of an aban-
doned hound. She scanned the barren streets. Indeed,
Enclave was empty of its human and Jukan builders. The
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Technocrats had fled west from an invading Garronite arm
Thulann’s people now occupied the town, staked along its
borders. : 1
She imagined that the buildings knew, in some inanimate
way, that their masters were gone.
Though the Jukan Clans had controlled Enclave for more
than a month, Thulann had not yet grown accustomed to
the stolid architecture of the Technocrats. The shapes and
angles were too calculated. The buildings were bereft of
ornamentation. They did not lack in detail, but rather the
mechanical necessities—rivets and girders, scaffolds and
pipes—defined their character. Though the style admitted to
Jukan and human origins, it was as if the Technocrats had
surrendered all heritage to the aesthetic of the Machine, the
strange, cold philosophy at the center of their religion. 3
The notion offended Thulann. Her people had a proud,
assertive culture. The chieftains of Garron stood tall an
brazen. Their achievements had come through sweat and
strong hands. Even Thulann herself, whose life was spent
mastering the sober discipline of the Way, could not imagin
dissociating herself from the glory she had achieved. 3
She wondered what sort of people the Logosians we:
these Juka and humans, intermingled under a dark technog:
racy. How could they live so disconnected from history an
passion and the rich, organic world? Did they dream of gea
and numbers at night? 4
There was only one explanation. The Logosians had beer
misguided by their mad leader, Blackthorn, whom they
called the Techno-Prophet. As the armies of Garron too k
bloody control of each new Technocrat territory, Thulann
consoled herself that her people were curtailing Black
thorn’s twisted philosophy. 2
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. The Juka laid down the hood of her cloak. The chill of
late winter unsettled her ghostly white braids. Her jade-
~ colored skin was wrinkled with age, the muscles of her face
~ and body taut from a lifetime of strenuous pursuits. She
~wore light Jukan armor under a belted cloak, in the manner
of Garronite soldiers. A long, subtly curved broadsword
snugged against her back.
.~ She watched with dread as a shroud of black smoke
crawled over the western edge of the town. The opaque
cloud patiently, irresistibly swallowed buildings made of
ranite and copper and dull, grey metals. From the depths of
the smoke came strobes of light and dense, thunderous
ounds. The ground shivered, pulsated. Thulann tightened
her grip on the balcony railing,
- The Technocrats had returned this morning. They meant
0 reclaim this settlement. The smoke was a harbinger of their
mechanical advance. Thulann wondered what new steam-
orged terrors they had brought to accomplish that goal.
~ She turned away from the darkening scene and stepped
mside the blocky, two-story building. The room within was
shioned of metal plates and oversize rivets. Cabinets of
teel and glass clung to the walls, holding shelf after shelf of
ooks and scrolls. A pale glow frosted the library from a hiss-

- She grimaced. Wrinkles sprayed across her face. “Toria!
he ground shakes with Blackthorn’s footsteps. You had
est finish picking that lock before someone shows up with

~ ‘Are they that close, Mistress?”
* “The sun cannot resist nightfall, and Warlord Pakahm’s
roops cannot resist the Technocrats. Until Bahrok arrives
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with reinforcements we cannot hope to keep this town. And
Bahrok has still not been sighted.”

A small shape crouched in a corner before an armored
cabinet. Nimble hands manipulated the lock. “Dammit!
Why did they have to attack today, of all days?”

Thulann grimaced and gave no answer.

“It’s almost open, Mistress.” A clack shot into the air and
the cabinet door swung open. A pile of scrolls rested within.

Toria rose to her feet. The human girl brushed sweat and
russet curls from her face. Her leather armor creaked, but
only slightly. As she slipped her tools into a pouch she mur-
mured, “You were right, Mistress. There were four incendi-
ary traps on that door. Whatever these scrolls are, the
Technocrats would have rather burned them than surrender
them. They’re safe for the taking now, though. The traps
were all on the door, not the shelf.” ‘

“I shall discern that for myself.”

Toria frowned. “Two years in your instruction and youi
still don’t trust my skills?”

“Your talent for lockpicking surpasses even my own. B
remember, child, that the greatest swordsmen are certain to
die of a stab wound. Now stand back and let an old wo
have a look.” 4

Thulann touched her fingertips to the cabinet door, nui
ing it open a bit farther. At that moment flames leapt in
the room with a gurgling roar.

Through an interior door plunged a man whose
gushed with fire. Quickly he dove to the ground and roll
muffling the blaze to a grey smoke. For an instant
crouched in a heap, coughing wetly.

“Venduss!” shouted Toria as she rushed to the yo
Juka’s side.
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E The warrior retched and waved her off. His armor and
~ clothes were more damaged than his flesh. Frantically he
. rasped, “Four on my tail!”

~ Thulann was already at the open door. She cleared her
. thoughts with a quick, internal mantra, one she had
. repeated daily for most of her sixty-six years. The disciplines
~ of a Way Master, of course, were most suited for combat.
- Her limbs felt loose. Her breaths came in short, easy bursts.
She knew she would have to take down the enemy quickly
lest the noise of battle attract more.

The library was smoky from Venduss’s clothes. She
lurked in the haze as four Logosian silhouettes rushed
through the door. Without a sound she sprang into their
midst, dropped to the ground and twirled. Her legsweep

her in his arms. She kicked the steel-jawed weapon
se, then whisked her longsword from its scabbard. A
'ck stroke laid open the man’s throat. Her blade flashed in
smoke, swamng away three strikes before she impaled a

- Toria appeared at her xmstress‘s side, drawing a short
ade. The teenager lunged at a Logosian soldier twice her
who was regaining his feet. They exchanged parries.
arks popped from the Technocrat’s static-charged sword.
Several of Toria’s cuts drew blood from the soldier’s thighs,
but he struck her hard on the shoulder. An electric snap bit
through her leather armor. She slammed back into the metal
wall. The Technocrat stamped his armored boot on her
stomach, pinning her upright, and shoved his static sword at
er heart.
- Thulann hacked the man’s spine between the shoulder
blades. He did not complete his thrust. A heartbeat later a
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thrown knife sprouted from his face. The Technocrat dropped
to the ground, revealing the burnt Venduss unsheathing a sec-
ond knife.

The remaining Logosian bolted out the door. Thulann
knelt to allow Venduss a clear target. The young warrior’s
dagger fluttered over her head and stuck in the back of the
Logosian’s neck. Venduss somersaulted beside the man and
finished him with a pair of brutal kicks.

The Way Master helped Toria to her feet. “He drew out
your cross parry. I told you the day would come when you
would regret that weakness.”

“Thank you, Mistress.” The human touched the seared
gash in her armor and winced.

“Though you should not have needed to parry at all, if
Venduss had led the enemy away, as I instructed him, instead
of toward us.”

Toria widened her large eyes and wheeled to look out the
doorway. “Venduss! Are you hurt? Take my healing potion—"

Thulann touched her injured shoulder. “Use it yourself,
child. He is singed, but just as hale and foolish as he has been
since birth.”

“I had no choice but to come up here, teacher!” protested
the young warrior as he dashed back into the room. “They
came up through the floor. I was cut off from the doors and 1
windows. I had nowhere else to go.”

Thulann ground her teeth. “A dreadnought tunneled i in
under the building?” 3

Venduss nodded. “With more than a dozen soldiers. Your
prediction came true. They must know we are in here. Right
now they are searching the rooms downstairs, but we do not
have much time. Are these the scrolls we are after?”

She shook her head. “Leave them. We do not yet know if i

%
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they are safe.” Frustration built inside her chest and emerged
as a growl in her throat. “Dammit! Who told them we were
so close to getting these documents?”

“Who cares?” said Venduss. “Toria, quickly, search the
cabinet for traps before that dreadnought comes up here!”

Thulann stepped in front of the open cabinet. “No. If we
set off a trap in haste, the scrolls will be destroyed. Better
that we leave them to the enemy and try again later.”

“But teacher—!”

“Listen!” shouted Toria, pointing to the open door. From
farther inside the metal building came the grumble and
clank of heavy machinery.

Thulann took a deep breath and frowned. “That is the
trumpet to retreat, my children. The balcony should make a
serviceable exit, I think, unless you want to stay here and let
the dreadnought join this debate. I suspect he will bring it to
a decisive end.”

The late morning sun threw short, heavy shadows onto
the roof of a nearby building. Thulann, Venduss and Toria
hid in the shade of chimneys and ductwork as they moni-
tored the occupation of the Technocrat library. The
Logosians had secured every entrance. To unsuspecting
eyes, however, nothing would seem amiss.

Thulann was impressed by the operation. “This was well-
planned. No one will know they are in there. Our people are
all fighting at the edges of town.”

Gulping a second healing potion, Venduss squinted. “I do
not understand. If they meant to recapture a few documents,
why are they bothering to secure the whole library? Why not
take the scrolls and tunnel back behind their own lines?”

“Perhaps they value the entire library. The Technocrats
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are not like us, Venduss. They do not sing all of their tradi-
tions. Logosians must write down their lore or there is a dan-
ger they will forget it.”

“But they know that we escaped, that we will bring back
troops. Their devotion to lore cannot be that strong.”

“Their strength lies in their army. They gamble that we
cannot afford to summon men away from the front.”

Toria pulled her mass of red curls back into a foxtail. “The
scrolls in that cabinet weren’t lore, were they, Mistress? They
were some kind of diagrams.”

Thulann closed her eyes, then nodded. “That is so, child.
That library once belonged to the Order of Engineers.
Those diagrams are construction plans, what the Tech-
nocrats call ‘schematics,” for a war machine.”

Venduss raised his eyebrows. “So that is what we have
been searching for all this time. What kind of machine is it?”

“I wish I could tell you, but that is a mystery even to most
Logosians. We know only that the Engineers have devoted
great resources to building it in secret, so it must be a device
of considerable power. They call it ‘Braun’s Needle’ for Lec:
tor Braun, the head of the Order.” She peeked over a metal
duct at the distant wall of heavy, black smoke. It obscured
the western half of the town, but did not advance any closer
Its acrid smell drifted past on a breeze. “Much was sacrificed
to locate those diagrams. Many spies were killed or injured
We must not lose them again.”

Toria sighed gravely. “Then let’s go in there and try it on
more time.”

Venduss snorted. “With that dreadnought standing watch:
Great Mother, we might as well try to steal Blackthorn’
crown! Do not be a dullard, Toria.”

The girl looked away.
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Thulann nodded. “You are correct. We have to lure the
dreadnought out of the library first. But it will not budge
without proper motivation. I suggest a frontal assault.”

- The younger Juka stifled a laugh. “The three of us? Per-

haps the dreadnought will simply surrender out of fear.”

- “Perhaps I should send you alone, nursling,” grunted the

Way Master, “as a cure for your insolence. I mean that we

| -must attack with enough soldiers to force the dreadnought
to come out and defend the building. Once the creature
leaves the library, we can slip in and fetch away our prize.”

- Venduss nibbled on his lower lip. “It would take twenty
mcn at least. Do you think Warlord Pakahm would part
thh them? He is undermanned already, and there is no sign

of Bahrok’s reinforcements.”

~ “I shall not ask that of Pakahm,” said Thulann, “and I

‘would rather duel the dreadnought myself than to have
fBahrok meddle in this. No, I want soldiers of a more exotic
persuasion, if they can be convinced to answer the call.”

7:? Toria’s green eyes brightened. “You're talking about Mon-
tenegro and his knights!”

[ “They have harried this column of Logosians for more
than a week, studying the Technocrat war machines. They
'Eate certainly fighting beside Pakahm by now.”

“But teacher, how shall we contact them? And more to

ithe point, why would Montenegro agree to help us?”

b 1 am told Montenegro came to Logosia specifically to
&m about the Technocrats’ war engines. He will help us if
he knows about the diagrams. As for finding him, Venduss,

will have ample time to devise a plan on your way to the
battlefront. Surely it cannot be difficult to spot fifty Britann-
an knights on horseback?”

The warrior frowned, glancing at the smoky battlefield.

4
3
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“It would be easier if the Technocrats had not smirched the
air. But I shall find the humans by smell if I must. Toria,
come with me. Be quick about it!”

The girl looked incredulous at his tone.

Thulann glanced at Toria’s reaction and interjected, “She
will stay here. We must be ready to steal inside if the dread-
nought moves out of the library. Hurry now, suckling! And
remember, speak to no one except Montenegro about the
diagrams. Not even to Warlord Pakahm. I fear some of our
soldiers listen with Logosian ears.”

Venduss nodded, glanced over Toria’s crouching form,
then scuttled to the edge of the rooftop and vanished. |

Thulann exhaled some tension as she arranged herself in
a cross-legged position. Toria sat back against a metal pipe,
one leg stretched out. The redhead conspicuously avoided
Thulann’s eyes. f

The Way Master murmured, “Venduss is thirsty for com-
mand, do you not think?”

Toria shrugged.

“Sometimes the bite of a young serpent is the most dan
gerous. It has not yet learned to regulate its venom.” Thu:
lann began a mental regimen to relax her old muscles. O
steady breaths she muttered, “Never forget that Venduss i
the Shirron’s son. You must allow him the opportunity to
explore that power.” ]

“I'm getting tired of that serpent’s tongue, Mistress.”

“I know you are, child. But you must remain strong. It is¢
difficult role we have chosen, you with Venduss and I wit
his father. Fortune is cruel to a chieftain’s concubine.”

Toria gaped. “Concubine! No wonder you don’t trust m
skills, if that’s all you think of me!” She rolled to her knee
and spun her back to the Way Master. 3
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The old Juka frowned. “I think of you as a traveler, who
must learn to keep pace in fair weather as well as foul. Hard-
ship fatigues, but courtship decapitates. Relish the freedom
of youth, child. On the path ahead lurk difficult times—
intrigues, separations, even political marriages. When they
come you shall long for that young serpent who cannot con-
trol his passions.” When she realized the human was not
going to respond, she added, “And I also think of you as a
young woman I am proud to have as a student and servant.
And as long as you are both of those things, do me the kind-
ness of watching the library while I meditate. It has been a
frustrating morning. I shall need to regain my strength if Sir
Gabriel Montenegro is going to share it with us. He is to my
patience what lightning is to a very tall tree.”

Venduss stepped between wounded Jukan soldiers as he
neared the wall of bitter smoke. Dozens of maimed troops
crowded the streets just outside the battleground. Their
cries scrabbled between the town’s reverberant buildings.
Physicians moved among the injured, dispensing bandages,
potions and flashes of healing magic taught to them by New
Britannian sorcerers. Yet for each clansman they restored,
many new ones were laid down. Those with healthy legs

~ dragged the others away from the advancing smoke.

Venduss shut out the screams of torment. They were only
distractions from the true course of the battle.

~ These Juka warriors were commanded by Warlord
- Pakahm, the chieftain of Clan Athul. The troops were the
 finest of his clansmen. Venduss knew he was witnessing the
heroic devastation of Athul’s fighting strength, as they bat-
 tled to hold the port town long enough for Warlord Bahrok
- and his massive army to arrive.
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The defeat was taking place inside the roiling murk. Gen-
erated by Technocrat boilers, the thick, ashy haze smeared .
the air like soot on a glass window. The sounds coming from -
within chilled the young warrior’s blood.

Clan Athul was being slaughtered to the grotesque music
of Technocrat machines. Venduss entered the stinging, black -
cloud and felt the song shudder his bones.

A concert of steam whistles harmonized like crass, breathy
flutes. The tones directed the movement of Logosian units by
a code that Garron had not yet unraveled. Using this system
the Technocrat formations sacrificed little effectiveness in the
acrid gloom, while the clansmen struggled to organize in the
dark. The technique was sufficient to compensate for the supe-
rior skills of individual Garronite warriors. }

Underlying the whistles’ keening was a syncopation of é

3
3

levers and gears—the innards of the Technocrat war
machines—clanking and clattering with dizzy complexity
across the entire breadth of the battlefield. The air was thick
with the grumble of heavy wheels and the dragon hiss of - J
steam engines. Terrible weapons of fire and hghtmng
barked and growled and roared. And driving the mad sym-
phony was the temblor beat of gigantic drums, booming §
out the unearthly pulse of a crawling, mechanical behemoth
that devoured the town of Enclave and every defender who
stood in the way. |
The young warrior coughed as he adjusted to the smoke. 1
It burned his eyes and made them water, increasing the lack :
of visibility. He relied on his pointed ears for guidance. From
ahead came the familiar din of melee. He plunged in that
direction, into a throng of Jukan soldiers with spears and
shields. In the gloom they were hale, dauntless silhouettes.
Their armor was resplendent with curves and tapers. Their
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] cries recalled generations of proud warrior tradi-
 tion. He could make out banners where the smoke cleared
n the wake of a breeze. The flags stood tall, even when
darkness clamped around them.

- The troops on this street were converging around several
ortable barricades. Crews shoved the rolling walls into place
- while infantrymen fought back the Logosian footsoldiers.
- Then Venduss saw the reason for the barriers. Though it was
 only a towering shadow in the haze, a war engine rumbled for-
' ward from the Technocrat ranks on heavy, spiked wheels. The
- armored turret loomed twenty feet above the ground. From
 its high, barbed cupola struck lashes of electrical fury, carving
ugh the Garronite forces like many-fingered claws. The
archers of Clan Athul deluged the structure with a hurricane
- of bolts and arrows, but only the portable barricades stopped
 the lJumbering advance of the machine. And so the spearmen

-another foot of ground.

. Venduss’s chest swelled with exhilaration. This was the
- purpose of Jukan strength, the vindication of a clan’s war-
rior spirit: to fight with skill and honor and courage.

fearless army, he was proud that Athul was an ally of his
own clan. When the hour came for Venduss to take his
father’s place as chieftain of Clan Kumar, he would remem-
ber with honor this terrible day.
~ But for the moment he resolved not to embroil himself in
the melee. His mission was urgent. So he turned northward,
parallel to the line of defense, and left the war engine
behind. As he trotted between buildings he heard the crack
‘of wood and metal breaking—the barricades had suddenly
cen crushed. He knew the war engine could not have
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destroyed the barriers. Only Blackthorn’s juggernauts pos-
sessed such strength and maneuverability.

Venduss grated his teeth as he pressed on, denying his
hunger to return and join the fray. Of all the Techno-
Prophet’s mechanical abominations, juggernauts and dread-
noughts and their steel-enhanced ilk were the most terrible.
They were the mating of men and war engines, or perhaps
they were slaves bound physically to the controls of a
machine. They possessed tremendous might, a battery of
technological weapons and an unshakable loyalty to their
leader at Logos. The thought of them made Venduss’s hand
ache for a sword. Though dreadnoughts were lethal to any |
but a large force of soldiers, Venduss and Thulann had once -
defeated a juggernaut between them. The experience made
him crave more encounters. 4

But he forced himself away from the battle. He had to
find Montenegro before the Logosians reached the library, -
or many Jukan deaths and many months of Thulann’s work
would have been in vain. Onward he pushed through the
dense, roiling smoke, hardening his ears against the cries and E
shrieks of the clansmen of Athul, whose barricades had
been shattered. He did not like to hear them. Screams tar- -
nished the luster of glorious death. i

Thulann sat motionless with her eyes closed, infusing her |
body with calm, measured breaths. She took inventory of
the aches that flared in her joints and spine. As her body
grew older, she found that its memory was sharpening. A :
throb in her shoulder recalled the swordstroke that saved -
Toria in the library. Her knees remembered the leap from
the balcony. Cramps in her limbs defined an array of comba r
maneuvers. At sixty-six years of age Thulann’s veteran body
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- forgot nothing anymore, but kept a chronicle of increasingly
 trivial actions. When she meditated, a hundred recollections
- trilled inside her flesh.
~ Not many years ago she had taken the pain as a cue for
~ retirement. The dusk years of a Way Master were a time for
~ teaching the young, Rituals prepared the flesh for its demise.
- But even while she took Venduss as a full-time student, poli-
. tics denied her a proper resignation. The Shirron Turlogan,
- head of the Jukan Clans, who was Venduss’s father and her
~ own lord and lover, would not allow her to fade into the
. shadows. He needed her experience as a spy and a leader to
. face the coming war with the Technocrats. He had all but
. forced her bodily to continue working.
~ For that, she was more grateful than she could have imag-
. ined. It awakened forgotten joy to brandish weapons and
. wits against such a mighty opponent. Her spirit felt like a

_ wheel turning inside her. Faster and faster it spun now, as the
' forces of Garron pressed into enemy territory. Every offen-
. sive maneuver met with unexpected success. At this pace the
- Technocrats must surely surrender and relinquish their hold
~on the disputed borderlands. Only then would Thulann
. retire. Only when Turlogan’s glory was complete would she
 enter the haven of old age.

~ Until then, each day brought a regimen of trance and

“had not lived forty years between them. Yet Thulann knew

she was up to the task. Her seasoned will outmatched their
uthful energy. It was they who must heel to her gait.

- During her meditation, the Way Master’s senses were

veight and stuttered a breath, Thulann opened one eye.
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At the edge of the rooftop, the young human was staring
at the library with a furrowed brow. “Mistress? Someone
new is in there.” k

Thulann unfolded from her meditation and knelt beside
Toria. Through the window of the library they watched a -
strange figure moving about. He was a bald, skeletal man in
a tailored black robe. Thulann recognized the raiment of a
Technocrat of the Order of Theorists. He was engaged in
animated conversation with a hard-edged shadow that she
presumed was the dreadnought itself. =

Then the Theorist stepped directly to the window. Fora
moment Thulann thought he would catch her eyes. A tingle -
of excitement shot through her. But the man simply opened
the glass panes, thrust out his hairless head and peered at thc
overcast sky. Then he held one arm into the air. ,

In his palm rested a small, disc-shaped device. The Theo-
rist flipped a lever with his thumb. A series of bat-wing vanes
popped out along the disc’s perimeter. With a metallic.
squeak it leapt from his hand and spun wildly into the air.
High above the rooftops it flew, becoming a speck against
the feathery cloud cover. Then it pulsed out a sequence of
quick, colorful flashes. When the lights ended, the device
could no longer be seen. A

Tona glanced at the Way Master. Some kind of sxgnal?" 1

trate the Logosians’ smoke cloud. Someone is watching and

not from the battlefront.” Thulann gazed at the Theorist:

until he stepped away from the window. Then she collected

herself to rise. “I am going to shadow that man. They are

doing more down there than just occupying the building. I

do not want it to jeopardize our goal.” =
“What should I do?”
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~ “Stay here, keep watching and hope that Venduss does
~ not take long. If that signal was designed to summon more
. troops—or, Great Mother forbid, more dreadnoughts—then
- Montenegro and his knights might be coming here to meet
.~ their own extinction.”

- Venduss proceeded through the cloying smoke, searching
- for Montenegro and his men. Passing soldiers confirmed
.~ that the New Britannian knights were engaged in the day’s
conflict, though none of them knew where. The young war-
~ rior continued north through the haze until he left behind
. the metal streets of Enclave. He reasoned that a cavalry unit
- would fight in the open ground outside of town.

- Abloodied officer confirmed the theory. The old, haggard
- soldier pointed west, to territory held by the Technocrats.
- Rumor suggested that the human knights were traversing
. the tree-spiked landscape astride their tall, nimble mounts,
. harrying the Logosian column with swift charges. The offi-
- cer spoke as if recounting a legend. Only two years had
 passed since Garron allied with the New Britannians. Besides
- Montenegro’s knights, no more than a few dozen of the
- soft-skinned strangers had visited the continent, mostly heal-
 ers instructing clan physicians in the curative arts of Water
3 Maglc Their sorcerous talents and exotic ways still gave
. wonder to the rare Juka who met them. The clans felt great
- telief that, unlike the Technocrats, these humans were their
 allies.

_ Venduss had more experience with New Britannians than
- did most of his people. Toria had served Thulann for two
. years. Hardly a day passed in which Venduss did not marvel
at the girl’s pale beauty or test the boundaries of her pecu-
liar culture. He suspected he had seen, in Toria and others,
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the best and worst of humanity. They continued to be a
wonder to him. :

He could see the wonder in Toria’s sea-green eyes, as well,
when she looked back.

He snuck through the enemy lines to find Montenegro,
somewhere beyond. Smoke provided him ample cover. For
good measure he shoved his blade into a Technocrat’s gut
and took the weeping man’s cloak. A steady tension
informed the Juka’s movements as he crept among the
Logosian ranks. The clanking, whistling chorus of war
machines made him flinch. The ground throbbed from the
hammer of giant drums. His senses grew untrustworthy. ]
Before he knew it he had walked within a yard of a jugger-
naut. The creature stank of soot and hot grease. When it
rolled past on toothed wheels he wanted to stop and com-
pose himself, but he dared take no suspicious actions. 3
Instead he plunged deeper into the gloom, seeking any trace
of the New Britannians. 3

His ears gave him hope. Amid the thrum and clangor he -
picked out a noise distinctive to the northern humans: the .
hoofbeats of the athletic mounts they called horses. He hur-
ried in that direction, approaching the perimeter of the
Technocrat army. Then the sound was gone. He knelt and :
took stock of his situation. E

The opaque cloud was thicker here. He soon realized
why. Not many yards away moved an enormous, wheeled
device. He could only see glimpses of it in the murk, but it
consisted of a round iron boiler that seethed from red coals
underneath. Huge bellows animated the flames. A viscous,
gurgling sound shook the machine’s heavy rivets, leng 3
ing into a ghastly moan as it rose up some kind of high verti-:
cal member. Venduss could not tell if it was a pipe or flue ot
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some more complex apparatus. At the summit was an indis-
tinct opening. It gave the impression of a pitcher or a gaping
mouth. Smoke vomited out in heavy, billowing gouts and
was dispersed by the windmill blades of an enormous fan.
Black-robed Technocrat engineers operated the contraption
by wheels and levers. Several ranks of human and Jukan sol-
diers marched around it, protecting one of the many smoke
cauldrons that were so vital to the success of their assault.
Kneeling in the spiny grass, Venduss channeled all of his
will to resist a fit of coughing. The scalding heat of the war
- machine grew uncomfortable as it lumbered closer.
Abruptly through the gloom darted a new troop of
Logosians. They whirled their weapons and shields as if in
. the midst of a retreat. Their arrival inspired the cauldron’s
_ guards to brandish their own polearms. The huge machine
- groaned and squealed as ponderous brakes halted its for-
- ward movement. One of the engineers blew a strident steam
- whistle. The soldiers formed into a bristling defensive array.
~ An expectant lull seemed to amplify the roar of the boiler.
- Then a wall of flashing silver exploded from the murk. A
- volley of lances sprang into view, long shafts crackling with
 brilliant sorcery. A flood of knights in glittering armor leapt
| (through the air atop steel-clapped horses, slamming into the
- enemy phalanx and shattering the dense formation. From
- horseback the helmeted warriors tore a swath through the
- Technocrats, strewing pitiless blows from swords and maces,
" hammers and morningstars. Their strapping chargers reared
- and whinnied in white-eyed fury.
- The engineers on board the cauldron swiveled ballistas to
bear on the glittering attackers. The Technocrats churned
f,,,. cranks and arrows streamed out in brutal, unending
‘waves. Several knights were peppered out of their saddles.
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But from behind the New Britannian line emerged a rank of
heavy crossbowmen, visible in silhouette, who scoured the
exterior of the iron machine.

Then different shadows replaced the archers, wearing
robes and hoods and lifting staves and wands into the air.
The sorcerers from New Britannia erupted with light.
Across the battleground cascaded an inferno of dazzling 4
spells, resolving into fire and ice and stone and crystal, lash- ]
ing the air with screaming sounds and stirring the haze with
swooping gusts of wind. Curtains of flame ripped through -
the enemy. The ground softened to mud and engulfed
Logosian boots. - E

Venduss recognized the tight integration of wizardry and 1
melee fighting. The knights, their weapons and even their
horses glimmered with magical enhancements. The war-
riors’ maneuvers anticipated the sorcery. Not even the math-
ematical Technocrats were so efficient with their machmes :
This was why the New Britannians made formidable allies -
and why Logos so feared the alliance. ;

The young Juka could stand by no longer. He whisked out
his blade and crept toward the fray. At the last moment he -
remembered to doff the Technocrat robe he was wearing,

A sound froze him in place. Heavy steel clanked many
yards behind him. The stench of burned grease invaded his
nostrils. His flesh crawled. Juggernauts were coming, a great. 3
many of them. Perhaps an entire platoon. i

In the din of battle he had no hope of warning the New
Britannians. His eyes darted for a solution. He found it ato .
the smoke cauldron itself. A quick shout drew the attention.
of a pikeman, who thrust out a spear as Venduss charged.
The young warrior dodged the point, then grabbed the end
of the polearm and jumped. His momentum flung him:
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‘high. He used the haft of the spear to propel himself over
".lhe heads of the Technocrat troops and onto the hard, black
' surface of the war machine.
- The heat of the boiler struck him like a fist, but he
' shrugged it off and climbed. His goal was the main arbalest,
~ mounted atop the iron tank just under the windmill blades
of the fan. An engineer appeared in front of him, lunging
- with a buzzing dagger. The Juka’s blade rent through flesh
“and thin armor in rapid strokes, toppling the man to the
ground. Then Venduss sprang behind the arbalest and piv-
- oted it to face the oncoming juggernauts.
At least ten or fifteen hulking shapes loomed in the haze.
. Spirals of flame danced in their jagged claws. Venduss let out
war cry and shoved the crank of the arbalest, which chat-
d and shook as a fountain of arrows sprayed the jugger-
- naut company. His aim was poor but that did not matter. His
purpose was to catch the New Britannians’ attention. He
glanced at them to gauge his success.
. A line of mounted knights had begun a second lance
charge. Time slowed as he watched them gallop closer.
Bright magic sparkled over every inch of their silvery armor.
Sparks leapt at the crash of hoofbeats. The officer in the lead
raised the visor of his helmet and Venduss recognized the
e gaze of Montenegro himself. He was shouting
something inaudible in the chaos. He waved his shield arm
2s if warning Venduss of danger.
- When the sorcerers began their assault on the smoke
cauldron, Venduss realized his error in timing. Like molasses
were his movements as he scrambled over the pipes and
evers of the war machine, while torrents of lightning and
flaming stones smashed into the heavy iron. Hard sounds
cracked the air. Geysers of smoke and fire rocketed from
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gaps where seams burst their rivets. Then the wave of charg-
ing knights rammed their lances into the machine.
Enchanted tips punctured the boiler in a neat row, drawing a
scream from the twisting metal as internal pressure ripped it
apart.

Venduss felt the cauldron explode as he threw himself
from the top of the boiler. The blast hurled him over the
knights. He watched the New Britannians vanish under a
sheet of burning fluid even as he felt its searing embrace
himself. Then he plummeted into the thick of the smoke.
He landed hard and rolled. His own voice howled, unbid-
den, when the boiling liquid seemed to claw the flesh from
his bones.

On hands and knees he raked the muddy ground. With-
out warning Thulann’s voice filled his head, droning the
chants of the Way which she had taught him for as long as
he could remember. Thulann’s voice chanted and the pain
receded. He drove his knees until his feet caught the earth
and he staggered forward in the fog of trance.

Some mighty spell engaged behind him, coloring the
acrid smoke bright white.

Then he was lifted off his feet by a pair of gauntlets. He
found himself slung over the pommel of a saddle, galloping
away from the wreckage of the smoke cauldron. All around
him were the heads and tails of tasseled Britannian steeds
and the flashes of polished armor. When the company hur-
tled out of the Technocrat cloud, Venduss could not believe
his eyes. None of the knights looked injured, not even Mon-
tenegro, whose face he saw from below as he peered up at
his rescuer. Montenegro did not return the look, but kept his
eyes forward until the thunderstorm of horses and riders
had put more than a mile behind them.
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_ Finally the company of knights halted on a low hilltop, in
~ agrove of thorny trees, to survey their work. In the distance
~ stretched the outskirts of Enclave, still shrouded in smoke;
- though now a portion of the Logosian army lay exposed.
- War engines and low-hovering airbarges looked black under
. the brightening sky. Venduss noticed a dearth of Logosian
~ infantry units. Already a division of ridgeback-mounted
- Athul cavalry were closing in on the uncovered Technocrat
. flank, swarming around a platoon of juggernauts.

. As he examined the battlefield, Venduss’s internal chant
- faltered. The pain of his injuries spiked through him once
- more. He crawled off Montenegro’s ebony horse and
~ clutched his own torso, choking down the screams that rose
' from inside. Behind him a strong voice called out: “Badralg-
. hazi, erase his wounds.”

~ The Juka was startled that, though they had not spoken
 for two years, Montenegro’s voice still gave him both resent-
" ment and inspiration. But the thought vanished under a del-
- uge of healing magic, which saturated hls ravaged flesh with
 complex, exquisite relief.

- Then the sensation dwindled and strength returned to his
limbs. He turned an astonished look upon the dismounting
‘Montenegro. “I saw you bathed in fire! How are you still
alive?”

~ The knight motioned with his head to the tired healer
who had restored the Juka. “Badralghazi here is the finest
“water mage in New Britannia. Our attack was built around
his power to keep us from dying. I owe him several lifetimes
‘gratitude.”

~ Venduss stood tall, stretching his back. “And I owe my life

to you, Montenegro.”
\ “I do seem to make a habit of rescuing you, don’t I? And
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yet you have done the same for me in the past. Think no
more of it.” He looked over the Juka’s stout frame. “But
you’re a man now, not the boy who wanted to kill me all
that time ago. 'm almost pleased to see you, Venduss of
Garron.”

The Juka pursed his lips. “Your greetings are as warm as
ever.”

“You take me wrong. I am happy to see you, yet I judge by
the worry lines carved into your brow that your old teacher
still hangs over your shoulder, like a vulture. This was no
chance meeting, was it? And where Thulann appears, some
unreasonable demand will soon be made of me. So come
out with it, then. What does Thulann want?”

Venduss smirked before he could stop himself. He
explained the situation at the library. Montenegro listened
with a deepening grimace, until the Juka told him about the
schematics for the war machine called Braun’s Needle. Then
the knight's eyes glinted like the steel of his armor. :

He let out a dark chuckle. “Thulann is as persuasive as

ever. Aziz! Evanthe! Come here. Valor calls us back to the
fray” As several knights approached, Montenegro laid al
hand on the Juka’s shoulder. “Take us to this library, then,
Venduss. Thulann has invited me, so she must be prepared ‘
for the reunion. It is past time she and I got reacquainted.”

Venduss said nothing, but watched as the human gathered
his officers and meted out brusque commands. The a
mounted knights and spellcasters attended him without hes- »]
itation. It seemed to Venduss that Montenegro’s demeanor
was remarkably lighter than it had been on the New Britann- |
jan continent two years earlier. Clearly the challenge of
command brought vitality to the grim human. His troops
responded to their leader’s animation.
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The young Juka resisted a smile. The time would come,
soon, for his own command. As great as this human’s
accomplishments had been, they would seem meager beside
Venduss’s deeds. Clan Kumar would one day be his army.
Even the legendary Warlord Bahrok would fear him then.
The thought of it lent volume to Venduss’s order: “Mon-
tenegro! Hurry your people! I do not want to keep my
teacher waiting.”

The dark-haired knight turned a bemused look upon him.
“You've grown teeth in that mouth of yours! I suggest you
keep them under your lips. But given that I am also impa-
tient for this reunion, I shall heed your suggestion. If you
would be so kind as to lead the way, I shall see if I can inspire
my knights to keep up with you.”
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The (IUarlords Schemes

A cluster of iron pipes thrust out of
the exterior of the library, not far from a second-floor win-
dow. Thulann clung to them with her thighs and stretched
her torso parallel, so that she could only be seen from very
select angles. She drew a long dagger. The polished blade
reflected her green, wrinkled face. She tilted the knife to
peek through the window without revealing herself.

Inside the library were the people she expected to see:
several Logosian soldiers, both Juka and human, and the
Technocrat who had sent up the flying signal. The latter was
a tall, raw-boned human, with a meticulous demeanor and a
ghoulish pallor. Thulann could see the veins under his bald,
white scalp. He seemed agitated as he paced before the open
doors of the cabinet that contained the valuable schematics. |

Beside the cabinet waited the enormous dreadnought. Its
metallic bulk filled the corner of the room. The creature’s
armored mechanics hissed and whirred as it hovered a foot
above the floor. Its half-organic physique suggested the
shapeless flesh of a human being, crushed and stretched to.
fit the inhuman geometry of a war engine. Long, many-
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jointed arms were tipped with drills and scoops for digging.
Soulless eyes watched the Technocrat as he stalked the
perimeter of the library.

Whatever was happening, it was clear to Thulann that the
Theorist was not happy.

At that moment a figure appeared on the street below.
Thulann adjusted her perch, making sure she was out of
sight. The person was wrapped in a long cloak but wore the
helmet of a Jukan officer. The huge Garronite was a walking
mountain. Though Thulann squinted, she could not make
out the face. Her suspicion, however, sent a chill through
her. When the stranger ambled uncontested through the
front door, she decided it was time to get closer.

She slipped to the ground and crept through a window. The
front room of the library was a wide antechamber, busy with
chairs and tables and the ubiquitous Logosian pipework. The
center of the floor had been split open from below. The dread-
nought’s earthen tunnel, partially collapsed, yawned under-
neath.

Like an arrow she shot behind a chair, then crouched and
listened. :

The antechamber grew tense as the Logosian soldiers
faced the cloaked man. No weapons were drawn, but hands
waited at the ready. Then footsteps echoed from the large
staircase. A gaunt, black-robed spectre strode down into the
room. “Thank you for being prompt,” said the Technocrat in
a tone like cold wind.

When the cloaked stranger answered, Thulann winced.

“Turn up a lantern in here! You know I despise these cloak
and dagger meetings. I should skewer you for this, Brother
Rictor.” The baritone voice belonged to Warlord Bahrok.
Though the Jukan officer was a hero in Garron, Thulann
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was well versed in his secret intrigues. The chieftain of Clan
Varang took no action that did not further his aim to
become the Shirron himself; and the war with the Tech-
nocrats had offered him a bounty of opportunities.

Thulann had suspected that Bahrok employed spies
among the Logosians. His meeting with this Technocrat
confirmed the evidence she had gathered. Nor could she
begrudge him his stratagems. But his appearance at this
moment could not be a coincidence. And where were
Bahrok’s reinforcements, which Clan Athul so desperately
needed?

The Technocrat named Brother Rictor brushed off the
warlord’s threat with an elaborate gesture. “There is no time
for debate today. One of the diagrams has been taken. Is this
some kind of trick?”

The large warrior grunted. “Not on my part. Are you sure
it was stolen? Maybe it was missing the whole time.”

“I cannot be more certain. The locks were picked and the
traps were disabled. They were intact and engaged when the
Engineers left this place a month ago. Somewhere there is a
Garronite with possession of my property.”

Thulann bit down a spike of anger in her throat. So
Bahrok knew about the schematics as well. He must have
been the one who tipped off these Logosians. Had he also
given them permission to use deadly force against Thulann?

The warlord snorted. “Listen to your own words, Rictor.
You say they took one diagram. Why only one? A Garron
clansman would not have the knowledge to be so selective.
He would have taken the lot and let a Technocrat sort them
out.” He pinched his brow. “You had best look to your
Order of Engineers for an answer. They must have learned
about our bargain and sent someone here to steal a critical
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document. As you have said, they guard their secrets zeal-
ously.”

The Theorist clasped his palms together and frowned.
“Perhaps you are right. Or perhaps you know more than you
are telling me.”

“Do not even consider accusing me of treachery. You are
only a messenger, human. My bargain is with your
employer. He may judge my actions, but not you. Now, I
have yet to receive my payment for allowing you to come
here at all. Give me the deployment plans. My patience is
ended.”

Brother Rictor paused for a moment, then reached his
long fingers into a pocket. From it he withdrew a fold of
parchment, which he handed to the Juka. “I shall make my
report when I return to Logos. We shall see what judgment
is passed.”

“Look to your Engineers,” Bahrok repeated as he glanced
over the folded message. “Logosians wallow in treachery. I
~do not dirty my hands with it.”
~ Frowning in the shadows, Thulann wondered if the war-
. lord’s ego made him truly believe that statement, or if he

was simply lying.

.~ When they met on the rooftop, Montenegro was startled
- by the delight in Toria’s eyes. He imagined the girl might
.~ throw her arms around him, though she settled for clasping
. his steel-encased hands. Two years had transformed the
- young minstrel into a fetching woman. Her pale, freckled

~ face bore the dignity—and the weight—of hard experience
- ina foreign land. The extra lines suited her.

He grinned and kept her hands. “Toria, let me hear that
~ beautiful voice of yours.”
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Her smile was sheer excitement. “You're still something
to see, hey? Like a silver ghost in that plate mail.”

The knight chuckled. “You haven’t seen Britannian armor in
two years, have you? I can tell by your homesick eyes. I'm sur-
prised you're still lurking around this carcass of a continent.”

She blinked and chuckled, but made no reply.

Venduss pushed between them. “Do not delay us, Toria.
Montenegro’s knights are waiting not far from here. Where
is Thulann? What is the situation?”

The girl recounted the incident with the Technocrat’s sig-
nal. “And a Jukan officer just went in there. I couldn’t see
who it was. I was about to go look, to make sure Mistress is
okay, but I saw the two of you coming.”

Montenegro looked down at the blocky building. “A clans-
man, eh? I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Wherever Thu-
lann of Garron is, there must be subterfuge.”

“Bnough,” growled Venduss. “I am going down there.
Wait for my signal to summon your troops.”

The knight shook his head. “You've got five minutes to
contact Thulann. If I don’t hear from you, we’re moving in.
Be prepared to get the schematics.”

“You are an impatient man, Montenegro.”

“I shall be an old man before Thulann concludes her
intrigues. She is a spy. I am a warrior. We define patience

The Juka frowned, then turned to go.

“Venduss,” added Montenegro, “the day will come when
you must decide what you are. Spy or warrior? What does
your honor demand?”

The youth did not look back. “My destiny has never been
in question,” he grumbled, then slipped over the edge of the
roofline.
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The knight chuckled and glanced at Toria. “I wager you a
senator’s codpiece that he doesn’t remain Thulann’s student
very much longer.”

The girl sighed and laid her head on his armored shoul-
der. “Let’s just get this over with, hey? I'd love a chance to
ride a real horse again. Do you mind if I borrow yours?”

Montenegro smiled. “Toria, promise me a song and I'll let
you ride him over the sea and all the way back home.”

In the antechamber of the library, Thulann watched from
hiding as a Logosian soldier handed Brother Rictor the
schematics to Braun’s Needle. Warlord Bahrok looked on
with indifference.

Thulann’s fists tightened. Her prize was vanishing fast.
Steeling herself, she rose from behind the chair and
~ stepped into the pale glow of a buzzing Technocrat lamp.
I should prefer it if those documents did not leave this
. building.” Immediately the soldiers in the room con-
- verged. She made no move to defend herself, though she
- marked each Logosian and calculated moves to take them
. Before the soldiers reached her, Bahrok held up a hand.
“Stop! Leave her be! I wondered if you would turn up, Thu-
- lann. It is fortunate that you are here.”
~ “Fortunate for you, of course, since it was I who found
. the schematics.” She moved closer to Bahrok and Brother
~ Rictor. The soldiers aimed blades and bolt-throwers at her.
~ She warned them off with a disdainful glower. “Too much
~ was sacrificed to obtain those diagrams. I cannot let you give
~ them back to Blackthorn.”

- Bahrok waved a hand. “Do not interfere with my busi-
' ness. You and your spies did well to find the schematics,
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when even Brother Rictor’s people could not. You have my
gratitude. Now, tell me where the missing scroll is.” |

She stopped a few feet in front of the warlord. “Whatis
written on that fold of parchment, that is worth the cost of
those schematics?”

The huge warrior grumbled. “Very well, if it shall make
this go faster, Brother Rictor has given me the plans for
Technocrat troop deployments. I shall devise our next attack :j‘
based upon them. This parchment will grant us another vic-
tory and probably save the lives of hundreds of Garronite
soldiers in the bargain. Will that satisfy your wounded
pride?” :

She flinched. With effort she murmured, “Yes, I suppose it
will. Damn you. I see now why you have such success on the
battlefield. You sacrifice your allies to get it.”

“Bach of us does what he must to gain victory. Be content
with your contribution.” :

“And Warlord Pakahm? How much shall he sacrifice
before your reinforcements arrive?” g

Bahrok drew his face taut. Thulann could swear he was
laboring not to smile. “My army shall march as soon as I
return to them, so let us waste no more time. Where is the
missing scroll, Thulann?”

“I did not take any scrolls.”

“What about your people? Venduss? The human girl?” 1

“We did not touch the diagrams. I had not yet determined
if they were safe to remove from the cabinet.” ‘

“She’s lying,” said Brother Rictor. His sneer furrowed the
sides of his hooked nose. “She has my document.” :

The soldiers tensed, their weapons ready to fly. Thulann
worked out an escape route in her mind. '

Bahrok shook his head. “Thulann does not lie, except by -
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omission. On your honor, Way Master, tell me you know
nothing about the missing document.”

Thulann watched Rictor as she answered, “On my honor,
I know nothing about it.”

“I am satisfied,” said Bahrok.

The Technocrat grimaced. “I am not. Let’s see how sin-
cere she really is.” In his upraised fingers appeared a long,
steel dart. The tip gleamed with a sap-like gel. “I have the
antidote to this poison. I shall trade it for the scroll.” He
cocked his wrist to fling the dart. Thulann prepared to dodge
as Bahrok threw up his hands in protest; but a metallic snap
caused the Theorist to leap backward.

The poison dart in his hand was sheared in half. Beside
him stood Venduss with sword drawn. The young warrior
whisked his blade under Brother Rictor’s chin and hissed,
“There is no antidote to my steel, Technocrat!”

Thulann’s heart warmed, though she knew it was a dan-
gerous time to indulge in such feelings.

Warlord Bahrok yelled at the Logosian soldiers to stay
back, then glared at Venduss. “Sheath your weapon! This is
not a battla!”

Thulann murmured, “Brother Rictor would have it so.”

The Technocrat swallowed, his throat nudging the razor
~ edge of Venduss’s sword. “Do you hear that sound, Juka?
The dreadnought is coming. You had best leave your mark
~ on the world before it arrives, eh?”

. A clanking noise grew louder, echoing from the staircase.
- Thulann felt a chill of urgency. “Put away your sword, Ven-
~ duss. This battle we cannot win.”

The youth narrowed his eyes. “Can we not? I hear another
- sound that suggests we can.”

. From outside the library came the rumble of dozens of
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hoofbeats. Only New Britannian horses produced that noise. }
Thulann tried not to laugh, but failed. 3
The frustrated Bahrok let out a growl. “The human
knights! This has gone too far.”
Brother Rictor furrowed his brow. “The dreadnought
shall disperse them.” p
Bahrok grunted, “Montenegro’s troops are a match for
your monster. Put away your poisons, Rictor. BEveryone
lower your weapons. I have made my transaction and I
intend to leave this place before that dreadnought gets here.
I may conduct business with Technocrats, but not with your
grotesque machines.” ‘.
Venduss gazed at Thulann with pleading eyes. With -
regret, she motioned for him to put down his sword. He -
complied, though he returned her a look of disappointment.
She hardened her own expression. This was no time to
compromise her dignity. Though Bahrok had used her in his
schemes, she might yet turn the situation to her own advan-
tage. But for today, all that remained was to graciously step
aside.
Venduss had no such restraint. He whirled suddenly and
kicked a nearby table, smashing it into several pieces. He |
expressed his frustration with enough vigor to satisfy both 3
himself and Thulann. -

Astride his tall charger, Montenegro inspected the for-
mation of his knights as they surrounded the library. Dis- i
mounted and prepared to attack, they created a glittering
circle of steel. Their excitement was audible, in the fidget
of their armor and the timbre of their whispers. Mon-
tenegro felt it, as well. Though they had wandered
Logosia for seven months, this was only their third oppor-
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. tunity to battle a dreadnought. They were eager to try
some new ideas.

- As he completed his circuit of the building, he saw the
- front door opening. Archers and spellcasters prepared to
. fire. But when three familiar figures emerged, Montenegro
- wondered if the battle was already over.

- As the knight trotted his black warhorse to the entrance,
. Warlord Bahrok of Clan Varang locked eyes with him. Mon-
. tenegro could see that the Juka chieftain was not thinking
. friendly thoughts. He returned the sentiment. Next came
- Venduss, looking furious, and then Thulann of Garron. The
‘ Way Master was wearing that insufferably dignified expres-
- sion that chafed Montenegro like a burr.

He lifted the visor of his helmet and called out, “Have we
. missed the action, Bahrok, or am I here to fight you?”

. The warlord bared his teeth. “You know I would give
- much for that opportunity, human! Yet this is not the time.
.~ Collect your soldiers. There is nothing to do here.”

~ “You might be mistaken,” said Montenegro as he glanced
. at the doorway. A figure watched from within. The white-

 skinned, black-robed Technocrat looked like the very spectre
of death. Montenegro glanced at Thulann. “I am here at
. your behest, not Bahrok’s. What do you say, old woman?”

~ “We have settled this matter,” replied the Way Master,
“though I extend you my warmest thanks for answering my
' call. 1 am at your service in return.”

- The knight stilled his horse, which had begun to prance at
. the approach of Warlord Bahrok. “The only service I require
is for you to show me the schematics that Venduss told me
about. That was the real bait to lure me here, as you well

: The aged Juka frowned. “Well do I know that, yet I must
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disappoint you. Warlord Bahrok has employed those docu-
ments for other purposes. They are no longer available.”

" Montenegro grinned, glancing away. “How did I expect
anything less? I am a fool whose memory is too short. Well,
the Virtue of Humility does not permit me to complain. If
you Juka will please move aside, my troops and I shall con-
sole ourselves by killing the dreadnought inside that build-

Bahrok stood in front of him. “The dreadnought has
already tunneled away. I told you, there is nothing to do
here. Besides, you and your troops have much to prepare for
now.” - ]
“Oh? What do we have to prepare for?”

“Leaving.”

Montenegro chuckled. “I think we’ll stay until the battle
is finished.”

The warlord did not flinch. “I do not mean leaving -
Enclave. I mean leaving this continent and returning to New
Britannia.” 4

The knight lost his smirk. “You're going to have to explain
that remark.”

“Your knights have been pestering the Logosians for too
long now. It is inconvenient for me. I am trying to conducta
war for Garron. It does not help when a band of blood-
thirsty humans randomly provokes the enemy. You are a
thorn in my side, Montenegro. That is why you are goingto
leave.” ;
“I see. I shall take it under advisement, then. I'll let you
know in a few months what my decision is.” 4

The warlord snatched the reins of Montenegro’s horse.
The knight reached for his sword, but held himself in check. -
The other New Britannians tensed. ]
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The two men glared at each other. Bahrok muttered,
“This is not a contest, human. I have the authority to make
this demand.”

“What authority is that?”

“An army of ten thousand at my command.”

Montenegro leaned closer. “Oh? Do you have lightning
throwers and smoke cauldrons, too? Maybe even a dread-
nought? Don’t threaten me, Bahrok. We don’t fear you any
more than we fear the Technocrats.”

“That is not the point,” Thulann interjected. “Bahrok has
the support of the clans. If he commands it, they will shun
you. You cannot survive in Logosia on your own.”

The knight sneered. “After all this time, you still underesti-
mate human resolve? I had taken you for a wise woman.”

“I would never impugn your skills or your Virtues. You
may not believe it, but you are something of an inspiration
to my kind. Inspiration, however, does not put livestock over

. your fires or fresh water in your casks. You cannot continue
- your campaign without the support of the people of
- Jukaran. Bahrok can take that from you.”

Montenegro turned a grimace on the burly warlord.

“Surely you would not demean yourself with such a cow-
- ardly plot.”

Bahrok grinned. “If you prefer, we can negotiate on the

battlefield. My army awaits the signal to march on this city.

You have my permission to meet them ahead of the

. Logosians.”

Montenegro glanced at his fellow humans, who began to

. grow agitated. He calmed them with a shake of his head.
- “Bahrok, I truly believe that you would undertake such a
~ pointless exercise just to satisfy your bloated ego. Count
- yourself fortunate that I do not play games with the lives of

57



ULTIMA: The Technocrat War—MASQUERADE

my troops, nor with my allies’ troops.” Then he turned to
Thulann. “It seems I am forced to accept your assessment of
Bahrok’s treachery. And if that is the case, I shall require
your services after all.”

“Name the favor and I shall grant it.”

“Meet me in Garron. I want to speak to the Shirron. A
just authority will not support this insult.” 1

She nodded. “I look forward to returning to Garron as
well. These Technocrat settlements have all the charm of a
cold dagger. I shall present you to the Shirron, Montenegro,
on the condition that you do not resist Bahrok in the mean-
time. We shall never defeat Blackthorn if we turn our blades
upon each other.” A
“Agreed,” said the knight, though it nearly lodged in his
throat.
Bahrok lifted a finger. “The Shirron will not contradict
me. Your people will be escorted to the coast. See to it that
ships are there to take them home. Do not despair, Mon-
tenegro. Surely they must long to rejoin their families. And
you as well, eh? Do you not have a cousin at home?”

In one stroke Montenegro snatched Starfell from its scab- 3
bard and held the black point at the warlord’s face. An
instant later the street clattered with sound as the other
knights drew their weapons. Bahrok stood at the center of a
ring of sharp metal. 3

“Do not mock the memory of Damario,” Montenegro -
snarled, anger tightening his voice. i

Bahrok, however, had not even blinked. Instead, he
opened up a toothy smile. “You have my apologies. I shall
leave you to your preparations.” Brusquely he pushed his B
way through the crowd of knights. They kept their weapons
unsheathed until the large Juka was out of sight.
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For an instant Montenegro considered pursuing the over-
bearing warlord. Both of them dreamed of the luxury of a
duel. But Montenegro did not dare to strike down Bahrok in
this land, any more than Bahrok could strike him down in
New Britannia two years ago. Wars and alliances made
grudges difficult to satisfy.

Instead, he rammed Starfell back into its sheath and gazed
at Thulann. His tone had a furious growl. “How can you
stand by and watch this? You seem at ease with the fact that
Bahrok stole your schematics! Do you have some magic vic-
tory up your sleeve?”

“Sorcery is not a game for Way Masters. My only magic is

. perseverance. The schematics will surface again. I shall find
- them.”

He hissed. “Sometimes I envy your serenity, Thulann! I
could never be so comfortable with defeat. Instruct me,

. then. How does the Way advise a man who's been stabbed in

the back?”
The old Juka narrowed her eyes. “It shall be several hours

_ before Bahrok'’s reinforcements arrive. That means you have
- several hours left to engage the Technocrats. Take advantage
of the time. If it helps, you can imagine the warlord’s face

on every Logosian you slay.”
Montenegro stirred his warhorse to leave. To the Way
Master he said, “By the Virtues, you always find a way to

. surprise me! You plucked that thought straight from my
. mind. Aziz! Evanthe! Get everyone onto horseback! Let’s see
- if we can find another platoon of juggernauts. This time
" we're not going to spare them a standup fight.” A swell of
. anger rose in his chest. He indulged it by rearing his tall,
* black charger. “I look forward to the gloomy faces of the
 juggernauts. Say what you will about Blackthorn’s automa-
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tons, Thulann, but at least they’re not as devious as a Gar-

ronite!”

The Hall of the Shirron was a garden of hard granite. Its
chambers and corridors echoed haunting sounds among
lofty vaults and sharp, chiseled corners. The doorways and
windows asserted the severe designs of the Juka Clans.
Every detail reflected the cold beauty of a proud warrior
race. The gloom of night lent a stoic calm to the atmos-
phere.

In a long meeting room, three figures gathered arounda =
table of polished marble. Thulann of Garron sat quietly at
one end. She wore the dark, textured robes of a Way Master.
Beside her was the Shirron Turlogan himself, more than a
head taller and built like a fighter. His chieftain’s clothes 3
were lavish with traditional embroidery, sparkling goldenin
the flicker of several lanterns. His skin was the color of
emeralds.

Across from the two Juka sat Sir Gabriel Montenegro.
His chair was pushed back from the table. He gripped the
heavy marble edge. Dressed in his traveling armor, he gave
the appearance that he was ready to leave at any moment.
With a sour expression he leaned closer to the lamp beside
him. “Let me put this in the simplest terms. Bahrok has -
escorted my knights to Jamark. My people shall set sail for
New Britannia in a matter of days, unless you send a mes-
senger to stop them. I am asking you to intervene, 3
Shirron.” 3

The old Jukan chieftain shook his bald head. “Perhapsitis
better that you return to New Britannia. Your governmentis
preparing for war, after all. Our own war masters are in your
homeland now, training your soldiers.”
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: “I studied with your war masters myself. If I thought that
- was a worthwhile pursuit, I wouldn’t have left home.”
. The long-fingered Turlogan spread his hands on the table.
- I wish I had better news to give you, but Bahrok is
- adamant. He wants you gone. I cannot afford to fight him
. over this. Battles with the warlord are costly to me. I must
; select them judiciously.”
- “You are the head of the Juka Clans. Won't they obey if
- you tell them to disregard Bahrok’s prejudice?”
. “Some clans would obey me. Others would obey Bahrok.
- He has been consolidating his power for many years. His vic-
 tories on the battlefield have earned him a great deal of
. respect.”
~ “Victories like the one at Enclave? Bahrok could have for-
. tified the town a day before the Technocrats arrived, yet he
deliberately waited for Clan Athul to be decimated first. Tell
- me, Athul was one of your own allies, wasn’t it?”
- The Shirron sighed. “Warlord Pakahm’s bravery shall
 never be forgotten among my people.”
. Montenegro snorted. “Bahrok rides you like a steed,
 Shirron.”
The Juka tilted down his head, aiming his short horns in
the knight’s direction. “Do not endeavor to provoke me,
Montenegro. | am aware of Bahrok’s plots. I can handle him
- when he truly challenges me. Until then I shall use my own
 discretion when it comes to choosing my battles.”
. Montenegro glanced at the Way Master sitting beside
- Turlogan. “And what is your opinion, Thulann? Don’t you
‘have some pithy advice to offer? You know this is unjust.
- Stop sitting there while the knife twists in my back!”
- The old woman clasped her fingers together. “I fear I can
offer you little except an apology. I have advised the Shirron
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to take this course of action. If you feel a knife turning,
Montenegro, it is my hand on the hilt.”

He pounded his fist on the table and bolted out of his

seat. “What? After I came to your aid?”

“It is a disgraceful situation, but one into which Bahrok

i
;
;

forces us. We must not form a rift between the clans. To

divide our people now would mean defeat at the hands of "
Blackthorn. This matter is not worthy of the risk.” She
sighed. “I know our politics must seem brutal to you. You :
come from a nation that is mercifully united. You are blessed

and I envy you for it.”

Montenegro grimaced. “Then you're telling me that I
have no recourse? I must leave this land simply because

Bahrok commands it?”

Turlogan leaned forward. “You are here because I granted
you license. In the name of diplomacy I must now rescind it. 3
Have courage. I am certain your people shall return to our
country soon. The time will come for us to join forces and

strike down Blackthorn once and for all.”

The knight shoved aside his chair with a brusque motion.
“And who shall strike down Warlord Bahrok? I begin to get
my enemies confused.” He stalked toward the tall exit, then
paused. With a bow he added, “Good evening to you,
Shirron Turlogan. And to you, Way Master Thulann. I'm
going home now. May your Great Mother save you from

your own kind.”

He wandered through the granite corridors of the |
Shirron’s Hall, dark thoughts clouding his head. His blood
boiled. Starfell beckoned his grasp. He almost reached for 4
the sword, but snarled and punched a wall instead. A needle ‘

of pain shot through his hand. He cursed and walked on.

Despite their claims of honor, the Juka shamed them-
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selves with their infighting. He marveled that Bahrok con-
jured victory from such discord, even with the aid of
Logosian traitors. The thought tightened his fists. Montene-
- gro would love to skewer Thulann for her actions, but his
~ fiercest wish at that moment was for Bahrok to appear. He
E no longer feared the repercussions of a duel. For too long he
~ had ignored the warlord’s offenses. Disrespect and betrayal
; was his reward.
- Yet Bahrok was away with his army. Montenegro could
- not hope to reach him in less than a few days. And in
E momentary flashes of calm, the knight understood that the
- warlord, while infuriating, was not the source of his pain.
~ Bahrok simply aggravated an existing concern.
~ Montenegro dreaded what awaited him when he sailed
- home. His blemished past lurked there, and the uncertainty
Ii of his future.
~ In Logosia, Montenegro was a military leader. In New
- Britannia he had no such authority. Bahrok’s interference
. had cut in half the experience he hoped to gain by fighting
 the Technocrats. He would still present his arguments to
- General Nathaniel for his own command, but he was unsure
-now of his chances for success. The possibility of rebuff
- carved a hollow place inside him.
~ He stepped outdoors into the thin mountaintop air. The
~ night wind of late winter bore a razor’s edge. The cloudy
' sky of Garron hung low overhead, faintly illumed by the
. crimson glow of a nearby lava pit.
- Montenegro’s black warhorse was tethered near the front
entrance of the Shirron’s Hall. He patted the beast on the
- rump, then sent away a Jukan guard who stood nearby.
- He found himself reluctant to climb into the saddle. He
could not shake the urge to ride to Bahrok’s army and
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AR T e

express his displeasure with whistling steel. Such bloodshed -
would be detrimental to his career, but glorious to his soul.

Without warning a voice met his ears, low and smoky and -
pleasant:

Of all the winds o’er sea and foam,
The warmest is the one blowing home.

From a shadow emerged Toria. Dressed in a Garronite
robe she was a petite, exotic vision. :

He discovered a smile on his lips. “Are you here to make .
sure I am leaving? It seems everyone else wants me gone.”

She clutched a large bag to her chest. “That’s not why I've
come.” :

He glanced at the sack. “You’re joining me?” ;

She swallowed and looked down. After a pause she mur-
mured, “No. I have to stay. I can’t leave—I can’t leave Thu-
lann.” She turned her lips into a smile and caught his eyes
again. “I brought you something. But you have to keep ita
secret.” {

He furrowed his brow as he accepted the bag. “Thatisa
stipulation I have grown to distrust. What is it?” From the
sack he withdrew a long scroll. Unfurling a corner he saw a :
mass of thin lines, arranged in geometric patterns. Quickly
he dropped the scroll into the sack again. “This is the miss-
ing—

“—something I brought from Enclave. I took it when .
Thulann was not watching. I didn’t mean to keep it from
her, but if I tell her about it now she’ll be honor bound to |
give it to Bahrok. She gave her word to him.” :

“Honor can be ruthless. That is the lesson of my lamenta-
ble life.” He slipped the scroll into his saddlebag and buckled
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~ itfirmly. “Very well, I won't tell Thulann. What do you want
- me to do with it?”

| “Whatever you were going to do if you had gotten it at
i: Enclave. Study it. Give it to the Royal Senate. I don’t care.
- You don’t deserve what’s happened to you. I figure this
L might help.”

{ He smiled again, with unexpected warmth. “Of all the
E hearts in this desolate land, the only good one belongs to a
. thief.”

~ She giggled. “No one’s called me that since I left the
- Den.”

- “Toria, you should come back to New Britannia. You're
~ not at home here. I'm going to sail out of Ruhn, if you want
~ tojoin me.”

“I thought your knights were leaving from Jamark?”

- “Iintend to arrive in Britain before they do, to debrief
- General Nathaniel. If you're interested, I'm hoping to
- engage Captain Bawdewyn of the Menagerie, who should be
 in Ruhn about now. I am positive he would take you as a pas-
.~ senger. He claims to remember the tavern songs you per-

| formed as a child.”

Her face brightened. “Bawdewyn the Beast! That rake! I

- played with his animals when I was growing up. How is he?”

- “Free and successful. He’s a privateer now. He makes his

. living chasing pirates and nosy Technocrat ships away from

. “Give him my love,” she smiled. “I wish I could come
with you, but I have to stay with Thulann.”

- Montenegro could see that the Way Master was not the

one who kept her here. He did not press the issue. “As you
ike. Do me a favor then, if you will. Send a message to Sir

iz in Jamark. Tell him we shall meet again in Britain. I
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have done my best, but we cannot protect a henhouse if the
chickens turn on each other.” He took the girl’s hand an
laid a kiss upon it. “Thank you, Toria. Take care of yourself.
You are a beacon of Compassion. Remember, the Virtue
serve you just as well in this place as they do in more whole
some lands. Perhaps even more so.” He leapt onto his hors
The saddle creaked under him. “Farewell, little thief!” 3
As he rode away toward the gates of Garron, his eyes
sparkled. In the darkness the Virtues lit the path once again.
He considered what he might do, upon his return to N v
Britannia, with the schematics in his saddlebag. General
Nathaniel would appreciate such a gift. Because of Toria’s
kindness, his fortunes might just have changed for the better.



1

Flight From Garron

;
F CHAPTER
|

“

: q ood evening to you, Shirron Tur-

logan grumbled Monfenegro with a bow. “And to you,

‘Way Master Thulann. I'm going home now. May your Great
Mother save you from your own kind.”

- As the raven-haired knight stormed out the door, a pair of
_ eyes watched him from the shadows of a distant corner. The
lurker was wrapped in a mask and cloak woven in the colors
of the granite wall. In the gloom of night, the spy was invisi-

- Sister Raveka sensed a tug inside her stomach. In a vis-
ceral way she felt the urge to follow Montenegro. Months
had passed since she last heard his rich voice. Its tone
reminded her of the thrum of waves on the New Britannian
A e. She did not want to stop hearing it. Yet she could not
leave her hiding place. Thulann of Garron remained in the
room. The Way Master would sense any movement and if
Raveka was discovered, the best she could hope for would be
a quick death.

- Besides, the Technocrat had come here to spy on the
Shirron. Now that Montenegro had gone, she hoped the dis-
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cussion might turn candid. So Sister Raveka remained |
motionless and watched the two elderly Juka as they rose -
from the table and paced the room slowly, side by side. i

Thulann, who had said little to the knight, spoke more Jj
easily now. “Montenegro was in a generous mood. He only
insulted you once and he never offered to duel me to the
death Fighting the Technocrats has improved his disposi-
tion.” |
The tall Shirron Turlogan chuckled. “I can see why he and ‘
Bahrok want to kill each other. They both have a talent for
making enemies.”

“Montenegro’s worst enemy is the mirror. He cannot
look at himself without seeing his famous grandfather, Sir
Lazaro. He measures himself short of a legend. Every set-
back is an affront to his name.” :

“I sympathize with him,” said Turlogan. “My deeds are
compared to both my father and my mother. Heritage is a
daily burden.”

Thulann stepped into the Shirron’s arms and leaned
against his muscular chest. “I served your mother for ten
years. She burdened me with enough duties to tire a pter-
anx. It is a marvel I was not a hunchback by the time she
died. But your burden does not come from the past, my love.
It comes from the future. Montenegro is correct, after all
Every day Bahrok abuses us more brazenly. Never againdo
want to turn my back on an ally, like I did tonight. We must
apply the brakes or Bahrok’s wheels shall crush us.”

Turlogan stroked the back of her neck, unraveling a long,
white braid. “I know the way. I have simply been reluctant to
pursue it. Bahrok’s victories are intoxicating, you see, after
the Technocrats defeated us for so long. But this strategy of
his makes me unhappy. I certainly do not approve of our
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~ clan’s allies taking the brunt of the casualties. And I dislike
~  relying upon Logosian traitors for our battle plans.”

- Listening from the shadows, Sister Raveka agreed with
- that statement. The Technocrats did not approve of traitors,
 either. The Lectors of Logos were desperate to know who
. was betraying them. Raveka hoped one of these two Gar-
~ ronites might enlighten her.

. Thulann nodded. “Then tell me, how do you plan to rein
~ him in?”

. “By taking charge of the war personally. The time has
. come to invade Logosia in earnest. That means calling the
- New Britannians to my side. A hundred sorcerers and a
thousand knights will round out our army quite nicely,
~ would you not say?”

- The Technocrat widened her eyes. This was the caliber of
| information she sought tonight, yet the thought of it was
. like a nightmare. If Montenegro’s successes were any indica-
tion, the New Britannian forces matched all too well against
 the Logosians.

At that moment she knew she had to return to Logos.
'Her master, Lector Gaff, must learn this news without delay.
~ Thulann looked up into the Shirron’s face. “That is a seri-
~ous step. Do you think the Royal Senate will agree to come?”
. “Of course they will. They have spent the last two years
‘bui ding ships to transport their army here. They hunger to
stick a lance into Blackthorn. Remember, they believe it was
e who caused the Great Cataclysm.”

- She rested her brow against his shoulder. “And when the
New Britannians arrive on our shores, the clans will rally
behind you for the push to Logos. And Bahrok will have no
choice but to follow. That is your plan?”

~ “That is the largest part of it. You seem uncertain?”
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“I confess, full invasion is not a comfortable idea for me.
This is supposed to be a dispute over border territories.”
“The Technocrats turned it into a war when they attacked
Garron two years ago. I know the suffering troubles you, my ]
dear, but do not become reticent. The Technocrats answer
only to defeat. When summer dawns I shall march on Akar.
It is the linchpin to a southern invasion and the first step on
the road to Logos itself. Tonight I shall compose a message
to the Royal Senate, inviting their forces to join ours. Would
you care to help me?” :
Thulann sighed. “No. I must confer with Dhayin tonight.

I need to instruct our spies in Logos to watch for the
schematics for Braun’s Needle. Whenever they appear, I
shall know with which Technocrat Bahrok has struck a bar-
gain.”

As she eavesdropped, Raveka squinted. Schematics for
Braun’s Needle? She knew of the project, but the particulars
were kept secret. Had Thulann found something at Enclave?

The Juka stopped pacing. Turlogan bent down to kiss the
Way Master’s hair. “There is a role for you in my plan, as
well.” '

She closed her eyes. “Yes?”

“Marry me, Thulann.”

She nudged an elbow into his rib. “Stop it, old man.”

“It is not idle fancy this time. I need you at my side.” :

Thulann turned her cheek against his chest. She seemed
to be listening to his heartbeat. “I serve you best in the field,
not as a wife mired in the administration of a household.
That road is very worn, Turlogan, and badly maintained. Let
us not walk it again.”

“Am I not your Shirron? I command you to marry me.”

“I am too old to intimidate. Save your commands and
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your weddings for the young. They will give you better
sport.”

Turlogan chuckled. “Will they? Perhaps you are right. I
. must have a conversation with Venduss soon about mar-
~ riage. We shall see what sport he provides.”
- “He believes he is ready to do what it takes to become a
.~ leader. But I do not think he will welcome a political mar-
- riage.” She blinked, as if shaking off a memory. “I shall miss
. the annoyance of teaching him. I fear I have not sufficiently
. prepared him.”
. “Venduss has always made me proud,” said the Shirron,
~ “brash though he can be. He will do what is right. You have
* taught him well.”
. Thulann said nothing more, but pressed closer to her

. giant lover. They held one another in silence.

Raveka’s mind was not silent, however. Every second
. weighed upon her as she longed for the open doorway. Her
- heart pounded in anticipation of a quick flight to Logos. Her
 trained Mathematician’s memory had captured every word
- of the Jukas’ conversation. She had the unsettlmg notion
 that it was an epitaph for Logos.

. A mental chant of geometric proofs calmed her nerves.
By the time she finished, the Juka had wandered from the
- room. Without hesitation she slipped out of the meeting
- chamber, through a high window and into the rust-and-
~ stone city of Garron.

- The back room of the alehouse smelled of yeast and tan-
~ nin. Sister Raveka knelt in a shadowy corner as she buckled
 into her grey Mathematician’s robe. Carefully she checked
 the straps of her equipment. Then she took a satchel of food
- from the burly tavernkeeper who assisted her.
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“Do you need me to escort you to your carriole?” asked
the Juka, a battle-scarred man with a tall war hammer at his
side. 3
Raveka shook her head. “I want you to watch the
Shirron’s Hall for messengers. By morning Turlogan will
send that letter to New Britannia. We must ensure that it
does not reach the Royal Senate.” g

The Juka turned a pointed ear toward the front room.
“Someone has come in. Keep quiet.” He adjusted his apron,
hoisted the war hammer across his shoulders and walked
out of sight. Raveka eased a spring slinger into her palm. A
knuckle-size ball of iron nestled in the weapon’s firing
chamber. 3

From the front room came the clash of weapons. Raveka -
darted to the door, to see the tavernkeeper swinging his war
hammer. His opponent cartwheeled to the side, then drew
blood with a quick swordstroke. A dusty moonbeam froma |
window revealed the intruder’s face. _

Raveka’s chest tightened. Way Master Thulann had found
her. Though the tavernkeeper was a skilled veteran and a
loyal ally, he could only win her a few moments to escape.
She cocked her spring slinger and dashed out the back door.

A lanky silhouette waited in the cloud-dappled moonlight
of the alley. Venduss pointed two gleaming short swords at
Raveka’s chest. “Mathematician,” growled the young Juka,
“your only logical choice is to surrender to me.” '

She crouched and fired her weapon. A powerful spring
hurled the iron ball into Venduss’s chest. It smashed against
his light armor. He snarled and staggered back. 1

Raveka flipped a catch on her high leather boots. As Ven-
duss charged forward again she kicked her heels into the
rocky ground. Pressure plates activated in her soles. From
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her hollow heels thrust tightly-coiled springs, propelling her
into an exaggerated leap. She hurtled over the Juka’s head.
Her target was a pipe jutting out from the roof of the next
building. She grabbed it, swung her legs over the edge and
~ scrambled onto the rooftop.

Her shoulder exploded with fiery pain. The spring slinger
toppled from her grip. She saw a dagger buried to the hilt
- next to her collarbone, just inches from the flesh of her

~ neck.
A small figure rose from the gloom of the rooftop.
~ Raveka recognized the shape of Toria, the minstrel from

~ Buccaneer’s Den. The diminutive human brandished a

- static-charged sword, which she must have taken from a
~ Logosian soldier at Enclave. The blade threw sparks as the
- girl cleaved the air, driving Raveka back to the edge of the
- roof.

‘ The Technocrat grimaced. These teenagers were stalling
- her until Thulann arrived. Raveka could not wait that long.
~ With a grunt she plucked the dagger out of her shoulder.

. Venduss was scurrying up the same pipe she had employed.

- She flung the dagger at the Juka. It jammed into his arm. He
~ cursed and swayed precariously.
. Then Raveka reached into her sleeve. To one forearm was
 strapped a heavy device. She drew back a latch. From a spin-
~ dle unreeled a long, thin chain that puddled at her feet.
- Rapidly she pirouetted, lashing the chain through the air like
- a whip. It smashed against the oncoming Toria. When the
' chain whip drew taut, small razors snapped out like fangs
 along its length. Raveka jerked the whip and the razors
 dragged along the minstrel’s flesh, shredding her Garronite
blouse and soaking it with blood. The girl screamed and
leapt backward.

73



ULTIMA: The Technocrat War—MASQUERADE

Sister Raveka sprinted across the roof, reeling in the chain
whip. Another dagger sailed over her shoulder, missing by
less than a hand’s breadth. She paused at the far edge. The
streets were empty from here to the Garron Arena, where
her carriole was hidden. Moonlight through the clouds gave
her a labyrinth of shadows in which to vanish. A few sec-
onds’ head start was all she required.

Footsteps approached. Toria and Venduss were closing in.
Raveka fished into a pocket for the ammunition to her dis-
carded spring slinger. Two dozen iron spheres clattered
across the edge of the roof. Then she cranked down her
spring boots for another assisted leap. When her pursuers
were only yards away, Raveka jammed her heels against the
ground and jumped high into the air. As she dropped to
street level inside a cluster of deep shadows, she saw the two
teenagers stumbling over her slinger balls.

She left them behind as she navigated the shadows of the
stone city. Her injured shoulder burned, though not unbear-
ably. The gravelly earth chittered underfoot more than she
wanted, but just then haste was as important as stealth. Thu-
lann of Garron must have spotted her leaving the Hall of the
Shirron. The Way Master probably knew that Raveka had
overheard them. And the old woman would surely kill a |
Technocrat spy before allowing information about the inva-
sion of Logos to reach Blackthorn’s ears. Raveka shivered at
the thought. Besides Warlord Bahrok and perhaps Pikas of
Enclave, she knew of no deadlier swordsman than Thulann
of Garron. The crafty old Juka would not be stopped by the
same tricks as her young companions. So the Mathematician
resolved not to give Thulann a chance to catch up. |

Minutes later she reached the tall pillars of the Garron
Arena. The long building was topped with high, metal grat-
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. ings like openwork canopies. Through a grid of moonshad-
~ ows slipped the grey-robed Technocrat along the smooth
. exterior walls. On the opposite side of the building she
. ducked into a shaded recess. In the darkness she found her
- carriole. The flying machine was untouched where she had
~ left it at sundown, draped with a thin black cloth to deter
- curious eyes. Raveka threw off the cloth and turned a valve
- wheel. The steam engine began to heat and chug to life.
- Tiny fires rippled within.

. A tangy smell filled the air. Raveka wrinkled her nose at
 the silvery fluid dribbling from a vent on the side of the
' saddle-shaped vehicle.

" From the darkness a voice murmured, “I am not conver-
.~ sant in the workings of these contraptions, but I do know
- that they cannot fly if the levitant has been emptied from
 their tanks. So unless you are concealing wings under that
. robe, I propose that you surrender to me now.”

. Raveka watched Thulann of Garron step into the light.
 The Juka wore the dark, layered robes of a Way Master. She
 blocked the exit from the niche. The long edge of her sword
. glinted like a steel thread.

- The Technocrat unreeled her chain whip. The links

she grumbled, “You're too late. Three messengers have
already departed for Logos. Blackthorn will know about the
 invasion before the sun sets tomorrow.”

“You are a gifted liar,” said the Way Master, “yet I know
that you have spoken to no one except the tavernkeeper. He
- most certainly will not be going to Logos just yet. The

‘evening has not agreed with him.”
~ Raveka frowned. “He is an honorable man. Treat him
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“I shall do so. And you shall receive similar treatment,
Mathematician, unless I am forced to hamstring you.
is an unavoidable degree of indignity in that.”

“Do not trouble yourself,” said the Technocrat, then:
lashed out with her whip. The Way Master blocked the
attack and captured the end of the chain around the base
of her sword. Raveka had counted on the maneuver. She
tossed the whip handle at the Juka, twirling it to form
large, razor-toothed coils. For an instant Thulann wrestled
with the gangly weapon. Raveka used the time to jump
atop the carriole, kick a long lever and grip the controls
tightly. 3
The carriole groaned and lurched upward. Raveka sho ed
a control lever as far forward as it would go. Inside the
machine’s levitant tanks, copper propellers churned with
increasing speed. The Way Master had drained most of the
levitant, but Raveka knew that enough remained in the
pump valves to lift her out of the city and probably out ¢
the mountains. Then she would be forced to land. The trip
to Logos would be perilous on foot, but far less so than fig
ing Thulann of Garron.

Raveka felt a wash of relief as the carriole rocketed out ':.
the niche and soared high above the Arena. The thin moun-
tain air wafted her robes with a pleasant chill. She steered
south, toward her homeland.

The vehicle tilted abruptly. Raveka looked down. The
chain whip was caught around an exhaust pipe from the
steam engine. Way Master Thulann clung to the other end,
slowly climbing up. i

The Technocrat could barely hear for the pounding of her
heart. She conjured equations in her mind, to steady "
nerves. Then she reached into a bag hanging from the side
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. of the vehicle. A weighty device unbalanced her until she
. braced it on the pommel of the carriole.

. The pneumatic bolt thrower was fully loaded. She
. switched on its steam chamber and aimed it at Thulann.

‘ Raveka yelped. Impossibly the Way Master had climbed
.~ just inches from her. The Technocrat yanked the firing han-
. dle and fought the bolt-thrower as it bucked and thundered.
- Steel missiles thudded into the Juka’s stomach, one after
. another. The old woman held with both hands onto the
. chain whip, resisting the violence of the impacts.

. Though the breath was hammered from her lungs, Thu-
. lann of Garron managed to scream. Ropes of blood dangled
'_ from her lips. Yet the Juka did not fall. Her eyes blazed with
. fury. She managed to get her fist around the hilt of her
. sword.

- The pneumatic bolt-thrower let out a brutal clang, then
. fell silent. The mechanism had jammed. Thulann sucked
. down a breath, then hissed as she drew back her sword to
-~ Quickly Raveka adjusted the pitch of the vehicle, angling
. upward as steeply as possible. The bolt-thrower toppled
~ away. Thulann held on. The city of Garron became a cluster
- of light and dark specks below. Icy clouds stung them.
~ Raveka knew the quick ascent would expend her levitant
~ that much faster, but she calculated that this was her only
- chance for survival. Thulann could not drive the carriole.
~ Killing Raveka would be suicide for the Juka.

~ And so the Technocrat was more amazed than horrified
. when she felt the Way Master’s sword thrust into her
. abdomen. Talons of pain raked through her body. The wind
' lifted her from the saddle of the carriole and gently tumbled
 her end-over-end.
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She slammed to an abrupt halt. Something clawed her
armpits. Thulann had wrapped the chain whip around
Raveka’s chest and dropped her. She was now hanging

T R I APy v T

underneath the flying machine. Above her, the Way Master
mounted the saddle and threw several levers. The carriole
balanced itself, then turned around and clumsily descended

toward Garron.

Raveka realized the Juka was calling out to her: “My com- |
mendations to your Engineers! I only watched you for thirty

seconds and already I feel comfortable enough to steer this

clockwork dragen.” Then the old woman broke into a fit of
savage coughing. She plucked the steel bolts from her stom-

ach. Raveka counted nine gory arrows as they fell past.

The Juka retrieved a crystal vial from her Way Master’s |

garments. She drank the healing potion with obvious relief.

Raveka disliked sorcery, but the frosty ache of her stomach
wound made her crave the warm kiss of healing magic. She |

contented herself with ramming a scrap of torn leather into
the bloody puncture.

The freezing air penetrated her flesh. She recited geomet-

ric proofs to chase away the pain. When she realized she
could no longer feel her limbs, she opened her eyes to gauge
her position.

They were still soaring over the mountains, but Garron
was nowhere to be seen. Raveka guessed that they were
heading north. Apparently Thulann had not mastered the
controls after all. The carriole had overshot the city. Soon
they would clear the mountain range and fly above the forest
of tower trees beyond.

Then they would run out of levitant and fall from the sky.
Raveka doubted that Thulann could make the descent sur-
vivable.
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3 The carriole lost altitude as the craggy foothills gave way
- to gigantic trees. The massive, twisting limbs rushed past
- just a few yards under Raveka’s feet. Clouds of screeching
.~ fleshwings boiled out of the forest canopy, disturbed by the
~ carriole’s passing. The treetops swayed and tossed like a rest-
~ less sea. The atmosphere grew warm; spring came earlier to
. the lowlands than it did to lofty Garron.
- Then the tower trees grew less dense. The terrain looked
- familiar. Raveka realized that Thulann was steering toward
- the north road between Garron and Ruhn, where help
might find them.
~ When they dropped below the height of the tree line, the
. Way Master attempted to guide the carriole between the
~ giant trunks. Their descent, though rapid, was slower than
. Raveka had anticipated. The old woman had some feel for
.~ the controls, thankfully.
. The Technocrat decided not to find out if Thulann could
 land successfully. Summoning her last scraps of strength, she
k lifted her numb legs, found the cranks of her spring boots
b ' and ratcheted the mechanisms until they were fully cocked.
. The carriole sped downward at a low angle. The ground
- streaked past at twice the velocity of a galloping horse. At a
height of twenty feet Raveka unhooked the chain whip from
 around her chest.
- Her sense of gravity vanished. The world somersaulted.
- She caught her bearings at the last instant and pointed her
feet earthward as the ground raced at her.
- The earth hit like a hammer. The spring boots activated
E_- t Raveka barely felt them. A flash of furious pain gripped
» Squeezing out her breath and her strength. Her body
creamed with agony. She imagined she was rolling. Then
- she lay in a sparkling, torturous cloud of blackness. She
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could neither move nor see. Every ounce of her will was
required to avoid crying out.

Tall, sharp-edged grass rustled around her. Through the
hard soil she felt the thump of many footsteps. She realized
they were animal sounds. Her eyes struggled open
painfully. In a moonlit grove of trees she saw a herd of
rhythmalope trotting in her direction. The bull-size crea-
tures jogged on two squat legs. The air resounded with
their guttural barks. No doubt they had been frightened by
the crash of the carriole.

Raveka wondered if Thulann was dead. She knew she
would perish herself if the rhythmalopes trampled her. She
forced her body to move, fighting broken bones to crawl to
the base of the nearest tower tree.

The rhythmalopes pounded the earth as they lumbered

past. Their musky scent mingled with the taste of her own
blood. When their clamor ebbed into the distance, Raveka
savored the tender whisper of wind through the trees. Her
heartbeat began to steady itself.

Her consciousness dimmed.

A sonorous voice rumbled in her head, reciting the lita-

nies of the Machine. Some sleeping memory had been awak-
ened by her pain. Then she recognized the chants of the
Techno-Prophet himself.

A solemn feeling overtook her. She had met Blackthorn
two years earlier, when she brought a New Britannian arch-

mage to Logos. The sorcerer and the Techno-Prophet
engaged in a terrible battle. Blackthorn had soothed Raveka
that day with his perfect chants. She would never forget his

cold, reassuring voice. Hearing it was the greatest honor of
her life. It was no accident that he came to her again now, in

a moment of extreme trial.
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~ Another noise intruded. Raveka wakened herself from
the trance. She heard steps in the darkness. The staggering
footfalls of an injured person.
. Thulann of Garron had survived. Perhaps she had drunk
another healing potion. Perhaps she was simply unkillable.
‘Raveka did not want to know. The old Juka was coming
closer. The Technocrat dragged herself into the shadows to
| get away. She could not shake the feeling that destiny was
‘hounding her, that there was no escaping the Way Master.
Yet the Techno-Prophet still chanted in Raveka’s memory,
urging her to keep moving. Tenacious enemies were noth-
ing more than elements in a formula. Shattered bones were
_an equation to be solved. Sister Raveka was part of the
Machine, a component that would continue to function as
long as life remained in her body.
- She stumbled with a broken leg along the path trampled
by the rhythmalope herd. Their lingering stench and chaotic
footprints would help to conceal her tracks. The creatures
were heading in the direction of the road. Raveka did not
know if that was the wisest path for her to take, but she saw
no credible alternative. With luck, perhaps the Way Master
‘would find the road herself and head back to the mountains.
The thought drove the Technocrat onward.
- After an eternity the trees parted. A wide road slashed
.‘\: ough the forest, illuminated by two cloud-striped moons.
Raveka dropped facedown into a patch of tall grass. Her
body felt ragged and feverish. The pain had dulled to a
steady, deafening throb.
~ Her cheek lay against the prickly grass. She inhaled the
raspy scent. Her heart knocked swiftly under fractured ribs.
~ Hoofbeats patted the earth nearby.
~ Hoofbeats?
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The voice in her head murmured, “Look what fell out of
the heavens.” Yet it was not Blackthorn speaking to her but
another voice, one whose tone reminded her of the thrum
of ocean waves on the New Britannian shore. She opened
her eyes to see Gabriel Montenegro kneeling over her. His
giant, black horse panted behind him.

Her lips parted to speak, but she was unsure if any words
came out.

Something exquisite filled her mouth. Her body seemed
to vanish in the tingling spell of a liquid poured down her
throat. The sensation was overwhelming. She allowed it to
consume her, vaguely aware that she was being lifted off the
ground. Then her thoughts swirled away, replaced by the
deep, yawning succor of oblivion.

When she was a little girl, Raveka lived with her father
and mother inside a tall, stone windmill. The wide, whirling
blades drove a huge pump that sucked water from under-
ground. The water filled giant copper tanks in the base-
ment. Raveka had always marveled at the intricate gears and
pipes. They were her playground, and the shape of her earli- -
est memories. |

The wind pump rose from the parched earth of a vast,
dry lake bed. A single road stretched across the cracked
wasteland. Travelers would use the place as a roadhouse, an
oasis in the desert terrain. Raveka learned much about the
behavior of humans and Juka from the parade of visitors -
through their home. Her mother often remarked that the -
girl was too perceptive for her own good. |

Raveka’s father spent his time maintaining the huge
machine. The pump might have been his sworn enemy, for
every day they battled amid much cursing and clamor.
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E{ Raveka had learned not to interfere. The man was trenchant
when his mood soured. Yet some of her fondest memories
.~ involved her father’s strong hands, creased with oil, piquant
~ with the scent of sweat and grease. At the end of the day she
. always felt safe knowing that he would be there to keep the
~ wind blades turning.
~ And so the rains of spring were a bittersweet time. For
several weeks the sky was clogged with thunderclouds.
Steady rains filled the lake bed to the depth of Raveka’s
knees. The road became impassable and the wind pump
unusable. During this period her father would travel north
to the city of Junction, in the shadow of mighty Logos, to
- find extra work and to buy replacement parts. These were
| strange, magical days for Raveka, when the world grew
- black and stormy and she huddled with her mother among
 the stillness of unmoving machinery.
- The rains had fallen for more than a week on the after-
noon she found the rusted lock. The metal door was under-
ground, in a damp corner, painted with vertical stripes from
a constant trickle of water. Raveka had always known about
t, but a padlock had kept her from investigating. To all
pearances, the door had not been opened during her life-

On that day she discovered that the lock had rusted away.
It fell apart in her hands. She wiped the orange mess on her
irt, made certain that her mother was not around, and

~ The storage room was full of moldering crates. Within
them lay cups and plates, utensils, tools, water-smeared
books and parchments, small articles of furniture, weapons
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of primitive construction. The objects had an exotic, even
alien demeanor, bursting with ornate designs, frivolous in
their carven excess. Raveka spent hours examining each fan-
tastical piece.

They were, of course, possessions brought to this land
from Britannia itself. Raveka’s mother explained in hushed
tones how the girl’s great grandmother had fled with her
husband to the shores of Logosia, aboard one of Lord Black- }
thorn’s ships, after the Great Cataclysm cracked the world ‘
They had been a wealthy family, she a rich lady and he a
prosperous knight. But after Blackthorn embraced the won- ;
ders of the Machine, all remnants of the past became forbid-
den. Lector Exedur, the first of Blackthorn’s Chosen,
decreed that old possessions must be destroyed. The
Machine rejected all vestiges of the primitive. ‘

Raveka’s artifacts were contraband. Her mother declared |
that they must be burned, lest they be found by the authorities.
But Raveka would not have it. She insisted that they could
keep the treasure secret. In the end they agreed not to destroy -
the objects until the rains ended. But Raveka’s father must not
learn of the discovery. He maintained the wind pump by
license from the Technocrats, and could well lose everything if
such a disgrace were known. Raveka reluctantly agreed.

And so while the rains fell, she filled her days and nights
with fantasies of her ancestors. She imagined what might
have been if her forebears had not left Britannia. Her father
would have ridden a tall charger and she would be a lady
herself, swaddled with indulgent clothes, surrounded by the
lush, florid landscape of the Lost King’s realm. To indulge
her daydreams she decorated the pump tower with silver
and brass and mildewed tapestry. The quiet machinery
sparkled with aged opulence.
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% When the rain clouds fractured and the storms began to
~ falter, Raveka’s mother announced that the time had come
~ to burn the artifacts. Raveka screamed her protests. Though
. her mother attempted to calm her, the precocious girl
' answered every reassurance with the cry, “I want to be a Bri-
. tannian lady! I want to be a Britannian lady!”

. Yet Sister Raveka did not remember the words being quite
- 50 painful on her lips. She murmured them again. Her
* mouth burned. Her throat felt stony.

. A voice answered, “If that is a proposal, we shall need to
discuss your dowry.”

- She opened her eyes. The world lurched around her. She
- was wrapped in a blanket, lying on the saddle of a warhorse
as it thundered down the road from Garron. The haze of
predawn drenched the tower trees in watery blue light.

- Her back pressed against something warm. Strong hands
embraced her from behind. The black, muscular horse
ged forward with powerful strides, cleaving through the
ol morning air.

- She wet her crackled lips and rasped, “Where are we going?”

- “Ruhn,” said Montenegro.

- Another memory bubbled up, of Thulann and Turlogan.
he Juka Clans were going to invade Logosia in the summer.
She had to take the news to Lector Gaff. “I must go south.
Turn around.”

" “Ican’t do that.”

s, You're safe with me, as long as we keep ahead of her. On
your own you wouldn't make it farther south than the
irron’s prison, and that is assuming Thulann does not kill

ou outright.”
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She stirred. Her injured body stung with every move-
ment. A throbbing fever still gripped her flesh. She began to
shiver. “Please give me another healing draught.”

“I am saving my last one for Humbolt here.” He patted
his steed’s tossing neck. “He’ll need it if we are to ride to
Ruhn without camping.”

“I cannot go to the coast.”

“But you shall go. Sleep now. Thulann could catch up to
us in the city. You might need your strength to get away,
though I daresay your talent for escaping is surpassed only
by the Viper of Levanto himself.”

She closed her heavy eyelids. “Why are you helping me,
Gabriel?”

“There are eight Virtues. I leave it to your judgment,
Raveka, to determine which one I serve today.” ‘

The Technocrat smiled, though the action drew blood
from her lips. |

At the end of the rainy season, Raveka’s father had
returned from Junction a week early. He brought with hima
Technocrat from Logos to inspect the old wind pump. The
stoic man wore the raiment of the Order of Mathemati-
cians. His name was Brother Gaff.

When they arrived, Raveka’s mother had not yet
destroyed the Britannian artifacts. The two men entered the -
pump tower and found it strewn with lavish decorations.
Her father roared with anger. Brother Gaff simply ques-
tioned each member of the family with a brusque, icy
demeanor. He oversaw the incineration of every forbidden i
artifact. Then he returned to Logos, to bring the case before
a judge.

Not many weeks later, Gaff reappeared with more Tech-
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tr nocrats. The judge had rendered the expected punishment.
- Raveka’s parents were removed from the wind pump and
~ commanded to work in a mine somewhere to the north-
- west. Raveka herself was destined for Logos, where the
- Order of Mathematicians would harvest her promising, if
~ undisciplined, intelligence.

Raveka’s soul screamed on the last day she saw her
- mother and father. Her anger fell upon the man named
' Brother Gaff, the long-boned Technocrat who challenged
- her with his disapproving gaze. She intended to challenge
~ him back. No amount of coercion would transform her into
- a Mathematician. Nothing could make her forget that she
. was the great granddaughter of a Britannian noblewoman.
- Though the Order might force her to bury her past, like
- rains in the dry lake bed it would remain underground, wait-
. ing to be brought to the surface again.

Raveka woke to the memory of the wind blades creaking
 steadily in the hot Logosian breeze. But the sound was more
* immediate than a fading dream. She blinked. Her eyesight
. resolved upon a strange, wooden room. The walls curved
~ oddly and were decorated with silk and gold in lavish detail.
~ A New Britannian tapestry covered what must be a window.
- The air smelled of cloves and salt.
~ She lay on a narrow bed in a pool of lush furs. Her body
still ached. Her head swam in rhythm with the sound of
' creaking wood.
~ This was a ship. She was resting in an officer’s cabin. And
* she was not alone.
\ In front of a rolltop desk sat Gabriel Montenegro. His
. ebony curls were wet and tousled. His face was haggard
~ with fatigue. Around him on the desktop were stacks of
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nautical charts, yet the scroll he held up to a lantern con-
tained far more precise designs. Raveka squinted to make
out the details.

The document was a schematic from the Order of Engi- 1
neers. She did not recognize the machine it depicted, though
clearly a master had designed it. From this distance she
imagined it might have been inked by Lector Braun himself.
Was this one of the schematics for Braun’s Needle that Thu-
lann had discovered at Enclave?

Whatever it was, Montenegro had no business examining
it. She considered rising, until she realized she was
undressed beneath the fur blankets. She glanced around the
cabin for her clothes.

Her eyes met the gaze of a spotted animal stretched
across the hutch of the desk. She recognized Annis, Captain
Bawdewyn’s tamed ocelot. She had encountered the beasta
year earlier, when she and Montenegro had tracked Pikas to
Port Levanto. ‘

The languid wildcat moaned a canorous growl. Montene-
gro lifted his head, then furled the scroll into a leather tube
and slipped it inside a sack.

He did not turn to face her. “I apologize for not waking
you, but I enjoyed the sight of you lying there. You remind
me of a statue I once saw at Empath Abbey. Perhaps my
chivalry was compromised, but since I bathed and bandaged -
you I thought you might forgive me.”

She clutched the furs to her chest as she sat up. Her bruised
spine complained. “You are . . . indelicate for a knight.”

“Ihave been called far worse.”

“Where are we?” ;

“On board the Menagerie, in the harbor at Ruhn. We sail ;
with the evening tide.” '
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“And Thulann of Garron?”
“If she is in the city, she has not seen fit to call.”
~ Raveka exhaled from relief. “Would you care to give me

- my clothes, then?”

. “ILhave been looking forward to it.” Still facing away from
- her, he pointed to a tall, narrow wardrobe. She gathered the
. furs around herself and tried to stand. Her legs and feet were
~ sore, but she felt no broken bones. The healing potions must
~ have restored them. Balanced on the swaying deck, she
- opened the wardrobe. Inside was a slender, green dress of
b Ncw Britannian style. The velvet was exquisitely brocaded.

- Raveka thumbed the soft fabric. “Where are my rai-
-fmcnts?”

- “Isank them in the bay. I doubt the Jukan washerwomen
- would agree to clean them. Besides, Captain Bawdewyn
 had that gown in his stores and I knew you would want to
try iton.”

~ She lifted the dress from its hooks and held it against her-
. self. “You do not serve the Virtue of Humility, if you are
. arrogant enough to presume what I want.”

~ “1 am probably arrogant,” he murmured, “but fever
' makes you talk in your sleep, ‘Lady’ Raveka.”

.~ She felt herself blush. “Leave the room while I dress.”

- “Riona Lynch was never so modest.”
“Rxona was a disguise. You know nothing of Sister

3 He rose and looked at her. His dark gaze did not stray
from her face. “Your eyes tell me everything about you. It
s a trait all women desire, except those who possess it.”
Then he took the sack holding the Technocrat scroll and
stepped through the cabin door. The spotted wildcat
-bounded after him.
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Quickly she dropped the dress and furs and searched the
cluttered room. She found no trace of her equipment or
weaponry, though one of the desk drawers yielded a curved
dagger. A jeweled brooch from the wardrobe had a clasp
which might double as a lockpick. She gathered these into a
scarf around her waist and threw back the tapestry that cov-
ered the window.

The sun was low in the afternoon sky. The ship was
anchored a quarter mile from the Jukan port of Ruhn. She
could swim to shore in a matter of minutes, steal some local
garments and make for Logos at nightfall.

She felt rested enough for the journey. Her fever persisted
but her injuries were mostly gone. In the hubbub of the
docks she might even elude Thulann of Garron, if the Way
Master had followed her this far.

Though her fingers wrapped around the window latch,
she did not open it.

The green dress lay draped across the furs on the bed. She
glanced over its fine details. The laces were woven with
golden strands. The embroidery depicted entwined animals.
It was classic New Britannian garishness.

She lifted the dress and held it against her skin. The fit
looked close. With a chuckle she untied the scarf from her
waist, slackened the laces of the gown and stepped into it.

As if by instinct her body assumed the posture of a Bri-
tannian lady.

The wardrobe contained no shoes, but she did not mind.
On bare feet she walked out of the cabin and up the steps to
the main deck. The wooden surface was cool and soggy. The
ocean wind swathed her in the warmth of budding spring.
Bawdewyn’s coyote, Kiye, snuffled at her ankles.

The human sailors, ragged and sweaty, halted their work
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to stare at her. She smiled back. She recognized these men.
They were pirates, or had been at one time, and would have
- cheered and whistled if the courtesan Riona Lynch had
- materialized among them. Yet now they fell silent. Some of
 them removed their hats. To them, she now appeared as a
‘noblewoman. It was a dubious compliment from such a
shabby audience, yet the feeling was marvelous.

One of them approached her from behind. She tensed,
but the hand that touched her shoulder had a familiar gen-
tleness. She laid her palm over Montenegro’s fingers before
' she had a chance to consider the gesture.

- He drew beside her. They leaned against the softly pitch-
' ing bulwark, facing the shoreline. The tall knight squeezed
- her shoulder and muttered, “Thulann might see you on
 deck. She has a buzzard’s eyes.”

- She smirked. “You’ll protect me, won’t you?”

~ “Indeed I shall, if you agree to my conditions.”

~ “How mysterious! Please do elaborate.”

~ “There is no mystery. Come with me to Cove. You’ll be
saf at my estate. The eagles should be nesting by now. It is a

‘ : "You want to intrigue me with birds?”

~ “You would be quite a sight among them.”

~ She chuckled. “And I take it you're eager to resume the
- search for Pikas, since Bahrok has thrown you out of Logosia.”
- He narrowed his eyes. “Do not poke at recent wounds. I
‘am liable to flinch. Yes, in time I shall skewer Pikas’s heart,
‘but that is not the reason for my invitation.”

- She watched his face. “Then explain it to me.”

- He turned his hand over, brushing callused knuckles
against her bare neck. His gaze was steady. “There is no
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She smiled and looked away. “I see. You do not want to be
alone while you lick your wounds.” '
“Precisely. And neither do you.” 3
A sigh escaped her lips. She closed her eyelids. “You’re
right. I don’t.” She tilted her head, pressing a cheek against
the back of his large hand. “I'm tired and sore, Gabriel.
Which cabin is yours?”
He paused. “The one below the captain’s.” i
“Join me there in ten minutes, if you care to.” With some
effort she peered into his eyes. They were as captivatingly g
:

grey as she remembered. Then she padded to the steps that
led belowdecks. :

‘Montenegro was berthed in what appeared to be the
mate’s quarters. The cabin was almost as large as the cap-
tain’s, though not half as opulent. Components of plate
armor were stacked on the bunk. Satchels and saddlebags
were piled in the corner. Without delay she rummaged
through his belongings until she found the leather tube that
contained the schematics. The cap had been waxed shut to
make it waterproof. That suited her needs.

She peeled off the New Britannian dress and arranged it
carefully beside Montenegro’s armor. The scarf was knotted
around her thigh, holding the brooch and dagger. She held
fast to the scroll tube as she pushed open the window. The
heaving waterline was less than ten feet below. She braced a
foot on the sill. 3

The cabin door scraped open. She whirled around. A
small figure stepped in, no higher than her knee. The crea-
ture was a species of bird, standing on two legs and craning
its long, muscular neck. She had heard of ostards, which
served as riding beasts to the Meer. This must have been a
young hatchling. It watched her with stern, curious eyes.

doi ol il ot L

Rl g

92

= e e



AUSTEN ANDREWS

- She grinned and pressed a finger to her lips. “Beza rhem,”
‘7 whispered, then drew her dagger and carved on the win-
' dow frame the mathematical symbol for that name. The lit-
. tle bird observed with care as she climbed outside and dove
into the satiny waves. The chilly water shocked her bare,
feverish skin. The sensation was exhilarating,
~ Onshore, pilfering clothes proved simple enough. She
' made certain to wrap a hood over her head. Her black hair
‘would not stand out among the Juka but her ivory-pale skin
rtainly would, not to mention her human face, which bore
nose where the Juka had none.
- Disguised by a cowl, she crept between two stone build-
ings and popped open the scroll tube. Something slender
floated out. It was an eagle’s feather, brown and sleek.
~ The only document inside the tube was a note that read,
borrowed this from the captain’s hat. I should be most obliged if
ou return it to me at your earliest opportunity. Consider it an
mvitation. Gabriel.
- She could not resist laughing as she twirled the feather in
her fingers. It snapped the air as it spun, like the blades of a

er Jukan ships in the harbor. Its triangular sails filled
color as if the sunset were an ocean breeze. From the
docks Raveka watched it move northward, cutting through
h spry, silvery waves.

~ Another figure stood on the boardwalk nearby. The Tech-
nocrat blanched when she saw the person’s face. Thulann of
Garron had arrived. The old Way Master stared out at the
ceding barquentine. Her expression was dour.

 Sister Raveka realized that the Juka did not see her. In the
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most disinterested manner she could calculate, the Mathe- 1
matician turned away from the harbor and walked off the
docks. When she was nearly out of sight, she dared to
glance behind.

Thulann had not moved. The Way Master seemed rooted
by indignation, casting a dark glower across the water to
Montenegro’s ship. Even if Raveka had been wearing her
Technocrat’s robes, the old woman would probably not have
noticed. -

The Technocrat had learned not to question good luck. j
She quickened her pace away from the shoreline, looking for
a ridgeback to take her south. One hour’s head start ought -
to be enough to evade the Way Master, but Sister Raveka
preferred a greater margin. The trip to Logos would be very
long. She craved the opportunity to sleep along the way with
both eyes closed. '
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CHAPTER

3

The Pact of Four

Springtime arrived in the city of

ritain on the wings of returning swallows. Belfries black-
ned with tiny bodies and stiletto tails, swarming like noisy,
writhing smoke. As if awakened by the cacophony, plant life
erupted across the surrounding meadows and forests. Ani-
mals ventured from their winter dens and signaled the
eturn of the hunt. Warm winds soared from the eastern
lesert to stir up capricious weather. The people of the capi-
celebrated with festivals of fire.

 Montenegro knew that he was viewing his homeland
ith prejudice, but after half a year in the desolate tracts of
osia, New Britannia looked like paradise to him. The
rassy hillsides and rocky streams were glorious in their
neandering ease. Even the sky was the proper shade of
Presently he was trotting on his warhorse down a tree-
ined roadway under a golden, late morning sun. The terrain
bout him was immaculate even for Britain, as it comprised
e grounds of the estate of General Nathaniel. The general
as the highest ranking officer in the Britannian army. His
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regal white manor stood like a pearly sculpture at the far end
of the lane.

The black warhorse snorted and halted abruptly, kicking
up a plume of dust. Montenegro looked ahead. A short,
simian figure darted across the road in front of him. Its back
was stooped and its long arms pounded the dirt like extra
legs. It wore a shirt of primitive leather armor. In close pur-
suit were a handful of soldiers with spears and halberds.

The knight laughed. Apparently this year would be diffi-
cult for landowners trying to keep the goblins away. He
reminded himself to monitor the problem when he returned
to his own lands outside Cove, though he did not know
when that might happen. If today’s enterprise went
smoothly, he might not visit his family home for some time.

He nudged the stallion forward. Large saddlebags jingled
as the warhorse resumed its gait. Montenegro smiled. The
bags contained only a fraction of the booty he had taken
from the Technocrats, yet even this small collection would
astonish the general. The knight had occupied the trip home
in collaboration with the Menagerie’s tinker, working to
repair and operate as many of the bizarre Logosian devices
as they could. In more than a few cases they succeeded. |

The jewel of the booty, however, was the scroll that Toria
had given him at Garron. Montenegro, Bawdewyn and the
tinker were unable to determine what the schematics
depicted, but the information they did glean was shocking.
Braun’s Needle was an enormous war machine, larger than'i
several galleons. It was designed to travel both by sea and by
air. The weapon on board was mysterious in its operation,
though the sheer size of it caused Montenegro to fear its
power in battle. He trusted that more technical eyes could
interpret the diagrams to find some weakness in the
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hine, in case the New Britannian military had to face it,
perhaps even to discover a means to build one for them-

~ In any event he knew that the scroll, the mechanical
devices and his own experiences on the battlefields of
Logosia would be excellent bargaining points for a real com-
mand again. General Nathaniel would have no choice but to
grant him a hearing with the other high officers. He
resolved not to leave until he had secured that promise.
~ When he clopped in front of the two-story manor house,
i barrel-chested soldier greeted him with a smile. Montene-
dismounted and clutched the man’s arm. “Sergeant

- The soldier chortled. “He throws me a scrap of meat
ometimes. Welcome back, sir! I didn’t know you were in

arbed.”
. “Nonsense. He’ll want to play with the toys I have
rought him.”
- “He has another visitor.”
- “Does he? I see no expensive carriages waiting, nor foot-
en pitching dice in the corner. Whoever it is cannot be

' The soldier chuckled. “I'd show you to a parlor to wait,
f, but I know you too well. The moment you were out of
ny sight, you'd go looking for him.”

. Montenegro dropped the reins into the guard’s hand.
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“Who says I would wait? Besides, I already know where he
is. I can see the curtains drawn open in the trophy parlor.”
He pointed to a second-floor balcony.

Sergeant Matthias stood his ground. “If you can fly,
maybe you can join him, but I can’t let you through this
door, sir.”

The knight grinned and knelt underneath the balcony. He
clicked the latch of a device strapped to his boot. “As you like
it, Sergeant.” When he rammed his heel into the ground,
Sister Raveka’s spring mechanism propelled him into the air.
He twisted unexpectedly in mid-leap, but managed to grab
the railing and keep from falling back to the ground.

He climbed over the banister and waved to the flabber-
gasted soldier. “Keep an eye on my things, would you,
Matthias? I'll be down for them momentarily. You have a
goblin problem and I do not want anything to walk away.”

The door of the balcony was unlocked. The parlor
beyond was a museum of taxidermy, its walls crowded
with the mounted extremities of Britannia’s diverse fauna.
Montenegro had visited this room many times before. He
always found the stuffed troll head distasteful, though the
gazer pelt was handsomely iridescent and the dragon skull
above the mantel commanded the room as majestically as
ever.

Two men were seated before the unlit fireplace. Both of
them turned in their chairs and regarded Montenegro with
confusion. General Nathaniel was a strapping officer who
appeared much younger than he was. His trim beard had not
greyed and his waist-length hair was knotted into two braids,
in the manner of less aged men. He wore a casual tunic and
boots. When he recognized the intruder, the general wrin-
kled his face into a frown.
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- “By Honor and Humility, how did you get in here, Mon-

 tenegro?”

~ But the knight did not acknowledge General Nathaniel’s

- words. His eyes were transfixed on the second man. The fel-

‘ ow's clothes resembled those of a western merchant,

' though Montenegro knew this was no Britannian trades-

- man. The man’s gaunt frame, bald head and white, ghastly

flesh were unmistakable.

. This was the Technocrat who Montenegro had seen in
Enclave, peeking out from the library where the dread-
ought had been. He was the Logosian traitor to whom

‘Bahrok had given Thulann’s schematics. Montenegro

- recalled the man looking like the spectre of death.

- The knight squeezed his fists. A feeling rushed through

him that he had somehow been outmaneuvered. He

- General Nathaniel glanced between the two men. Then
‘he stood in front of Montenegro, presenting a disapproving
stare. “What do you mean by creeping in like that? You’re
not supposed to be here.”

~ “Have I surprised you, General? That’s odd. I thought this
‘Technocrat would have informed you that my knights and I
‘had sailed home.”

~ The officer hesitated before patting Montenegro’s shoul-
der. His voice lowered. “This is not the time for explana-
. The knight grumbled, “Perhaps you need to save your
explanation for Lord Gideon, sir. I have plans to make an
appointment with him after I leave your company.”
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Nathaniel narrowed his eyes. “In fact, his lordship was to
be my guest for dinner tonight, as well as High Admiral
Duarte. But I have an unexpected visitor today, as you can
see, so I had to postpone. However, you are welcome to join
me tonight, Sir Gabriel. It will give us the opportunity to
address the questions that you cannot ask right now.”

Montenegro examined the bald Technocrat. Except for
his ghoulish pallor, the man’s disguise was unsettlingly con-
vincing. Montenegro muttered, “I shall be delighted to
come, sir. I'm interested to see what he has told you. And I
have a few stories of my own to relate.”

“Good. I'll have a place set for you, then. And please,
don’t mention this to anyone until we speak again.”

“General, I am unsure whom I would trust enough to
tell.” He gave the Technocrat a suspicious nod, then bowed
to the officer in military fashion. “Look for me at nightfall.”

As Montenegro walked from the trophy room, General
Nathaniel halted him. “Sir Gabriel, would you be good
enough to send Sergeant Matthias up? Thank you.”

“Sir, my intrusion was not due to any negligence of his.
The sergeant is a good man.”

The general made no answer. Montenegro simply nod-
ded, then navigated the marble corridors and exited the
manor through the main doors. On the front drive, Matthias
still held the reins of the knight’s warhorse. Montenegro
told him of the general’s summons, adding, “Has anyone
touched my saddlebags?”

“Of course not, sir. No one has been here but me.”

“Excellent. Thank you.”

As the knight climbed atop his steed, Matthias waved and
entered the manor through the ornate front doors. When
the soldier was out of sight, Montenegro unbuckled a sad-

100




AUSTEN ANDREWS

dlebag and slipped his hand inside. The scroll was still there.
He glanced at the doors and blew a sigh of relief, then urged
- warhorse on.

killing blows with their stcel—upped polearms. Dark blood
'jwu the keen edges, glistening in the lively sun of the

- Though he tried to remain inconspicuous in the city,
Montenegro drew .a small audience as he walked the cobble-
stone lanes of Britain. The townsfolk recognized him even in
his black, unadorned tunic. He became a spectacle in the
lunchtime glare. Mostly children dogged his steps, asking
him to recount his adventures fighting Blackthorn. They
spoke as if he had personally clashed swords with the leg-
endary tyrant. When he realized they would not be chased
away by angry looks, Montenegro resigned himself to the
‘entourage and quickened his steps. His destination was not

stones. Like most buildings that survived the Cataclysm, it
was strewn with cracks that had been bandaged with
: en transoms. Many stone blocks were fractured or
missing. The walls of the place reminded Montenegro of an
old codger’s snaggletooth grin. Even the ancient signboard
was weathered with lines like wrinkled flesh. The yeasty
breath of the common room was a greeting from an old
dend.

: Montenegros youthful entourage stopped at the
ance, though they peeked into the noisy tavern. The
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patrons lifted their goblets with a cheer as the knight stepped
inside. He smiled back and scanned the room. Then he
picked his way between the crowded chairs and tables. Wel-
coming hands slapped him on the back. Along the far wall
he dropped into a seat at a thick, round table. When the |
patrons started to gather he tossed a pouch full of coins to
the barmaid and shouted, “Drinks for the house! On the
condition that I am given a little peace.” 1

The taverngoers cheered again and obliged him.

He entwined his fingers, rested his elbows on the knife-
scarred surface and gazed at the other man occupying the
table. “I thought I might find you here. I'll buy your next -
drink, as well, though I expect no peace from your energetic
voice.”

The fellow wore a tangle of ill-fitting clothes, as if he did |
not entirely grasp the workings of city fashion. His hair was
a burst of sunshine blond. His tanned face looked sullen. “T
fear that peace is a luxury in which I shall never indulge. The
world has become my cage, you see, and like a captive ani-
mal I am doomed to pace back and forth, always moving and
yet never advancing beyond the cold iron bars. I am a
chained bear, Montenegro, baited with sharp-toothed dogs.”

The knight accepted a cup of water from the barmaid. It
tasted gloriously cold. He leaned back in his chair and |
propped a boot on the table. “Fairfax, I have rarely seen you
in so gloomy a state. Only one sort of dog bites a man like
you so cruelly, and that is the bitch. Am I right?”

Fairfax the Ranger dragged fingers through his yellow
hair. “That is the very truth. It is a bewilderment to me,
Montenegro. You would think, would you not, that the for-
tunes of a warrior with my charm and propriety might bur-
geon in the company of as many maidens as this

3
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confounded city provides. And yet at every turn I am met
with scorn and feminine rancor. I tell you, something poi-
sons the city air. Perhaps women were not meant to be
herded so closely together in the same pen.”

The knight swallowed a cool mouthful of water. “Surely
at least one woman has resigned her attentions to you?”

“One? My tally has reached five simultaneously! And yet
when I am nearly sated by the sweetmeats of success, these
gingerbread city girls inevitably cross paths with one
another. Then the bakery closes, my friend, and the ovens
grow very, very cold.” He slurped the foam from the bottom
of his goblet. “But fie upon inconstant women! Not one is as
faithful as a good bottle of Trinsic port. And in honor of
your homecoming I propose that you and I divide the con-
tents of just such a bottle, while you tell me how you
divided Lord Blackthorn from his entrails.”

Montenegro chuckled. “You know I don’t drink, Fairfax,
nor could you afford a bottle of Trinsic if I did. Yet I shall
buy one for you, provided that you agree to undertake a pair
of favors for me in return.”

“If they require me to leave the walls of this henhouse
called Britain, I shall gladly perform both favors for a single
bottle.”

“One of the favors will take you out of town, though not
far. I need you to assist me in an appointment this evening.”

“Pleasure or business?”

“Business. Wear your good armor.”

The ranger held his goblet to the barmaid, who topped it

~ off. With a grin he toasted the knight. “At last, a feat of dar-
* ing again! I shall be glad for the chance to stick a blade in the
~ enemy, as a change from my present altercations. And the
. second favor?”
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“Bring along your better half, Jatha the Meer. I may have
need of you both.”

Fairfax lost his smile. “We may have trouble separating
him from his own affairs. He has been studying ruthlessly
with Mistress Aurora. I doubt he has seen daylight in over a
month.” He nibbled the froth of his beer. “It’s for his sake
alone that I remain in this wench-infested capital, you know,
while troops of rangers are sharpening their spears on troll
bones in the north. You have heard, I assume, that the troll
king is raiding villages around the Serpentspine foothills?”

Montenegro nodded. “I wonder if he is still upset over
our expedition to his domain a few years back. He did lose
four sons that day.”

“That would probably raise my dander, as well,” nodded
the ranger. “Luckily I am not aware of any sons that have
issued from my own escapades. As to Jatha, I shall direct my
rather unreliable charm to coaxing him from the company
of Mistress Aurora. What shall I tell him is the reason for
our adventure?”

“Intrigue, of course.”

“Ah, the chief export of Britain.”

The knight snorted. “Lately we have been importing it
from abroad.”

Fairfax laughed. “You are well aware, of course, that Jatha
and I do not indulge in the profligacy of political schemes.
We keep our motivations simple and pure. Yet I may just
convince him that helping a friend is as pure a motive as any
man could require. And perhaps that bottle of Trinsic port
will be sweet to his tongue, if my words are not sweet to his
mulish ears.”

Montenegro grinned. “You're lucky that I trust you
enough to pay for the wine beforehand. But if you arrive
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. tonight and I find more of it on your breath than in the bot-
 tle, you shall indeed wish you were facing the troll king
~ instead of me.”
. “The implication! I'm shocked at you, Montenegro. Jatha
~ and I are always discreet in our dissolution. It is what sepa-
- rates us from baser species.”
- “Truly, you are a paragon of civilization. Now drink up.
- It’s time to leave. We have preparations to make.”
. The ranger abandoned his nearly full goblet as he rose
:-‘ from his seat. “Drink up? Alas, the charm of the Blue Boar
~ alehouse is the house, not the ale. To leave a cup unfinished
. might insult the brewer, but to drink it in haste would insult
- my mouth. I choose the less personal of two evils.”
- “Unless the beer has improved since I gave up alcohol, I
- cannot fault you for that.”
. Fairfax pursed his lips. “Women are inconstant. The Blue
 Boar Tavern is as unchanging as the very heavens.”
- Outside the front door the cluster of children had not dis-
:" persed. The two men found themselves in the midst of a
- squall of high-pitched voices. Yet Fairfax seemed to take
- pleasure in teasing the urchins and their attention soon
~ focused upon the amiable ranger. That alone, thought Mon-
. tenegro, was worth the cost of Trinsic port. He decided their
'_'.- stop would be the wine seller, and from there, a few,
- more exotic vendors. He did not know what strategy Gen-
- eral Nathaniel might take in dealing with him, but on a tacti-
~ cal level, even the highest officer in the land did not
& intimidate Montenegro. He would be prepared for any
£ acuon, political or otherwise.

. General Nathaniel’s dining hall was a trove of silver and
- gold. The engraved dinnerware was polished to a faultless
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glow. The tables and chairs were ornate with precious met-
als. BEven the chandelier flashed in its own candlelight. Much
of the decor was centuries old, brought back by Nathaniel
from a dragon’s lair deep in the crags of the Serpentspine.
The rest had been commissioned using the dragon’s treas-
ure. To commemorate the monster’s generosity, a painting
of the fearsome reptile dominated the head of the hall.

It was common knowledge, however, that the general was
not himself prone to displays of wealth. Rather his wife,
Lady Annabel, made a career of transforming the spoils of
his campaigns into lavish domestic tableaus. The general
indulged her expensive requests. Montenegro might have
regarded the arrangement as ostentatious, except that Lady
Annabel herself was the very portrait of noble elegance.
The middle-aged gentlewoman was courteous, handsome
and erudite. Her company was always a delight.

When dinner was finished Montenegro, General Nathaniel
and Lady Annabel talked over dessert. The lady neglected her
cream cake as she motioned to the knight with her spoon.
“Please, Sir Gabriel, help me clarify a few terms. Of course
Blackthorn is the ruler of Logosia. But who exactly is ‘Black-
thorn’s Chosen?” And what are these “Lectors’ I have heard
about? Are they religious leaders?”

Montenegro absently picked at his food. “The philosophy
of the Machine is not a religion, my lady, but a secular form
of spirituality, in the same manner as our own Virtues. How-
ever, the Technocrats are just as zealous as a religious cult.
And they are the ruling class of Logos. Now, there are three
divisions within Technocrat society. They are the Orders of
Engineers, Mathematicians and Theorists. Bach order has a
Lector at its head. Blackthorn is the Techno-Prophet, the
master of all three orders. They consider him to be some-
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.~ thing of a demigod. Yet he does not directly handle the daily
 affairs of state. Instead he names one of the Lectors as his
. representative, who assumes the title of Blackthorn’s Cho-
- sen and acts on the Techno-Prophet’s behalf.”

- Lady Annabel lifted her eyebrows. “How opportune for
j‘, that Lector.”

~ “Indeed. Currently the Chosen is a man named Lector
 Sartorius of the Theorists. Some Garronites believe that he
 is the actual ruler of Logosia. They think that Blackthorn
~ has become a recluse, or even a madman, after so many
~ years on his mechanical throne. I cannot say whether or not
 that’s true, but I do know that the Chosen acts with Black-
. thorn’s own authority. He speaks with a demigod’s voice.
- The real Tyrant of Logos, my lady, may actually be Lector
' Sartorius himself.”

- She chuckled. “They sound much like the Royal Senate—
- aroom full of children and no guardian.”

- The knight smirked. “That is an apt characterization.
- Remember, the Technocrats are not many generations
 removed from New Britannia. They are us, stripped of our
 traditions and Virtues. As a culture they are like children,
 playing with a new toy.”

- General Nathaniel sipped from a glass of scarlet liqueur.
. “I wish Montenegro had brought along some of his cap-
- tured machines this evening. If they are half as amazing as
 the ones I have seen in the past, they would truly astonish
you, my dear. The Technocrat government might be rotten
‘with Blackthorn’s corruption, but their engineering skills are
‘unparalleled.”

- Lady Annabel smiled with a glint of challenge in her eye.
“You know my thoughts on that subject, Nathaniel. Clock-
york creations can be splendid, I grant you, but I disagree
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with using alchemy to enhance them, as the Technocrats do.
It is an irresponsible use of magic. Sorcery should be con-
trolled by trained masters, not thoughtless machines in the

hands of the uninitiated.” A

“And yet, my dear, you would put an enchanted sword in
the fist of a simple warrior?”

“Magic swords are an ancient tradition. Wizards give
them to warriors because by and large, warriors only use
them to kill each other. That is an acceptable loss, from a
wizard’s perspective.” ]

The general chuckled. “You must forgive Annabel. She
was trained in water magery before we married. The House
of the Griffin still taints her opinions.”

“I agree with her in some cases,” said the knight, “and so
would you, sir, if you met a dreadnought face-to-face. Black-
thorn has created some undeniable abominations. Yet I have
seen fountains of fire in his public squares that would stun
you with their beauty, my lady.”

“Beauty exists in many forms,” replied Lady Annabel,
“and not all of them are Virtuous.” She glanced at the paint-
ing of the dragon, its scales glittering. Then she opened a
warm smile. “But let’s not allow Nathaniel to drag us into a
debate. I canceled quite an affair tonight in deference to his
urgent business, and so I shall leave you gentlemen to con-
duct it.” She rose and bowed her head to Montenegro. “It’s a
joy to see you back safe and sound, Sir Gabriel. Please let us
arrange for a more proper reception soon. Nathaniel, shall I
summon your mysterious guests now?”

“Please do, my darling, to the trophy room. And have a
bottle of brandy sent up.”

A small blaze crackled in the fireplace of the trophy par-
lor. The dragon skull above the mantel watched Montene-
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gro and the general with eyes that fluttered shadows. The
two men leaned back in velvet chairs. General Nathaniel
swirled a glass of brandy and commented, “Annabel is very
ond of you. It’s pleasing to see a smile on her lips again.
Lately her mood has been somber.”

- The knight was not drinking. “Does she know the nature
of your guest?”

- “She suspects more than she’ll admit. But I oblige her
‘business and she obliges mine. Ours is a deferential mar-

- “Nothing, as we agreed. I simply invited him to have dinner
atmy estate in two weeks’ time. But I'm telling you about it up
front, so you understand that I walk with Honesty. So should
you, sir.” He captured Nathaniel’s eyes with a heavy gaze.
“General, I need to know why that Technocrat is here.”

- For a moment the long-braided officer examined the glass
in his hand. Then he emitted a sigh. “I confess, Montenegro,
hat you have brought considerable worry upon me. True,
it's my fault that you were able to barge in on us this after-
noon. I grew inattentive with my security. Nevertheless I am
n a nasty bind. I have an agreement, you see, to keep this
affair confidential.”

- The knight frowned. “Trust me, sir, that I understand how
nconvenient such a pledge can be. But there may be a solu-
jon to satisfy us both.”

~ “What do you have in mind?”

“You betray no confidences if I am part of them. Let me
nto your scheme.”
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Nathaniel gave a soft chuckle, then caught his eye. “That,
I cannot do.”

“Can’t you? Then perhaps you would prefer to have this
conversation with Lord Gideon. I'm sure he will find it most
engaging. But of course, this affair must be kept secret from
him, right? Otherwise you would not have canceled your
dinner tonight. What plot do you have in motion that you
cannot divulge to the House of the Lion? Is it insubordina-
tion or something worse?”

The general shot him a piercing glower. “Don’t try to
strongarm me, .Sir Gabriel! We're not enemies and you
would be wise to keep it so.” He dragged his hand over his
face. “Let us conduct ourselves as gentlemen here. You’re
right, Lord Gideon does not know, and must not. But please,
before we continue, tell me what interest you have in this.
Intrigue is not in your nature.”

Montenegro leaned forward. His face grew warm as he
stared at Nathaniel. “Let me tell you about my nature, sir. I
am a soldier. What I want is very simple. I want victory on
the battlefield. But my Logosian campaign was cut short
because of Warlord Bahrok’s intrigues. I lost a cache of valu-
able schematics because Bahrok handed them over to the
very Technocrat you have been dealing with. Now I return
home to find that these intrigues have taken root here, as
well. And I get the uncomfortable feeling that they are going
to steal even more victories from me. I cannot ignore the sit-
uation any longer, General! The Virtue of Justice demands
my action. If these schemes intrude upon me, I will intrude
back. That is the crux of it.”

Nathaniel swallowed a sip of brandy. “I sympathize with
you. Before I became a general I often felt the same way.” He
sighed. “I can’t let you into this affair. But if you pledge not
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' to discuss it with anyone else, I'll do my best to make sure
 that it does not interfere with your own business.”

“That’s not good enough, General.”

“Oh? What more do you need?”

“Tell me what you're up to. I need to recognize trouble if
it comes my way.”

~ The officer grumbled. “You probably do deserve an expla-
nation, though I shall regret it. Very well. I'll tell you some-
 thing of my secret, as long as I have your promise of silence.”

~ Montenegro paused for a deep breath. “One more thing,
‘General, in exchange for my discretion.”

“More! You are hungry tonight, Sir Gabriel. What more?”
“I want my own command again.”

- The general stroked his beard. “Hmmm. I should have
-~ known you would say that. But I'm afraid that is not a simple
mk. Many officers still consider you to be too headstrong
' for command. Admiral Duarte would surely fight it.” He
- rolled a thought behind his eyes. “Your experience against
the Logosians will help tremendously When the other
- knights arrive, I'll collect their testimonials. You say you've
- brought back a sizable haul of Technocrat machines? Give
 them to me and I can use them to grease the wheels.”

.~ “Done,” said Montenegro, though he resolved not to
 include the schematics for Braun’s Needle. He would not see
Nathaniel hand it over to the Technocrat.

. “Very well. I am not a sorcerer, but I'll try to dig up a
‘command position for you. Do we have a bargain, then?”

- The knight grunted. “We have a bargain. I shall keep your
secret.”

- Nathaniel pointed a finger at him. “Despite what your
 enemies say, I know you to be a Virtuous man. I rely upon
_you not to make me regret this.”
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“Men of Honor should never have regrets.” E

The old officer chuckled. “The world is more cruel than
that, yet we must forge ahead nonetheless.”

Montenegro flinched as the door squeaked open. A tall
figure glided into the parlor. The white-skinned Technocrat
still wore the Britannian merchant’s costume, though it
could not conceal his mechanical demeanor. His manner-
isms were fastidious as he bowed.

Nathaniel motioned to the Technocrat. “Montenegro,
allow me to introduce Brother Rictor of Logos, of the Order
of Theorists. Rictor, of course you know Sir Gabriel Mon-
tenegro of Cove, whose exploits in your native land you
have related to me in such detail.”

The Technocrat bowed again. “Your successes against my
people have been most amazing, good sir, if extremely
inconvenient to my own work. Yet it is a pleasure to meet
you. I am glad we are introduced in a New Britannian sitting
room rather than a Logosian battlefield.”

Montenegro grimaced. The Technocrat’s entrance had
been too well timed. He must have been eavesdropping,
waiting for Montenegro and the general to strike a deal. The
knight did not appreciate being spied upon. He narrowed his
eyes and murmured, “Tell me, do you have some kind of
clockwork listening device, or did you simply place a glass
against the door?”

Brother Rictor grinned. “I used a glass.”

Another voice emerged from the open doorway: “Rictor’s
schemes are baroque, but his methods are very direct. You’ll
get used to his brand of deviousness.”

The speaker was quite small. She wore a scant, kidskin
tunic; spotted fur covered the rest of her slight frame. Her
tall Meer ears shot up from a whorl of tawny hair. A web of
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raps fastened weapons to her body, including a crystal dag-
ger hanging at her belly and a staff secured to her back.
Montenegro thought he saw movement in a pouch belted to
- General Nathaniel smiled and said, “Ah, and this is
Shavade of Arjun. Like Rictor, she is an agent of the Pact of
‘Four, and a fetching one at that.”
- The Meer shoved aside a candlestick and sprang with ease
onto a marble-topped side table. She hugged her knees to
her chest and smirked at the general. “Stick to business,
Nathaniel. Flattery can get you killed.”
- “Shavade’s methods are somewhat direct, as well,”
remarked the bald Technocrat.
i Montenegro squinted. “The Meer are part of this? I think
it's time you explained this “Pact of Four, General. It
appears to be much larger than I imagined.”
- “That is almost certainly true.” Nathaniel poured brandy
for Shavade and Brother Rictor, and then stretched his legs
e the fire. “As I said, Shavade and Brother Rictor are
our agents. The Pact of Four consists of officials
fom the four civilized governments. I am the representative
from New Britannia. Warlord Bahrok represents the Juka
ans, as you must have guessed. We also have members
irom Logosia and from Avenosh, both highly placed, though
Ido not know their identities.”
- “Interesting. Shirron Turlogan is not aware of your pact,
is he? Neither is Lord Gideon, though he is supposed to over-
see all military affairs. And you don’t even know two of your
ounterparts. Why is this arrangement so clandestine?”
- “Itis a delicate affair. If the wrong parties discover us, all
of our work shall be for nothing.”
.~ Brother Rictor steepled his fingers and explained, “The
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Pact of Four is not an arrangement between governments. 3

Governments are fickle and cannot be trusted. The pact is

between individuals within the power structure of each

nation. Honorable individuals can be trusted, as the theory
goes, within an acceptable tolerance.”

“And they can be punished if they betray us,” added
Shavade, sitting cross-legged on the side table.

The general rose from his chair and leaned a forearm
against the mantelpiece. His brandy glass sparkled from the
modest fire. “Look at our situation, Montenegro. Garron is
clashing with Logos and we cannot prevent our own involve-
ment. This war will be costly to everyone. There is nothing
we can do to stop it. But we can work to produce a positive
outcome. There is no reason why every side shouldn’t profit
from the sacrifices we're making.”

Montenegro smiled without mirth. “Profit? I always
thought that wars should be about Virtue.”

Nathaniel frowned at him. “Don’t be disingenuous.
You’re not that naive. Wars are about the redistribution of
wealth and power. Nothing more.”

The knight stared back. “Keep talking, please, General.”

“The Meer representative conceived of the pact. He
knows that even though his government is neutral, the Meer
have a stake in its outcome. So he contacted each of us
secretly. By negotiating through our agents,” he motioned to
Shavade and the Technocrat, “we decided that if we cannot
prevent the war, we can at least direct it.”

The Technocrat sipped his brandy with a precise
motion. “I have been transacting with Warlord Bahrok to
strengthen the Garronite advances into Logosia. When the
time is right, you New Britannians will provide reinforce-
ments. By giving the Juka Clans an overwhelming advan-
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'~ tage, we hope to conclude the war much sooner and with
~ far less destruction.”
Montenegro squinted at Brother Rictor. “I don’t under-
- stand. How does this benefit the Technocrats?”
. “Blackthorn has absolute power in my government. The
. pact member from Logos does not think the Techno-
- Prophet will ever surrender. But a clear defeat will force his
hand and end the fighting. You must understand, we Tech-
. nocrats did not want this war. Natural resources are scarce
' in our lands. We were simply digging for ore in the moun-
' tains when the Juka Clans attacked us. But Blackthorn and
the Shirron decided to make a large-scale conflict out of it.
'Now we are committed.”
. “We can help each other once the war is over,” added
' General Nathaniel. “When we’ve resolved our differences,
djc Technocrats can teach us about their technology, we can
. sell them raw materials and the Juka Clans can keep their
"mountains Everyone profits.”
~ The knight cocked his head. “It sounds very reasonable,
sir, except for one thing. Why have a war at all? Why not
spare the lives of all those soldiers and negotiate these terms
right now?”

You're a warrior, Montenegro! You should know that no
ne is going to back down once their weapons are drawn.
Evel oneisthirstyforblood"

ent by nature. These forces have already been set loose and
they cannot be penned up again.”
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Montenegro stood, crossed his arms and paced before a-
wall of mounted stag heads. He began with a deep breath. “T
confess, your ‘Pact of Four’ sounds like a noble undertaking, -

But at the risk of sounding disrespectful, General, allow me
to speculate another motive behind it. Your Technocrat ally

wants to subvert Blackthorn’s power. If this plan succeeds, -
he might be in a position to overthrow Blackthorn entirely. -

That would be worth his own army’s defeat, would it not?”

Brother Rictor furrowed his large brow. “That is a mon-

strous charge.”

The knight shrugged. “And yet you do not seem scandal-
ized by it. Meanwhile in Garron, Warlord Bahrok uses this

opportunity to strengthen his position among the clans. I've

seen his treachery myself. It is no mystery that he wants to
be Shirron one day. And you, General, keep this pact a secret
from Lord Gideon. Is it coincidence that a war victory

would guarantee you to replace him as lord of the House of

the Lion?” He glanced up at several rows of antlers on the

wall. “The Pact of Four will certainly redistribute wealth and

power. I must question, however, the selflessness of your

intentions.”

The Meer warrior slithered off the table and leaned
against the doorjamb. She chuckled. “I warned you we
shouldn’t tell him too much. He may be a knight, but he’s
sharp as obsidian.”

General Nathaniel frowned at her. “I am aware that Mon-
tenegro is shrewd. I also know that he is honorable. We’ve
told you what you want to know, Sir Gabriel. Now you must
abide by your vow of silence.”

Montenegro shook his head. “No.”

Brother Rictor cracked a smirk. “You see? People put too
much trust in promises.”
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- ‘I keep my oaths, Technocrat, but let me refresh your
- memory. [ agreed to remain quiet as long as the general does
is best to get my command back. That is my stake in this
fair and the price of my discretion. Listen, I don't care if
pact is self-serving, If it wins us the war, I wish you
luck. I just don’t want you interfering with my own plans, as
you did in Logosia. Do not stand in my way again.”

- Shavade grinned, her large eyes flashing. “By my ances-
- tors, I like this human. He'’s a fighter to the bone.”

~ “And quite self:serving in his own right,” added Rictor.

~ Nathaniel set his brandy glass on the mantel. “You know
-my word is good, Montenegro. There is no cause for suspi-
_'_-A- n. Let us shake hands and seal the bargain.”

. The knight stared at the general’s outstretched hand.
. After a long pause, he clasped the officer’s palm. “Very well,
 General. Thank you for being honest with me.”

. Somehow the feeling was not as reassuring as Montene-
- gro had hoped it would be.

. Ajungle of constellations glittered in the sky, yet the twin
- moons crouched wanly near the horizon. The night hung
black and heavy, despite the torches that lined the front drive
of the manor. Gravel crunched underfoot as Montenegro
* walked out the main doors. He took the reins of his
warhorse from Sergeant Matthias. The hefty soldier behaved
- more formally than was his custom. The knight almost apol-
. ogized to him, but thought better of it.

. As he trotted off the grounds of the general’s estate,

~ Montenegro’s horse whinnied and reared. A tiny white glow
- appeared before him. It brightened until Montenegro made
. out two figures blocking the road.

Shavade and Brother Rictor stepped to either side of the
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horse. Montenegro watched them but did not move. The
Technocrat held up a Logosian static lantern, which derived
its light from a strong, continuous spark. Over the buzz of
the lamp Rictor murmured, “I am pleased that we caught
you before you departed. Shavade and I have some business |
that needs not involve the general.”

The knight grumbled, “It has been a trying day. I would
like to reach my townhouse before midnight. Make it fast.”

Brother Rictor stared with eyes the color of ice. In the
pale glow his bald head looked ghostly. “I believe you know
what interests me. The schematics from Enclave. What did
Thulann of Garron tell you about them?” :

Montenegro scanned the gaunt man’s body. He saw no
weapons, though the petite Shavade was armed enough for
three warriors. He shrugged. “Only that they had something
to do with a machine called ‘Braun’s Needle.” Why, have you
come to give them to me? It would be an act of true gen-

Shavade let out a bantam laugh. “Rictor, generous! And
I'm a Terathan queen.”

“In truth, I thought you might be generous to me,”
replied the Technocrat. “Be honest. Did Thulann tell you
what happened to the missing scroll?”

“She said she knew nothing about it.”

“Are you certain? She did not give it to you, perhaps?”

“On my honor, she did not.”

Brother Rictor grinned. “I have never been a very trusting
man. You will not mind, will you, if Shavade and I accom-
pany you back to your townhouse, so I can verify that you’re
telling the truth?”

“I do not think that will be necessary. Good evening to
you both.”
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~ The Meer warrior thrust her staff in front of the
‘warhorse’s snout. The beast huffed and stepped back a pace.
Rictor’s only being polite. We don’t really care about your

permission. You said it yourself, Montenegro: If you intrude
on our business, we’ll intrude on yours. We're coming with
~ The knight growled, “I do not suggest that you pursue
this any further. General Nathaniel will disapprove and I
.v ight get perturbed”
- The Technocrat lifted his chin. “I think you are unclear on
‘an important point, good sir, which you should keep in
mind. We have indulged the general tonight out of respect
for local customs. But it is highly inconvenient, to Shavade,
‘myself and the rest of the Pact, that you know what you
w. It would not be a chore for us to dispose of you
tonight. Rather it would be a great relief. General Nathamel
might get angry, but everyone has bad days.”
- Montenegro shook his head. “I believe that’s enough out
of you.” In a flash he whisked Starfell from its sheath and
split the Meer’s staff in two. A second stroke forced her to
somersault backward with surprising agility. His warhorse
bashed a flank against Brother Rictor, toppling the lanky
man to the road. The static lantern threw light across a foun-
tain of dust.
- Abruptly a cascade of flickers swarmed from the nearby
darkness. The light coalesced around Shavade’s ankles,
which immediately sank into a foot of mud that had not
been there before. The mud instantly hardened. She spat a
curse in her native language.

- A shadow streaked from the opposite side of the road,
falling atop Brother Rictor. The lantern revealed Fairfax the
Ranger pressing a knee into the Technocrat’s chest and a
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sword against his belly. The warrior muttered, “I want you
to be as still as death.” 3
Rictor complied. :
Montenegro dropped from his saddle and approached the
trapped Shavade. In one hand she held a crystal sword, in the
other a parrying fork. Though her ankles were immobili
she moved with the litheness of a reared serpent. The knight
kept out of her reach. He pointed his dark-bladed sword.
“Put your weapons at your feet or I shall kill you.” :
She hurled the dagger-like fork. Montenegro ducked to the
side and thrust his sword. The Meer parried it with a curl of
her crystal blade and returned a lightning riposte. They:
exchanged cuts and blocks for a moment until, to the knight’s’
surprise, she sprang into the air and kicked. His throat burst
with pain as he fell onto his back. The petite warrior flipped.
overhead and came down lunging her sword at his chest.
He tumbled underneath her blow, spun to his feet and
nicked her forearms with a swift arc of his blade. She snarled
and leapt again. ,
Then the world vanished in a bright light and a snap o
thunder.
When Montenegro’s eyesight returned, Shavade lay 3
before him on the ground, unmoving. A twist of smoke rose
from her scorched back. Out of the darkness emerged a
taller Meer figure, dressed in the robes of an Avenosh sor-
cerer. He panted from exertion. :
“I apologize if 1 interrupted a personal engagement,” said
Jatha of Ishpur, “but I didn’t want your fine doublet to get -
ruined with blood and punctures.” 1
The knight brushed himself off as he rose. “Most consid-
erate of you. She caught me off guard. Why did the mud '
soften so quickly?”
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“Again, I apologize. 1 have been distracted of late. I
brought too little of a particular reagent, so I cast the
antment with a shorter duration than normal. What’s

ing Shavade’s unconscious form. “As I thought. Warrior
e. Probably an elite Hunter. Some of them train to fight
- Wwizards. You've got hold of a dangerous little vixen here,
Montenegro. Lucky you brought your hounds along.”

 They dragged her into the light of the lantern, where Fair-
fax kept Brother Rictor pinned. Montenegro knelt beside the
gnant Technocrat “Well, my ﬁ‘xend it has been a R very

i rmmgyou of tlns simple fact: If I see you or your associ-
ate again, and you're not in the company of the good gen-
‘eral, I am going to kill you. It shall not be a chore. It shall be
a great relief.”

~ The Technocrat’s stare was unnervingly calm. “I doubt
you will see us next time, Montenegro.”

. A plume of dust exploded around them. The knight
hirled to witness Shavade leaping off the ground. From the
pouch strapped to her thigh she withdrew a strange weapon.
It appeared to be a fist-size insect bound to a wooden han-
dle. She aimed it at Jatha and a volley of yellow spines rid-
dled the wizard’s torso. He yelped and doubled over.

- Montenegro slashed her chest with Starfell. Blood
streamed across her tunic. She shrieked and threw a barrage
of quick punches, many of which landed on the knight. He
snarled and sliced at her arms. A spinning kick thudded into
his stomach. He tumbled backward again.

- From the corner of his eye he glimpsed Fairfax. Though
the ranger kept the Technocrat pinned, his attention was
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locked upon Shavade’s whirlwind form. His mouth hung
open in wonder.

Brother Rictor thrust a razor at his gut. Its edge gleamed
with a sap-like substance.

Montenegro cried out, but not in time. The razor
engaged a mechanical hum, chewed through the ranger’s
studded armor and drew a spray of blood. Fairfax stiffened
and fell away from the Technocrat. :

A spotted blur plucked Rictor from the ground and
hauled him several yards away. Shavade bared her teeth at
Montenegro, then held a rod of black crystal above her
head. A shower of light engulfed the pair. When the light
faded, they were gone.

The knight rushed to Fairfax’s side. Rictor’s poison was
devastating his body. Every muscle tightened brutally. His
flesh drew taut and began to crack; his face was already
unrecognizable. Montenegro snatched a vial from his pocket
and emptied the contents into the ranger’s foaming mouth.
When the antidote took effect, the ranger’s body returned to
normal. Montenegro sighed with relief.

Fairfax coughed and stared wide-eyed at the scintillating
night sky.

Montenegro patted his chest. “I suppose you’re glad now
that I dragged you to buy that potion this afternoon. Thu-
lann warned me that Technocrat was a poisoner.”

The ranger licked his parched lips and rasped, “Who was
she?”

“The Meer? Her name is Shavade of Arjun.”

He smiled and whispered, “Shavade.”

“You're drunk, aren’t you? I warned you, Fairfax.”

He shook his head. His eyes reflected the stars. “I'm not
drunk. I'm . . . intoxicated.”
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. Montenegro rolled his eyes and attended to Jatha, who
* was crouched on the road, painfully removing the spines
. from his torso. “She had a Stinger,” he explained, “a Living
- Weapon. The warrior caste breeds them.”

- “So that was a famous Living Weapon. The venom must
~ have stunned you. You don’t look well.”

. The wizard glanced at the spot where the pact agents had
* vanished. His expression was agitated. “It’s not the venom.
~ It’s that crystal rod she had. Such a thing should not exist.”
Montenegro helped the Meer to his feet. “I never know
* what to think when a wizard claims that something ‘should
- not exist.’

~ “I mean it is forbidden. That crystal was enchanted with
spells that are supposed to be locked away in Ishpur. By the
Ar’Kannor, the Matriarchs themselves guard that knowl-
- edge! Where did she get it? Who is she working for?”

. The knight stroked his warhorse, which continued to
. stomp nervously. “I do not know exactly who she works for,
nor could I tell you if I did. It is a long story, which I have
- pledged not to relate.”

~ With startling quickness Jatha grabbed the knight’s collar.
;_ "Montenegro if you ever felt indebted to my friendship,
" now is the time to repay it. I have to learn where she

- He clutched the wizard’s forearm. “If it’s that important, I

. shall try to find out for you. Perhaps the general knows.”

- “Do what you can, Montenegro, I beg you. No matter

‘what it takes, I must find that Hunter.”

- From the ground Fairfax called out, “So must I, my

- friends! Sleep shall elude me until that golden day. Paradise
‘wears spots, my lads, though I would never have dreamt it! I
fear the only remedy is drink, which is waiting for us in my
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saddlebag next to Montenegro’s mysterious scroll. Though
the finest Trinsic port is naught but vinegar in the presence
of such a nectarean dram as overwhelmed my senses
tonight. Hey! Dammit! Did the poison make my hair
out?”

“Shut up, Fairfax,” hissed Jatha. :

Montenegro felt his mood sinking with Jatha’s. Even in
New Britannia, the Land of Virtue, he was forced to connive
to protect his interests. He felt as if he were being somehow
tested. And yet, though intrigue might taste bitter, his honor
would remain intact if he conducted himself according to
the ethics of the Lost King. If a knight must employ schemes
as well as swords, he must do so unflinchingly. Let no enemy ‘i
stand when the battle is finished.
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Crevasse

l he metal chamber drummed with the
d ank of heavy machinery. Riveted walls enclosed the inte-
tior of a tall cylinder, like a giant steel canister. A bolt of
electricity crackled between two spheres on the ceiling.
Bluish light stormed the chamber.
. Sister Raveka stood within folds of hot steam. Sweat
flooded her skin under a Mathematician’s grey robe. She
hoped that the perspiration would not mar the geometric
symbols painted on her face and neck. She felt uneasy
enough already.
~ She was perched on a small, iron platform twenty feet
above the floor. Many Technocrats peered up at her through
heavy gouts of steam. On the curved walls, at the same
ieight as herself, hung three shadowed balconies. In the cen-
er of each gaping hollow sat a grim figure, swathed in black
raiment and covered with mathematical tattoos on every
nch of their skin.
The three Lectors of Logos regarded her with dour
silence.
~ Then a deep voice half-whispered from the nearest bal-
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cony: “Remember, do not speak directly to the ambassado
unless she addresses you first. Now relax your mind. You
the sum of your training, Sister Raveka.”

She straightened her posture and nodded to the silhou
of Lector Gaff. Her small platform jerked forward.
steam cloud intensified as a telescoping arm hoisted her
the center of the cylindrical audience chamber, where
platform connected to a larger one holding two exotic fig
ures. ,

One of them sat in a tall, wide chair hewn from an enor-
mous crystal. - The Meer Matriarch had brought the
sparkling throne from Ishpur. It was a marvel of craftsman-
ship, with facets so precise that even the Order of Engineers
was impressed. Sitting on the throne’s silk cushion, the aged
Matriarch herself was the embodiment of cultured aloof-'
ness. She wore a gown of filmy, layered veils that twinkled
with gemstones. Her marbled grey fur was immaculate. She
exuded haughty disinterest.

Raveka concealed her apprehension. The old woman
made her nervous. The Mystic caste controlled Meer society
and the Matriarchs ruled the Mystics, which placed Ambas-
sador Adhayah near the pinnacle of Avenosh government.
As with all Mystics of her rank, the ambassador was also a
magician of untold skill. Raveka had learned to distrust such
power. It could lead to mental instability. She had seen the
terrible consequences when she brought the mad Master
Gregorio from New Britannia two years before, to meet
with the Techno-Prophet. Many buildings in Logos still bore
the scars from their nightmarish battle.

Silently she chanted, I am the sum of my training. I am a
component of the Machine.

A second Meer accompanied the Matriarch. He was a
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ger man with exaggerated ears and a frame more stout
Raveka associated with his race. He likewise wore the
gown of a high-ranking Mystic, though wide belts on his
waist and arms gave him a less aristocratic appearance. He
aced the width of the larger platform.

 Raveka bowed to the man. He flattened his ears and
eturned the gesture.

- From a shadow-strewn balcony, one of the Lectors ampli-
fied his voice through a curved speaking horn. His tone was
characteristically emotionless. “Chamberlain Kavah, you are
ware that Lector Gaff of the Mathematicians serves as our
pymaster. Sister Raveka is one of his operatives who has
d within the Hall of the Shirron. Please beseech the
ambassador to attend as the Sister recounts a dark piece of
nformation from Garron.”

. The Meer chamberlain bowed once more. “The Venera-
ble Mother Adhayah appreciates this opportunity, Lector
Jartorius. Pray begin, Sister Raveka.”

 After a brief introduction, she repeated word for word the
conversation between Turlogan and Thulann. The audience
of Technocrats shuffled in wordless dismay when she
evealed the Shirron’s plan to invade Logosia in the summer,

with the New Britannians at his side. When her report was

complete, Raveka folded her hands and bowed. She felt the
muscles of her chest relax when her platform separated
from the two Meer and returned to the side of Lector Gaff.

Her mentor gave her a conservative nod.

- Lector Sartorius’s voice boomed from his speaking horn.

Chamberlain Kavah, the ambassador knows the present

tate of this war. The Juka Clans have defied the odds and

natched us at every turn. The addition of the New Britann-

n army will ensure our downfall. Therefore we entreat the
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ambassador to reconsider our offer of alliance. The influ-
ence of Ishpur can balance the equation of power on this
continent and bring an end to this destructive conflict. Thou-
sands of lives pivot on the ambassador’s decision.”

The two Meer conferred in whispers. When they sepa
rated again, Raveka could not read the Matriarch’s exptes-
sion. Kavah, however, bowed in the time-honored fashion of
diplomatic apology. '

“Lector Sartorius, Your Excellencies, the ambassador con- -
veys her sadness at your impending losses in this war. She
reiterates her offer to ease your burden by instructing your
people in the healing arts of water magic. She stresses, of
course, that the same offer has been accepted by Garron. Yet
the government of Avenosh holds fast to its neutrality in this
affair. We cannot participate in a conflict that does not
directly involve us. To do so would violate our deepest con- :
victions against political violence.” He cleared his throat and
added, “Dame Adhayah also asks me to convey that if this is
the sole reason for her invitation today, she elects to forgo
any debate and will now take her leave.”

The shadowy form of Lector Sartorius betrayed no disap-
pointment. “That is the extent of our business with the
ambassador this afternoon. Offer her our gratitude for
attending.”

Chamberlain Kavah bowed in turn to each grim Lector,
then tugged on a floor-mounted lever. The Meer’s platform
chirped a metallic squeal and retracted on hydraulic beams
into an opening in the wall. Billows of steam engulfed them.
A massive door clanged shut. The Matriarch had never once
stirred.

Raveka welcomed the old Mystic’s departure. She even
dared to indulge in a sigh.
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Lector Braun of the Engineers cleared his throat. His
- speaking horn rang with a bell-like hum. “Thus ends our
hope of external aid. But there exists another answer to our

the Needle. Though you have both expressed doubt over
its effectiveness, nevertheless it may well encompass our
only hope for survival. I suggest that we deploy it as soon as

o Lector Gaff nodded. “My calculations point to diplomacy
‘as our most favorable course of action. Lector Sartorius,

wever, claims that the Theorists have exhausted all such
nues. And so at this juncture we must engage every
e available. The Needle, as we all know, represents an
inordinate fraction of our resources. Lector Braun, how do

. “Our greatest threat proceeds from New Britannia. If
they come to the aid of Garron, we are lost. Therefore I
e that we should send the Needle to New Britannia to
_ their fleet of ships. If they cannot transport their
army to our shores, they cannot pose a significant threat.”
~ “An excellent strategy,” said Gaff. “Lector Sartorius, I
request that you present this plan to the Techno-Prophet. It
is best if he authorizes such a bold attack personally.”

* Sartorius peered over his entwined fingers. “I shall consult
‘my advisors. If they concur with Lector Braun’s wisdom,
then I shall speak to the Techno-Prophet. But I agree that
time is short. Return to your Orders and examine every
ooption. This audience is adjourned.”

- Hissing engines drew steel shutters across each balcony in
turn. When the Lectors had departed, Sister Raveka stepped
through a doorway and squeezed down a shoulder-width
passage. When she was out of sight of the meeting cham-
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ber, she pressed her brow to the wall. The cool metal felt
refreshing against her sweat-drenched skin. It was a sliver of
comfort for her aching head.
A picture stuck in her mind. Pillars of fire leapt above the
cityscape of Britain. Airships loomed in the sapphire-blue
sky. Juggernauts and smoke cauldrons rumbled through the
winding streets. The forests echoed drums.
The earth turned red from the blood of fallen knights.
She chased away the thought by mentally chanting math-
ematical formulae. The ritual had become an hourly task
since Thulann .of Garron had nearly killed her, a week
before. The old Way Master had brought her closer to
despair than she had ever come. Sister Raveka now appreci-
ated the lure of Entropy upon a mind weakened by hardship
and emotion. :
She lifted her chin and allowed the silent chant to con-
sume her. Discipline is courage, she reminded herself. Slowly
she regained cognizance of every movement of her body.
When she continued down the dim, narrow corridor she
was restored to a stoic vision of control, expressing no more
emotion than the steel gears and levers that clanged behind -
the bolted metal walls. |

A sunrise drizzle painted the stone city of Garron witha
glassy sheen. Stippled with raindrops, Thulann knelt atop a
short pedestal inside the Garron Arena. She watched the
center of the muddy field as Venduss wrestled three sparring
partners. The boys wore only tight breeches and long braids. 1
Their jade skin was caked with wet, clinging sand. Cuts and
bruises covered their bodies. “

Venduss was performing well, even when all three of his
opponents engaged him at once. His techniques of evasion
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had improved. Thulann could not remember the last time
Venduss had practiced with such vigor.
The anger in his eyes seemed to spur him to greater
achievements.
" A pair of cloaked shapes approached the Way Master
from the entrance to the arena floor. They draped wide
cowls over their heads in the New Britannian fashion, even
though they were Jukan clansmen. Thulann almost smiled.
~ The tallest of them kept his eyes upon Venduss. “My son
fights fiercely this morning. It pleases me how you motivate
him, my dear.”
- Thulann glanced up at the Shirron. “I nearly threatened
him with inversion drills, though that was my sour mood at
play. After losing that spy to Montenegro, I am in a humor
for strenuous training. But it was not I who put the fire in his
Delly. That was your doing. He did not even sleep last night.”
- ‘I suppose I cannot blame him for being upset. It must
ave come as a surprise. But Warlord Savan and I have
already made the arrangements. Tekmhat is on her way to
the city. I believe she will make Venduss an excellent wife.”
. “The boy maintains the notion that marriage is the evolu-
tion of romance.” She smirked at Turlogan. “It is a childish
conceit, of course.”
- Helaughed. “Perhaps folly runs in his blood. In any case, the
oone wesea.ltheunionwiﬂxClanEryem, the easier it will be
to plan the invasion. Savan has agreed to lend his armorers to
us. That could well make our clan’s army the equal of Clan
Varang. That ought to chafe Bahrok. But look, I did not come
out into the rain to discuss politics. I have brought Dhayin to
ee you. He has news that you will find quite interesting,”
- Thulann bowed to the second man. “Good morning,
Dhayin. Have we received word from our spies in Logos?”
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Dhayin had a warrior’s body and a statesman'’s face. Yea
of coordinating the Shirron’s strategic intelligence h:
drawn wrinkles around his still-young eyes, though just no
they blinked with excitement. “No, Mistress Thulann, n
news from Logos. But I did get a message from Crevasse th
morning.” y

“The levitant mines? I was not aware we had eyes there.”

“One of our contacts in Logos found an excuse to go. ¥
will be pleased at what he discovered.”

She saw excitement in his features. Her eyes widened,
“The schematics for Braun’s Needle?”

The spymaster grinned. “Locked away in a secret ro om
like eggs in a nest, waiting for a hungry serpent to tak
them.” 3
She unfolded from the pedestal and dropped to the
ground. “Great Mother, that polishes the black from this
dreary morning! I shall gather my things at once. Turlogan,
will you please inform Venduss of this news after he has
exhausted his indignation?” E

The tall Juka crossed his arms. “Of course! Seeing as the
Shirron does not have any more important matters to
attend. But wait, I have a serious request to make conce
ing my son.”

Venduss comes with me. You can plan the wedding witho t
him. It has not stopped you yet. Venduss is a valuable part-
ner to me, and very anxious to recover what Bahrok stole
from us.” )

Turlogan shook his head. “I do not want you to leave Ven-
duss behind. I want you to leave Toria behind.”

She swallowed and looked out at the arena. “I cannot. Her |
skills are as useful to me as his.” "
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: “Dhayin will go in her place. The time has come to sepa-
~ rate those two, Thulann. You know that. Warlord Savan
- would be insulted if Venduss kept a mistress after the wed-
- ding, and a human one at that.”

 Thulann turned her face up to the drizzle. The cold
- splashes cleared her eyes. “I know. But this has been very
- abrupt for Venduss. We cannot command his heart like a sol-
~ dier. We must give him time to cope.”
~ “We do him no service to prolong this dalliance. He must
.~ accept that it is over.”

- She grimaced. “Hypocrisy does not become you, my love.
. In twenty years you have never accepted my refusals, have
~ you?”

'j Dhayin coughed and scrutinized the sparring in the center
~ of the arena.

Turlogan snorted, then stroked the Way Master’s back.
~ “Well, my stiletto-tongued dearest, what is your counterpro-

- posal?”

- She leaned closer and thought for a moment. “Both of
. them shall accompany me to Crevasse. That will give them
- an opportunity to resolve their affair. When we return, that
- will be the end of it.”

- "And the girl? What will happen to her?”

- Thulann gazed at the cloudy sky. “I do not know, Tur-
- logan. I do not know.”

- The pace of the rain began to increase. The walls of the
.~ arena faded to grey horizons. Venduss did not abandon his
.-.‘ training in the rainshower; rather the hissing downpour
- seemed to renew his energy. In short order his opponents
. sprawled in the mud, catching their breaths, while Venduss
- cursed them for idleness.

- Thulann gently squeezed Turlogan’s muscular arm. Then
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she walked in the direction of the Hall of the Shirron, where
her traveling gear was stored. She had much to prepare for.
The journey to Crevasse might be very long indeed.

Like a mechanical island the skyborne city of Logos hov-
ered above a sea of low clouds. The spring had summoned
grey weather to the desert below, suffusing it with welcome
moisture. The fog tumbled and plumed underneath Logos,
jolted by thermals from the crimson bedrock. Playful light-
ning danced in the murk. :

Walking along the brink of the levitating city, Sister
Raveka held onto her cowl against the bluster of wet winds.
She carried herself upright as she spoke to the robed man
beside her. ,

“Lector Gaff—Your Excellency—I request that you send
me back to New Britannia immediately.”

The middle-aged Technocrat angled his tattooed face
toward her. His cold eyes glared from a filigree of mathe-
matical equations. “1 wondered when you would ask that.
You plan to retrieve the scroll from Montenegro of Cove, do
you not?”

“Precisely, Your Excellency. I believe the diagram may per-
tain to Lector Braun’s Needle. In light of our present strat-
egy, I think it would be wise to recover it.”

“You are correct. The scroll should be recovered. That dia-
gram might be more important than you realize.” He
clasped his hands behind his back and lowered his volume.
“You are aware that Lector Braun has maintained absolute
secrecy around the Needle. Not even Sartorius or myself
have access to his factories or specifications. But I have col-
lected a great deal of intelligence on the project. Most inter-
esting has been the news of Braun’s personal set of
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schematics, which were lost when Enclave fell. You already
~ know about that, of course, but what you do not know is
 that the schematics reappeared a few days ago in Crevasse.
- They were purchased from a scavenger merchant. The man
' claimed to have found them on a dead Garronite soldier in
 the desert. The crucial point, though, is that the most impor-
. tant diagram is missing.”
- “The diagram in Montenegro’s possession.”
. “That is very probably the case. We must recover it, for
- the information it contains might prove extremely danger-
- ous. You see, the missing scroll is a plan for the Needle’s pri-
- mary weapon. That weapon, Sister Raveka, was designed by
- the Techno-Prophet himself.”
- She clenched her fists, but quickly subsumed her frustra-
. tion. “It is distressing that I was so close to such a valuable
.~ document, and yet I did not acquire it.”
“Your performance was hampered by emotional factors.”
~ She blinked. “Yes, Your Excellency. Thulann of Garron
was still pursuing me. She is a terrible enemy. Your training
- kept my fear at bay, but the effort was not trivial.”
~ Lector Gaff did not respond, but continued to walk until a
- large wind trap blocked their path. The metal scoop col-
~ lected moisture from the air. Water poured from the device
~ into canal-shaped cisterns that honeycombed the city. Gaff
. paused before the massive apparatus, which rumbled a
- metallic sigh. “Sister Raveka, you must be aware that I have a
- design for your future in the Order. The time approaches
- when you will qualify for the title of Mother. I estimate that
~ you can become a formidable one.”
Breath caught in her throat. She lifted her chin. “I thank
- you, Your Excellency. As always I shall endeavor to live up to
~ your expectations of me.”
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“I hope you shall. I intend to ask a great deal. We are not
typical Mathematicians, you and I. Ours is a delicate profes-
sion. Espionage demands trust. Your mind must be disci-
plined according to the strictures of the Machine, or you will
lose the confidence of your peers and superiors.”

Raveka looked down. “I understand, Your Excellency.”

“Then you know what it means for a spy to be distrusted.
We have but one method of retirement.” 3

A chilly gust whirled around her. “Have I disappointed -
you in some way, Your Excellency?” 3

He gazed into her porcelain-white face. “You lost the
scroll. That concerns me. It is not a great error, but I am
monitoring your work, Sister. Your fondness for New Britan-
nia grows unseemly. Entropy sets upon you like rust. You
must not let your emotions devour you.” :

“I shall intensify my rituals. I can subdue my emotions.”

“Excellent. We understand one another. Then I shall
assign you to retrieve the scroll from Montenegro. You must
depart as soon as possible.” 1

She met his stern eyes. “Thank you for this opportunity to
prove myself.”

“It’'s not a boon, Sister. It is simply a formula in which you are
a factor. We shall see what answer it produces. Now, you must
recover the scroll undamaged, if possible. I want to examine it.
And no one must know of your mission. There are traitorsin
Logos who would kill for a glimpse of that diagram.”

“Understood.”

“You say Montenegro has studied the schematic?”

“It appeared so, Your Excellency.”

“Then you must find out what he has learned and with
whom he has shared it. When you have this information,
murder the knight. His knowledge is dangerous.”
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Raveka shuddered. Her response came perhaps too
quickly. “I am not an assassin, Your Excellency.”

“You are the sum of your training. You have Montenegro
in your confidence. That is a skill more deadly than knife-
play.”

“He is only a New Britannian warrior. He cannot glean
any useful information from so sophisticated a diagram.”

Lector Gaff frowned deeply. “His knowledge is danger-

- ous. There is no debate. Do not forget our understanding,
. Sister Raveka. The outcome of this mission determines your
- future.
She fought to keep her breathing steady. “Yes, Your Excel-
. lency”
. The tattooed Lector bowed. “I shall arrange the fastest
.~ carriole for you. As usual you may equip yourself to your
. own specifications, on my authority. Arm yourself well, Sis-
~ ter. Montenegro is deadly. I would not want you to meet an
- unbecoming demise.”

~ When he left her without a chant of departure, Raveka
- knew that Gaff was gravely upset. She also knew that he was
~ ot bluffing. In thirteen years Gaff had never lied to her. He
 did not make threats; he offered choices.

. Lector Gaff presented her with a test. At that moment
* Raveka did not know if she could pass it.

- She peered down from the steel-framed precipice at the
- frolicking clouds far below. The boiling patterns were hyp-
.~ notic. Watching them she could almost ignore the emptiness
_in her belly When she realized that the tumult had
. entranced her, she turned away from the edge and stalked
: })ast the gaping wind trap. Its maw whispered a throaty sigh.
' Condensation poured from its spout in a clean, orderly flow.

& * * *
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Several narrow, parallel grooves etched the amber sand of
the desert. Dhayin of Garron knelt beside them, comparing
the width to his finger. He nodded. ~

“Definitely Tech drones. Probably a scouting patrol.
These tracks are a few hours old, but they might still be.
around.” v

Thulann stood close by. She scanned the rocky terrain
unfolding in every direction. “I prefer to meet drones to jug-
gernauts, but I would rather not encounter anything with
metal innards. They are less likely to accept our disguise at
face value.”

As they tramped across the northern wastes of Logosia,
the Jukan party wore the drab clothing of the native scav-
enger merchants. Thulann’s ruddy leathers fitted tightly |
against her tall, slender frame. Over them she wore a
Logosian long coat, derived from the Britannian nautical
style. Dhayin’s garb was a montage of muted leathers and
tarnished buckles, powdered by windblown dust. His eyes
were hidden behind mirrorlike lenses strapped to his face,
which the Technocrats used to ward off the blinding sun. As
he stood, the glass winked in the afternoon glare. “I would
not worry. If we have to run from trouble, Clan Varang has
scouts in the area as well. I can probably track them downin
a matter of hours.” |

She squinted. “Bahrok is this far west?” "

Dhayin brushed sand from his knees. “His troops have
been moving this way ever since Enclave. He is preparing to
attack Akar.” |

“Akar! I did not know about this. Why was I not told?”

“With all possible respect, Mistress Thulann, it was not
your concern. You are a spy in this war, not a general.”

She crossed her arms. “Your point is taken, though it is
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strange that I did not hear. Akar was Turlogan’s personal tar-
get. It is unlike him not to keep me abreast of such changes.”
- “You must forgive him. The Shirron has been very occu-
pied negotiating the alliance with Clan Eryem.”

" “So he has! So much so that he neglects his own plans.
Well, Bahrok hunts quite a meal this time. Akar is defended
by airships. Dangerous prey indeed.”

~ Dhayin raised a finger. “Ah, but Bahrok’s informants say

scale exercise. Akar’s vessels should be gone for a few weeks.
' That will leave the town vulnerable.”

- “Where is this muster occurring?”

. He smiled. “At Crevasse. And now you know why I
insisted upon coming. If I can confirm that the airships are
indeed traveling to Crevasse, that will be the signal for War-
lord Bahrok to move in.”

- The Way Master massaged her brow. “I must remember
to keep more informed of the latest gossip. Yes, we must cer-
tainly see what is happening at Crevasse. Perhaps this airship
ster has something to do with the Needle itself? If that is
case—if the weapon has been completed—then an
attack mlght be forthcoming. We may have to change our

»

B shall inform Venduss. He must keep abreast of these
natters. He wants to begin leading troops into battle. I sus-
ect the invasion of Akar might be just what he is looking
.~ She found the youth not far from the ridgebacks that car-
ied them across the wastes. He wore Logosian leathers as
ell, festooned with metal buttons and buckles. He was
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practicing his weaponless exercises with the same vigor he
had gained after learning of his betrothal. His mood seemed
dire. N
She did not see him make a single mistake. She decided
not to interrupt. .
Nearby Toria perched atop her ridgeback, leaning agains
the animal’s tall, bony crest. She had chosen less mod
Logosian garments, the short skirt, jacket and leather bodice
revealing more of her freckled skin than it covered. With her
legs crossed and her fiery hair drawn back by a scarf, she
reminded Thulann of the innocent little thief who had
stowed aboard the Way Master’s longboat two years before.
Toria and Venduss had immediately bonded. More hardship -
than joy had transpired since then. i
The girl faced away from the Jukan youth. Her expression
was wistful. Thulann made out her silky voice as she sang ;
just above a murmur: 1

My song is sung by laughing waters,
Willows weeping nigh, :
Where once we lay in barley troves |
With mayflies marching by.

The river’s touch would not expel
Our hearts’ immortal flame.

You called me from the water’s swell
And to your arms I came.

The Way Master remarked, “It is not wise to dwell upon
hardship, child. If you stare at the sun, your eyesight will
Toria ignored her and continued in darker tones:

140




AUSTEN ANDREWS

- Far along the river’s ribbon

- Where the whitecaps roam,

~ The floods of Beltaine called me down
- Beneath the lacy foam.

- My bed lies deep in laughing waters,
- Willows weeping o’er,

- Where once we lay in barley troves,
- But mayflies march no more.

- Toria wrapped her arms around her knees and gazed at
the rocky horizon. Thulann battled the urge to comfort the -
young human. These days were necessarily difficult. Toria
nust face them in her own way. So Thulann instead moved
i to Venduss, then assumed a disapproving counte-
nce and prepared to criticize any error he made in his
exercises. The calm of exhaustion would help the boy now,
and the challenge of stern instruction would release her
own tension. Over the years that pattern of behavior had
wn comforting to the Way Master, like a masqueraded
splay of affection. She imagined that Venduss felt like-

 Whether that behavior was echoed in his relationship
- with Toria was not something Thulann cared to ponder.
- More important affairs demanded her attention. The future

- was a perilous road. The only way to travel it was one step at

- Bolts of sunlight stabbed through the ashy clouds that
vaulted the sky above Logos. In the streaming warmth Sister
Raveka gathered her bags atop the roof of a blocky building,
A single-seated carriole hovered next to her. Carefully she
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buckled each sack to the vehicle, then secured them with
weatherproof tarp.

The lilt of music touched her from a passing breeze. She
followed the sound until she spotted a group of children a
play in a courtyard below. The youngsters chanted the basie
axioms of the Machine as they danced around a tall pole.
They held colorful ribbons that attached to the top. As they
moved through an intricate choreography, the ribbons
braided around the pole to form symbols that illustrated the.
verses they sang. A teacher from the Order of Theorists
looked on with dour approval. '

She indulged in a faint smile. Though her own upbringing
among the Mathematicians had afforded little opportunity
for games, she would never forget the wonder she felt as a
child when Gaff revealed to her the miracles of the Machine,
For her the world had transformed into an astonishing place
where numbers and formulae and vectors of force danced to
an unending song. The vision of the Machine enchanted her '
instantly and thoroughly. As a teenager she felt sorrow for :
the rest of Logosia, who could not see the wonders sur-
rounding them. But Gaff also taught that emotions feed '
inaccuracy. He trained her how to quell such distractions.
Feelings were just a symptom of mental habits. She couldl_
tame them. 3

Her most profound enlightenment came when she under- -
stood that she herself, mind and body, was also a dance of
numbers. She was a process defined by quantifiable equa-
tions. She was as miraculous as the world around her. 4

She was a component of the Machine. Sometimes she for-
got what life was like without that knowledge. :

The final box she secured to the carriole was also the
heaviest. It contained an array of technological weapons, 3§
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~ ammunition and replacement parts. Raveka had gathered
3 the fiercest personal arms that Logos had created. She was
—well prepared for the mission at hand.

- She harmonized with the children’s verses as she threw a
- arp over the box. The droning verses soothed her in an odd

- Logos sprawled gloriously below the carriole as it soared
- between pillars of sunlight. From this vantage the hovering
~ city resembled a mosaic of steel-plated tiles, rivets glittering
like jewels in the errant sun. Rooftops textured the view like
a garden of geometric sculptures, threaded together by clus-
ters of pipes. Smokestacks forested the cityscape, their

iage the sooty clouds that swelled from their cement
trunks. Wind engines sliced the air with twirling blades.
Moxsume traps gaped like hatchhngs

- metropolis like a sceptre in the clouds.

- As she steered the carriole north and west, she observed
- darker weather creeping over the horizon. The storms of
spring were almost here. This was the time of year when
;_w father used to travel to Junction for supplies and the
- rains would flood the dry lake bed where she spent her
childhood. When she was a young girl, this time was very
magical.

Right now she felt that way again. But New Britannia was
‘along journey distant. Raveka was confident she could sub-
due those feelings before she arrived. The Machine, after all,
‘supplied all the miracles she desired.

A gloomy cloudburst drenched the midnight air. Under
the cover of a rock overhang, Toria nestled into Venduss’s
arms. She was alone with him. Thulann and Dhayin had
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sheltered under another outcropping not far away. Around
them loomed the jagged bluffs of the mountains of western.
Logosia. :
The Juka’s embrace felt wonderful. Toria focused on the "
physical sensation of his touch, which drove away her glum
thoughts. 1
His voice was a hush in the rainshower’s din. “Sing it for
me, my love. I want to hear.”
“I've barely started working on it.” .
“I do not care. Tomorrow we reach Crevasse. | want to
share tonight with you.” '
She grumbled and flinched from his caress, then leaned
into him again. She brought his hand to her lips. His smell |
was comforting. She kissed his palm. 3
On a surge of breath she sang:

Zephyr spirit, sing my song
Above the lands you roam,

For one who loves me travels on
While I am going home.

From high, the mountains are a brae, E:
The ocean is a pond.
Zephyr spirit, fly away

And sing my song beyond.

He combed his fingers through her russet hair. “Toria,
you will not go. You will stay with me.” 3

Her throat welled up. 'You re getting married, hey? That’s
that. Let’s make an end of it.” E

“I am not frightened by either Warlord Savan or his
daughter. You shall be my mistress, despite them.”
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She pushed away from him. “No! Damn you! I told you

~ I'd never do that.”

, _' - “You must. It is all we can have, my love. I w111 not accept

- your refusal.” He cupped her shoulder firmly.

- She twisted away. “Quit! That’s not what I want.”

- His grip tightened. “It is not a request, Toria! I am the

- Shirron’s son. I will keep who I want to keep!”

- Her hand flew on a crest of rage. She slapped him as hard

i as she could.

- Venduss plucked her wrist from the air and wrenched it,

linging her to the ground. Loose rocks grated against her

. face. With a snarl she jerked her arm free and scrambled to

the edge of the overhang. When she wiped her flowing

. tears, she noticed they were smeared with blood.

~ Behind her Venduss was stammering an apology, but the

- words did not register. She shrank from his hesitant touch.

~ She took a step forward and the rain hit her brow. A thou-

- sand droplets tapped her with tiny, cold fingers.

- Thunder careened through the mountain crags, drowning
out Venduss's voice. It was a moment of relief she wished

. Soaked by the downpour, Thulann crouched in the dark-
ness and observed Toria and Venduss. At this distance she

'They would say and do irrational things tonight. That was
the way of endings. It was arduous work, but necessary.

~ She leaned back and scanned the area. In the distance,
‘among black mountaintops just a few miles away, flickered
‘the many lights of Crevasse. The town was built around a
levitant mine and refinery, which produced the fuel that
powered Technocrat flying machines. But Crevasse also
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served as an aerie for many of Blackthorn’s airships. Like
ornaments the tall vessels hung from the lofty cliffs, th ‘
huge lamps shining through the darkness and rain, swaying
gently in the wind.
Thulann found beauty in the pattern of luminant globes.
The Way instructed a Juka to seek beauty wherever it may
be. The task was not always easy, especially with Logosian!
designs. In the daylight the airships were not so appealing,
tangled with iron and blackened by smoke, and yet she still
looked forward to walking among them tomorrow. The mil-
itary power of so many war engines could not fail to engage
a warrior’s fascination. If the Technocrats had any aesthetic
sense at all, it was expressed in the fearsomeness of their
machines. .
She wondered if they regarded the Jukan Clans with a_
comparable sentiment. : ]
A scuttling sound met her pointed ears. She daubed the
rain from the knee joints of her armor, then crept through
the shadows in the direction of the noise. ‘
Her patience tonight had just borne fruit. ‘
Someone was lurking around the camp. She had first |
detected them half an hour earlier. She had readied herself
to ply the disguise of a scavenger merchant, but the intruder
did not reveal himself. So she donned her armor and took to -
the shadows as well, waiting for the lurker to reappear. She
lingered near Venduss to satisfy a twinge of maternal protec-
tiveness.
She had silent reasons for not waking Dhayin.
The hillside was littered with tall, sharp-edged boulders,
strewn about by rockslides. In the sheeting rain they pro-
vided countless locations for an eavesdropper to hide. They
also allowed Thulann to move about with near invisibility.
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- Now she climbed over a slippery boulder that concealed
furtive intruder. She was surprised to find no one on the
other side. Then she sensed a metallic quality to the thump
of raindrops. In a flash she darted around another rocky
unth t.

- A shape leapt out of view. Rain clattered on his armor.
Thulann flung herself over a low crag and tumbled in front
of the fleeing intruder. The man snatched a long weapon
from his back and jabbed it at her. She pirouetted aside. The
stranger’s weapon spat steam as a forked tip shot past her,
‘smashing into a wall of bare stone.

. Pneumatic trident, she warned herself as she drew her own
sword. Cumbersome but lethal. She struck back with her
sword. The intruder parried her blows with astounding deft-
ness, considering the bulk of his weapon. When she landed a
strike on his hip, her blade rebounded with a familiar clatter.
Kinetic armor, as well. He is either very rich or works for someone
‘who is.

. The haft of the trident connected with her face. Rain spat-
ered from the recoil. She somersaulted backward to roll
- with the follow-through, landing on the low, rocky wall. Her
‘boots were uneasy on the slippery stone.

E A bright moon peeked through a rift in the rain clouds.

he light revealed a Juka wearing kinetic armor, a Techno-
crat invention that employed spring-mounted plates. His
pneumatic trident retracted with a click, ready for another
steam-driven thrust.

.~ Thulann met his tiny eyes. “Janissars do not patrol alone.
Are you a deserter or merely lost?”

- “Janissars are nothing but well-trained dogs. They lack the
skill to hunt alone.”

- She touched her swelling cheek. “Your skills are excep-
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tional, I do confess. You must be the pride of your village.
But I hope you are not offended if I say I do not recognize
you.” i

He smirked. “But I know you, disguise or not. The leg-
endary Thulann of Garron. I have dreamt of a second
chance to face you.” '

“Second chance?”

“Never mind. I'm finally going to get my satisfaction.
Defend yourself, old woman, if your rickety joints are uf
toit.”

“No!” cried a third voice from the murky drizzle. A shape |
resolved into Dhayin, running into the moonlight. He
inserted himself between the combatants. “Stop it! I brought
Thulann here to talk, not to fight!” ‘

The Logosian fighter sneered. “I was hired to fight. You
could have talked to her in Garron. Don'’t steal this chance
from me!” "

“Remember what we are here for!” Dhayin turned to look
at Thulann. “Please accept my apologies. There is more
afoot than I told you. Allow me to introduce—"

The Logosian jutted a finger at him. “No names. Not yet.”

The Way Master grimaced. Her temperature rose, but she -
fought the anger. She slapped her blade into its scabbard and
growled, “Do not delude yourself that I am your fool,
Dhayin. I know that you are in Bahrok’s employ. You
betrayed yourself by telling me about the attack on Akar.
The Shirron did not inform me because he does not know; '_
does he? You heard it directly from Bahrok’s mouth, unless I -

Dhayin paused for a moment, then bowed his head. “I
have insulted you with my deception. Forgive me, Way
Master.” :
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The Logosian snorted a laugh. “Garronites! Interminably
polite. I bet the pteranxes in Jukaran say ‘excuse me’ before
they eat you.”

Thulann ignored the comment. “Your friend makes an
 interesting point, Dhayin. You could have talked to me in
- Garron. Why have you lured us all this way? I wager it is not
- because the scrolls are here.”

“I shall tell you why, but let us wake Venduss and Toria. It

is their concern, as well.”

The two teenagers stood with swords drawn, mostly dry
~ under their stony outcropping. Before them was a robed
- human. He was bearded and heavyset, with a satchel on his

shoulder and a wide-brimmed hat deflecting the rain from

his face. A black horse’s tail dangled from his hatband. The

walking staff in his hand emitted a subtle glow.

The Way Master had not expected to meet a New Bri-
. tannian sorcerer in the mountains of Logosia, but this had
'~ evolved into a surprising evening.
. The wizard lifted his staff in greeting when Thulann,
~ Dhayin and the Logosian warrior arrived. “The boy is about
~ to cause problems. Dhayin, how about telling him that’s not
. agood idea?”
" Venduss stared at Dhayin with shock. “This is your doing?
| What is this about?”
The Way Master muttered, “Sheathe your blades, please.

- Dhayin is going to tell us presently.”
. The youths complied, reluctantly. The corpulent wizard
- rewarded them with a smug grin.
Dhayin motioned to the bearded human. “First, allow me
' to introduce Grynholt of Yew, an associate of mine in this
- endeavor.”
Thulann bowed her head. “I greet you with respect and
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honor, Grynholt of Yew. Tell me, is Brother Rictor with you
as well?” 4

Dhayin shook his head. “Rictor is not here, but you a
correct. He works for the same employers as we do.”

“You mean Warlord Bahrok.” :

“And others. Their identities are not important.
matters is that we are all on the same side here. We are’
working toward a victory for Garron.” ‘

The Way Master swallowed and lifted her chin. “Is the
Shirron a part of this deception? Before we left Garron he
requested that I leave Toria behind. I wonder if he did no
mean to protect her.” '

“No, he does not suspect. He only wanted to separate
Toria and Venduss because of the wedding.”

Thulann felt relieved, though she saw a look of despair on :
Toria’s freckled face.

Dhayin continued, “I shall try to be brief. Our Technocrat
sources have confirmed that the construction of Braun’s
Needle is complete. It is my employers” intention to disable
the machine, lest it turn the momentum of the war. That is
why Brother Rictor took the schematics from Enclave.”

The Way Master frowned. “There was no need for sucha
plot. I would have allowed Bahrok to study them. He needed
only to ask.” 8

“To what end? He cannot discern any useful information
from them. Neither can you or I or any other clansman. But
certain Technocrats in our alliance can. They have analyzed
the schematics. They have devised a plan to sabotage the
Needle. But they had to do so in secret, because of the dan-
ger of being discovered by Logosian authorities.”

Thulann grunted. “I see the logic in that.” ‘

“We have copied the diagrams and returned them to the
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gineers, to deflect suspicion from us. Unfortunately, as
u know, one of the scrolls was missing from the cache at
clave. It is the most important one, pertaining to the Nee-
‘dle’s primary weapon. No one knows what it does, which
‘gives us great concern. That is why we must obtain the miss-
ing scroll at all costs.”
~ The Way Master rolled her eyes. “Dhayin, I have already
belabored this with Brother Rictor. None of us took that
scroll. I give you my word as a Way Master.”
- “Rictor is convinced otherwise. I fear he has convinced
of my employers, as well. That is why I have brought
jou here.”
- Thulann glanced at Grynholt and the Logosian. Neither
man had a weapon drawn, though both were clearly alert for
ction. She marked their positions and replied, “Do not be
se. You brought us here to tactically isolate us. The
desert and the mountains will make our escape difficult.
Now please, enlighten me. How does capturing us help you
when I do not have the scroll in the first place?”
- Dhayin rubbed his eyes and sighed. “I protested this
action vigorously. My associates will confirm that. But I have
pledged to carry it through. The plan is simple. We are going
0 keep Venduss as a hostage until you bring us the scroll.”
' She furrowed her brow and grumbled, “That is a very
dold plan, and a very dangerous one.”
- The Logosian stared at her. “We are bold and dangerous

som

ned with rage. “By the Great Mother, I cannot believe I am
earing this! Dhayin, you have served my father for many

ars. He has trusted you. I have trusted you! What could
pssible lure you to this disgrace?”
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“I am committed to a secret pact. It is a careful balance
parties with very different codes of behavior. My partici
tion defends the Jukan Way. I cannot and shall not withdr:
Venduss, you know that I would not do this without an hon-
orable motive! And I shall remain here to ensure that
harsh treatment befalls you.” i

The youth bared his teeth. “I shall see to my own well-
being, if it is all the same!” He reached for his sword, until a
frightened Toria clutched his arm.

The burly Logosian warrior had not moved, but locked a
chilling stare on him. |

Dhayin waved his hands. “Please! This need not turn to:
violence. Mistress Thulann, listen to me. Braun’s Needle is
coming to Crevasse in a week or less. From here it travels to
the coast, where it will be deployed over the ocean. At that
point it will be very difficult to reach. That is why I lured you
to this place, because it holds our best opportunity for sabo-
tage. But our time draws short. You must send for the scroll
with all haste.”

Thulann felt her anger beginning to boil. “For the final
time, neither I nor my companions have the scroll. Never
have I endured such a relentless assault upon my honor! I
begin to think I may be required to defend it with steel, if
words alone do not satisfy you!”

The Logosian smiled very wide and broadened his stance.
“Now we get to the meat of the transaction.”

Toria murmured, “Mistress . . .”

The girl’s voice sounded meek. Her face was pale with
apprehension. She could not meet the Way Master’s eyes.

Thulann steadied her own breathing. “What is it, Toria?”

“I took that scroll from Enclave.”

Thulann felt herself flinch.
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- Dhayin clutched the air. “Thank the Great Mother!
Please, Toria, what did you do with it?”

~ The girl mashed shut her eyes. “I gave it to Montenegro
when he was leaving Garron.”

| Grynholt licked his lips, twitching his braided beard. “T'll
damned The knight does have it. Rictor was right all

b The Way Master worked to quell a rising heat. Her voice
uavered with suppressed fury. “I gave my word of honor

bout this, Toria. On many occasions.”

* ‘I know that! I didn’t tell you at first because I was angry

at you. Then when you gave your word to Bahrok, I knew

jou’d just hand it over to him. So I did what I thought you

night've done in the first place. I'm sorry, Mistress!”

' Thulann’s gaze seethed. “What I might have done? Never

would I break my word of honor, child. Never.” She looked

way to the distant baubles of Crevasse.

Venduss, however, regarded the small human with an

expression of unrestrained contempt. Toria buried her face

in her hands, cradling her sword to her chest.

,' Dhayin grew more animated. “Very well! At last we

uncovered the truth. There will be no need for hostages. We

must send word to Logos. Rictor and the Meer Hunter

should still be in Britain, so they can fetch the scroll from
fontenegro. Surely he will see the sense in cooperating.”

The Logosian rubbed his palms together briskly in the

fain. “But our work here is finished, correct, Dhayin? We've

got no more need for Thulann?”

- Dhayin smiled. “Yes, thank the Great Mother.”

- He shrugged. “Good.” He flipped his wrist in a blur.

* Thulann felt her skull snap. Her face roared with pain.
Her head smashed backward against the rock wall. She
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thought she saw the hilt of a dagger protruding from he
cheek, though only one of her eyes seemed to work. ]
The world reeled as she sank to the ground. Her limbs felf
feathery, unresponsive, though she tried to command them
to move. :
Dhayin screamed, “No!” :
“Dammit, Pikas,” muttered Grynholt, “you need to learn
to control yourself.” '
Pikas of Enclave, thought the Way Master, the assassin
whom Montenegro is hunting. The man who nearly murdered Ven-
duss two years ago. He was wise to withhold his name. I v
unwise not to pry.
The Logosian assassin whisked out a scimitar. With a-
stroke he parried Venduss and clipped off a spray of Toria’s
hair. The minstrel tucked her head and rolled deeper
beneath the overhang.
Thulann struggled to reach for a healing potion at her
belt. It felt as if she were trying to manipulate another per-
son’s arm. 3
Venduss and Pikas smashed their blades together,
though the assassin leered wildly as he did. When Dhayin
barked, “That’s enough!” and drew his own steel, Venduss
let loose a howl and spun at the Garronite. Thulann counted
four cuts, beautifully aligned, crisscrossing Dhayin’s kill
points. ]
Venduss's fifth stroke removed Dhayin’s head.
Pikas whooped with mad excitement. 3
When Toria charged, her sword popping with static elec-
tricity, the wizard Grynholt flung a ball of flame at her..
Using a maneuver Thulann had taught her, she tumbled |
underneath the fireball and leapt to her feet without break- -
ing pace. The ground shook when the fireball hammered
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the rock wall. The Way Master imagined the damp stone
had cracked and ejected steam.

~ Toria hacked the wizard’s arm. The jolt rocked the heavy
man to his knees. The minstrel sprang back under the out-
ropping as Grynholt cast another spell at her. This time a
blinding pillar of fire bellowed from his hands. Again Toria
dodged the blaze. It struck the hillside with a thunderous

- Thulann was not imagining the cracking sound. The
round lurched. Fissures streaked across the wall. Slabs of
ock sloughed free.

- The massive overhang was collapsing and Thulann could

Venduss staggered back from the gleeful Pikas of Enclave.
The boy’s face was striped with cuts. He bled from several
tab wounds. He looked up to see the hillside begin to frac-
ure and fall.

Both Toria and Thulann were beneath the collapsing

gh her cry was clipped short. The thunderous din rolled
ross the black, sharp-toothed mountains.

ming! We have to go!”

‘The Jukan assassin kicked Venduss on the side of the
tad, toppling the warrior onto the mound of rubble that
bried Toria. In several strokes Pikas’s scimitar chopped a
ry fissure into Venduss’s side. The youth stopped moving.
Then the assassin knelt in front of Thulann. His teeth
samed in a mocking smile. “See, that was much more sat-
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isfying than our first meeting in Britain! You almost kill
me then, but as of now I forgive you.” ]

As he grabbed the knife jutting from her face and slow
rotated it, Thulann had a quick thought: Of course. That:
what he meant by a “second chance.” Then pain stole the wor
from her, nor did she mourn the loss.




CHAPTER

7

Cove

A tickle of dust leapt down from the
as the tall door creaked open. A fresh night breeze

articles as he stepped inside the front entrance of his manor
ouse. In his off hand gleamed a brass lantern. With a cough
e said, “T apologize for the state of the place, but I haven’t
een here in eight months. The caretaker only comes every
sur wore clothes of tailored leather under a light cloak,
renched in the red dust of the road. The Meer carried a
croll tube in his hand and strode with brisk purpose.

At the rear came the ranger, Fairfax, who examined the
plit shaft of an arrow. He looked incredulous. “Orcs! On the
0ad to Cove! To what dismal sickness has this kingdom suc-
umbed when travelers not two days from Britain are
ttacked by those flesh-hungry brutes? The natural order
alls for goblins to devour us this far south, not orcs.”

- Montenegro dropped a pair of saddlebags onto a carved
hair. “It must be the troll king’s doing. His war against the
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world is driving the orcs south. The orcs are driving the gob
lins into Britain. Which leads one to wonder, where will thy
Britannians go?” :

“Ahunting,” said the ranger, examining a broken fletch
ing, “as long as their arrows hold out, anyway. But this i
embarrassing! I can’t salvage any of these. It'll take me day:
to make new ones.”

The knight rummaged through his belongings. “The
stay here while you do. I can at least offer you my hospitality
such as it is, in return for accompanying me on the road. |
am almost disappointed that Rictor didn't follow us. It
would have been interesting to see what those orcs might
have done with him.” ]

Jatha commented, “I can see why he and Shavade are so
interested in this scroll. This diagram is . . . unprecedented.”
The wizard had unfurled the document on a table in the
nearest parlor. The chandelier above him glowed with the
unearthly light of a spell. “I'm sure of it now. These 2
alchemical symbols. The rendering is strange but I coul
never mistake the rune forms. Not these runes. In some
abominable way, this machine invokes air magic.” :

“Indeed? That is peculiar. Can you tell what it does?” =

His ears lowered. He grimaced with concentration. “It’s:
far more complicated than anything I've seen. There is only
a single person I know who might pluck some order out of
this diagram. Montenegro, you've got to let me take thif
scroll to Mistress Aurora.” &

of a saddlebag. He shook his head as he sorted through
them. “Sorry, Jatha. I won't do that. Rictor and Shavade are.
out there somewhere. I dare not let that scroll from my

sight.”
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" “Then come back to Britain with us. We’ll deliver it
[her.
“I don’t want to seem ungrateful for your help, but I have
to do here. In ten days I'm hosting a dinner for Lord
Gideon. It will be my best chance to request a command,
nd you know I won't let anything jeopardize that. So I have
en days in which to dig this manor out from under the
dust.” From the ring he unhooked a very large key, which he
ossed to Fairfax. “There you are! The key to happiness.
That is to say, the wine cellar. Enjoy what you may, my
sarched friend.”
fThe blond warrior flipped the key between his fingers,
ighed and lobbed it back to Montenegro. “A hundred thanks
or the lubricious offer, but I fear I have abandoned the sweet
n of the droplet. My thirst has vanished. You won't see
mother swallow pass these poor lips, which now so tor-
mentedly long for something more deserving of my wor-
hip than the supple milk of the grape and the grain-seed.”
' Montenegro wrinkled his brow. “Are you saying you've
topped drinking because you're heartsick over Shavade?
ou take me for quite a fool, don’t you? I'm tempted to call
1 out for it.”
- “Nay, it is your very example that inspires me! You surren-
lered the goblet’s kiss so that you might become a better
might. Now I have murdered that same part of myself, so
hat | may become a worthier suitor. And to a woman who
vill surely try to murder the remaining parts of me! Can
here be any doubt that Love is the most hateful of the Prin-
iples? And the heart is the deadliest organ.”
' The knight chuckled. “The day you dry up, Fairfax, I shall
alk to Jukaran.” He turned back to the Meer. “Jatha, you
aven't lost your thirst, at least?”
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He flinched an ear. “Since I chant my spells, I consider
tongue to be my blade. It does require oiling from time
time.”

“I'm glad someone’s going to drink from my stock. Th
shall be another Cataclysm before it’s ever emptied.”
retrieved his lamp and walked toward the cellar door.

Abruptly he stopped. A small object on the ground cau
his attention.

It was an eagle’s feather, brown and sleek, of the sort tha
he had once stolen from Captain Bawdewyn’s hat. :

The tip of the feather pointed to the cellar door. Jotted on
the dusty surface he saw a familiar geometric symbol.

Beza rhem.

He wiped the mark from the grainy wood. Jatha was cap
tivated by the scroll and Fairfax by his arrows; neither had
seen the symbol. Montenegro unlatched the heavy lock and
descended into the spidery gloom.

The wine cellar unrolled in circular, woodwork vaults
The pillars supporting the roof teemed with wooden mon:
sters either chastising or cheering him, depending on the
angle of the light. The lantern revealed a maze of racks,
filled with bottles so dusty they looked like stone. Cobwebs
tapestried the dark.

When he stilled himself, Montenegro heard the cadence
of deep breathing. He followed the murmur around a blind
corner to a small, round alcove. A figure in a grey robe
curled up within. A lock of rich, black hair lolled from her
shadowy cowl.

The sight of the sleeping Raveka flushed him with warmth.

He chose a bottle of wine without examining the label.
Quickly he returned upstairs, locked the cellar door behind
him and slipped the key into a pouch at his belt.
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“Jatha, I've reconsidered,” he announced as he offered the
grimy bottle to the Meer. “You're right. Someone should
e a look at the scroll who can make sense out of it. Take
it to Mistress Aurora and see what she can discern.”
* The wizard nodded as he wiped the label with his
b. “Excellent. She has been extremely busy of late,
paring war spells with the Order of the Magus. But I
w she will make time to read this schematic. If she can-
‘not fathom it, I wonder if even the Matriarchs themselves
uld?”
“There shall be no time to find out. You may take the
croll to Britain, but I must have it back before Lord Gideon
ives. That’s ten days from now, my friend. Take that bot-
tle as payment for your services.”
“Ten days? Four of them shall encompass the journey
.
. The knight crossed his arms. “Then you had best not
delay. If memory serves, you have a trick in your sorcerer’s
bag to make the road pass by more quickly?”
. Jatha wrenched the scroll into a tight cylinder and slipped
it into the tube. “So I do! But every moment counts,
nonetheless. Fairfax! Forget about your arrows. We're head-
g back to Britain. If we leave now, we may reach the Black
t by this time tomorrow.”
The ranger brushed a shower of unruly hair from his
jes. “What's that? We're leaving without a meal and a bath
0 tame the road?”
" “The former we can hunt. The latter has never been a pri-
rity of yours, anyway. And our friend has supplied our skins
some of the finest water ever squeezed from a
ine.” He pointed the label at Fairfax. “Yewic Crimson.
ataclysm, of course. Montenegro, this bottle is a treas-
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ure. Either that scroll is very important to you, or you real
want us to leave.” '

Sir Gabriel smirked. “Watch for Rictor. Don’t let an
happen to that schematic. I need it to help me gain
Gideon'’s support. If it is not returned in ten days, I shall hay
sharp words for both of you.” ]

Fairfax examined the antique bottle of wine with growing
dismay. “You are a fiend, Montenegro, blacker than any mos
ster felled by your grandfather’s blade! I have vowed sobrief;
and you send this liquid heaven to accompany us on the roa
I would rather you had called me out for insulting you.”

Montenegro smacked the ranger’s arm. “Life is a herd of
temptations. Try not to let them trample you.” b

The advice did not seem to comfort Fairfax. His posture
slumped as the two men took their leave. 3

The knight watched them ride their horses toward the
front gate of his lands. When he was satisfied that they were
gone, he trotted upstairs with the saddlebags draped over
one shoulder. Though he was weary from the road, his
strides were long and energetic. Many years had passed since
he had faced housework without servants, but with com-
pelling motivation, Montenegro knew he was the equal to’
the task. Time was his only shortcoming.

Sister Raveka felt a tender breeze cooling her face. She
blinked open her eyes to see an unshuttered window,
through which the spring night whispered. The world out-
side was a rustle of tiny leaves, millions of them, a dlstmc-“i
tive chorus only sung in New Britannia. The smell of the
forest was organic and glorious.

In her mind she conjured a mathematical verse to steady
her thoughts.
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. A shielded candle burned low beside her bed. By its light
she scanned the large bedroom in which she was lying. The
lace was heavy with carved wood paneling, sturdy chairs
ind thickly framed portraits. The bed itself was a monu-
nent in oak. The giant headboard displayed, in deep relief,
he crest of the Montenegro family. Raveka wondered if the
ragon’s claw, gripping a heart, matched the size of the
ctual beast’s talons. The scale appeared to be correct. The
hought gave her a shiver.

 Raveka was still dressed in her traveling robe of the Order.
Apparently Montenegro was not as indelicate tonight as he
ad been on board the Menagerie at Ruhn. But the long,
, ndy trip from Logos had sensitized her skin and stiffened
ie fabric of her raiment. She decided to return to her hid-
en carriole and fetch something more comfortable.

' A small door stood ajar. When she rose from the bed she
oticed golden light pulsing beyond. Firewood snapped as
e approached.

Abillow of steam tumbled over her when she entered the
ext chamber. But it was not the hot, harsh steam of Tech-
ocrat machinery, to which she was accustomed. She had
ntered 2 warm bath chamber. A broad hearth roused hot
fis from many pitchers of water. A claw-footed tub emit-
,itsownwmps of heat.

Next to the tub were a New Britannian dressing gown and
. In the soft glow they sparkled with lace. Apparently
enegro had been prepared for her.

Sister Raveka felt herself smile. Despite her stoic instincts,
e did not chase away the expression. Lector Gaff had said
jat the confidence of Montenegro was her greatest
2apon, and to that end she must take advantage of every
otional nuance her features could generate. Sir Gabriel
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was not going to generously hand her the schematic fo
Braun’s Needle. This mission would require a great deal o
work. 3
The Technocrat anticipated it almost as much as she ha
coming to New Britannia for the first time. The feeling wa
dreamlike, magical; a forgotten childhood sensation, rise
up from a buried place. She began to unbuckle her Math
matician’s robe. More than ever the garment felt out 0
place here. 4

Montenegro let the pleasant fumes curl across his face. 4
pot of mulled wine dangled over the embers of a fireplace
The sharp fragrance always comforted him with memorie
of seasons past. He stirred the spices with a wooden spoon.

The knight had changed into a soft tunic and hosen. Now
he sat in the parlor adjacent to his bedchamber, waiting.

Gentle footfalls made him twitch. The bedroom door had
made no sound when it opened. He rotated in his chair te
witness a phantom in white. i

Raveka glided into the parlor within a cloud of silk.
voluminous dressing robe danced around her on a draft
from the bedroom window. The fabric was stark white
against which her pale skin was almost invisible. Only het
dark, shoulder-length hair broke the milky spell, and the
black of her feather-shaped eyes. ;

She furrowed her brow and smiled, clasping the garmen
near the hollow of her throat. Its folds settled when she shi
the door. “You can’t be that surprised, hey? You must have
seen this robe before.”

“It has never been worn in quite that way.” »

She tilted her head. “It’s beautiful. Did you have it made
for my visit?”
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. “Would that I could say so, but the truth is it once

“Does she stay with you often?”
- Montenegro shook his head. “Never. She lived every
moment by her father’s side, at his estate near Chantry. She

ongings here, for Damario to dispense. He didn’t know
that his son was also gone.”
- The Technocrat glanced over the frilly robe with a
omber expression. Then she spotted the kettle in the fire-
place. “You mulled wine, too? You are a mystery to me,
Gabriel. I thought knights were educated in tactics and
swordplay, not the less manly arts. And here I took you for
nothing but a well-dressed barbarian.”
. He motioned her to a plush chair, then leaned over to stir
the pot. “Don’t confuse a knight with an ordinary soldier.
lou might be astonished by my upbringing. I studied litera-
, philosophy, the arts, everything for a young gentleman
0 impress his rich elders. You can’t imagine me with a callig-
aphy brush in my hand, can you? But I was damned good

nded it to her. “Not even when I used to think you wanted
kill me.”

- The Mathematician stared into the drink, lost in the liquid
lovement. Her eyes glinted when she looked up again. “No
ine for the educated savage?”
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“You know I don’t drink. How did Fairfax put it? I hav
‘surrendered the goblet’s kiss.” 4
She sipped the spiced wine and moaned with gen ir
pleasure. “But no one will know if you taste just a sip. Wi
all alone on your estate, Gabriel. I promise not to tell anyon
what goes on here, if you promise to treat me nicely.”
“I shall treat you how you deserve, little burglar.” E
chuckled and leaned against the back of his chair. “And:
shall not drink.” ;
She stretched her shoulders and uncurled one leg. It
emerged from the folds of white silk. “But I've come a long
way to visit you. I expected to find you in . . . an indulgen
condition.” E
She had not worn the gown under her robe. Her leg was
bare to the thigh. Her skin played with the firelight ike
porcelain. :
He broke away his gaze and forced a smile. “I see now
why you came so far.” R
“You invited me, Gabriel. On board the Menagerie you
weren’t afraid to look. You always say you miss Riona, h
Well, she’s come to help you lick your wounds.” -3

Raveka'’s eyelashes flicked nervously as she drew up her ba
knee and reclined into the soft, velvet seat.

strongly enough to drip wine over her fingers. His palm
brushed her thigh. Then he gently tugged on a fold of silk to
cover her exposed leg. '

“You are not Riona Lynch,” he murmured as he walked
across the parlor. For some time he said nothing as he fough
the blush inside his body. Raveka remained silent, as well.

He closed his eyes. “What are you here for? Tell me.”
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~ Behind him she muttered, “I cannot.”

- He stared over his shoulder. “Yes, you can, because in
return I'm going to tell you whatever you came to find out.
‘want no part of your manipulations. If you want informa-
tion, I'll give it to you freely.”

~ She straightened her neck and frowned. “Why would you
do that?”

"; “I did not invite Blackthorn or the Lectors to visit me. I
invited you. This isn’t about the war. If espionage is part of
your agenda, then let’s get it over with right now.”

- “You must think I'm very trusting. Even a knight can lie.”

- “The Virtues are not a game. You know I am trustworthy,
even though your Technocrat taskmasters might not allow
you to admit it.” He glanced at the fire. “No more pretenses.
[ only want you to stay for your own sake. If you aren’t pre-
pared to do that, then leave.”

" Her eyes fell across the wine again. She hugged her knees.
“All right. I have come about the scroll.”

. Ableak chuckle escaped his lips. He felt relief from some
unnamed doubt. “I thought as much. Very well. For you
lone, I shall confess.” He returned to his chair and stretched
out his long legs. Then he told her everything about the

Nathaniel he omitted any mention of the Pact of Four,
though he would have enjoyed exposing Bahrok, Rictor and
Shavade.

She listened with quiet concentration. “So Mistress
Aurora has the scroll right now?”

- “I apologize if that makes your job difficult. Perhaps you
an sneak into the House of the Griffin and steal it? I have
always been curious to know what would happen to some-
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one who tried that.” He met her eyes and smiled. “But Jath
shall return it to me no later than ten days from now. Yot
can kill me and take it then, if you like.” :
“Perhaps I shall,” she smirked, then drank an impressi
gulp of wine.
“Is that everything you came for?”
Her eyes eased shut. For an instant her smile falte
“Mmmm.” :
Montenegro crossed his ankles, his feet resting inche!
from the fire. “Good. You see, the Virtue of Honesty serve:
us well. We’ve concluded your business here. Now we can
turn our energies to pleasure.” ;
Raveka lifted an eyebrow. “I thought you weren't inter-
ested in my pleasures.” '

don’t traffic with fantasies. The woman in front of me 1@
flesh and blood. You are not half as confident as Riona, but
positively more intriguing.” i

Her white skin reddened. She smiled at the flames. “And
what pleasures do you want to share with Sister Raveka of
Logos?” :

“Tell me about yourself. Your voice is pleasing enough for =
me. -
Her brown eyes gleamed with honest delight. Her fin-
gers entwined around the cup. For a moment she deep- -
ened her breath, then to the knight’s surprise, she began to
sing an undulating chant. The notes came soft and unerr-
ing. Montenegro was reminded of the haunting murmur
of Enclave’s windy streets. The words were sibilant and
esoteric. ]

He watched her dark eyes. With each note her hesitation
diminished. She ended with a hint of a smile.
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* He sat up in his chair. “That was . . . enthralling. What
was it?”
- “It was me. That mathematical proof is my identity in the
Order. It is a portrayal of the events in my life.”
- “Ah, like the Life Words of the Juka?”
~ She let out a breathy chuckle. “Something like that.”
- He opened a subtle grin. “Was there a verse that
recounted your dealings with a knight from Cove?”
- “It doesn’t work that way. The Chant is introspective of
the Order. It represents my unity with the Machine.”
- “I see. Then the Machine is more beautiful than I sus-
pected. But I want to know about you, not your Order. Who
is Raveka? How does she express her own desires?”
- The Technocrat laughed. “By coming to New Britannia.”
- Montenegro spread out his hands. “Then I shall do my
best to make you at home. I've always said that you belong
- She swallowed a tongue of wine. “Perhaps so. But are you
perceptive, Gabriel, or are you merely persuasive?”
- He laughed. “Persistent. In my experience, no other trait
yields half as much reward.”
. The hour grew very late as they sat in the parlor and
talked. In time Raveka recounted the events of her flight
from Garron, with Thulann on her trail. Montenegro was
captivated by the fear in her eyes. He answered with tales of
his Logosian exploits, then wondered aloud why she had
never contacted him in that land. With a sigh she explained,
“I'm afraid my mentor, Lector Gaff, learned of my methods
to track down Pikas. He disapproves of personal business
‘with an enemy knight. Especially not one as dangerous as
you are.”
- Montenegro did not realize he had earned such a fear-
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some reputation among the Technocrats. The revelatio
gave him quiet satisfaction.

He grinned. “Nor should I consort with so dangemus
enemy spy. Yet some priorities transcend the vagaries ¢ 0!
war, right?”

She blushed and nodded, then glanced away.

After the mention of Lector Gaff, Raveka’s animation
faded. Several cups of wine lustered her eyes. He spoke
her until the soft glow of sleep enveloped her moon-white
body. Then he lifted her from the chair, carried her into his
bedchamber and.laid her down. Gently he removed he;
robe. She curled into the embrace of the lush blankets.

He locked the windows. An old rune twinkled on the
latch, put there by Master Gregorio himself in his youth.
The shutters trembled from a breeze outside.

When Montenegro closed the room behind him, he
paused to blink away his own fatigue. Work remained fo f
him yet. He had to prepare another bedchamber for himself.
He did not relish the idea, but afterward he could finally
indulge in deep slumber. For the first time in weeks, he felt
satisfied with the day. -3

Raveka’s own Chant tumbled through her mind, battling
the torpor of sleep. The verses came loud and assertive.
I am the sum of my training. I am a component of the Machine.
She was standing in a smaller bedroom, wrapped in the lan- -
guid haze of predawn. The white robe enfolded her in layers
fine silk. She kept one hand inside it, against her breast.
Hidden in her grip was a long dagger, with an edge pol-
ished keen by the finest craftsmen in Logos. 2
Montenegro slept on a large bed in front of her. v
Her plan was direct and therefore carried minimal risk of
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~error. Montenegro had surrendered as much information
 about the scroll as she had hoped to gain. Jatha was going to
bring the schematic here in ten days. So she had feigned
- sleep to lower Montenegro’s guard. By murdering him now,
she would secure ample time to prepare an ambush for the
Meer wizard. The weapons strapped to her carriole were
‘more than sufficient for the task.

~ Yet she could not seem to remove her hand from the robe.
The dagger trembled from the banging of her heart.

- “If you are here for something in particular, Raveka, I
should be happy to help you get it.”

. She flinched wildly at his voice. Her feet nearly left the

ground.

~ The knight propped up on his muscular arms. “You might
‘want your rest. Tomorrow I shall take you to watch the
eagles. You'll need to ride a horse, and if memory serves,
ou have never done so.”

- Raveka recaptured her breath. “No, I haven’t. 1 have
always wanted to learn.”

- He watched her carefully. “Then tomorrow is your day.
For now, off to bed.”

- She coughed a nervous laugh, then nodded and turned
toward the door. Behind her Montenegro murmured, “By
my Valor, you must be a dream tarrying in my eyes.”

- As she returned to her room, a part of her felt like a fool.
Her lips twisted into a frown. But in her mind the Chant
resumed and quashed self-reproach. The event had been
simple. Montenegro had not been asleep. The murder
would have failed, and so her inaction was fortuitous and
desirable. And many days remained before Jatha would
arrive; time enough for another attempt. Her mission pro-
ceeded within acceptable tolerances.
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In the luxury of Montenegro’s bed she drifted away to t
sound of stomping hooves, metering the rhythm of he
dreams.

The morning softened the rolling hills with a coat of mist
The dew lay so thick on the grass that with every stride, thei
horses dashed a spray of water into the air. The drople
ignited in errant sunbeams, glittering cascades of fire. 3

Montenegro’s ebony stallion, Humbolt, lunged wil
excitement over the glens and hillocks. The knight shared h
mount’s joy at the sensations of home. Despite the power of
its gait, however, the heavy warhorse could not keep pace
with the dapple-grey mare that carried Raveka. The elegant
horse, named Hoshaba, was bred for fleetness. The return of
her master had put wind in her strides. Hoshaba did no
even mind bearing an inexperienced rider, though --u.»
gro had to credit Raveka for natural grace. The Technocrat’s
poise was impeccable. He attributed it to her experience
with flying machines. e

In a dress and billowy cloak from Aria of Coventine's
wardrobe, Raveka portrayed a New Britannian lady with
skillful self-command. But no, thought the knight, it was not
a portrayal. Her gracefulness came from a deeper place,
from beneath the mask of a sober Mathematician. Sister
Raveka concealed many layers. After her strange visit to hi
room last night, he admitted to himself that she would
require careful handling. Through the sleepless dawn he
devised a strategy. i

He could see the passionate woman inside her. She was
smothered by logic and deception. He resolved to ¢ ,;
through the Technocrat shell, no matter the effort required.
The person within deserved to breathe. .
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T Virtue of Honesty demanded it, as did his own, rising
iy 0-:1

 They crested a grassy hilltop and the ocean unfurled
elow. Pearly waves danced beside a curtain of rocky cliffs.
he town of Cove lay in the distance, a picturesque tableau

addled around it with rippling leaves and gnarled limbs.
‘Raveka perched atop the hill astride her proud, marbled
jare. The ocean wind roiled inside her cloak. She caught
er breath and laughed, “This is more difficult than it looks!”
' Montenegro trotted beside her. “Riding is a battle
etween mount and man. But when their spirits join
)gether, time and distance are just sod underfoot.”

&x looked out at the sun rising beyond the cove. “It’s a

»

- She peered over the edge. He ]ookcd alongside her. In the
lizzy air next to the cliff wheeled several dark shapes on
road, feathered wings. The cries of the eagles sliced
rough the rasp of the sea.

- Raveka leaned against Hoshaba’s arched neck. “They're
autiful. I've never seen so many in one place before. You
now, they are a true enigma. The Engineers cannot dupli-
ate their flight. Eagles transcend technology.”

- Montenegro chuckled. “So do you, Lady Aria.”

She squinted. “Why call me that?”

“Because that is who you are this morning. I've got busi-
ess in Cove. I want you to come with me. You'll need a
ame and I'm afraid “Sister Raveka’ won't do.” He reached
it to take her hand before she could pull away. Her fingers
rapped around his.
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She smirked. “You’re awfully familiar for a cousin.” ‘

“Aria and I were related only by marriage, which means
we are free to pursue whatever affections we choose.”
grinned and touched a kiss to her knuckle.

She smiled and glanced across the ocean. “I am no lady”

“Aria never had your grace. You are the lady she wished
she could be. Enough of this hesitation. There’s work to d 0.
On the way to town I'll tell you about my late cousin, so the
ruse will be convincing. Though there wasn't much to her, I
fear. She was a tragic hint of a woman, a reflection in her
mad father’s eye.” i

The Technocrat shrugged. “That’s more than Riona ever
was. Come on, then. I want to test Hoshaba some more. No
levitant engine ever fought back like this!” The horse lifted.
its slender legs and leapt down the hillside. Raveka tottered
in the saddle for an instant, but quickly sat tall and com-

posed. E
Montenegro nudged Humbolt to follow. He could not
match Raveka’s pace, but that did not concern him. Now
that she had taken the bait, he wanted only to keep her in_

ViEwW.

The population of Cove flooded the dirt streets to wel-
come the return of their local hero. On horseback Montene- -
gro led Raveka through the attentive crowd. The townsfolk
cheered the knight and greeted his cousin with friendly ]
respect. :

Montenegro was pleased to watch Raveka handle the -
attention with the aplomb of a noble-born lady. He sensed -
that her actions were very nearly genuine. It was a gratifying |
sight. 1
Though the people of Cove clamored for tales of Black- |
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thorn, Montenegro somehow managed to undertake the
day’s business. He engaged workmen to clean up the
ounds of his estate, grooms to ready the stables and car-
riage house, chambermaids to make the manor livable. The
cook at the local inn agreed to stock the kitchen and prepare
‘meals for them. He contracted dogs from a local huntsman
in preparation for an afternoon’s sport with Lord Gideon.

‘Throughout the day Raveka stayed at his side, no more
I or less quiet than was proper for Lady Aria. He had been
holding her hand for an hour before it occurred to him that

townsfolk would gossip. The thought made him

~ Raveka moved closer and whispered, “You seem very
: for a man who's being followed.”

- He smirked. “It happens in Britain, too. You grow accus-
tomed to it.”

~ “Not to deflate your ego, but I mean something entirely

. A nondescript man leaned against the wall. His
ﬂlcked away when Montenegro looked.

might be dangerous, dearest cousin.”

- Montenegro laughed aloud. They convinced their en-
rage to grant them a moment’s privacy, during which
they made their way down a blind alley. He leaned against a
rain barrel as Raveka vanished around a corner.

. Moments later a figure appeared from the direction of the
street. The man stepped into the alley with a stiff posture.
Behind him walked Raveka. Her dagger urged him forward.
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Montenegro steepled his fingers and shook his head.
“Lady Aria has a way of appearing from nowhere like that..

Take it from me, you must have a sharp eye to keep her in

your sight.”

The man fell to his knees. “Sir Gabriel, forgive me! [ ama_

poor man. I could not refuse the money!”
“Money for what?”

“I was paid to watch you, sir, and to ride ahead when you ,
leave town. He wanted to be warned before you returned

home. He is at your estate now; sir!”

Montenegro grimaced. “Let me guess.’"He’ is a bald man

who makes a corpse look robust.”

The fellow lowered his head. From a pouch he spilled sev-
eral coins into the dust. “Here is the money he gave me, sir. I

am ashamed of taking it.”
The knight stood and massaged his eyes. “You demon-

strate Honesty and Humility. In return I'll show Compas-
sion. Keep the money. Use it to do a kind deed. The Virtue
of Sacrifice is one of the noblest, after all. But if you try to
warn the bald man, you shall make another kind of sacrifice.
Your head would be appropriate, though I might be content

with your hands.”

To the dismay of the townsfolk they rode quickly out of i
Cove. Raveka trotted her horse beside him. “Who is the bald

man?”

“Someone else looking for the schematic of Braun’s Nee-
dle. He is very dangerous.”

“Who is he? An agent of Logos? Of Garron?”

“He is . . . an independent operator. I cannot tell you
more.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I brought weapons, Gabriel.

Let’s fetch them before we go to the house.”

176

#



AUSTEN ANDREWS

i

- “No. Whatever happens, maintain the guise of Lady Aria.
~ You do not want this man to know where you came from.
- Trust me.”
~ The landscape opened up in front of them. He jabbed
~ Humbolt into a gallop. His mood grew more sour with the
. passing hills. He had important matters to handle now and
. these petty intrigues were a solvable nuisance. The time had
' come to settle them. General Nathaniel would simply have
 to understand.
. They arrived to find the house in shambles. Every room
“had been roughly searched, overturning furniture and cloth-
- covered decorations. When they convinced themselves that
 the intruder had gone, Montenegro punched an oak panel.
~ “Damn him! Does he think I'm naive enough to leave the
- scroll lying around for the taking?”
. Raveka leaned on his shoulder, hugging his arm. “He does
- not know what a challenge you are.”
~ The knight sneered. “Yes, it takes a lot more work to steal
.~ something from me, doesn’t it, Sister Raveka?”
~ She pulled away and looked out a window. “I am going to
‘.‘ check my carriole. It will be disastrous if he has located it.”
- He cursed his temper and regained his composure. “T'll
join you. The bald man is a poisoner. If he catches you by
 surprise, you'll be dead before you know he’s there.”
- Ather hidden vehicle she retrieved some equipment from
 a startling collection of weaponry. They returned to the
. house in silence and began to right the disheveled furniture.
' By late afternoon they had readied the manor for the work-
_men to commence the next day.
" The cook from Cove arrived to prepare them dinner and
left before sunset.
When they were alone in the echoing manor house, Mon-
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tenegro sat before a small fire and watched Raveka work
with her devices. The Technocrat laid a hand-held machine
on a table. From the gearbox she unrolled a long chain, the
length of which was barbed with steel fangs. She began to
oil the razor chain with a stylus and a small, metal bottle.

He shook his head. “If that is a weapon, it must be more
ungainly than a Jukan apology. I would slice open my own
throat if I flailed that at an enemy.”

She did not look up. “It is exceedingly difficult to use. I
have trained with it for many years. Only recently have I
been proficient enough to bring it to the field.”

He frowned at her cold demeanor. “I hope you don’t still
consider this the ‘field’? I thought we were past that.”

For a long moment the Technocrat made no response.
Then she muttered, “You said you'd told me everything
about the scroll. Yet there is a dangerous man trying to take
it whom you did not mention. That does not improve my
confidence in you.” 1

“I do have other obligations besides yourself, cruel as that
may sound. I have vows of discretion to uphold. Though
admittedly my obligation to the bald man is close to being
voided. One more incident like today and I'll mount his head
in my parlor. I've been meaning to indulge in a hunt ever
since I returned to New Britannia.” ‘

Raveka pulled taut a segment of the chain. The barbs
snapped upward, ready to bite. “Whoever he is, he will not
steal that scroll. I'll help you dispose of him, if you wish me
to. He cannot be as elusive as Pikas.”

He stared at her with amazement. Dressed in a lady’s
expensive gown, she could have been a dainty gentlewoman
in any parlor in Britain. The spines of her chain whip
reflected needles of light across her cheek. “Raveka, some-
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. times you are sublime to me. Tell me, how does one become
~ a Mathematician? The Order must be very selective, if they
- are all like you.”

. “We are the elite among Technocrats. Few are worthy to
.~ joinus.”

" “I do not doubt that, but I'm curious about you specifi-
- cally. How did you join the Order? Were you born into it?
“. Did you enter as a young woman?”

- She paused in her work. “I was taken as a child.”

“Taken? You mean conscripted?”

With a sigh she laid down her weapon. “If I'm going to
. talk, let me at least fix a drink to dampen my tongue. Water
- for you, of course?”

" “You spoil me, Aria.”

She returned with two cups and sat in the chair across
from him. Then she told him about her childhood in a
- machine she called a “wind pump.” For a long while he lis-
. tened to the tale of her abduction into the Order of Mathe-
- maticians and the wonders she discovered there. Then the
. creeping weight of nighttime made his eyelids heavy. With
' peculiar speed darkness overtook him, echoing with her
- sonorous voice.

When Montenegro drifted to sleep, Raveka watched him
for many minutes. In the firelight he resembled a handsome,
- heroic painting. The sight was captivating.

- She checked his cup. It was half full. The sedation powder
“had been more potent than she expected. He did not react
‘when she jostled his shoulder.

. Calmly she walked upstairs and into the master bedroom.
In the bath chamber she lit a fire, then stripped off the fine
dress she wore. She missed its touch from the moment she
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laid it across the vanity. But that very emotion was the
son she came here. She enjoyed Lady Aria far too much.

The wooden floor warmed. Unclothed, she knelt beside
the hearth and lifted a small pot. The paint within was inky
black. She dipped a stylus into it and began to inscribe sym-
bols on her arm.

With each new mark she recalled a lifetime of studious
training. The discipline of the Machine would overcome her
present mental crisis. For instance, at this moment, when she
glanced at the bolt-thrower beside her, a rush of horror shot
through her body. The machine looked like a deadly night-
mare. But soon the equations would enfold her flesh. When
she had reasserted her training, the weapon would become a
simple instrument of mathematics. It would define the next
step in her mission, the next verse of a formula. ‘

Once Montenegro was murdered, she could arrange an
ambush for Jatha the Meer and take the scroll from him. She
would have to be cautious for the return of the mysterious
“bald man.” After obtaining the scroll she would return
home to the metal streets of Logos and walk the path
toward becoming Mother Raveka. The Order would chase
away the emotions that now buffeted her. The Machine |
would codify her thoughts. '

Gentle footfalls made her twitch. She whirled to see
Gabriel entering the bath chamber. His dour gaze scanned
across her. E

She covered herself with her hands. Mathematical sym-
bols shawled her arms and shoulders. “You're awake.” _

He nodded. “I told you the bald man was a poisoner,
didn’t ? So I am alert for anything in my drink. Perhaps that
is paranoid of me. I apologize if my play-acting threw you
off.” He knelt at her side. She shrank back.
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. He picked up the bolt-thrower. “Is this for me?”

_ Her eyes turned away.

. “Isee. Drug me, stick an arrow in my head, get the scroll
and fly home. That was your plan?”

. She choked down a swell in her throat. “So it was all
' “ “Raveka, look at me. Look at me!”

~ She did. He was pointing the bolt-thrower at her heart.
* His eyes blazed. “You're forgetting a very important factor in
our relationship, my dear. I have never forgiven you for the
- assassination of Lord Valente. The day will come when you
must pay for that crime, just like Pikas of Enclave must pay.
I have been patient with you, because you seem to want
* to make amends for it. At least I have wanted to believe that.
even thought to offer you a most generous leniency.”

- Raveka’s flesh felt cold, despite the glowing hearth.
“Gabriel, you know it’s true. Of course I want to make
- amends.”

She flinched. “I don’t think you understand the danger
you're in at this moment, Raveka! Listen to me. Two years
‘ago I had my entire life ripped out from under me, due in no
small measure to your espionage. Since that time I've

ked as hard as I can to rebuild it. I have devoted myself

’ e last few weeks, the earth has started shaking again. In
‘Logosia, in Jukaran, in Britain, even in Cove, I find the world

ing as hard to redeem herself as I am to redeem myself. One
‘person with whom I connected.” He grimaced as he fin-
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I find you like this. Despite everything I've done, despite
everything we may be, here you are. And I wonder what I
should do.”

She blinked tears from her eyes. The ebon-haired knight
blurred in her vision. She held her hands over her mouth and
murmured, “Gabriel, we’re at war. They’ll kill me if I don’t.”

He grumbled, “T'll kill you if you try.”

She saw the anguish scarring his face, the tears brimming
in his eyes. With shaking hands she reached for the mechani-
cal weapon. “Gabriel, please . . .”

Roughly he jammed the bolt-thrower against her chest.
The tip of the quarrel pricked her. “Touch it and I'll pierce
you!”

Her voice cracked. “Then shoot, damn you! I know you're
stronger than I! I couldn’t kill you last night and I couldn’t
have done it tonight! I'm dead now if I return to Logos, so
shoot me yourself and put an end to this mess I've made!”

His tears turned icy. “Forgive me,” he growled, then
flipped the lever. The bolt-thrower fired with a clack.

The hearth spat orange cinders as the bolt smashed
through the flames. Montenegro threw the spent weapon
across the floor. He did not meet her eyes. “I can’t kill you,
either. That was the first lie I have ever told you.”

Raveka’s body felt limp. She dropped into his arms and

buried her face into his chest. The symbols on her arms

)
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smeared across his shirt. “What are we doing, Gabriel? What

am I doing? I didn’t come here to kill you, but I don’t know

what else to do.”

His embrace was strong and unflinching. He spoke with
staggered breaths. “There is only one thing you can do. Stay
with me.”

“Why? So you can punish me for Valente’s death?”
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~ “Don't go back to Logos. We’ll call it a step toward atone-
-ment. Stay with me and show me you're sincere about mak-
ing amends.”
- “You're mad. I can’t stay here.”
. “You have no choice! You said it yourself, they’ll kill you if
- you go back. Here I can give you everything you need—a
‘home, a life. I can give you Aria. She is my gift to you.”
- “No! I belong to the Order. I am a Mathematician.”
- Gently he stroked her hair. With one knuckle he tilted up
her chin. His grey eyes gazed at her, powerful and honest.
“They don’t want you anymore. I do.”
. The flood of warmth through her body proved what she
did not want to believe. He was right. She had no choice but
to stay. She wanted to stay. Her reservations started to crum-
ble away. “I want you, too, Gabriel,” she whispered, clinging
1o himn tightly
- Afteralong, silent embrace, a ticklish sensation danced over
her calf. She looked down. Montenegro had taken up the sty-
and was writing on her leg. In a lavish hand he penned his
mname: Sir Gabriel Montenegro. The feel of it made her flesh
tremble. He continued his skilled calligraphy, inscribing the
names Cove and Britain and Lady Aria Coventine, Humbolt and
‘Hoshaba, the symbols for the Principles and the Virtues, verses
of antique poetry; they swirled over her foot and up her leg,
each word unfocusing her thoughts, each letter releasing emo-
tions which she had battled to suppress. By slow increments
ier body rebelled. Her head swam. She turned her lips to meet
Montenegro’s and the pot of ink jostled over, spilling its con-
tents in wild, rolling streaks.
- Hours later, they stood on the balcony of the master bed-
chamber. Arm in arm they gazed at the sky above the south-
e ocean. Flashes of lightning bloomed in faraway clouds.
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Montenegro was softly tracing her spine with a fingertip.
“I keep thinking about this Lector Gaff of yours. He must be
a soulless creature. What kind of monster steals a little girl
from her home and coerces her into some completely alien
life? A crime like that ought to be answered.” 3
He smirked at her. His glance twinkled. 1
Raveka smiled. “The Virtue of Justice always prevails,
right? And truth cannot be shackled.” .
She lay her head on his shoulder and watched the distant
storm. Somewhere beyond, the Logosian armada was
preparing to sail to these shores. Braun’s Needle itself might
be at the heart of those clouds. A nightmare mustered to
attack. 3
She drove the thought from her mind. There would be
time enough to decide what to do about the war. For now
she reveled in the soft, sublime contours of Gabriel's
embrace. The turmoil in Logosia was so remote that the
sound of thunder did not even reach her ears. ‘
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Braun's Needle

3 A.r that moment, under those distant
~ storm clouds, heavy raindrops pelted an old woman’s face.
~ Her mouth tingled with warmth. Her blood surged. Her

- She recognized the signature of a healing potion.
- Thulann could only open one eye. The midnight tempest
 still showered the hillside. She was lying beside the pile of
ed rock that had been an outcropping not long
before. Toria was buried somewhere underneath.
. Pikas and Grynholt were gone.
- Venduss balanced atop the mound. Frantically he tore at
the jumble of sharp stones, hurling them aside with desper-
 ate grunts. Though he must have drunk a healing potion at
 the same time he administered hers, his wounds still robbed
him of strength. His leather garb was a tattered, gory mess.
- The heap of rocks was taller than he was. Thulann knew
 there was no hope of burrowing through it.
- She wrestled to her feet, climbed next to him and began
to dig anyway.
- Crevasse glittered in the distance. Lights separated from

i
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the mining town and headed toward them. Quick spouts of
flame burst from the flying entities, illuminating the nearby
crags. :
Thulann threw down the large rock in her hands. “Dread-
noughts. It is time to leave now, Venduss.” '
The youth ignored her.
She laid a hand on his shoulder. “Getting caught solves
nothing. Please.” k
He roared a curse and spun, jamming his foot into her
gut. She spilled down the rugged pile of stones and splashed
into a puddle. Aboye her, backlit by the approaching flames,
Venduss clutched his head and screamed with rage. b
Then he darted to Thulann’s side, helped her find her feet -
and led her away from the scene of the battle. The Way Mas-
ter wiped rain from her injured face.
Her hand found a gap where her right eye had been. 4
A twinge of horror blinked through her, but she disre-
garded it. She tore a strip from her black shirt and wrappedit -
around her head to cover the empty socket. Then she
scanned the terrain with her remaining eye. Escape would
not be easy. Dreadnoughts moved swiftly and hounds bayed
not far off. Neither she nor Venduss were in good shape to
flee.
There was no remedy except perseverance. They had to
put aside what had happened and take the future one stepat
a time. B

Toria could not breathe. Her arms and legs were pinned
by a crushing weight. Cold water slithered over the length of
her body. Everything was blackness. b

Panic seized her. She squirmed and tried in vain to cry
out. The rocks around her shifted, jabbed into her ribs with
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. a crackling sound. But her bones did not make the noise.

- The ground below her did.

~ Aninstant later it gave way. She plummeted into darkness

and hard stones. When she thudded onto a solid surface she

. scrabbled away by instinct.

The rockslide crashed atop the place she had been.

. She pressed against a cold wall and screamed for help, but
.~ no reply came. She could not hear any sounds of battle
~ above.

* In pitch blackness she knelt with a cool stream swirling
.~ around her ankles. The air was lively with the splash of

~ water. It sounded like a wet cave. She pulled her only healing

~ potion from her boot and gulped it. Her aches vanished.

* Then she huddled against the damp chill and waited for her

i eyes to adjust.

. Afaint light caught her attention. It pulsed a soft blue. She

. followed it to where the rockslide had settled. A stream of

 dirt from the collapsed ceiling was spattering onto the tip of

~ her static sword, which protruded from the rocks. The metal
flickered with tiny sparks. She dug the weapon loose, then

. took off her short-waisted jacket. Though she felt weak, she

. was able to cut off a scrap of sleeve. The static sword cas-

- caded sparks as she raked it across the stone wall. The sleeve

* caught fire. She wrapped it around her blade to fashion a

-makeshift torch.
‘ In the firelight, the little cave glimmered with rainwater
dnnlmg down the walls. A shallow stream flowed away into
~ the darkness. Toria examined the collapsed ceiling that had
 brought her here. It was clear she could not get back to the
 surface that way.
The cave was shorter than herself. She ducked her head
- and sloshed along the path of the stream.
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In her mind lingered the horrific image of the fallen Thu-
lann, a dagger buried to the hilt in her face. But the minstrel
tried to concentrate on the present, as her mistress would
instruct her. A hollow pang quickened her steps.

She was unsure how far she walked. The jacket sleeve
burned to cinders and she had to ignite the second one.
Along the way she noticed that the tunnel was tube-shaped.
The rock walls were scored with spiraling grooves and what
looked like acid corrosion. This place must have been carved
as part of the levitant mines. Though to all appearances no
one had been here in years, she felt a glint of hope. If this
was a mine, it had to have an exit. :

A long while later, when the rainwater ceased trickling -
down the walls, she heard skittering sounds in the distant
gloom. She clutched her sword more tightly and proceeded.

A shaft of moonlight leapt across the tunnel ahead of her.
She doused her torch in the little stream and splashed to the
hole in the wall. Large, split rocks littered the ground beneath
it. Doubtless this was another spot weakened by a landslide.

The hole was big enough to squeeze through. She
decided to have a look first, though, and was glad she did. 3

The mountainside swarmed with Technocrat spark
lanterns. Logosian soldiers tracked the hills, led by teams of
grotesque Jukan hounds. Flying machines crept through
the air. i

She pulled away from the opening and leaned against the
wall. Her breaths were thin. Her heart sank when she real-
ized that she could not get back to the site of the battle, back
to Venduss and Thulann. Even if she could avoid detection
by the search parties, she doubted she could find the camp in
the dark. With a soft moan she slid to the ground, pressing
her face into her hand.
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- Perhaps she should not even bother to find them. Not
- much was left for her now.

- Inamatter of weeks, the world had crumbled beneath her.
- She had lost what little hope remained of staying with Venduss.
Even the Shirron had rejected her. Nor could she continue to
- serve Thulann, because Venduss would always be nearby. Not
- thatit mattered anymore, since Thulann was dead now. Almost
. certainly dead, and disgraced by Toria’s theft of the scroll.

~ In a daze she sat by the hole in the wall, listening to the
. sounds outside. After an hour the search parties diminished.
. When a group of soldiers passed close to her, she heard one
\‘: of them explain why.

. “It was just a bunch of scavenger merchants,” said the

- man. “They found a camp over there with some dead Juka. I

- guess the dreadnoughts finished them.”

- Toria rolled herself into a ball and lay against the curved
~ wall. Emptiness overtook her. She dared not weep, but
- gazed into the soggy gloom. The little stream trickled past,

. mumbling of deep, hollow places.

She woke to a stinging sensation. Sunlight bolted through
the hole. In the dusty glow of morning she saw metallic bod-
.~ ies gleaming around her. Logosians called the creatures “gut-
- terbots,” though they resembled cat-size, clockwork rodents.
- Five or six crowded against her.

- They were chewing on her legs.

She squealed and bashed one with her sword. The blade
~ pounded a cleft in its back while the static charge sizzled its
. mechanics. She sprang to her feet and hammered at the
- swarm. The automatons grew agitated, lunging with metal
- teeth. But Toria employed Thulann’s teachings and after a
- fury of swordstrokes and electric bursts, the gutterbots lay
- smoking in the shallow stream.
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She caught her breath. Blood streaked her arms and legs.
She cupped a handful of water and sniffed it, then washed
her injuries. Rainwater on her face was brisk and sobering.

Something else clicked in the shadows. Toria froze and
squinted. A steel figure crawled closer on many long, pointed
legs. Its rusty joints squeaked. When it crossed the sunbeam
Toria saw that the automaton was shaped like a huge spider.
She crouched in guard position and tensed for combat. i

The creature rose up and extended a nozzle from between
its fangs. A steaming fluid squirted at her. With a gasp she leapt
above the spray, but it splashed her Logosian boots. Instantly
the black leather crackled and smoked, dissolving under the
effects of powerful acid. She stomped in the shallow water, 4
then kicked off the boots before the acid reached her feet. ¢

When the clockwork spider charged, she leapt over it and
plunged through the sunlit hole. Daylight blinded her and
sharp rocks bit her bare feet. She backpedaled with her sword
at the ready. The spider did not emerge from the mine.

The rains had ceased. She was alone on the windy moun-
tainside. Several hundred yards away she saw the muddy
place they had camped the night before. She shivered at the
mound of rubble that had pushed her down into the cave.

When she reached the camp, no sign remained of any of
her companions. The ridgebacks and all the provisions were -
gone. The corpses were removed. The rain had even washed
away the blood. She huddled beside the pile of fallen rocks
and tried not to weep, as the morning sun grew warmer and
chased away the clouds.

Venduss and Thulann stopped to rest an hour after sun-
rise. The mountains were a lavender ribbon behind them,
miles to the west. Rocky desert stretched ahead. The air
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egan to heat, drawing a gossamer miasma from the rain

ools that strewed the flat, sandy earth.

- Thulann knelt beside their lone ridgeback. Its high, bony

rest blanketed her with shade. As the riding beast lapped at

ddle of water, the Way Master scooped handfuls of wet

and caked it on the animal’s hide. The mud would cool

e ridgeback and lend it a camouflaged appearance. The

Vay Master stopped short of suggesting that she and Ven-

luss should do likewise.

. The sullen youth paced among the rubble and scrub of

he desert terrain. He rarely glanced at Thulann. Not once

iad he spoken since dawn.

She adjusted the bandage over her eye socket, then

lashed water on her face. Her cheek still throbbed. She

finced and frowned.

 Not far away, Venduss silently covered his eyes. Then he

fted into guard position and began a vigorous procession of

marmed martial forms. The snap of his kicks echoed from

listant boulders. His mood looked fierce.

Thulann called out, “We shall see less water as we put the

puntains behind us. I suggest you wash now, rather than

-y

- He made no response, but continued his exercises.
"Venduss we have a difficult journey ahead. Exhausnng
purself is not the most prudent way to begin it.”

Without stopping he answered, “Thulann—teacher—

lease do not talk to me. Not now.”

A barb leapt to her tongue, but she did not speak it. He

s correct, after all. She was only talking to comfort her-

lf. And though it pained her to consider, perhaps she

sented him for saving her instead of Toria. The sentiment
s unfair, but she could not exorcise it.
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Venduss did not deserve her pique. He required his owr
course of sorrow. She turned away from him and dipped her
waterskin into the rippling pool. 'f

“Why bother?” His voice strained from anger and exer-
tion. Thulann perked up, but did not look at him.

In a breathy grumble he continued, “We do not have
enough provisions for one of us to reach Jukaran, much less
two people and a ridgeback. One waterskin more will
no difference.”

She corked the leather sack. “You would be cornecr,
except that we are not going to Jukaran.” ‘

He halted in mid-kick. His face grew anxious. “You ag
we should go back and settle this?”

“Do not be a fool. If it were not for some opportune heal-
ing, Pikas would have killed each of us twice over. He is m
dangerous predator who must be stopped, but now is not -
the time. We cannot settle this grievance with him or with
Grynholt of Yew, any more than you settled it with Dhayin
last night. They are hawks, as the New Britannians say, and
we must find the falconer.” i

“You mean Bahrok.” Venduss threw a flurry of punches
into the air, each one popping crisply. “Great Mother, he will -
pay for this!” 3

She caught his eye. “Yes he shall, but remember that it is
payment we pursue. Not revenge.” ]

“I want to be paid in blood!” 3

“Perhaps you shall be, nursling. It depends upon how -
accommodating he is. We shall find out in two days. By then
we ought to have reached the territory of his patrols. They -
will take us straight to our prey.” g

The young warrior threw off his tattered shirt and
snatched the sword from his scabbard. With flawless preci-
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sion he carved the strokes of an advanced blade form. He
nished with a long, powerful thrust.

- “I shall extract payment for Toria,” he growled, though
the comment made him somber again. He stood, sheathed
his weapon and started over, this time with more distraction.
Jis eyes sparkled wetly.

. Thulann observed him, strangely anxious to catch a flaw.
But for the first time, she felt she had no right. Somehow, his
flaws were his own now. She touched the bandage on her
ace and said nothing more.

- Toria felt like a child again. She had grown up as a street
archin in the pirate haven of Buccaneer’s Den. Now she
ound herself once again slinking barefoot through muddy
anes, stealing food from townsfolk, with a fleet of warships
noored nearby. Of course the Technocrat settlement of
vasse was scattered down a high mountain slope, and the
ps hung like giant bats from the cliffs below; but the
anbidden nostalgia gave her a fleeting smile.
- She squatted behind a cluster of metal crates and
mwrapped her tattered jacket, which she had folded into a
nakeshift sack. Inside were bread and jerky she had pilfered
fom a miners’ barracks. She devoured them without stop-
ing. It was the first meal she had eaten in a day. She slurped
nbarrel water from her cupped hands, then watched the
treets as she rested.
‘Crevasse teemed with armored Logosian soldiers, both
uman and Juka, far more than the settlement could reason-
bly support. Toria remembered Dhayin saying that airships
vere going to muster here. That would explain the abun-
ance of troops. But their presence forced her to move care-
lly. Civilians were outnumbered on these streets, and
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therefore conspicuous. And though her clothes were native, -
she was covered with fresh bruises and bandages. Someone

was sure to ask questions. Besides, her scant bodice and skirt

were likely to attract a different kind of attention, and with

Venduss dead she could not bear to fight that battle. So she

opted to remain in the shadows.

A face blinked past in the crowd. Toria startled. Tucking
the jacket into her waistband, she scrambled down an alley-
way and peeked along the other side of the building. The
man walked past again, unaware of her.

They had called him Pikas last night. He had murdered
Thulann and probably Venduss. That made him as deadly as
any person she knew. &

She shadowed him without hesitation. y

Pikas still wore his kinetic armor from the night before,
though it was scrubbed clean. He was a lean, broad-
shouldered giant even among the other Juka. His bearing -
asserted calm, dangerous arrogance. The crowds on the
street made a path for him.

They also allowed Toria to trail him more easily. She fol-
lowed the assassin up the slope of the mountain, where
shops and forges gave way to mining facilities. Freight wag-
ons clattered about on crisscrossing iron tracks, providing
her generous opportunities to hide. The clamor of mining
equipment concealed her footsteps. She was thankful for the
presence of miners rather than Logosian troops.

Pikas headed for a lift carriage. The cagelike platform
was hooked to a series of large chains, designed to hoist
passengers to the clifftop mines a hundred feet overhead.
Toria cursed. If he rode the carriage up, she would lose
him. 3
She slunk to a fold in the cliffside a few yards from the lift. -
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Pikas entered the carriage and clanged shut the iron-frame
door. He nodded to a miner who was already inside. Then
he pulled a lever. The thick chains lurched and began to rat-
tle with increasing volume.

~ When the two passengers faced away from her, Toria
sprinted to the carriage and grabbed one of the chains. It
jerked her upward, level with the plate roof. She sprawled
out on the metal surface and clung tightly.

~ The lift soared high into the air. Toria’s palms grew slip-
_. . The mountain wind chilled her bare legs.
3 Then the carriage shuddered and stopped, halfway up the

was a dead woman.

- She heard talking inside the carriage. She strained her
ears. The voice of the human “miner” was familiar. It
‘ ged to the New Britannian wizard, Grynholt of Yew,
who had dropped a hillside on top of her last night. She had
not recognized him in Logosian clothes.

- He was muttering, “Relax, Pikas. He’ll come. Give him
some time. Sorcery doesn’t work at the snap of a finger.”

- “Idon’t like long waits,” grumbled the assassin.

rA hard breeze whistled as it nudged the carriage. The
chains creaked and jangled. Toria took advantage of the
oise to shift her position. A bolt hole pierced the roof a few
get away. She made sure her grip was secure, then peeked
own inside.

* A bright light stabbed her eye. She blinked and looked
gain. Pikas and Grynholt were standing on either side of
e cage. A third man occupied the space between them. He
ad not been there before.

Toria first noticed the Meer’s tall ears. He wore a gown of
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filmy layers as rich and flowing as any Ishpurian ambassador
in Britain or Garron. He was stouter than other Meer she
had seen. He held a rod of black crystal in his hand. 4

“A most creative meeting place, gentlemen,” he com-

mented in a satiny voice.

Grynholt bowed his head. “Chamberlain Kavah, thank

you for coming. We have news both good and dire.” 4
“Dhayin has been killed? I can sense it from your tone,
and from his uncharacteristic absence.”
The wizard nodded. “The plan fell apart. Thulann and her
people arrived, but it turned violent. Dhayin was slain.”

“And the Way Master?”

“Pikas killed her, and Venduss as well. That’s going to stir.
up the Garronites, and no mistake.”
“You're certain they’re both dead?”
The Jukan assassin grinned. “As dead as I want them to be.”
The Meer named Kavah grunted. “A pity. She was proving
to be a very useful resource, as was Dhayin, of course. But
what’s done is done. I shall tend to this situation with the
Shirron’s son. Perhaps we can point the blame to another
Garronite clan and make it work in our favor. And what is
your good news? Did you learn anything about the missing -
scroll?”

Grynholt shrugged and chuckled. “Montenegro.”
“Interesting!” 1
“The thief girl stole it from Enclave and didn’t tell Thu-
lann. She gave it to Montenegro when he returned to New
Britannia. You'd better contact Rictor and tell him he was
right. He’s going to be insufferably smug, though.”

“So he shall,” murmured the Meer, “but this is madly -
inconvenient. The Needle is almost here. You can probably
see it on the horizon already.”
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. Toria glanced up. From this lofty vantage she could peer
across the foothills for many miles and into the dry plains
‘beyond. She squinted and thought she could place a dark
shape in the distant sky. But no, she was viewing a small rain
cloud, far away. No airship was that large.
'~ Kavah flattened his overtall ears. “We have a day before
. the Needle docks, and perhaps another two before it departs
again for the coast. That is our window for infiltrating the
craft. [ wonder if Rictor and Shavade can get the scroll in
that time?”
:: The human wizard crossed his arms. “We have the designs
for sabotaging the levitant engines. Isn’t that enough?”
- “Lector Sartorius prefers to disable the primary weapon
but keep the airship intact. The Needle is a potent war
engine. Sartorius wants it to remain in his arsenal, nor can I
blame him. Besides, I believe my dampening crystal will shut
down the weapon with minimal damage, if we know where
to employ it. But if we cannot obtain the schematic from

v,

Montenegro, we’ll have to sink the whole vessel into the

ia squinted. Lector Sartorius? That was the name of
Blackthorn’s Chosen, the most senior Technocrat in Logos.
Why would he sabotage his own weapon?

. The Meer sighed and straightened his posture. “Very well,
gentlemen. Continue to follow the existing plan. Infiltrate
the Needle when it arrives. If Rictor succeeds, I'll have Sarto-
fius determine a method to disable the weapon. But if you
ave not heard from me by the time the Needle passes Buc-
‘caneer’s Den, scuttle it.” He held up the black crystal rod.
I'll contact you when something changes. Good luck.”

A dazzling glow burst from the rod. Chamberlain Kavah
anished. Toria winked at the afterimage.
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Her mind raced with thoughts. If Braun’s Needle was
traveling past Buccaneer’s Den, its destination could only
the New Britannian mainland. Blackthorn was going
attack Britain. She could hardly comprehend the idea. Thu-
lann had never mentioned such an attack, which meant she
probably did not know. Neither, Toria presumed, did the
New Britannians. :

She tightened her grip and peered out at the eastern hori-
zon, where the black shape hovered in the air. ‘

In the lift carriage Grynholt muttered, “All right, Pikas,
out with it. What’s wrong?”

The assassin paused. “I think someone’s on the roof.”

Toria blanched.

The wizard laughed. “You're kidding! No, you're not kid-
ding. I'll heat the metal, then. If anyone’s up there, they’ll
either roast like a duck or fly like one.”

“No. We need to catch him. We can kill him slowly while
he answers some questions.” His volume raised. “I hope -
you’re feeling talkative, up there!” ]

The carriage bucked and began to descend noisily. They -
would reach the ground in a matter of seconds. Toria looked
around in desperation.

A nearby chain was attached to a counterweight. It rattled :
upward. Toria grabbed it and held on with panicked
strength. She lunged skyward. Her body swayed in the high,
open air. She wrapped her ankles around the cold links. i

As the carriage reached the bottom Toria arrived at the
summit, where a crane juggled the intricate chains. Startled
miners helped her to firm ground. Her legs felt unsteady as -
she darted down one of the many workmen's paths. Behind
her the lift clattered upward again, but the sound faded as i
she hurried away, ducking behind walls and freight wagons.
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he did not stop until she had raced down the steep foot-
paths to the busy streets below. As she huddled in a narrow
, she watched the armed soldiers who crowded the
ddy lanes. Just then, their presence gave her a small meas-
ure of comfort.
* Early the next morning, the entire population of Crevasse
'stood and gawked as Braun's Needle approached. Toria
% oined them, staring from a rooftop garden of chimney
pipes. She felt as if she were in a dream.
- The gigantic war machine hovered in the open air beside
the cliffs. It was larger than Castle Britannia and infinitely
‘more complex. A skeleton of steel beams defined the horizon-
‘tal bulk of its body. Filling the open spaces was a vast tangle of
ge gears and pistons and churning axles. The mechanics
ered a forest of giant propellers along the edges of the ves-
and narrow, pivoting vanes that thrust down from the
underside. Smokestacks and flame vents spat waste into the
air. Enormous levitant tanks peeked out from the hull.
~ Mounted across the airship’s exterior were a battery of
massive flame belchers and lightning cannons and pneu-
matic trebuchets. Toria guessed that the ship’s firepower
exceeded the sum of all the other vessels at Crevasse.
- On top of the Needle, in the center, was the structure that
inspired its name. An impossibly high pillar thrust toward
he sky. Compared to the volume of the central bulk, the pil-
ar seemed thin and fragile. But Toria saw that it was plated
vith heavy steel and secured with chains that could hoist
ip anchors. A flock of birds surged around it, gnat-size by
omparison.
~ Braun's Needle eclipsed the rising sun as it hovered near
he town, momentarily creating its own, artificial dawn.
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Toria leaned forward on her hands and knees, as if the
action would gain her a clearer view. She gripped a nearb
chimney pipe. Nervous energy clamored through her body.

Pikas was going to infiltrate that steel monstrosity. Toria
intended to follow him. She was unsure how to handle the
deadly assassin, but she would not allow the murderer of
Venduss and Thulann to escape. i

What she might do about the attack on Britain, she could
not even begin to fathom. -

While growing up, Toria had perfected a hundred meth-
ods for stowing aboard pirate ships. A dozen of the largest
galleons could fit in the volume of Braun’s Needle. For the
last two days she had coped with overwhelming uncertainty,
but this morning she had no doubt of one fact: she could
hide inside that gigantic machine without any fear of detec-
tion. Compared to the hold of a pirate sloop, she would
travel in absolute luxury. -

As the war craft unfurled articulated anchors, Toria gath-
ered her provisions, strapped them into a bag across her
back and crawled to the edge of the roof. Dangling her bare
feet, she plotted a course down the rocky mountainside.
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CHAPTER

2,

The Black Duel

: On the outskirts of a sprawling mili-
tary encampment, Warlord Bahrok’s scouts provided Thu-
lann and Venduss a place to sleep. In deference to the
venerable Way Master, who protested her exhaustion, the
soldiers of Clan Varang agreed to wait until morning to send
‘word to their chieftain.

- The walls of the tent glowed from the fires outside.
Through the woven fabric came the sounds of soldiers bed-
fing down for the night. The low, steady cacophony was
soothing to Thulann’s ears, after the quiet trip through the

. :, Her companion, however, was not so calm. Venduss

rowled in a strained whisper, “You cannot be serious,

eacher! Bahrok tried to abduct me. His agents are murder-

rs! I shall have satisfaction from him!”

Thulann sighed. “Yes, you shall, but it is I who will force

him to give it.”

- “Not this time! I must do it myself. You know that.”

- “Do not seek his wrath. If he is belligerent, let me be the
ne who faces the consequences.”
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“No! Thulann, my entire life I have hidden behind your
skirt, allowed you to protect me. No more! I have to do this
myself.” ,

The Way Master softened her volume. “I think you mis-
understand me, Venduss. I am tired. I am hungry. I am
injured. I am old. But I shall obtain satisfaction from Bahrok
at any cost. As you well know, there is but one method for
me to do that.” :

ously. “I think you mean that.”
“It is all I have left.” 4
She watched his composure begin to wane, then just as
quickly recover. He narrowed his eyes and lifted his chin.
“This is the last time you shall have to champion me,
teacher. Great Mother grant you the strength to succeed.”
Thulann collected the boy in her arms and held him
fiercely. Under the bandage her empty eye socket flared with
throbbing agony, but she did not acknowledge the pain. Ven- 3
duss clung to her; his face buried into her shoulder. She
stroked his muscular back. 4
“Venduss, tell your father that I have a thousand regrets,
and two great joys. The latter outweigh them all.” 4
She squeezed his torso, smelled his hair and listened to
the flutter of his breath. These things were all that she
needed to take with her. '

Warlord Bahrok’s pavilion was stark in its decor. Where
other chieftains embellished their campaigns with the luxu-
ries of home, Bahrok traveled with utilitarian restraint. The
belongings in his voluminous tent amounted to nothing
more than what he required as a general and what he
deemed necessary for the dignity of a clan leader. Even his
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bed was no different from those his soldiers enjoyed. For

that, at least, Thulann admired him.

- When she crept past his guards, she found she was the

only one inside. The shadows of night lay silent. Often

Bahrok stayed late in his lieutenants’ pavilions, attending the
details of the campaign. She was glad. It would give her time

1o rest and meditate. Her seasoned body could make use of

- She selected a place in the tent where Bahrok’s eyes would

not be drawn, then sat in the shadows and willed herself into

atrance.

. When the warlord entered, he moved directly to a
wooden table. Across its surface he unrolled a chart and
canned the details, under the beams of a glass lantern. He

massaged his brow around the base of his stout horns.

~ “If that is a map to Akar, Warlord, I suggest you find a

new cartographer. Your current one keeps placing you at the

‘Jlu efield half a day late.”

- Bahrok closed his eyes with a sigh. “You need not worry

about Akar, Thulann. I shall take it easily and without the

help of another clan. That jewel goes on my crown.”

. She did not move. As yet he did not see her. She spoke
toward a shield on a nearby pole, which deflected her voice.

I only recently learned of your plan to capture Akar. It is

most uncharacteristic of you not to trumpet your glory well

in advance.”

- He glanced around the room. “And where have you been,

that you received word of my plan?”

- “Crevasse. But of course you know that.”

- “Should I?”

~ “Bahrok, the last few days have been very taxing for me. I

uld be most grateful if you were to forgo the deception
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and speak plainly. You have always been known for your
diehard candor.” 9
He eased himself into a sturdy chair. The wood squeaked
under his immense weight. “Where is Venduss? Has he
come to pay me a visit, as well?”
“Yes, he has.”
“I see. Then things went well for you in Crevasse.” :
“Dhayin is dead. So is Toria. I have had better days, but [
~ have also had worse.” 5
Bahrok grumbled, “You may not believe me, but I mo
both of them. These are difficult times for us all.”
“More than you suspect.” v
She rose from her meditative position and stepped into
the light. Though she had bathed when she arrived, her
armor was still a mess of dried blood and desert grit. Her
clothes were near rags. Her face was decorated by a torn,
black bandage. Fatigue weighed her countenance. .
The warlord regarded her with surprise. “You must allow
my healers to tend to you. I had not thought it possible for
you to look any more weathered, yet you stand before m "‘ .
aged a decade.”
She brushed back a strand of grey hair. Her finger looped;
under the bandage, which she removed and tossed on the
table before him. “I have come to show you this.” ;
“Great Mother! Your eye! Who did that to you?”
“Pikas of Enclave. But you mistake my meaning.”
He wrinkled his brow, then plucked the black bandage off
the tabletop. His expression turned to disbelief. “You must
be joking.” 3
“When it comes to the Black Duel, you know I do not Joke." :
“Thulann, look at the state of you. I wonder if you could
live long enough for me to put on my armor?”
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~ Asmile crossed her lips, deformed by her sour mood. “Do
‘you want to know what is most distressing about losing my
Not the lack of sight. Not the disfigurement. What
st concerns me is the fact that it still hurts. I have drunk

mation of something I have monitored for many
s. I am very old, Bahrok. My body always hurts. The
pain increases daily. Once I sought retirement, but that is
_ never to be. So what must an old warrior do?”

- The warlord sniffed. “Marry Turlogan, if he will still have
you in this condition.”

. “He would bless you for saying that, yet he knows it will
not happen. I have the curse of being a good woman and a
terrible wife. But I am content with what I have been to Tur-
and what he has been to me. I have no ambitions.”

fles me. I marvel at what you could have done with your
Thulann, had you possessed the courage to fight for
your own glory instead of others’.”

- She cocked her head. “I have fought for the glory of
Shirron Narah, and for Shirron Turloganand for Venduss,
but tonight I come to satisfy myself. Do not act surprised.
‘This is according to your own design. You pushed me to see
atwhat point I might break. Warlord, I stand before you bro-
ken. Let us put an end to it now.”

" He glanced over the chart in front of him. “That was very
but I have no time for this. I am winning a war for
- your Shirron, in case you have forgotten.”

' “You do not want to refuse me.”

. “Yes, I do, and do you want to know why? Because it will
gall you beyond any other scheme I could invent. Now leave
, before I have you escorted back to Garron.”
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“It is interesting that you should react this way, after
threatening me so many times. I thought you would have
enjoyed the chance for closure. I know many of your allied
chieftains are keenly anxious to see what happens when you |
and I cross swords again. They sit around drinking wine and
speculating which of us might win. When I am escorted to
Garron, I shall make it a point to exercise my right to tell
them that you refused. I am certain they will admire your
pragmatism.” 1

The warlord jerked his face toward her. “Are you accusmg :
me of cowardice?” ‘

“It is yours to disprove, Bahrok.” ]

He bashed his fist on the table and stood. “Dammit, let it
be said that I gave you the chance to avoid this! Name your
conditions, old woman.” 1

“If 1 win the duel, you will answer my questions about
this secret pact you have with General Nathaniel and the :
others. And you will make reparations to Venduss for the
death of Toria. I leave it for him to decide what that entails.”

“Done! And if I am victorious you will return to Tur-
logan, where you will remain by his side and out of my busi-
i 3

She blinked, then sighed. “Agreed.”

He stormed across the tent and snatched his armor from
the stand that supported it. “There is a canyon less than a
mile from here that will give us privacy. You had best hope
you do not leave your other eye out there!”

The trip across the brushy desert was choked with bitter -
silence. The canyon formed an ugly crack in the plains, with
serrated walls reaching sixty feet deep. Funnels of dust
swirled within. A treacherous footpath led to the rocky floor,
which was littered with giant slabs. The thick, flat rocks had '
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arated from the cliffs and piled at all angles, creating a
eal labyrinth in the moonlight. Spiky plants wafted in
canyon’s erratic gusts.

hey climbed to the bottom and prepared themselves.
Warlord Bahrok was a titan in his chieftain’s armor. The
el plates and crimson designs exaggerated his already
puntainous proportions. He was no taller than Thulann,
it easily twice her weight. When he donned his helmet,
tich was capped with long spars like stylized horns, he cast
moonshadow on the canyon wall that could frighten sea-
ed veterans.

From his pack he selected a pair of ceramic vials. He set
1 on a boulder by the path.

“‘ ann donned her own helmet and commented,
here are no healing potions in a Black Duel.”

“These are for afterward. I do not want to carry you all

e way back to camp.”

‘He looked at her askance. “What is this?”

“A simple bargain of honor, if you will agree to it.”

“I am listening, old woman.”

“I want you to give me your word that you will no longer

exchange, I shall agree not to yield in this duel.”

ok squinted. “You mean you will fight to the death?”
“If need be. Unless you are the one to yield.”

‘His massive arms crossed. “Why should I want to kill

ho is deluded? Do not lie to yourself. You have wanted
me since your son’s death in New Britannia, if not
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before. This is your opportunity to do so in an honorab
way. It will be a highlight in your career. You can mount mn
sword in your dining hall, if you like, and brag about it te
your grandchildren.”

He sneered. “You tempt me, but I am no fool. This i
some kind of trick.” ,

“Bahrok, I am beyond tricks with you. I am offering you
the chance to put this to rest. Pit your legend against my
own. Let history record which of us survives.” She adjusted
the fresh bandage over her eye socket. Her stomach quiv-
ered, despite her efforts against it. “And if that is not enough
for you, then do it for my sake. You heard me, Warlord. By
the Great Mother, I am an old soldier now. I have few years
left to me, and they will be nothing but a chronicle of slow
disintegration. But if you agree to this bargain, I shall h:
won the only thing for which I truly fight. Venduss will be
safe. And I will be spared the humility of fading away.” i

The warlord huffed with disdain and turned away from
her. g

“Bahrok, please. Despite everything, you and I are both
Jukan warriors. In that spirit we are the same. Let me di .
fighting while I can still do it well. There is no blade but.
yours worthy of the task. You know that, damn you.” ’

Over his shoulder he muttered, “Venduss must not m
me, or the bargain is nullified. And it only lasts until he
becomes chieftain. Then he shall be my equal and no longer -
immune.” 1

Thulann’s heart beat faster. She concealed her excitement.
“Of course.”

“Then I give you my word.”

“And I give you mine. I shall not yield.” :

He faced her again and saluted with a staff, at the end of
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ich was mounted a swordlike blade. The warlord’s
pression looked almost solemn. “Neither do I intend to
eld. Great Mother, you astound me, Thulann of Garron.”
smiled and raised her own staff, also gleaming with a
aded tip. “Thank you. Begin.”

‘The clash was as swift as lightning. Thulann had swept
rblade at him but a sudden blast of force flung her back-
ard. Her spine rammed against a boulder and she rolled to
e ground. When she moved to stand, her chest and arm
eized with pain.

hrok had connected with the butt of his staff. Her
er was dislocated.

‘She winced and looked up at her opponent. He had stag-
ered off a few paces and held one hand tightly with the
ther. Then he turned and roared, “Damn you! My fingers!”
- Two of them were missing from his right hand.

‘Thulann swiveled her arm until the shoulder plunked

d, if you wish. The healing potions might stitch them

Bahrok howled as he snatched up his staff and charged.
he blade sliced down with a hurricane sound as Thulann
umbled to the side. The steel slashed across a boulder,
hich showered sparks. She readied a counterthrust but had
o move again when Bahrok pressed his attack. The Way
Master dodged a whirlwind of blows. When he forced her
gainst an upright slab she twirled her own staff in the way,

nashing back his furious attacks. At the same time she
etreated up the steep rock face. Near the top she jumped,
omersaulting over his head and ramming the butt of her
‘;‘i into his armored neck. The force shoved him face-first
ito the vertical surface.
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She trotted backward and said, “By the Hand of Hong
go and bind your stumps. This is undignified.” E
He spat and threw down his weapon, then stalked beside
his pack and yanked out a bandage. li
Thulann assumed a one-legged stance and indulged ina
brief meditation. Her shoulder screamed in torment. e
knees grated from the sharp landing. She subsumed the pain’
into the organic currents of her body. !
Bahrok returned with a thick wrapping over his hand. He
stroked the air with his bladed staff. “I have eight more fin-.
gers to give. You have but one neck. If you desired a quick
death, thank me now.” 3
She knew he was just barking. A Black Duel was as much
a mental contest as a physical one. He would try to goad her
to distraction, as she had already done to him. b
They cracked their staves together again. Now the com-
bat assumed a more strategic pace, with slow circling and -
conservative attacks. Thulann evaluated the effect of
Bahrok’s missing fingers. He was beyond the pain now, but
certain maneuvers were no longer available to him. She
exploited the limitation. Her weapon smashed against his -
armor on several occasions, though she inflicted more -
bruises than cuts. ;
He took advantage of her injury, as well, using the blind
spot of her missing eye as a stage from which to strike. After
several parries he hammered a brutal cut to her waist, draw- b
ing a rush of blood. She sprang atop a boulder and caught
her breath. 3
She frowned. This duel could last for hours or longer. -
Fatigue was her worst enemy. The warlord knew that, and
drove her to use more strenuous defensive techniques like
jumping and tumbling. 4
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"V_But the Way Master practiced schools of combat of which
Bahrok was little aware. One of them asserted somber dig-
ity as its core principle. The art was taught only among
der masters. Thulann employed it now, under a bright
moon, assuming a haughty, upright stance as Bahrok
limbed atop the boulder. When he thrust his spear she
twisted at the waist, then tangled her weapon in his legs and
tmocked him off the slab with an easy kick. He snarled and
lambered up again. She cracked his jaw with her haft,
j*..~. off his blows with slippery curls of her staff, and
kicked him from the boulder once more.
~ The technique involved more sleight of hand than quick-
jess or strength. It created the illusion of stillness where
here was actually movement. Used judiciously, it could
an enemy either despondent or furious.
‘Bahrok’s face darkened with frustration. When he scram-
bled up the rock a third time he burst into a powerful lunge.
he twitched a parry. His spear sailed past her hip and bashed
to another stone slab. It stuck there. She cracked her elbow
gainst his spine while the warlord yanked at his weapon.
' Then something huge made a grinding sound behind her.
| shadow swooped down. She dove from her perch to avoid
falling slab, which shook the ground as it shattered to
sieces and split the rock where she had stood.
“Bahrok had levered the stone atop her. She cursed herself
~inattention The warlord leapt in front of her and hurled
] e of spiraling thrusts. She barely deflected them as
backpedaled Then a jab connected with her chestplate.
reath pounded from her lungs.
- Bahrok's blade had punctured something.
 She braced her staff atop his and threw a high kick, snap-
ng his weapon in half.
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His hands jutted forward and grabbed her. ]
She sailed through the air. Her rib cracked against the
cruel edge of a slab. Bahrok’s foot smashed into her
abdomen, wedging her between two boulders. Her 2
were pinned. Her legs went numb. She groped for ha
holds. He landed a savage punch on her wounded chest,
then a high kick shoved her farther between the stones.
Despite her efforts she could not squirm free. E
He plucked her bladed staff from the ground. “I trust Ven-
duss will sing you to the Blessed Halls of Honor.” He thrus
quickly. The steel tip plunged at her gut. 3
Thulann gritted her teeth and popped her shoulders from
their sockets, loosening her from the narrow fissure. She
kicked up her legs to avoid the blow. The weapon jammed
underneath her, clanking between the boulders. Her s
were limp but her legs had recovered, so she broke the haft
with one heel and pummeled Bahrok’s face with the other.
Something in his mouth cracked. He staggered backward.
She leapt from the fissure and danced a combination of
whirling kicks, allowing her arms to wrench into place. With
each kick the warlord’s face emitted a wet thump. He reeled
back. She dropped to the ground and knocked his legs out
from under him, then pounded his face with her boot, again
and again. Blood darkened his features in the silvery moon-
light. He tried to drag himself away. Thulann did not relent.
She saw Toria’s face in her mind with each blow. g
He was barely moving when she collapsed onto her back.
Her chest wound seeped. Her abdomen shrieked with pain.
Her strength was slipping away. She crawled toward their
provisions and fished out several bandages, which she
applied to the gory punctures. E
She found her feet, struggled up the slope of a boulder
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perched at the top. Below her Bahrok had regained his
es. He clutched his head and choked down several
aths. Then he sat on a stone to rest.

Thulann folded her legs and began to meditate, applying
ry method she knew to control her physical decay.

ome time later their eyes met. Each of them struggled
‘balanced footing. They moved to their equipment,

eathed their swords and resumed the duel.

‘Hours passed with no victor. Darkness thinned to twi-
ht. Weariness slowed their pace. Thulann’s flesh was a
amble of slashes and punctures, cold from the loss of
d. Her single eye blurred. Though her vision was indis-
t, she could see that Bahrok was in little better shape.
th of them continued on sheer will power. They rested
ore and more frequently.
Another respite ended. She finished her meditation. From
op a vertical slab she nodded at him. He returned the ges-
e and rose from the flat stone where he lay. She jumped
wn from her high perch.
Her leg buckled. She slammed hard against the ground.
She closed her eyes and assessed the damage. The small
ne of her calf was broken. Bahrok had not struck her
. The bone had simply failed.
This is the way it ends, she thought.
‘Bahrok gazed at her with swollen eyes. His mouth was a
jin that forced him to mumble. “If you wish to yield, I shall
rget our arrangement.”
Thulann disregarded him. She limped to their bags and
gan to fashion a splint. When it was complete, she
imbed to her perch and resumed her meditation.

* * *
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Her leg had gone numb. The splint allowed her to main
tain her footing, though her repertoire of maneuvers was
cut in half. Through another bout they battled to exhaus
tion, then collapsed again. This rest was longer than before.
At the end of it Bahrok grunted to his feet, retrieved his
notched blade and stretched his blood-streaked arms. ]

His voice was mangled, but stronger than it had been
several hours. He smiled amid the bruises that covered his
face. “Thank the Great Mother! My second wind has com —:
Do you feel it, you broken old pteranx?” .

The elder Juka sighed. She did not feel refreshed at all.
Her body craved the succor of sleep. With every pulsing
heartbeat, her single eye wanted to close. When she tried 0
uncoil from her meditation, her legs refused to move. She
pushed them apart with her hands. y

The Way Masters, venerated keepers of Jukan lore, pos-
sessed ancient techniques for use by the elderly in their last
days. These methods blanked out pain and compensated for
bodily ruin. They were destructive and temporary, but th
afforded power to the dying. Thulann wished to employ
those techniques at this moment. 3

She could not, of course. She had been in the field, in the
service of Turlogan, for too many years. She never had the
opportunity to learn them.

Perhaps it did not matter. Even with them she would not
make it to the next respite. 4

She stumbled before her opponent. The fiery rays of sun-
light had not yet crested the canyon walls, but the morning
was in full bloom. Warlord Bahrok raised his bloody chin with
pride. She studied his huge form. He was a tattered giant, dan-
gling bandages from every limb, his exquisite armor hacked
and bloodied, his face unrecognizable. She knew he did not
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sess her skills at overcoming pain, yet he endured on the
strength of passion and arrogance and legendary mettle. In so

is going to kill me. Such a grand specimen.”

- “History will recall that I am grander than you.”

- She smiled. “I can accept that.”

' Their swords clanged together furiously. Metallic cries
apt about the high cliffs of the canyon. Thulann retreated
re than she would normally find comfortable, but she no
nger worried. The end was near. When she smacked her
roken leg into an unexpected rock, the agony overcame her
or an instant. She collapsed back onto her elbows. As she
oked up, Bahrok’s sword cracked through her chestplate
nd snapped across a series of ribs.

A scarlet mist sprayed from her chest. Her lung was
icked open. Her body began to fade.

. Serenity overcame her. Nothing remained but action.

“Her boot slammed underneath Bahrok’s jaw, staggering
he warrior. She sprang to a one-footed stance and jabbed
er blade into his abdomen. It was one of many punctures,
ut he was already in torment. He snarled as he parried her
next blow, then slashed his sword across her broken leg. The
"'“ fell away.

» he warlord grabbed her foot and twisted it, shattering
that remained of her calf and ankle bones.

‘Using her unbroken leg, she jumped up high. Her arm
wrapped around his neck. His sword strokes were awkward
she sliced off his chinstrap and flung away the ornate hel-
get. She prepared to cleave his unarmored skull.
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He lunged with the horns that jutted from his brow. They.
bashed her face. She felt herself topple from his shoulders.

Thulann could no longer sense her body. She moved by
instinct. Her shoulders lay against a large stone. Bahrok
charged her. She kicked away his thrust and stuck her blad
under his exposed jaw. "

The tip drew blood. ,

The warlord froze before he impaled himself, battling his
own momentum. His eyes grew frantic in his pulverized
face. i

The Way Master forced out a word, though it was agoniz-
ing: “Yield?”

His eyes blazed defiance.

Then in the inferno of the morning sun, someone
appeared on the canyon peak. Thulann spotted him over
Bahrok’s shoulder, a tiny figure, difficult to see with her
muddy vision. But she could not mistake his proud, youthful
bearing. 3

His arrival was a breach of propriety, but she was glad -
Venduss had come. This was her final gift to him. i

In her moment of distraction, Warlord Bahrok plunged
his sword into her gaping chest. 3

Venduss cried out in horror.

The shock nearly finished her, but she flicked her wrist
with absolute precision, laying open the warlord’s throat. He
clutched at the flow that issued forth, mouthing soundless
words. She grabbed his hand. :

Her voice was bloody: “Yield! Healing!”

He clutched her fingers tightly. 3

“Venduss?” 2

He clutched again, more weakly. b

“Accept,” she coughed, then scrabbled for the boulder
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at held the healing potions. She flailed her ruined leg to
any manner of footing. Her body was a shadow, a spirit,

Her hand refused to reach for the second potion. Her
ody was gone. She sagged to the ground, listening to the
igh of air that pressed from her open lung.

Her body tingled. The potion was tangy on her lips.
She woke to Venduss’s face. A smile crept across hers.
is.. . becoming a habit, nursling.”

yas no longer peeled open. Her leg appeared straight. An
mpty vial lay next to her, in a pond of fresh blood.

) grinned. “This time you got a better bargain for
our death. Judging from Bahrok’s demeanor, I would say he
 chastised. He gave me a look that would make a dune
izer blink.”

e me back to the camp healers. Tell them I shall pay for
ir services, if necessary. And feel free to speak with
Jahrok while I am recovering. I suspect he might have some-
hing for you.”

“I shall wait for you to be present, teacher. This is your
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victory. And your redemption for the defeat he gave you four
years ago.”

“We do not tally Black Duels like a score, Venduss, and

thank the Great Mother for that! I would rather lose my

remaining eye than face Bahrok in a tie-breaker. Swords on

the anvil take less of a beating than I just did.”

As he helped her to stand, he tried not to chuckle. He was
not altogether successful, but the aching Way Master appre-
ciated the effort.

That evening the three of them sat around a table in

Bahrok’s pavilion. Though the warlord’s mood was bitter,
aggravated by a thickly bandaged hand, he addressed his
obligation without pause. He told them about the Pact of
Four, comprising himself, General Nathaniel, an unnamed
but high-ranking Technocrat and the Meer diplomat who

organized them, also anonymous. “Each of us in the Pact

seeks the same thing. We are working together to orches-
trate a war that will be favorable to all concerned. You must

see the reason in it, Thulann, and the need for secrecy.”

The Way Master frowned. “I do not understand. There is i_
only one way I can see to benefit both the Technocrats and

the Clans. We could negotiate over the disputed territories.
Every other course leads simply to more bloodshed.”

“Bloodshed is the path to glory. That is a fundamental truth.
I am amazed that one of the deadliest swords in Jukaran does
not understand that. My motivation should be no surprise to
you. If Garron and Logos negotiate peace, Turlogan becomes
a hero. If I win this war, I am the hero. I need that advantage. I
intend to secure my place as the next Shirron of the Clans.”

She muttered, “How many lives will your ambitions cost
our people?”
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- “If the Pact of Four succeeds, not so many as you might
‘think. I do intend to have living followers when I move into
the Hall of the Shirron.”

. “You assume that my father will die,” growled Venduss,
“and that you will win the Great Tournament.”

~ “Your father is old, boy, and I shall win that tournament.
Trust in that. Thulann, why is Venduss here? My business is
not with him.”

- The Way Master nodded. “But it is. You must make pay-
‘ment to him for the death of Toria.”

- He grumbled. “So I shall. And I will hold Pikas of Enclave
‘accountable for his behavior, as well. I do not abide madmen
in my employ. Now, tell me your price, Venduss. I do not
‘want to spend a lot of time on this.”

. The young warrior assumed a proud stance. “Stand down
your army. Clan Kumar will lead the attack on the town of
Akar, not Clan Varang.”

3  Thulann lifted an eyebrow.

- Bahrok widened his eyes. “What extravagance is this? You
think you can make that kind of demand?”

- “That is what I ask, in payment for the death of Toria.”

- “Great Mother, we happen to be in the thick of a war,

boy! I shall not jeopardize the course of our nation over the
memory of a thieving human. Her life was worth less than a
single Jukan warrior.”

~ Venduss bolted to his feet and met the warlord eye-to-eye.
“You may not judge her! That privilege rests in my hands
alone. You have hurt me and I have named the cost. Clan
V will not attack Akar. Clan Kumar will. That is as
plain as I can state it!”

- Bahrok shot him a hot glower. “Be careful how you
phrase yourself. You might offend me.”
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“Save your threats! We are not children in a nursery. You
are a chieftain and I am the heir to one. Our two clans are
the greatest in Jukaran. Our transactions drive the course of
history. Do not shrink from that burden!” ,

The giant warrior sneered at Thulann. “Tell your student
he pushes too hard. I am liable to push back.” '

The Way Master narrowed her eye. “I have left this matter
to Venduss’s discretion. If that is his price, by the Black Duel
you must pay it. And I do not need to remind you of our
other agreement. When our business is concluded today,
you must stay out of his affairs. Which means, Warlord, that
you will not ‘push back.” ”

He spat a growl and quickly stood. The motion of his
huge body rocked Venduss back a step. Bahrok’s teeth
glinted. “By the crows of Garron, Venduss, the time will
come when you do not have the trickery of this old witch to
protect you! I hope you are just as bold that day. We shall see
what course history takes then.”

Venduss blinked slowly. “You did not answer my
demand.”

After a furious pause, Bahrok stormed to the door of his
pavilion. He wheeled around with an angry glare. “Clan
Varang will stand down for three weeks! You have that much
time to march on Akar. If Clan Kumar is not victorious by then,
Iam conquering the town myself. Is that clear?” He threw open
the tent flap. “Now get out of my home, you spitting viper!”

Venduss smiled grimly as he walked past the warlord. In
the words of an old farewell he uttered, “I leave this place
happier than when I came.” Then he vanished into the
falling dark.

Though it brought pain to her wounds, Thulann let out a
chuckle.
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- Bahrok growled, “You should have taught him restraint!”
~ “He follows your own example. Normally I would chas-
- tise him for it. At this moment, though, I could scarcely be
‘prouder.”
- “Enjoy this day, then, for when he becomes chieftain we
shall address these offenses again.” He glanced at the open
tent flap. “Now you leave my presence, as well, Way Master.
Your half-face churns my bile.”
. “lam sorry about your bile, Warlord, but I shall not leave.
You have much yet to tell me.”
- “Thave explained the Pact of Four. I met my obligation.”
~ “You have named the pact. You have not explained it. I want
- to know how you and your cohorts are perpetrating this
- scheme. Tell me about the muster of airships that will conve-
niently leave Akar undefended. And most of all, tell me about
Braun’s Needle. I have won the knowledge through honorable
ans, unlike yourself. I shall not depart from this chair until

Yo have explained everything I require of you.”

g on a post. “Ask your questions, then. I give you one
“hour of my time and no more. You seem to have forgotten
that there is an army outside that requires my attention, and

Bahrok showed her to the door. His demeanor was weary
but not resigned. His glance was grave. “Thulann, you
hould know something very important. This has not
changed anything between you and me. Our differences
have not been settled.”

- She tilted her head. “I never thought they would be,
Bahrok. It was not a miracle. It was only a Black Duel.”
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Venduss awaited her not far from the tent. He matched
her tired pace. “You are still limping, teacher.” :

“So I shall for the rest of my days, I expect. Healing
restores health, not youth. Time is a tireless enemy. Think
nothing more of it, Venduss. There are pressing matters that
demand our attention.”

He appeared reluctant to disregard her injury, but sighed -
and looked up. “Indeed. We have to get to Jamark quickly. I
hope my father is still there. The army has to move out
soon. Three weeks is scant time to crack open a shell like

“True, we must set those wheels in motion. But neither
can we tarry in Jamark. The port shelters a handful of New
Britannian ships. We must engage the fastest of them and ]
sail for Britain.”

“Britain! What business is there?”

“Just this: Blackthorn has dispatched a naval force to
destroy the New Britannian fleet. Braun’s Needle is at the
center of the attack. Bahrok confirms that the Pact of Four :
has a plan in motion to stop it, as Dhayin mentioned, but :
naturally I do not trust him. So we must go ourselves and do
what we can.”

Venduss pursed his lips. “The two of us, you mean? Fac-
ing Braun’s Needle? Your head must still be ringing from the
blows, teacher.” ‘

She sniffed. “Suckling, it is not wise to disparage your eld-
ers. The old are proven survivors. The young, by definition,
are not.” A twinge stung her calf. She leaned against her stu-
dent’s arm. “No, our goal is simply to make sure that the 1
Royal Senate knows of the danger. We shall leave it to the
senators’ discretion whether or not to engage our services as
warriors. Personally, after another sea voyage, I will prefer to
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ade my weapons for a cup of spring water and my armor
ra hot bath. I have a limited number of such opportunities
ft to me. I do not have the luxury of refusing them.”
lanky warrior rolled his eyes. “Now I know the duel
tled your skull. You are not decrepit, Thulann. You are
raftier than death. Mark my words, you shall outlive me.”
Brusquely she snapped, “Never say that to me again,
Now find me a ridgeback to sit on, or I shall sit on
our shoulders instead. This leg of mine aches like a block of
e. | mean to take out my frustration on a beast or a Juka,

Venduss rushed away into the bustle of the camp. Over
1e din she heard an echo of his laughter. His voice was that
f a proud, powerful man. Though she was saddened to lose
1e boy she had raised, he sounded so much like his father
1at she could not hide her smile.



CHAPTCR

10

O1d Bonds

loria scrambled through a jungle of

copper pipes. The interior of Braun’s Needle was a night-
mare world of steam and metal and endless scaffolds,
thrumming and huffing with the animation of vast machin-
ery. Huge gears and pulleys grumbled and clanked. Corri--
dors and catwalks blasted with sultry heat. Smoke turncd -‘
the air a bitter grey.

The red-braided minstrel was a dark streak amid the loud, -
mechanical chaos. To become less conspicuous she had
donned the sturdy leathers of a crewman, though she was
confident the Logosians would not catch her. The human
and Jukan workers on board were engaged in tasks so bru-
tally demanding that they paid no attention to the plentiful
shadows. Toria could have walked around in full view and
hardly a soul would have paid her notice. 3

One man took particular interest, however. Presently he
was a sleek spectre chasing her through the hissing, clanging
pipework. As she fled, Toria’s body quaked with terror. 1

For four days she had stalked Pikas of Enclave and Gryn-
holt of Yew inside this steam-gorged world. They were dis-
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guised as crewmen, as well, though they had a more difficult
time concealing themselves than she did. But Toria did not
underestimate the skills of Pikas. The assassin was as deft
with stealth as Thulann had been. Toria took particular care
0 avoid his detection.

breath in proper rhythm with the throb of the Needle’s
steam pumps. Pikas had heard her. A wound now burned in
her leg where he had thrown his dagger. The pain slowed
her down, though she was not sure she could have evaded
him even if she was unhurt.

. He was a dozen yards behind her and closing. She could
ear the deep rasping of his breath, the clank of his hands
and feet as he climbed through the tangled machinery.

- She dreaded this day, though she had planned for it.

f-,: A large chamber opened before her. A thousand rattling
pipes converged in the center, forming a central mass of
tions, venting tanks, gauges and valve wheels. Toria
onto an iron staircase that wound through the intri-
pipework. She reached for a particular lever, just as
s slithered into view. His face was twisted into a sadis-
ic leer.

~ Toria pulled the lever. A bolt of steam smashed over the
Juka, ejected from a nozzle beside him. The steam swal-
lowed him, its touch so hot that nearby metal began to
groan. He shrieked and fell backward.

- She had seen a Technocrat use the emergency vent while
the Needle was still moored at Crevasse. The jet would
probably continue for a minute or more. Crewmen would
not arrive before then. Crouched in the thicket of pipes,
‘Toria dared to watch for a few moments more.

- A shadow moved inside the searing cloud. Pikas roared
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with pain and stumbled forward. His kelp-hued flesh was
bloody and ragged. His eyes blazed with fury.

Toria bolted away.

She had wanted to slit his throat as he slept, but the
opportunity never presented itself. The assassin had been
too careful; either he or Grynholt was always alert. Revenge |
would have to come while Pikas was awake. She knew she
could lure him into a chase and away from the wizard, but
beyond that her plan was very limited. The steam nozzle
was the only trap she had been able to set under these condi-
tions. : :

But the trap did not kill him. Escape was her only option
now. She jumped down a ladder shaft. Years as a street
urchin in a pirate haven had taught her the importance of a
well-tested escape route. ‘

As she fled, her anger rose. Once again she had failed
Thulann. Her revenge was a travesty. The frustration joined
a tempest of self-chastisement that had grown every day
since the battle outside Crevasse. Sometimes her head ached
from it. _

She tugged on a red braid. The pain restored her concen-
tration.

Much of the lower levels of Braun’s Needle encompassed
cranes and storage space for munitions and supplies. In one
such cargo bay she crept between mountains of steel crates.
Ahead was a steam-powered winch, hoisting chains through
an opening in the floor. High winds whistled from below. A
few Jukan laborers were loading boxes onto a broad lift plat-
form. A black-hooded Technocrat supervised them.

Toria moaned. These workers blocked her exit from the
cargo bay. She knew that Pikas was mad enough to reveal
himself if he caught her here; he could simply kill these
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ogosians after he slew her. That meant she had only one
ourse open to her.

As the laborers converged around a hefty, steel crate, she
arted from the shadows and into a gap between boxes.
hey did not see her as she nestled into a cramped, hidden
space among the cargo.

A net was strapped over the hillock of large boxes. The
team engine chugged faster as the crane engaged, hoisting
e platform over the trap door and lowering it down. Wind
; acked Toria like a hand. She crawled to the edge of the
latform and surveyed the lofty vista.

~ Braun’s Needle had reached the mountainous coast of
ogosia. The titanic war machine hovered hundreds of feet
bove the green, furrowed sea. Its shadow was monstrous
ipon the white-flecked waves. The water itself was spotted
ith a small flotilla of Technocrat seacraft, while the space
ound the Needle teemed with hovering airships like verti-
al smudges in the sky.

The platform lowered toward the surface of the water.
nderneath it waited a slender, seafaring ship, plated with
petal and bristling with mechanical accoutrements. Toria
lessed it was a scout vessel, built for speed and quick com-
at. She withdrew into hiding as the cargo platform
humped onto the iron deck. Logosian sailors unfastened
1€ netting.

~ She made her break moments later. The crew did not
spot her. The scout ship was crowded with chains and
ears, providing her no shortage of concealment. When
he empty platform hoisted up once more, Toria remained
s a stowaway on a far less spacious and far less dangerous

Soon the ship’s steam engine coughed and spat. It wak-
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ened the windmill fans that propelled the craft. Slowly they

gained speed atop the low, nervous waves.

Great horns bellowed from the sky just as the scout ship
set off. The sailors clustered on deck and watched the Nee-
dle with excitement. Toria peeked out from her hiding place.
Her eyes widened.

Braun’s Needle was erupting to life. Every smokestack
vomited its full capacity. Furnaces roared inside.

Then streams of white energy danced up and down the
height of the central pillar, collecting at the summit into a
knot of bright light. The light burst open. Streaks of impos-
sible lightning radiated horizontally in every direction.

Toria saw flocks of clouds gathering around each shaft of
energy, as though drawn to it. Within minutes the Needle
was the hub of a great wheel whose spokes were made from
clouds. When the wheel began to turn, Toria understood
what she was seeing. She suddenly felt tiny and weak.

The clouds thickened and swirled, darkening as they did,
tumbling together into the beginnings of a gigantic storm.
Braun’s Needle was creating a hurricane around itself. The
scope was unfathomable. Toria had seen hurricanes before.
She guessed that this storm, when it matured, could
destroy half the fleet of New Britannia simply by
approaching within a mile of it, if the navy was caught
unprepared.

Toria had been on board the Needle, and perhaps could
have done something to stop it. But instead she ran away.
The thought made her grind her teeth.

A memory of Thulann waxed into her thoughts. If the
old Way Master were alive at this moment, she would com-
fort Toria by reminding her that these events were greater
than a single person. Thulann could find solace in being
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verless. But as the scout ship built speed Toria could only
e her own impotence, while Braun’s Needle and the
nan who murdered Thulann vanished behind a wall of roil-
g, screaming winds. Then the waves from the storm
hed the vessel forward. Toria crawled back into the dark-
s and watched no more.

- Turlogan’s hand was warm in Thulann’s grip. Above all
 others, that sensation meant happiness to her. Not even the
foul weather mustering in the south could darken such a
‘moment of contentment.

She walked with the Shirron through the bustle of
ark. The large seaside town currently housed much of
army of Clan Kumar. The granite buildings and flag-
stone avenues were noisy with preparation. Wagons and
ridgebacks were loaded with supplies. Soldiers readied to

~ Thulann felt at ease while Turlogan spoke. “I calculate
five days for the advance troops to reach Akar. Then we shall
see if this fabled airship muster actually leaves the town vul-
_ erable. If so, the bulk of our forces will arrive two days
later. Without airships, Akar will not stand against us for
than three or four days.”

- She nodded. “Beware of Warlord Bahrok, though. He will
try to gain some benefit out of this. Make sure to leave
enough forces in Jamark to meet any action he might take
here. I would not be surprised if he tried to occupy the

‘. The tall Juka chuckled. “Thank you, my dear. I believe I
have that situation in hand. I welcome any attempt on his
part to take advantage of me. My patience with him has
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“That is a shred of reassurance, at least.” Thulann sighed
and stroked her thumb over his palm. Her gaze drifted
toward the ocean. "And what of this damaged old woman?
Have you had your fill of me, as well?”

“Great Mother, what makes you say that?”

She smirked, though it was cursory. “You gaze at my face
with only half as much longing now.”

“What is this? You think my feelings are dictated by the
number of eyes you have?” With a swift motion he lifted her
in his powerful arms, as he might hold a child above him. “T
shall pluck one of-the moons from the sky! Nature does not
dare seek to outshine your beauty.”

Thulann grunted and wrinkled her brow. “Please, love,
my injuries.”

He laughed and set her down. “My apologies. But you
must never doubt me, Thulann. The day I stop adoring you
is the day I am ashes.”

She stared beyond the outskirts of town, to the rocky
shoreline. “Or perhaps the day that I am.”

A figure stood near the waterline, gazing northwest
across the gruff sea. Venduss wore the white, ceremonial
robe of a Follower of the Way. He did not acknowledge
them as they neared.

Turlogan gave her hand a squeeze and murmured, “Ven-
duss will never stop loving you, either. You are the world to

The ocean breeze shoved her with cold hands. Deeply she
inhaled the salt-tinged mist. “Yet sometimes we must move
on to different worlds.”

The Shirron nodded. “You have taught him well, but to be
a chieftain he must be an officer. It is my time to teach him,
NOw.
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" He wrapped his arm over her shoulder. Thulann enjoyed
‘the old soldier’s warmth as she listened to Venduss. The
joung warrior was announcing poor Toria to the Blessed
IIs of Honor:

:wWhileIamgoinghome.

- The Way Master closed her single eye and indulged a
bleak melancholy. Her thoughts soared away, nor did she
fight them. She had no fear. Turlogan’s warm hand was
‘anchor enough. She realized now, on this rocky edge of the
world, that it had always been enough.

"Ajukan sailor jammed his knife at Toria. She twirled
- nd his blow and kicked. The weapon flew from his

n's abdomen. He dropped into the bilge water at her feet.

~ In the blackness of a cloudy midnight, the Technocrat
. scout ship rocked with bloody pandemonium. Another ves-
el was attacking. Toria had not yet seen the intruders or
eir ship, but the Logosian sailors were so frightened that
they sought out the same hiding places that had sheltered
her for three days. When they discovered her, Toria was not

Morc Logosxans clambered into the cargo bay that had

ved as her home. Toria decided to take her chances on
She reached open air with halfhearted resistance.
'hat she found made her heart soar.
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A tall barquentine of New Britannian design had clamped
its hooks alongside. Golden torches lit the ship like a festival.
A mob of rowdy warriors flooded aboard the scout vessel.
Toria could never mistake the countenance or demeanor of
pirates from Buccaneer’s Den.

The night air flashed when the Logosians employed
scourges and flame belchers. The pirates responded with
glittering magic from a small group of spellcasters. In skill
and in numbers, the buccaneers overmatched their prey.
This battle would end quickly.

Toria knelt in the gloom and calculated where she might
stow aboard the tall ship. Just the smell of its tarry wood
brought her a thrill. Then a noise startled her. Something
was growling, not three feet away. At her side she discovered
a short, tawny dog, its ears flattened and its teeth bared.

A tingle shot through her. In a whisper she said, “Kiye?”

The canine perked its ears. She scratched the coyote’s
head and let a smile overwhelm her.

In minutes the melee was over. As the New Britannian
troops herded the Logosians into the scout ship’s hold, Toria
stepped into the torch light and leaned against an ironclad
mast. Crossing her arms she started a loud chant:

Now pull, bully boys, and I'll tell you a fable

"Bout Ramshackle Jack and a lassie named Mabel!
He loved her the most though he liked her the least,
But he never had nothin’ on Bawdewyn the Beast!

Without hesitation the pirates joined in:

So hey-holly-hoy-o, now pull, bully boy-os!
"Twas never another like Bawdewyn the Beast!
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- They gathered around the strange Logosian girl with
size work clothes, fiery red braids and pale features
~masked by soot. She recognized many of them, but said
‘ othing more until the tallest appeared.
~ The captain wore an overwide hat that shaded his dark,
:m;:; d face. He barked commands to his distracted men as
he pushed through them. When he met eyes with Toria, his
‘mouth flopped open.
. She giggled. “Who told you there was anything valuable
) ) thls Ship, hey?”
. Captain Bawdewyn bared a rampant grin. “They say the
sea hides untold treasures and here’s the proof of it, lads! Is
really Tiny Tori standing before me? By the lost shrines,
think it must be, or else someone put liquor in my grog!”
. The minstrel wrinkled her nose. “You drink grog now,
Bawdewyn? Privateering has beggared you! You had better
aste when you were a pirate. Sink this iron tub, then, and I'll
on board. Maybe the pirosohmoi will offer me some-
~ He lunged forward and wrapped her in a sturdy embrace.
- “Get your little stern down to my cabin, sweet filly! I'll cook
you a bath and get you some decent clothes. You can’t
parade around looking like a greasy Technocrat. It ain’t
‘becoming.” He released her from his long arms and patted
er dirty cheek. “Then you've got some tales to tell me,

. She blew out a long, heavy breath. The sensation of

unburdening was almost cathartic. “Don’t even bother to
uess. My tales will numb your bones and put a stiff wind in

your sails.”

. “It’s the times we live in, lass. Now onto the Menagerie

‘with you! There’s nothing left but swabwork here.”

4
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The feel of Vesper wood rolling under her feet gave Toria
more joy than she could have imagined. As she stepped
below the main deck, she heard Bawdewyn singing to his
men: 2

Now pull, bully boys, and I'll tell you a story

"Bout the wee little minstrel they call Tiny Tori!
Though her shape was a nibble, her mouth was a feast!
But she never had nothin’ on Bawdewyn the Beast!

So hey-holly-hoy-o, now pull, bully boy-os!

"Twas never another like Bawdewyn the Beast!

An hour later they had plundered the scout ship and set it
adrift. Toria bathed and donned an exquisite dress of green -
velvet brocade. The gown was made for a much taller
woman, but the minstrel did not protest. The feel was luxu-
rious. As a pirate, Bawdewyn had only plied the most dis-
criminating clientele. 1

They sat in his cabin shanng spiced rum. The ocelot Annis
lolled in her lap, rumbling at her touch. The privateer’s clove
incense smelled like home. '

Bawdewyn’s face was anything but peaceful, however.
“Let me make sure I understand what you’re saying. That
hurricane blowing up from the south is a weapon? A
machine?” A

“If you don’t believe me, sail through to the eye and tell
me what you find. But bring along a change of trousers if
you do.”

He set down his cup. “So it’s finally happened. Blackthorn
drew his sword.” 2
“It’s five hundred feet long and pointed at Britain. That’s
why we have to hurry and tell the Royal Senate.” 3
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I could outrun that storm with half a crew; but we’ll fly
sail on this journey. There ain’t much time for the Senate
prepare for the attack. I'd better get topside, roust those
$. They'll be fat and lazy after tonight’s milk run.” He
ood and splashed her mug with a refill. “You drink up,
w. It’ll help you sleep. I'll stay in the mate’s quarters if you
d me for anything.”

“Bawdewyn? Thanks. You were always a gentleman.”

He shook his head. “I ain’t half as polite as those Juka of
urs. After two years in their company you must think 'm
“Nah. I never did fit in there.” She shook her head and
thed. “I never should have gone with them.”

Amid the sumptuous textures of fur blankets and the
armth of Annis in her arms, Toria faded quickly. A curious
ought followed into her dreams. She hoped that Pikas and
.-;" holt would succeed in sinking Braun’s Needle. In some
defensible way it might justify the murder of Venduss and

 Then sleep overcame her with a clove-scented kiss.

The stone docks of Jamark busied with a strange, nervous
jet. The morning sky was blackening as a hurricane
proached. Both Jukan and New Britannian ships moved
ay from the wharf, preparing to weather the storm in the
arbor, a safe distance from the rocks of the shore.

‘But the Britannian clipper on which Thulann stood was
idy to embark on a longer trip. The Way Master balanced
a the pitching deck. She held the hands of two men whose
es comprised her only joy.

tingly, she bade them farewell.

‘Turlogan smiled. “Stop worrying. This is the fastest
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ship in Jukaran. You will arrive in Britain with plenty of
time. Give my regards to Regent Salvatore when you see
She nodded. “I shall. And you, Shirron, must vow not to
grant this young suckling a moment’s respite. He was too
often distracted while I taught him the Way. Now that he
must be an officer, there is far more at stake than an old
woman'’s wrath.”
Venduss blinked at the mist in his eyes. “Teacher, I wish—"
With three fingers she popped the underside of his chin.
“None of that. Listen to your father, and watch him, and
you will learn how to become a leader of men.” ._
The young warrior swallowed. “I will make you proud,
Thulann.”
“Just look in a mirror, child. My pride is chiseled into your
body and your face. It is the sun that shines from your eyes.
You are my worthiest victory.”
Venduss knelt and squeezed her hand, then let go and
turned away. He walked down the gangplank with his face
averted.
Turlogan took both of her hands and pressed them {
between his own. His eyes twinkled with irony. From the
look she knew his exact thought: Bad poetry. She giggled.
Then he kissed her and departed, without another word.
It was precisely what she needed. :
The clipper opened sail and hastened northward. She
leaned on a new walking staff, which was clapped in steel,
and observed the coast of Jukaran as it shrank away. Her
body complained of the tossing waves and the chilly, oncom-
ing storm. But though her many old wounds smarted, age
did not concern her. She did not feel decrepit. Rather she felt
something unexpected: a deep sense of completion.
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The sensation was foreign to her, hollow and empty. She
no pleasure in it.

After several hours a cry rose among the sailors. Another
ip had been spotted. The human captain sought out Thu-
- “It’s the Menagerie, mistress, a privateer warship. She
ks half-laden. Normally I would flag her down, but priva-
ers can be a rough-edged lot. I leave it to your judgment.”
‘The Way Master grimaced. She recognized the vessel that
ontenegro had once used to spirit away a Technocrat spy.
iil on. Our mission is urgent. There is nothing on board
at ship to warrant a distraction.”

‘Thulann put the incident out of her mind. The Menagerie
yindled behind them, a dark spot outracing the vast, grey
lk of the looming hurricane.

o
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1

DownfFall

lhrough the trees the sky purpled,
blackening the dusky forest. Evening birds took flight a
the snap of a whip. An open-top carriage rattled away
behind a team of horses, leaving two figures on the porch
of Montenegro’s manor house. Golden light from the
open doorway threw their shadows long across the front
Raveka waved to the departing guests. Her taffeta dress
rustled gently. “It’s a shame they have to leave so early.”
Montenegro shrugged. “The orcs come out at sunset. Per-
haps we should have invited them to dinner as well, eh?
Their manners are probably better than half those council-
men.” He nudged her toward the door. “The true pity is that -
your performance was cut short. Another hour and they
would have elected you to the Royal Senate.” ‘
She laughed. “It wasn’t a performance. I had a wonderful
time. Beza rhem.” ‘
“You are disarmingly elegant. You shall be more than
ready for Lord Gideon'’s visit. If his lordship tells the Britain
socialites about you, I daresay some invitations are liable to
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ot sure what beza rhem actually means. Pray enlighten an
‘ignorant soldier.”

- “It’s part of the syntax of a geometric proof. Beza rhem
slates as, ‘It shall be continued.” When a proof must be
ed, we use beza them as an assurance that more verses
I be forthcoming.”

“Ah, I see. I always took it to mean that you would visit

- She grinned. “Raveka beza rhem.”

- “And what do you say when a proof is finished?”

- “Beza ilthem.”

. Montenegro spread out his hands. “Aria beza ilthem.

Almost. When we go to the city you'll need to commission

new clothes. I've never cared for the garish fashions of
Britain, but I'll be damned if my lady will not outshine all

those preening pigeons who strut through the court.”

Raveka laid a palm on his chest. “I require no special

plumage. I prefer to understate myself, as you do.”

- “But you’'ll need some way to distinguish yourself from
our old Riona identity. Someone in Britain might recognize

- “Riona and Aria travel very different circles. Riona spent
jer time with courtesans and Jukan warriors. As Aria I shall
onfine myself to courts and parlors. If 1 happen to
mcounter someone who'’s met Riona, I have techniques to
eflect suspicion. Acting is most of what I do, after all.” She
wrinkled her nose with mock disdain. “Besides, the Lady
Aria you've described to me would never dress extravagantly.
s not her idiom. Really Gabriel, you must become
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acquainted with the subtleties of disguise. Consistency dic-i
tates success.” 5

He shrugged as he closed the front doors. “My mind is
not filled with slots and compartments like yours. I work by
instinct and training. Life is much simpler that way.” i

He paused. Hoofbeats echoed outside. He opened the
door to see a light jogging up the road, as though carried on
horseback. The color was unearthly blue.

“We have another visitor. A spellcaster, it looks like. Per-
haps that’s the scroll coming home at last.” Two riders
approached the house. As they passed into the light of the
windows Monténegro said, “It’s Fairfax and Jatha both. I was
beginning to think they wouldn’t make it in time. I'll feel
better with the schematic in my own hands again.” He
glanced at her. “You're not going to kill me and take it, are
you? I would hate to end a wonderful evening on a sour
note.”

She shook her head. “I'll let you live, if you stay true to
me. It is a harsher sentence than death for such a hated
enemy.” :

He smirked. “Well, it’s time to put your acting skills to the
test. These two were admirers of Riona. If they recognize -
you, we’ll have to rethink your entry into Britain society.”

The dark-haired Raveka narrowed her eyes. “They will
not recognize me.”

Fairfax nearly ran Montenegro down as they converged
on the drive. The ranger sprang from his horse and clutched
the knight’s arms. “Quickly, man! It is most grievously
urgent that you tell me if you know anything!”

The knight raised an eyebrow. “About what?”

Fairfax clawed the air. “Shavade of Arjun, of course! By all
the stars, what else am I capable of thinking about? In the
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pace of more than a week I have not enjoyed a single restful
ight. Not one! My eyes burn red and dry, yet when I close
em [ am haunted by the memory of her miraculous
eauty. She is a hex upon me! I shall die of wanting! Can you
ee how haggard my face has become?”
“I see that you've stopped shaving.”
~ “That part is intentional. I may not be a Meer, but I can
row my fur, can I not? Jatha disapproves. He calls me a yeti
ub. But I must take some action, however trifling, toward
he goal of wooing my silken-coated angel, lest my heart
reak open like a goblin’s tender skull’” He raked fingers
arough his wind-knotted hair. “Even this business of inva-
jon is only a trivial annoyance. My world has contracted to
the dimensions of a single girl. I am trapped in the hollow of
ler absence!”
- Montenegro lifted a finger to silence the dusty traveler.
Did you just say ‘invasion?”’
atha approached, panting as wearily as the horses. Like
 companion, the Meer was battered by the hard ride.
Fairfax is so mad with longing that he’s forgotten our task
here. The city is in a panic, my friend! Blackthorn has
deployed an attack force that’s sailing for Britain as we speak!
may arrive in as little as a few days. We're on our way to
jotify the ranger brigade on the other side of Cove. I
thought you might want to hear the news yourself, as you
fave some interest in fighting the Logosians.”
‘Are you sure about this? Where did the information
ome from? Scrying?”
~ “No, the seers know nothing. I was with Mistress Aurora
when the word came, three days ago. General Nathaniel
earned of it through his own spies.”
- The knight grumbled. "And his sources are damnably
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credible, as you well know. By the Virtues, I should have
been told sooner!” _

“We could not have ridden any faster if we shoed our
horses with lightning.” ‘

Taffeta whispered behind Montenegro. Slender fingers
wrapped around his arm. “Gabriel, is something wrong?
From the tone of your voice I might think there was another
Cataclysm.”

The knight subdued his rising irritation. He almost
shrugged off Raveka’s touch, but patted her hand instead.
“Yes, my dear, there is a great deal wrong. We can discuss it
later. Jatha, Fairfax, let me introduce Lady Aria of Coven-
tine, a distant cousin of mine. She is . . . staying here with
me.”
The Meer flattened his ears as he bowed. “It is a thousand-
fold pleasure to meet you, my lady. My name is Jatha of Ish-
pur and this is my cohort, Fairfax the Ranger. Montenegro :
has mentioned you in the past, though quite selfishly he
never disclosed Your Ladyship’s resplendent beauty! Yet you
are no lady. You must be a queen in hiding, for I'm certain I
have seen such radiance before, painted by an antique brush
or sculpted in marble at the hands of an ancient master. Your
Majesty flatters me with such an exalted smile!”

Montenegro gave her a glance, but Raveka would not
compromise the ruse. She blushed. “I am queen of nothing,
I'm afraid. If it weren’t for Gabriel inviting me here I would
never have seen our own kingdom, much less another.”

Jatha chuckled. “And here I stand with half the dirt from
Britain to Cove strewn across my clothes. What a shabby
welcome I offer you! Please forgive my abominable appear-
ance and even more so, that of my distractible companion.”
He punched the ranger in the arm. “Fairfax! Be a gentleman
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",‘. oduce yourself to her ladyship, or I'll feed you to the
: wolves for breakfast.”
he blond warrior presented half a bow. “I am honored,
‘lady. Please accept my apologies if I am quiet and woe-
one. I am a wan ghost of myself, a tattered shroud
} osing a famished heart.”
fontenegro grunted. “Enough of this! Aria, please go
ck inside. I shall follow you in a moment.”
She pinched her brow. “Will our road-weary guests not be
jing?”
“Idoubt it. They've got important business to attend. Go
:-now, my dear. You have nothing to offer this conversa-
on, except privacy.” He urged her toward the house.
Raveka flashed him a glimpse of a scowl, but complied.
‘When the front doors closed, Montenegro grew more
imated. “What is the nature of the attack? What response
taking?”
explained, “The Logosian armada is both naval and
itborne. General Nathaniel says it’s a strike force designed
) cripple the New Britannian fleet. He intends to stop them
e they reach the capital. Admiral Duarte has ordered
very warship to ready sails. Of course the House of the
3tiffin has been formulating spells for the war, but this has
ken them by surprise. I do not know how prepared they
- “Valor and Sacrifice must serve us now. I'll leave for
ritain at once. Did you bring my scroll?”
e wizard pulled a tube from his saddlebag and handed
it to the knight. “Mistress Aurora made her own copy for
further study, so you may offer this one to Lord Gideon.
Though I daresay the present emergency dampens your
plans for a dinner party.”
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“I'll seek out Gideon in the city. If the war has begun, ther
I can’t delay my command any longer. Did you learn any
thing from the diagram?” 4
Jatha frowned. His neck fur bristled. “Mistress Aurora
cracked the enigma. That device makes storms. Enormous
ones. It conjures them like a giant, iron sorcerer. By my
ancestors, Blackthorn’s corruption of alchemy is pro-
found! If that machine is ever built, it would be an heroic
affront to the disciplines of sorcery. It’s repellent to even
consider raising such energies and then placing them
inside that cold, clockwork shell! Blackthorn is a con-
tempu'ble madman. No outrage is beneath his pursuit of
power.” :
A strong wind buffeted the trio. The forest rasped in a
lion whispers. The knight’s frown hardened. “I believe thai ;
now, my friend. Will you come inside and rest?” 1
The ranger Fairfax sighed. “We cannot. We must make
Cove before the inn closes, to spread the black tidings. The
road ahead of us is difficult, and yet not enough so to weary.
the dragon in my soul. I beg you, Montenegro, have you
heard anything of Shavade? Is there some way for you to
contact her?”
Montenegro’s eyes narrowed. “No, but I can offer you
hope. When your mission is complete, meet me in Britain.
have a suspicion she will try to reach me very soon. Braun’s
Needle must be part of the Logosian armada, which would |
explain why she and Rictor want this scroll so urgently. Well, -
their goal may be a worthy one, but I swear by my grandfa-
ther’s bones I will die before I give them this schematic. Dis-
honor plagues me like an insect and it is past time that I
swatted it!” ]
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e front door slammed closed. In the ornate foyer,
a cocked her head to one side. “I told you they would

» ontenegro glowered at her. “Blackthorn is attacking.” -
“Iheard. I only pretended not to.”
“But you knew. All along you knew that this attack was

She glanced away, for only an instant. “Yes, I did.”

- He felt his heat rising. “Was that one of the goals of your
lission? To distract me until the armada arrives?”

o! Gabriel, I'm here because I want to stay with you.”
“Indeed? You care for me, do you? Then how could you
de something like this from me?” He shoved past her and
jounted the white staircase.

- She called after him, “I wanted to keep you from danger.”
“‘An honest battlefield would be paradise right now! We
uld have had a week’s more preparation to defend our-
ves. Thanks to your deceit, we barely have time to gather
ur ships! How do you justify that kind of betrayal?”
“Because it was the right thing for me to do.”

“The right thing?” He whirled and looked back at her. She
emed tiny at the foot of the stairs. “Blackthorn wants to
ik our fleet. Whose purpose does that serve except his
g? Whose purpose do you serve, Raveka?”

“Do you think it was an easy decision? I don’t want the
ir to come to Britannia. I don’t want the war at all! I've
en working against it all these years, if you haven’t been

“lam unmoved by your sacrifice.”

“You're a soldier! You know the appalling choices we have
make. Look, without those ships, the Royal Senate can’t
Juka Clans. That means Garron cannot conquer
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Logos. Gabriel, do you know how Warlord Bahrok treats
captives when he conquers a town? Like apprehended crimi
nals. I'm talking about families. Children. They would rathet
flee to the desert than face his custody. He has terrorize
them for over a year. Those are my people!”
He growled, “Not anymore. You told me you weren
going back.” '
She climbed after him. “And I shall keep that promise. By
I cannot forget them. What would you do in my position?”
“I would never forsake New Britannia. I am a knight ¢
the Silver Serpent.”
Her brown eyes searched his gaze. “And I am a Mathe:
matician. But I gave it up for you.” ;
“Then that is the difference between us.”
His glare was as sharp as steel.
A powerful breeze moaned outside. Raveka herself
seemed jostled by it. ‘
In the bedchamber he collected his traveling clothes.
made no acknowledgment when her slender shape filled the
doorway. b
Her voice sounded controlled. “What action will you
take?” ;
“I'm going to Britain to defend my homeland. I'm a sol
dier, if you recall.” 4
“This war will not drive us apart. I will not leave your:
side.” i
“Of course you won't.” He snatched a hooded cloak from
her wardrobe and flung it at her feet. “Get your flying
machine ready. It’s the fastest way to the city. One less day
on the road could save a hundred lives.” :
“So you still trust me, despite everything.” 3
Something churned in his breast. He paused, waiting for
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 the feeling to diminish. When it did not, he let out a grum-
ble. “Don’t mock me, damn you! You're fortunate I don’t
. run you through. Now go prepare the machine!”

. “Give me half an hour. I will bring it to the balcony.” She
sped her hands together and peered over them. “I am
devoted to you, Gabriel.”

- The words stabbed like a knife. He squeezed his eyes shut.
“Then do something for me.”

- “Ipromise.”

~ “Teach me to drive that carriole. If I can ride Humbolt I
can master that machine. From now on I intend to hold the
reins instead of the damnable bit!”

the night they soared hundreds of feet above the water, trac-
ing the jagged coastline. In the beginning, Montenegro did
not trust the flying machine. An hour’s passage acquainted
him with its disposition. To his surprise the carriole’s opera-
tion was relatively simple in the open air. As dawn
approached his growing confidence allowed for greater
speeds. The sensation of flight was transcendent.
- Raveka spoke very little. She embraced him from behind.
Her perch was quite stable without holding on, yet never for

moment did she let go. From that gesture he took a pecu-
r comfort. Streaking among the clouds Montenegro could
Imost imagine that they were very different people, with no
Aj. rriers between them. Fantasy was not one of his vices, yet
e understood how Raveka indulged them. The freedom of
he sky conjured dreams unbidden.
' He resisted the urge to reverie.

‘When daylight came they veered inland, letting the forest
anopy hide their passage. Every hour lashed their wind-
lown bodies and strained their tired muscles. The following
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nightfall greeted them with the glow of the city’s warm
lights.

Near Britain he relinquished the carriole to Raveka. She
landed the machine and concealed it in the thick woods. -
Afterward she commented, “The levitant is three-quarters
spent. Unless you are hiding a supply somewhere, in a
month this machine will be very exquisite scrap metal.”

He struggled to waken his heavy limbs. An errant pain
caused him to wince. His eyes were swollen from the cruelty
of the wind. “It is just as well. Flying is intoxicating but I still
prefer a horse. They may be slower and more willful thana
carriole, but I like a mount to wear out before I do. Now let’s
keep moving. We’ll reach my townhouse in less than two
hours. That will give us plenty of time to bathe and rest
before we pay Lord Gideon a visit.”

“We? You want Lady Aria to join you?” .

He regarded her with a heavy look. “I have no choice. I
don’t want you out of my sight. You may take that in what-
ever sense gives you the most pleasure, because I am too
tired to argue about it.” -

They leaned on one another and trudged toward the
sparkling lights of Britain. The wind still roared in Montene-
gro’s ears. He resigned himself to its presence. :

Late the next morning the sky mellowed with clouds.
Humidity glazed the cobbled streets of Britain, waking
familiar smells and sounds from the trees and mud and
buildings. Townsfolk hurried about their business before the
onset of rain. The air crackled with electric anticipation. ‘

Raveka held Montenegro’s arm as they stepped out of the
ebony carriage. She was playing Lady Aria as somewhat
meek, reasoning that the noblewoman would be intimidated
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by a visit to Lord Gideon. Nor did she truly have to pretend.
As they entered the spike-crowned gates to the lord’s town-
 house, she walked so closely to Montenegro that their hips
- bumped together.

- The knight acted just as eager to keep her near. He pinned
w er arm to his side. Over the last week they had established
n unabashed intimacy, rarely coming out of physical con-
ct; yet Raveka knew he was equally motivated by the fact
: -that she was carrying the schematic for Braun’s Needle in a
 hidden pocket of her skirt. Montenegro was taking no
chances with the bald man, nor with her.

- A butler welcomed them inside the lavish house. They
‘were led to a large sitting room with a fresco painted on the
g, depicting a radiant sunrise. Montenegro ignited a
smile as the two occupants of the parlor rose to greet them.
- "Aziz! Evanthe! By the lost shrines, I did not know you
ad already arrived! Why didn’t you send word to me?”

- He clasped the forearms of the two knights. The pair
looked strong and alert. Aziz was an olive-skinned man, well
scled in his simple tunic and hosen. Evanthe kept her
sandy hair short and wore a utilitarian dress over long, ath-
etic limbs. Each of the warriors dangled a blade at the hip.

- Raveka did not like the hesitation in their eyes. Both of
1em avoided her glance. Something was very wrong.

- She considered the bolt-thrower strapped to her thigh.

; ;Evanthe tried to smile. “You're looking contented, Mon-
:.‘ Zi added, “Sorry for the surprise. We wanted to see the
hock on your face.”

‘Both of them had a somber demeanor. Montenegro fur-
owed his brow and chuckled. “Come now, Bahrok and
karan are long behind us. Home is no place to bring such
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dour faces. This time we’ll meet Blackthorn with all of New
Britannia behind us!” ;

Another voice boomed, “I'm afraid it isn’t that easy. There
are some matters to settle first.” From an open door
emerged an oak of a man, with a bull neck and large hands. '
His doublet was wrought in satin and velvet, while gold
adorned his fingers. Lord Gideon was neither old nor young,
but possessed an ageless dignity that demanded attention.
His strong, clean-shaven jaw thrust forward in a grimace.

Raveka had not expected him to be so strikingly hand-
some. :

Montenegro bowed at the waist. “Your Lordship, I appre-
ciate your receiving me today. Allow me to introduce my
cousin, Lady Aria of Coventine.”

The nobleman’s jewelry flashed as he bowed. “What a
delightful surprise to meet you, my lady. I thought Sir
Gabriel was coming alone.” 3

She curtsied with a demure smile. “My cousin shows me
around so much that I feel like a shiny, new sword.” When
Lord Gideon met her gaze she did not allow him to turn
away. In his expression she detected sad anxiety. He was not
comfortable looking into her eyes, though not once did he
flinch. !
Montenegro continued, “Aria, this is Lord Gideon, head ;.
of the House of the Lion. He oversees all military affairs for
the government. And these two are my fellow conquerors of
Logosia, Sir Aziz and Dame Evanthe.”

Raveka worked her face into an innocent greeting as she
evaluated the situation. Aziz and Evanthe feigned calm.
Their spacing, however, was tactical in nature. Gideon was
likewise prepared for physical action. They expected trouble.

Montenegro recognized the situation, as well. Raveka felt

Lo mns, aladiloled
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is body stiffen. To Lord Gideon he said, “Well, Your Lord-
ip, what matters must we settle? They must be grave
indeed to warrant this cold reception.”

 Gideon grumbled a sigh. “They are. Perhaps Lady Aria
1ad best wait in the next room while we discuss our busi-
ss. My lady, I shall send a servant to bring you tea.”

- She wrinkled her nose and held Montenegro’s arm. “I do
ot mind. I'll stay, please.”

Joser. “Aria is not as fragile as she looks, my lord. What is
his about?”

- “Very well. My lady, I apologize for placing you in this
incomfortable situation, but time is short. Sir Gabriel, of
late | have been engaged in a disheartening conversation
vith General Nathaniel. He has informed me of your recent

- Raveka felt Montenegro squeeze his fist. “What actions
uld those be, Your Lordship?”

- “You know very well what I'm talking about! There is an

mportant diagram, is there not, a Technocrat document
t you have been concealing from us?”

- Gabriel’s eyes mashed shut. “I have concealed nothing,

Your Lordship. It was my intention to present it to you per-

onally, as a gift.”

“A gift? For what purpose? Nathaniel tells me it’s to garner

my favor so I'll give you a command again. Is that true?”

- Montenegro sighed, “Yes, my lord. The scroll—”

- “The scroll should have been in my hands the moment
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you set foot on Britannian soil! Blackthorn’s armada is :
halfway to our doorstep and you’re hoarding intelligence as
political coinage? That is not like you, Sir Gabriel. Did your
time with the Juka rearrange your priorities?” .
“Your Lordship, listen to me! I only just learned that the
Logosian fleet is on its way. I came here immediately. You
know I would never jeopardize our security! My record asa
defender of New Britannia is sound.” :
The lord grunted. “But not unblemished. The black
marks you put there two years ago have not been forgotten.
And General Nathaniel alleges that your transgressions are
increasing. He claims that his agents requested the docu-
ment from you and that you not only refused to surrenderit, -
but that you drew steel on them. Again I ask, is this a true
account?”
“Those are the facts,” muttered the knight, “but not the
entirety of them.” His face and his tone became icy. “In my
defense, Your Lordship, I have a tale to relate that shall place
these events in their proper context. General Nathaniel’s
accusations release me from my vow of discretion. WhenI
returned to Britain weeks ago, my first action was to seek
out the general. I intended to hand over to him the spoils of
my Logosian victories, including the diagram you mention. 1
But when I visited his estate, I learned something that made
me reconsider the wisdom of it.” ‘
Lord Gideon cast a glance at Aziz and Evanthe. Raveka
imagined that they anticipated Montenegro’s words. “Go
on,” said the nobleman. R
The room stilled as Gabriel explained about the Pact of
Four. Raveka was startled to learn of the existence of the
secret alliance against Logos, and especially the participation -
of a high-ranking Technocrat. But when Montenegro
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amed the bald man, the Logosian poisoner who served as
e Pact’s agent, a chill assaulted her bones. She had heard of
other Rictor of Logos. He belonged to the Order of Theo-
ists. His recipes for poison knew no equal. Pikas of Enclave
d been his frequent customer. He was a disciple of Lector
artorius and infamous for his cruel efficiency.

" Montenegro was correct to be worried when Rictor ap-
eared in Cove. The poisoner trusted no one and his enemies
arely grew old. Raveka had no wish to meet him in person.
- She was very interested, however, in the mysterious Tech-
nocrat member of the Pact of Four. His treachery explained
Warlord Bahrok’s unusual victories in Logosia. By Raveka’s
uick calculations, if this unidentified traitor was removed,
Logos would have no cause to fear the Juka Clans. Lector
Gaff could make tremendous use of this information. But
10, she reminded herself, that leg of her life’s journey was
nded. She and Logos had rejected one another. There
would be no return trip.

- She caught herself chanting in her thoughts, to calm the
ontenegro continued, “And that, Lord Gideon, is why I
believe that General Nathaniel wants to use the war to over-
take your position in the House of the Lion. The true nature
of the Pact of Four is revealed by the motives of its mem-
bers and the behavior of its agents. The Pact does not serve
Britain or the Virtues. It is a sinister, selfish enterprise.”

. The nobleman’s hands rested on his belt. His knuckles
brushed the hilt of his longsword. His stare was as hard and
black as onyx. “Thank you for delivering that tale, Sir
Gabriel. Allow me to pay for it with some advice. Intrigue is
1ot in your nature. Don't try to employ it when you deal
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Gabriel’s eyes flashed. “Do you accuse me of lying, Lord
Gideon?” f

“Your facts are true enough, but you shine a wicked light -
upon them. Nathaniel warned me that you would cast him
as the perpetrator of some insidious plot. But let us take
away your unflattering interpretation and look at the facts.
The general coordinates with the Juka against the
Logosians. He employs Meer and Technocrat spies. He
restricts knowledge of this arrangement to those few who
must act upon it. Nathaniel himself freely told me the same |
information just this morning, because he knew you would -
come. Now, Sir Gabriel, can you explain to me why I should |
be concerned? Which of these facts constitutes evidence of
treachery?” 3

“It is the spirit behind the Pact that is evil. They are
exploiting the war for selfish goals. Greed, Pride—the Pact
of Four serves the Anti-Virtues. And victory without Virtue
is false. Your Lordship knows that.” :

Gideon bared his teeth. “Do not lecture me about the
Virtues! You have no right to do so. Sir Gabriel, I used to
believe Lord Valente’s praise of you. I thought you truly |
wanted to honor your grandfather’s name. I might even
have investigated these accusations against General
Nathaniel, fantastic though they are. However, I receiveda
certain letter just a few days after our last meeting.” From
his pocket he withdrew a fold of brown parchment. He
pointed it at Montenegro. “Do you recognize this?” 4

The knight creased his brow. “It’s Jukan parchment. A
message from Garron?”

“Precisely! And do you know what it says? That you are
a traitor. That as you departed Jukaran, you interfered
with the apprehension of a Technocrat spy. That because
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of your assistance, this spy escaped with extremely damag-
A“ g information. That you acted with full knowledge of
whom you were aiding. Do you know who wrote this
-

~ Raveka tightened her grip around Montenegro’s elbow,
but he did not react to her. His every muscle seemed
dlenched. Through gritted teeth he answered, “Thulann of

w that I met Thulann when she visited us two years ago?
That I participated in her negotiations with Regent Salva-
fore? In my estimation you will find no more honorable per-
on, human or Jukan, anywhere in this world. If she points
these charges at you, then [ believe her. But I want you to tell
me your side of the story. Do you deny these accusations, Sir
Gabriel?”

ontenegro’s eyes seethed hot. “Your Lordship, with all
, I've had enough of this damned piece of theater.
Plainly you're not here to listen to what I have to say. Please
e your point.”

.~ Lord Gideon narrowed his eyes, then slammed the fold of
archment on a side table. “Very well! My point is this: You
ire an arrogant, deceitful hypocrite and far worse, a traitor
tho may well be responsible for the biggest tragedy in New
Britannia since the Cataclysm itself! You look shocked? Lis-
en to the evidence. It’s my belief that the spy whom you
sisted returned to Logos with information about our
mpending invasion of Logosia. Furthermore, this informa-
on prompted Blackthorn to launch his armada against us.
urthermore, your concealment of that scroll might well
ave hindered the defense of our shores, were it not for the
ood fortune that the House of the Griffin obtained its own
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copy. The sum of these circumstances leads me to one con-
clusion. Every death caused by the Logosian armada puts
more blood on your hands. It is truly that simple.” The
nobleman’s face purpled. “In the name of Justice and Hon-
esty! Did Blackthorn hook you with marionette strings while
you were in Logosia? Have you become his clockwork slave?
Through what irresistible mechanism does he direct your
treachery?” 3
Raveka’s heart froze when Montenegro pulled his arm
out of her grasp. His palm flattened against her chest. “Get
away from me, Aria.” The room whirled as he shoved her
off. She stumbled against a paneled wall. 1
Lord Gideon barked, “Enough! Leave the lady be! Surren-
der yourself, Montenegro. There is a cell waiting for you 2 .;
the palace. Once we repel Blackthorn’s armada, the Senate
will rule on your guilt.” 3
Raveka tried to catch Montenegro’s glance, but he glow -
ered at the three knights before him. His knees bent and his
fingers spread. The black sword Starfell hung loosely ag inst
his left thigh. He answered simply, “No.”
She held up a hand. “Gabriel—"
“Don’t come near me.” 3
“Perhaps we can—" &
“Stay away, Aria!” 3
Sir Aziz spread open his arms. “This doesn't help any-
thing. Come on, Montenegro! We're your friends.” ]
“Would friends call me a traitor?” 3
Aziz shook his head. “Lord Gideon’s evidence is strong.
But Evanthe and I are here to make sure it goes well for you.
Montenegro, hand over your sword. I give you my word of -
honor, I'll attend to your case personally.” i
“I shall not be imprisoned. Rictor and Shavade would kill’
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me in my cell. I might as well slit my own throat and lie
own on General Nathaniel’s doorstep.”
- Gideon snapped, “This is not a negotiation! Surrender, sir.
fou will be safe in my custody.”
-~ “I don’t believe you. So I'm going to leave. Before you
and in my way, I advise you to consider that I've hardly
rawn Starfell since I left Jukaran. Sometimes it gets thirsty
fter so long at rest.”
‘Bvanthe sighed, “Please, Montenegro. Let’s settle this
. You know we can’t let you go.”
nodded. “I know.”
. Abruptly the room broke into a flurry. Gabriel’s hand
vept toward the hilt of his blade as Aziz and Evanthe dove
t him. They each seized an arm, preventing him from
nsheathing. Lord Gideon followed behind as the two
nights slammed Montenegro against the wall. The impact
stled a vase from a shelf, crashing it against the marble
oor. A mirror split in its baroque frame.
ontenegro’s boot thrust from the fray and kicked
ord Gideon backward. The combatants grunted as they
restled, smacking knees and elbows against the wood
aneling. Then Montenegro locked an arm around Aziz.
he shorter knight upended and toppled into a small set-
e, the curved legs of which cracked outward. Montene-
0 landed a punch on Evanthe’s jaw. She staggered off,
it Gideon replaced her while Aziz jumped his opponent
om behind.
Raveka crouched. With a Mathematician’s speed she
wentoried her options. Montenegro could well lose this
ght. He would then be imprisoned. She could not accept
1at. In combat she was no match for any of these knights,
ut she did possess one advantage.
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From under her gown she retrieved her bolt-
Palming it, she leapt among the red-faced warriors.
Sir Aziz was pinning Montenegro’s hands. Raveka hurtled
atop the olive-skinned knight with a terrified wail. She
pounded his head as Lady Aria might, with wild, feeble
blows, while a false accident jammed her heel into the bac
of his knee. The joint gave way. Aziz collapsed.
Powerful arms clamped around Raveka’s body. d
Gideon plucked her from Aziz’s back as though she were
made of straw. He squeezed her chest to his side. She knew
she could not resist his strength. 3
Nor did she want to. Instead she maneuvered the con-
cealed bolt-thrower until it was nestled between them. One
shove would poke the weapon under his jaw, at which time
he would be forced to surrender. She and Montenegro could
escape with their hostage. |
The plan was murky, but at this moment Raveka knew
one thing with absolute clarity: She would not leave
Gabriel’s side, no matter how vehemently he might reject
her. She would not let it end this way.
A shriek pierced the room. Raveka saw that Aziz and
Evanthe had fallen away from Montenegro. Evanthe’s dress
was soaked with blood from her abdomen. She sagged
against the wall. Aziz knelt and clutched his right arm,
which was now barely attached. :
Montenegro stood between them with the black fang
Starfell steady in his grasp. His glare held back a hurricane. “T
have no more business here,” he growled, then lunged for -
the nearest window. b
Lord Gideon let go of Raveka and snatched out his own
sword. But when he charged forward Montenegro bran-
dished Starfell, smacking the nobleman’s weapon from his
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nd. Unarmed, Gideon stared at the point of Sir Gabriel’s
inches from his rib cage. The nobleman froze in place.

4 Tam no traitor!” panted the knight.

he lord muttered, “You insult both the memory of Lord
»]«- te and your grandfather’s good name.”

“Judge me as you will! But I have been faithful to the

»
LLUCS.

“Lies are most egregious when directed at oneself.”
‘Gideon’s back was turned to Raveka. The two injured
lights crawled to the nobleman’s aid. They were oblivious
 her actions. Only Gabriel could see her.
Raveka's anger swelled. She aimed the bolt-thrower at
ord Gideon's skull.
‘Montenegro caught her eye with a fierce glance, then
‘4 ok his head. “I am sorry, Aria. Beza them.” He pushed
yen the window and leapt out.
Raveka pocketed the bolt-thrower. No one had
en the device.
‘Lord Gideon bellowed for guards and healers as he
';‘m ed after the escaping Sir Gabriel. Raveka knew the
avy-boned lord could not give effective pursuit, nor could
iz or Evanthe. For the moment, Montenegro was safe.
The tension eased in her chest, though her heart began to
. Her body started to tremble. She fell to her knees,
essed her hands to her face and broke into sobs.
g, of course, was one of the simplest actions to
unterfeit.
i the window Sir Aziz rasped, in defiance of his per-
mal agony, “Have courage, Lady Aria! You bear no respon-
lity for Montenegro’s misdeeds.”
His further comments did not reach her ears. Montene-
10's career might just have ended. All that he strived to

1
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become had unraveled. Despite Aziz’s reassurances, the
largest factor in Gabriel’s downfall was his relationship with
Raveka herself. Yet in the midst of feigned weeping, her
thoughts focused on a series of calculations. No transg;
sion was unredeemable. In time Raveka could manipulate
this affair to a favorable outcome. Lady Aria was the pcrfe
tool to do so. |
Lord Gideon had spoken the truth. Montenegro had no
gift for intrigue. But Raveka had once snared nations in her
webs. The time had come to start spinning again. 3




CHAPTCR

12

(Deecing in the Dark

Britannia Bay was crowded with war-
ips. Along the busy wharf Thulann walked past the oaken
hemoths, teeming with sailors who readied for war. The
mp of hammers and the scent of hot tar described the
aracter of the afternoon. The sky was brushed steel over-

[he Way Master leaned on the heavy staff she carried.
¢ ocean voyage had tortured her leg. Her damaged face
ed less now, though the empty socket often jabbed with
n. The rest of her body entertained its usual banquet of
ments. She was stiff, dirty and for the moment unstable
the motionless ground. She could see pity in the eyes of
_'-i“u ans who beheld her.

fet the verdant trees of New Britannia offered a more
asant greeting. The capital city was laced with vines and
enery. Britain itself was a sea of buildings large and small,
ioned of brick and slate and timbers, cresting with thou-
ds of lamps and chimney pots. The Cathedral of the
tues raised its spires in the distant center of town, while
bulk of Castle Britannia lurked farther in the west.
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Britain had always reminded Thulann of a colony of sw
lows’ nests, built of mud and sticks and pebbles with lit]
regard for order or symmetry. The city’s charm derived fron
its primitive chaos. 1

In less than a week Blackthorn’s iron armada wot
arrive. The Techno-Prophet’s steam-blooded war machine
would cloud the sea and sky. She wondered how these B
tannian nests might fare under a hailstorm of acid an
flame. Not as well as granite Garron, she was saddened
admit to herself.

The bustle of warships revealed that the Royal Senate
knew of the coming danger. Doubtless the Pact of Four had
alerted General Nathaniel. But she was unwilling to tru
Bahrok’s partners. She would deliver her own knowledge te
the Senate. They must act according to the truth, not th
agenda of a band of ambitious schemers.

What she might do after imparting her message,
could not guess. She was in neither the health nor the me
to join the impending fray. New Britannia held no other
business for her. Though a fast ship could skirt the Logosiaj
fleet and return her to Jukaran, her body decried the propo-
sition of another ocean voyage so soon. And in truth she hag
little desire to return home right now. She had determine
to leave Venduss alone in Turlogan’s care. Nothing else
waited for her there.

She felt relentlessly empty.

Her mind conjured the words of the philosopher Darhin
who had codified so much of the Way: The future is a road. Te
walk it you must move your feet. When you stand still, time ends.
And so she limped achefully into the pandemonium of
Britain, searching more than anything for a carriage or han-
som to ride. In this case a horse’s hooves would proceed into
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future more steadily than her own, exhausted feet. Old
thim, she thought, would understand.

Twilight choked the silent parlor. A single lantern burned
Iy low on a table. Beside it sat Montenegro in a high-
ked chair, his fingers steepled before his face. He wore
traveling plate armor. A Technocrat bolt-thrower rested

His patience smoldered in the dark.

Vhen the front door of the manor house squeaked open,
ntenegro used both hands to cock the mechanical
apon. He aimed it toward an entryway across from his
at. A figure appeared there moments later.

Montenegro turned up the flame on the lantern as he
irmured, “There was a time, you recall, when I was invin-

General Nathaniel whisked his blade from its scabbard.
hen he spotted the bolt-thrower, his face pinched into an
ry frown. “By my Honor, what crime is this? How did
get into my house?” e

“Back then, I never lost on the battlefield,” continued the
ight, “and only rarely in tournament. I was ruthless, you
. Some even called me cruel. I admit that on occasion the
tues suffered for my success, but I believed that winning
§ the only path to reclaiming the glory of my grandfa-
r's name. I used to have a motto: ‘Victory is a necessary
The long-braided officer stood motionless, gazing at the
int of the quarrel. “What did you do with Sergeant
atthias?”

The knight raised a finger. “Then something happened
0 years ago. This would be around the time of Lord
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Valente’s murder. I was stripped of my command, ostensibls
because of my ruthlessness. It forced me to reexamine mj
ethics. I decided that Virtue was in itself the greatest tr
umph of all. I could only honor my grandfather’s legend by
honoring the Virtues to which he devoted himself.” ;
“Sir Gabriel! Time is too precious for frivolity. I hean
what happened between you and Lord Gideon. You mus
understand, I had no choice but to break our agreem'
This invasion changes everything. War supersedes these per
sonal affairs. I need that scroll and I shall force it from you i
I must. You should have told me about it to begin with.”
Montenegro’s eyes wandered through a memory. “Whex
that epiphany came to me, I distilled a new philosophy for
myself. It was quite elegant. You see, the purpose of great
skill is not to win more victories, but to win better victories
So I let the Virtues guide my path. For the first time, I fel
Humility in the face of success.” He kept one hand on the
firing lever of the bolt-thrower. His other hand reached for
faceted bottle of brandy, which he poured into a glass. “And
do you know the culmination of my enlightenment? I have
begun to lose. In the name of Honesty I have succumbed tc
intrigues. In the name of Honor I have ruined my career. It
the name of Compassion I have invited Blackthorn’s armad
to our shores. These are not, of course, the rewards
expected.” £
General Nathaniel lowered his blade. “Enough! 1 have
important matters to handle. If you seek an apology from
me, then take it. I never wished misfortune upon you, b '
through my agents you refused to help me. Like you, I de
not brook refusal. I feel sadness but not regret.” He slittes
his eyes and regarded the bolt-thrower. “If you go now ané
fetch me the schematic for Braun’s Needle, I shall not b nd
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over to Lord Gideon. But whatever action you choose to
, I can give you no more of my time.” He took a step
ugh the doorway.
c gro lifted the brandy glass. “Don’t turn away
nme, General.”
The officer snorted. “You would not shoot me in the
k" He faced away.
fontenegro swallowed a gulp of liquor and fired.
The bolt punctured Nathaniel in the spine. He collapsed
edown with a thump. He drooled blood and pawed with-
strength at the hilt of his sword. “B-by the Virtues!”

he glass was now empty. The brandy sizzled in Mon-
0's throat. “I'll be damned. After two years, it still
s like heaven.” He rose from the chair and moved beside
gasping general. “You summoned this upon yourself, of
irse. | was a beast on a chain and you tormented me.
ner or later a link was bound to give.”

the officer gurgled, “I must . . . send my agents to stop
‘armada. Your revenge will cost hundreds of lives!”

I don’t want revenge. I want victory.” He grabbed the
eral’s tunic and lifted him so that their eyes were level.
aybe Gideon is correct. Maybe I am a dupe of Black-
. But you have stolen from me every lawful means to
hings right. By the Lost King, I cannot even fight along-
e my fellow knights for fear of imprisonment! Command
ly a dream now. The Virtues have abandoned me, but
the souls of Stonegate I shall not surrender. I shall defend
annia with ruthlessness again. Only once before did it fail

Nathaniel was weakening from loss of blood. “Only 1. . .
help you now.”
I know. That’s why I came. If I cannot fight beside my
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fellow knights, I will fight beside your barbaric agents. All
want is to stop Blackthorn. All I want from you is to tell
how.”

“Give me the schematic.”

“You have already consulted Mistress Aurora’s copy.
will tell you nothing new. Admit it, you only want my
because your Technocrat counterpart needs it for his
political purposes.”

The officer nodded. “Nevertheless, you must give it tq
me. Exchanges of intelligence . hold the Pact of Four
together. That is the price of success.” t

Montenegro growled, “I have lost a great deal more than
one scroll! Do not forget that. You have cost me everyth.mg
General. This invasion is the only reason I am not seeking
vengeance tonight.” He let go of Nathaniel’s tunic. The gen:
eral smacked onto the floor and groaned. e

A vial of healing potion dropped next to the dying man’s
fingers. Nathaniel suckled it like a baby. The steel boﬁ
clanked out of his back. When he recaptured his breath the
general grumbled, “Sir Gabriel, this war nges me powu'
You have not yet seen the brunt of my anger.”

“Nor you of mine, Nathaniel. But that is for another dzy.
Tonight let us make plans. Whatever your agents are domj
to stop the Logosian armada, Starfell will be in the thick of
it. You ought to be glad. The Technocrats fear me. I am per-
haps the closest thing to an honorable opponent that they
have ever known.” i

“You insult Starfell. You have no more honor.” |

Montenegro ground his teeth. “Then I have nothing left
to lose. Which means, General, that I am the most danger-
ous man in New Britannia. Sharpen your tongue on that.”
He walked away from the sprawled officer. “Now let’s make

o,
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ans before Sergeant Matthias wakes up. He is sleeping
the next room. You're surprised? I would not visit harm
adecent man, but of course that does not concern you in
Darkness fell quickly under the charcoal grey of an immi-
it storm. Not even the leering moons could pierce the
nding, boiling murk. The shadowy clouds flashed, as if

.ord Gideon'’s office was a jumble of papers and maps.
les were strewn with charts. Flat drawers yawned open.
the glow of many lamps the chamber resembled the after-
th of a hurricane. Thulann wondered how the New Bri-
jans could locate a particular document in such a flurry
papers, much less conduct a war according to it. Yet Lord
deon wrote down every number she related to him,
ling her information to the chaotic heap.
he proceeded, “I saw twenty-six airships moored at
sse. The most recent figure from Akar is thirty. I do
w how many more were deployed from Logos or
, e, but it is reasonable to assume that Blackthorn’s
nada comprises between sixty and seventy airborne ves-
. He has fewer naval ships, perhaps thirty that might
¢ a danger. And of course there is Braun’s Needle

Lord Gideon used a quill to scratch her figures into a
k. “Thank you, Way Master Thulann. These numbers
roborate General Nathaniel’s. It is reassuring to know
tour intelligence is accurate.”

She paused before asking, “And did the general explain
tence his information came?”

‘He employs spies, naturally. I do not know the details,
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except that he has an arrangement with parties in Logos 4
with your own Warlord Bahrok.” A
“So he does. Though I find it interesting that you know
their pact. I won the same information from Bahrok at co
siderable cost.” She winced at a sting in her leg. 4
The nobleman grunted, “I am sorry to hear that, thougl
cannot feign surprise. I have not forgotten Warlord Bahrol
schemes when he visited here. He is a devious man. Bu
assure you that while General Nathaniel is a crafty soldie
he is also an honorable one.”
She resolved to make no accusations until she interviews
Nathaniel personally. “I see. Then I should like to speak wit
him. I feel sure we can enlighten one another a great dea
Tell me, if I may ask, what is he planning for the defense
the city?” 4
“We have no intention of allowing the armada to get th
far. Our fleet is gathering to intercept them. The House
the Griffin is preparing spells that we hope will sink th
Technocrat machines. I only pray that they do not 2
before we are ready to deploy.”
“And what of Braun’s Needle? Have you an answer for i
“For that we must rely upon our wizards. If they canno
guide our warships through the Needle’s storm, then all wi
be lost. Though General Nathaniel mentioned to me thatt
agents will attempt to sabotage the device, using th
schematics we have received.” :
“Schematics! Everyone except myself has obtained them
though I have worked the hardest at it.” She rememberec
Toria’s confession at Crevasse. “Did Montenegro bring th
schematic from Jukaran?” 3
“Quite so, though he attempted to conceal it from us. Bu
Mistress Aurora obtained a copy.”
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Thulann felt an odd relief, as though somehow Toria’s
tions were obtusely vindicated. She indulged a sigh while
deon continued, “Montenegro’s story is a sad one. Dis-
nor lures him like a siren. He is in a great deal of trouble.
> attempted to interfere with the general’s plans.”
Her ears perked. “Did he indeed?”
“Perhaps his prejudice against Warlord Bahrok tainted his
dgment of General Nathaniel. He assaulted the general’s
ents. In any case, it was your own testimony about the
gosian spy that convinced me he must be locked up.”
“He is incarcerated, then?”

Alas, no. He nearly killed his own friends while escaping
“But you are following his trail.”
“So far he has left none. We expect he may try to contact
cousin, Lady Aria of Coventine, though. She visits me
in an hour or so. If he’s appeared this afternoon, she

He once mentioned his cousin to me. He told me that
‘Was wasting away from poor health. How glad that she
dnot.” Abruptly an old spark of resentmernit kindled in the
ka's chest. Thoughts of the knight stirred from her mem-
¥ She was not surprised that his temper had once again
ught him to ruin. He had always lacked restraint.

Then the Way Master recalled poor Toria, who had never

0. I shall lend you my aid in locating him. Please introduce
2 to his cousin tonight.”

ord Gideon sighed. “Respectfully, Way Master Thulann,
ust decline. Lady Aria is in a fragile state. She was present
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when Montenegro sliced up two good knights. He neas
injured her as well. I have pledged her my personal cas
Please understand, your presence would not put her
ease.” e
Thulann almost chuckled, though it was a dry soun
confess, I am not at the moment an attractive sight. Ve
well, then. But please, Your Lordship, keep me apprised
any developments. I am at your service in this affair.”
“I welcome your aid. And I shall notify General Nathar
that you would like to meet with him. Have you arrange
accommodations for your visit? I can prepare a room at t
palace for you. It is late and you look weary.” :
Her flesh tingled at the thought of a steeping bath.
Gideon, you have my eternal gratitude. Though I warn yoi
for a woman this old and broken, eternity is measured
hour at a time. And that is a merciful thing.”
The nobleman laughed. “If I am as hale and intact at you
age, I shall consider my life to have been a great success.” -
The comment gave her little succor, but she smiled for th
sake of the compliment. Honor and good will were all tha
remained for her. She must learn to accept them for thei
Own merits. 4

The night’s downpour scrubbed the roofs and cobbles:
Britain. Moon-grey clouds lit the splashing rain, lending th
city a ghostly cast. The springtime air gained a brisk snap.

The heavy shower roared in Thulann’s pointed ears. Sh
huddled under a cloak, in the shadow of a wall around Lox
Gideon’s townhouse. She fought back an ache in her joints.

The hot bath at the palace called to her, but she was deter
mined to ignore its summons. There would be time later &
tend to her own needs. If Montenegro knew somethin;

270



AUSTEN ANDREWS

ut the Pact of Four, then Thulann intended to ask him
ut it. He was a brash man, and sometimes inscrutable,
in his heart he was Virtuous. She imagined a meeting
ht be fruitful for them both.

As she watched, a carriage rattled from the coach house
| the driver unfurled an awning. A door opened in the
use. Two people emerged. One of them was the stout
d Gideon, proud and handsome. On his arm was a long,
nder Britannian lady, with dark hair and very pale skin.
hen Thulann first saw Lady Aria of Coventine, two
pressions leapt into the Way Master’s thoughts. The first
s that the noblewoman appeared healthier than Montene-
) had portrayed her, though certainly her white complex-
ladmitted to years of indoor seclusion.

Her second impression was that Aria and Gideon behaved
th more than casual intimacy. Thulann could not pinpoint
y, but she could sense a chemistry expressed in the cou-
v;;mannerisms. It explained the nobleman’s protective-

ady Aria squeezed Gideon’s hands and then stepped
ide the coach. A mailed guard climbed onto the back. The
ver whipped the horses and eight hooves struck a beat on
rain-slick flagstones.

Thulann separated from the shadows and dashed after
n. Through the empty streets she kept pace in the
om. Mental disciplines allowed her to disregard fatigue,
ugh she did not want to consider how long they might be
ctive. She simply kept moving her feet.

After a short trip the carriage halted in front of a more
dest townhouse. The drenched soldier helped Lady Aria
Thulann watched through slatted shutters as the
lewoman left her escort downstairs. She locked the door
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to her second-floor bedroom. While she undressed, the Wa
Master secured a high perch outside the window. :
The lady did not put on a sleeping gown. Instead sk
wrapped herself in a darker, less voluminous dress. From
wardrobe she retrieved a cowled cloak. This one was black
than the stormy night. ]
Thunder pealed as Lady Aria moved to the window undet
which Thulann was hanging. The Way Master scrambled ¢
one side. The noblewoman threw open the shutters, behin
which the old Juka hid. 3
Thulann observed as a weak, pampered New Britanniat
lady climbed into the hissing rain and slipped down the sid
of the building. So practiced was her execution that wher
she nudged the shutters on her way out, they closed with
perfect silence.
Lady Aria did not see Thulann as the human slipped awa
into the storm. 4
Though she found it strange, the Way Master did not
question the smile that worked onto her jade lips. Instead
she slithered to the ground and resumed her pursuit. This
time she used greater care with her stealth. The increased
exertion seemed to heighten her energy rather than to sap
it.
Aria of Coventine made her way to a tiny, arched building
in an alleyway. Inside the structure was a stone staircase that
dropped below street level. Thulann recognized the sewer
entrance. Though a thunderstorm was not the ideal time to
travel underground, she followed the noblewoman into the
wet, rushing clamor of the subterranean canals. 3
A blue light ignited in the darkness. Thulann knew the
tenor of a Logosian spark lantern. It was doubtless one of
the spoils of Montenegro’s campaign. The pale light
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eamed furtively across millions of damp bricks, lending
he tunnel the complexion of a dragon’s black scales. End-
ss stone vaults and archways created an abundance of
ws. Thulann moved easily among them. Her footfalls
ere likewise concealed by the din of rushing water. Rain
looded the mildewed sewers, sloshing over the walkways on
ither side of the swift channels. The cacophony was almost
'The Way Master receded into a corner. Her instincts tick-
ed Lady Aria was rounding a bend ahead, but someone else
was nearby.
. A thick, filthy smell assaulted her. In a single motion she
anged forward and thrust her metal-clad staff behind a pil-
ar. It cracked against bones. Something small and humanoid
toppled into the greedy current and vanished. Thulann had
not glimpsed enough to make out what it was.
- Footsteps slapped across the half-flooded walkway. More
stooped figures charged her. Animal grunts leapt through
the darkness. Eyes and teeth glinted.
" Then Lady Aria’s spark light disappeared.
- Loud darkness swallowed Thulann. She wheeled her staff

She cascaded a hail of blows atop the thing. Its body snapped
and bent. She leapt over its slumping mass and kicked at the
space where the next one ought to have been. Her foot
struck empty air. The things were hunched over like apes,
presenting shorter targets. A claw latched around her waist.

~ She had taken the measure of her opponents. They were
g‘less of a threat than a human warrior. With welcome relax-
ation she unleashed a sequence of kicks and parries and staff
:

i
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thrusts. A few stray claws raked her legs, but in less than
minute she had dispatched the loathsome band.
stretched her throbbing limbs and caught her breath.

She was alone in the torrential sewers. Lady Aria wa
gone. Thulann had little hope of tracking the noblewomas
now. Her energy ebbed. She knelt and leaned hard on'th
bloody staff.

Perhaps the time had come to admit her own age.
endurance was not what it used to be, and that steaming tub
beckoned to her from the palace. Still she paused for sever:
minutes longer. Her heart paced its rapid beat. .

The stormy current thundered past in the canal and the
old woman squatted beside it, wondering if she had the
courage to surrender. For all of her life’s adventures, she
truly did not know. Time kept the only answer, though she
had very little of that left.

In the roar of the flooding sewers, two figures in black
met around a burning lantern. The glow illuminated a thou-
sand bricks that formed the low barrel vault. Like a snare
little niche captured the clamorous sounds of water.
pair spoke with voices slightly raised. b

“Did you bring it with you?” Montenegro held a faceted
bottle in his fingers. The brandy within twinkled by the
lamplight. 3

Raveka produced the scroll from the folds of her dress.
“As I said I would. A pack of goblins wanted to take it asa.
toll, but I lost them easily enough.” 9

“Give it to me.” j

“Have it. But I'm doing this because I do not believe it will
change the outcome of the battle. And because 1 know it
will appease General Nathaniel.”
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“T'm through with your schemes. Do not try to help me.
u have accomplished nothing but bringing me disgrace!”

She seemed to ignore him. “With Nathaniel on your side,

w’ll be safe in prison. Then I shall convince Gideon to

0 his accusations.”

Montenegro squinted. “You mean to seduce Lord Gideon,

n't you?”

“It’s the fastest way. I've already begun. His interest was

gsent from the moment he saw me.”

“Do not waste your time.”

She grimaced. “What else do you propose I should do?”

“Leave the city before the armada arrives. Go back to
wve. Be the Britannian lady you always dreamed of.”

“Ishall not quit you, Gabriel.”

The knight clutched at the damp air. “By the lost shrines,

w do you think I arrived here in the first place? My faith in

u blinded me to my own dishonor! And doomed this city

nvasion. I dare not trust you, Raveka. Leave me alone.”

Her expression soured. “The brandy puts venom on your

gue. Don’t do this to yourself.”

‘Go home, woman! I won'’t be following behind. My peer-

e is finished. Cove is my last gift to you, on the condition
tyou forget Montenegro. We were . . . a poor match.”

When he drank another mouthful, she pursed her lips in

dain. “Let me know how General Nathaniel reacts. Good

ht, my love.”

She vanished into the shadows. Montenegro swallowed

liquor and tried to dispel her face from his mind. Her dis-
was staged, of course. Underneath he had seen compas-

1. It stung him like a bright ember.

He beat back an urge to pursue her. It would solve noth-
. She was a distraction. That was all she had ever been.
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He had succumbed to her and lost everything, except hi
love for New Britannia. Even as an outlaw, though, he cou
still defend his homeland. And as an outlaw; he had no fur
ther need of the Virtues. 4
The admission was as liberating as it was terrible.
drove it quickly from his thoughts. :
The brandy danced in his skull. He lay atop a small slab
the rear of the niche, glad for the coolness on his scalp. Time
spun around him. The rain diminished and the roar of the
sewers mellowed to a watery chorus. -
“That lantern of yours is liable to attract unwanted atten
tion,” said an elderly woman nearby. 4
Montenegro leapt to his feet, plucked Starfell loose and
aimed it at the voice. A willowy ﬁgure sat cross-legged in the
corner. 3
The knight turned up the lantems flame. The coppery
glow fell upon a one-eyed Jukan warrior. She looked some-
how familiar. 4
“I thought you had given up drink,” she said, “but then I
once thought I had given up espionage. Such is the tenacity
of addiction. We are kites battling the wind, you and I, Mon-
His stomach knotted. He let out a grumble. “Thulann of
Garron. I must be dreaming.”
“Then dream me twenty years younger. My joints will
stop bickering and I can look you in both eyes at -.-"
Presently, I confess, I feel outnumbered.” 8
“I ought to kill you right now! What in the name of
Mondain’s gem are you doing here? Have you come to drag
me to prison? I very much want you to try!”
“Lock up the famous Sir Gabriel of Cove? I could never do
that. Troll children might stop fearing the daylight.”
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fou've lost none of your charm, I see. You're still as
nas your granite city.” He dropped the tip of his sword.
yoice turned grim. “I hope it gives you pleasure to see
ce this. It was your word that brought me down.”
Lknow. I take no satisfaction from your suffering, but you
¢ a spy from me. I am tired of people stealing from me.”
u're tired? Dammit, you've ruined me, without even
ig for an explanation!”

Neither did you ask why I was chasing that Technocrat.”
You turned your back on me at Garron! It was your boot
t kicked my knights out of Jukaran. Forgive me if I felt
argent duty to help you after that.”

Nevertheless I wanted that spy. I earned her. She stuck
¢ bolts into my gut.”

‘Her missiles bury deep,” he muttered. “On that, we can
ge.” Then he snorted and drank from the bottle of
'_.= . The fiery taste upset his balance. He leaned on the
e slab and rubbed his eyes. “It doesn’t matter. She
aped me just as she would have escaped you. She is elu-
as an eagle.”

“The eagle fears a persistent crow. I am very persistent.”

It is a curse upon everyone in your acquaintance. Ven-
s will agree with me there.” He sniffed and shook his
id. “Where is the noble boy? Trapped in the palace like a

fHknew he would leave your service soon.”

“It was inevitable, of course.” Her voice bittered slightly.
“What about Toria? Did she stay with Venduss or has she
ally come home?”
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The old woman tightened her lips. “Toria is dead. She w
killed outside of Crevasse.” 1

He shut his eyes. His fists closed. “And so dies our inn
cence. Damn it alll How did it happen?” 3

She stared at the rushing water. “Agents of the Pact
Four.” '

He glanced up quickly. “You know about them?” -

“All too well. They are the last thing I saw with both
my eyes.” ]

“Tell me what you have learned!” ,

“I rather thought you would be better informed than [

“I know damn little about anything. That is a brutal fact.

“Perhaps, but do not be coy, Montenegro. You are in &
excellent position to learn. After all, you serve them now.”

“I, serve the Pact of Four? I should cut you down fo
that!” 3
“Stay your sword until the truth sees light! We shal
observe what shadow it casts.” She pointed a leather-glove
finger into the deeps of the niche. “In that corner is a cloak
wrapped around a scroll. I know because I looked. That
scroll is my property. Toria stole it from me and gave it to
you. And I cannot expunge this suspicion of mine that you
intend to give it to General Nathaniel tonight.” 1

“You were always suspicious to a fault.”

“Yes, and attentive as well. I overheard the last of the con-
versation with your cousin. She is, might I say, a remarkabl
lady.” 3
“Keep out of my business, Thulann, or I'll expunge you
myself!”

“Pact agents are trying to sabotage Braun's Needle.
Bahrok told me everything. You are helping them, are you
not?” 3




fe slapped Starfell back into its scabbard, then grabbed
loak from the darkness. He shoved the scroll into his
Without meeting her gaze he rumbled, “I shall defend
 Britannia by whatever means are available to me.
aks to you, I have only one option left.” He turned away,
eved the lantern and began to walk along the path that
ed the teeming canal.

rom behind she called out, “The Pact of Four employs
inals! To serve with them makes you no better than
ok himself. Do not dishonor your name this way.”

What name? Honor has abandoned me! But I can be
lless again, if it serves my needs.”

fou are better than this. Trust your Virtues. Find another

e sneered and gave no answer. Instead, he slogged
ugh the water that brimmed over the sewer walkway.
en a dark shape appeared before him, he grabbed the hilt
s sword

fhulann had somehow moved past him. She blocked his
h. “You have the scroll. It must contain useful informa-
, Let us employ it, not Bahrok’s men.”

et out of my way!”

You do not need the Pact of Four. I have seen good men
royed by them. Stronger men than you.”

I'll show you how strong I am.”

1 a lightning motion he struck with Starfell. But his
st found no target, pricking the space where her rib cage
been. She bent her torso aside and shoved her staff to
. He slashed again. His blade skidded from her staff’s
tal sheath. He threw a stampede of cuts and jabs and yet
iehow nothing connected. His attacks veered gently
ay, guided by the slippery twists of her weapon. Her

279




ULTIMA: The Technocrat War—MASQUERADE

stance was upright and haughty. He swore that her fee
never moved. E
Then her pole jammed between his ankles. She trippes
him back onto the flooded walkway. He jutted out his legs
twirled his feet beneath himself and spun into a crouchin
lunge. 3
Her weapon was out of position to parry. She resorted t
a backward cartwheel to evade his thrust. The ancient war
rior seemed less nimble than she had been two years eatli
and yet she remained far more agile than Montenegr
would ever be. Her prowess dazzled him anew. X
After his own spin, his head reeled. The alcohol robbed
him of balance. He did not press his advantage. E
Thulann resumed her arrogant pose, as tall and straight
the pole in her hand. “You have improved since I last
watched you fight. The brandy demeans you, though. It i
undignified. Liquor is a coward’s armor.” :
“By the lost shrines! You don’t know how to stop med
dling, do you?” g
“No, I do not! It is a flaw in my character. I collect lost
souls and nag them until they are skilled enough to e
me. But I have always acted with honor. At the end of the
day, that is all we really have. Believe me, I know. My day is
quickly drawing to a close.” ]
“You hasten it by provoking me!” A
“Then I shall die as I have lived! Can you say the same if
you die tonight? We are two of a kind, Montenegro. We are’
both stranded. Let us work together, and not call despair our
master.” ¥
“Despair!” The accusation struck like a hammer. “Despair
requires inaction, which has never been among my weak-
nesses!”
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 rushed at her and tossed a series of feints. For an
int she parried in sequence, which gave him an opening.
lashed his enchanted sword down the length of her
‘The steel plating creased. Rivets sheared. The metal
ag peeled into tatters that hindered her grip. She tum-
ed past him and tried to strike his knees, but he arced his
lein the path of her weapon and cleaved the haft in two.
ibroken staff plunked into the surging torrent.

hulann rose with a sword in her hand. Montenegro
hed before she could gain her bearings, missing her
inded face by inches. She kicked high on his chest and
ed him, but his blade tip landed on the inside of her
. He felt the pressure of the contact. As another kick
oached he plunged Starfell into the Way Master’s hip, as
ply as his weight could push it. The blade split the hard
Il of her pelvis. Then her kick landed, bashing his nose
| reeling him against the wall.

[he old Juka shrieked. The gruff noise sobered Montene-
). She toppled hard on the brickwork path, contorting her
g limbs and flexible torso. Her Jukan sword clattered,
used, across the shallow current that swept the walkway.
Montenegro rubbed his face, which was bloody and
elling. He stumbled beside the fallen woman and drew
tfell from her body. “I am my own master, Thulann. I do
it [ believe is right. That is how I live and that is how I
il die.”

der groans and spasms ceased. Her breaths came deep.
knight assumed she was employing some technique of
Way to relieve her pain, though only a healer could keep
from dying soon. Blood streamed from her wounded
. Her emerald color grew ashen in the lamplight.

He tore a strip from the hem of his cloak and fashioned a
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bandage into place. Then he lifted her from the cold, di
water. She was much lighter than he had expected. Hersl
der body draped easily around the back of his neck.
If she remained conscious he saw no signs. Her skin s
cool and pliant. Her muscles were relaxed.
Unexpectedly, he felt relaxed himself. A hint of -,
brought calm to his body. The brandy no longer whirle
his head, but faded to a tranquil murmur. i
His thoughts were clear enough now to make his pla
He knew what he must do. With sure steps he slosh
through the rising stormwaters. The vaults and
rasped with wet voices that echoed in the dark. The glow:
his lantern threw webs of light across the dragon scale bri
work of Britain’s fabled sewers. The patterns danced arour
him like ghosts.

A constellation of candles lit the marble-tiled bath chan
ber. The water was marvelously scalding. Thulann lay bad
until only her face touched the air. Tendrils of fragra
steam wafted around her like strands of ethereal grass. .

The Way Master inhaled the robust air. It felt cool as
entered her steeping chest. Her heart thumped strongly. Tl
coursing of her blood felt like a massage. The sensation
were so cathartic that she could almost ignore the aches i
her body. The relaxation provided an opportunity to revie
the night’s events with welcome detachment.

Montenegro had surprised her after their battle.
no little effort in the sheeting rain, he had hauled her carcas
paralyzed by trance, across the city to the Cathedral of the
Virtues. The brothers and sisters of the Order of the Shep
herd were glad to heal her injury. Diligently neutral, the
asked no questions and offered no judgments, though
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seemed happy to accept Montenegro’s donation of gold. In
fact, he had given them every coin in his purse, as well as the
he wore.
~ But most curious was something she witnessed as the
Shepherds were pouring water magic into her wound. Half
aidden from her view by an inconvenient pillar, Montenegro
had knelt before the Shrine of the Lost King and whispered a
ery long prayer. His face shone with sincerity. His Spiritual-
y bloomed. Thulann should have celebrated the knight’s
eassertion of his beliefs, but a certain quality of Sir Gabriel’s
neanor tempered the gladness she felt. She recognized his
nannerisms, for she herself had exhibited them before her
duel with Bahrok and perhaps when she left Jamark.

. Montenegro was praying at the shrine for the last time.
His body language and the timbre of his chant suggested a
measure of finality. He was completing his affairs. He had
" onveyed to her one last glance before departing, a look of

ich, sad honesty, as if he had no more need of psychological

°: efenses. Brisk thoughts had animated his dark grey eyes.

~ Then he had walked out of the cathedral. Thulann
“doubted she would ever see him again.

 She blinked and glanced at the petal-flecked bath. Under

H surface floated the image of her weary, wizened body.
‘The water blurred her jade skin. Thick steam entwined with
" afts of grey hair. She flexed her arms and legs, evoking a

tingle that remembered a major healing.

- In that gentle moment she pondered a lingering emotion.
Of course she was disappointed that she had failed to help
‘Montenegro, but the feeling was simply appeased. He had
always been an unreceptive man. Rarely had he ever listened
to her. However, in the knight’s features she had read a dif-
ferent conclusion altogether. Now that he had beaten her in

A
3
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combat, he was finished with her. He had nothing more to
learn. E
She had grown to esteem the man. His departure v
painful. Again she endured a cold feeling of completion,
worse, rejection.
She closed her eyes and sighed. My day is quickly drawing to
its close. 3
A knock rattled the chamber door. A maidservant
entered. When the woman laid a note on the vanity, Thu-;
lann asked her to hand it over. '
After the human departed, the Way Master examined the

the wax and read: Meet me at the Shrine of Compassion before.
dawn. Come armed and ready to travel.—M

A smile captured her lips.

Shirron Turlogan always took glee in reminding her th .
she was a profound fool. At that moment she had to agree
with him. Why did old women insist on inventing their own
obsolescence? In that insecurity, Thulann felt a connection
to doddering old crones everywhere. It was as joyous a sen- -
sation as she could have wanted.

Many candles were doused with spray as she leapt from
the tub, cloaked herself with a towel and considered her
traveling equipment. She would need a new staff, of course. -
She had a great deal of walking yet to do. 3

The Shrine of Compassion was a tall stone ankh looming
in the sleek night rain. The pine forest that surrounded the
monument hissed with a wet, needly voice, but the trees
provided some shelter from the tempering downpour. In
these furtive shadows materialized a black apparition in a
cloak and hood, to greet the armored Thulann. Montenegro
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ld out his hand. Within it rested the schematic for Braun’s
. ed] e
regarded the scroll with trepidation. “Are you surren-

The knight answered, “Indeed I am. Do not feel flattered.

he Virtue of Justice requires it.”

She bowed and accepted the scroll tube. “Thank you for

his, and also for bringing me to the Shepherds tonight. I
ould prefer not to die in a sewer, if I have any choice about

some enterprise in mind that involves me. Or so your
sage implied.”
. “That’s not why I saved you. Compassion gave me no
choice. I am aligned with the Virtues again.” He brushed a
andful of rain across his face and sighed. “I have admitted
jomething to myself that I never imagined I would tell you.
Yet here it is, to judge as you may. Way Master Thulann,
'spite your manipulative, patronizing behavior, I know that
ur intentions are true. I have seen it in the past. I saw you
your life for it tonight. And in a faithless world I can
think of no other quality that might earn my trust. So I ten-

as honorable as I judged you at our first meeting, when I was
ne eye sharper and you were a proud knight on a Vesper
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armed and sopping wet. Pray inform an arthritic old womat
where we are going from here.”
He pointed into the forest. “There’s an old house dow
the path. The mendicants have abandoned it because of th
goblins. We can make our plans there.”
Thulann held up the scroll tube. “Plans to strike again
the Needle?”
“You did offer to help me.” ]
“So I did. I hope you have secured a ship, though. It is
long swim to intercept the Logosian armada, with an ugl
storm in between.” ,
“I have transportation that is more than suitable. We m
focus on what to do once we get there. To say the least, the
odds are stacked against us.” 3
She smirked. “What enemy can repel the two of u
together?” 3
The knight shrugged his cloak tighter and began to walk
“You and I are always losing, Thulann, but at least we’re per-
sistent.” 3
The Way Master grimaced. “You have always been cz
to a fault. How comforting that you are still reliable.” :
She followed his phantom shape through the trees un
the starless gloom devoured them both. The Shrine of Com
passion looked on with its single, blind eye, dampened b
the midnight showers. '



CHAPTER

13

The Pic and che Cye

Rz.in brushed the docks of Britain

; curtains of steely grey. Though the downpour was
_cumbersome, still workmen labored in the night to prepare
adozens of warships for battle. When Toria saw the urgency
their work, she knew that the Royal Senate had already
- een warned of Blackthorn’s armada. She did not slow her

- Under a hooded cloak she wore a bodice and colorful
skirt from among the chest of women'’s clothes Bawdewyn
ied on the Menagerie. None of the shoes had fit her and
0 she was barefoot once more. She did not mind. Even in
these dire circumstances, the New Britannian mud felt like
adise to her homesick feet. The buildings created famil-
iar, glorious silhouettes in the hissing shower. The clop of
Captain Bawdewyn walked beside her. An oiled overcoat
pt the rain from his tall, lean body. Annis the wildcat
ked around his neck, sheltering under the wide brim of
hat. The privateer glanced around the docks and
gged. “I think we’re a little late, Tori. Either these ships
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are going to meet the Technocrats or they’re evacuating the
town by sea. I've never seen the fleet all together like thi
before.” ]
She tightened her cloak against a sweep of wind. “I told
you Chamberlain Kavah has allies here, a man named Rictor
and a Meer Hunter named Shavade. He was going to con-
tact them with a magic spell. I bet they broke the news to.
the Senate before I even left Crevasse. That’s a relief, hey? I
was afraid we’d be caught unprepared.” g
“It’s excellent news. That means we ain’t got to rush off

to the Senate right now. And across the street I see the p
Golden Cork, which I've been dying to visit ever since I |
finished my cask of Vesper Crimson off the coast of |
Jamark. Come on, let’s go pop a bottle worthy of our
tongues.” 3
Toria shook her head. “Our tongues can wait. The Senate
might know about the armada, but they probably have no ;_
idea that Lector Sartorius and Chamberlain Kavah are their
allies. It might make a difference.” 3
The sailor wiped rain from his dark face and flicked a drop 3
onto Annis’s ear. The ocelot winced. Bawdewyn sighed.
“Yeah, I guess you're right. Well, we’ll get there quickerina
coach than on foot. I'll see if I can track one down. You get
yourself out of this rain, lass.” From his pocket he fisheda
handful of gold coins, which he slapped into her palm. Then
he pointed to the wineshop across the lane. “Do me a favor
and pick up a bottle of Ravenmoor and a pair of cups. We'll
toast the Royal Senate on our way to meet them. We’ll look
like hell to the senators, so at least we should feel like
heaven.” i
The Golden Cork was crowded with patrons escaping
the gloom of the rain. Shorter than most, the minstrel
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dged her way inside the packed room and made her way
the counter. Damp body heat enveloped her. As she
aited her turn, a slice of conversation caught her atten-

“You are a heartless glacier of a friend,” said one man to
other, a few yards away. “I have gallantly divorced
self from the sweet succor of wine, and yet you tor-
nt me by obliging vintages more exquisite than we ever
rtook before! And after so brutal a ride back to the city. I
y you are a changed man and I defy you to prove other-

- His companion replied, “Every morning I conclude that
ur histrionics cannot grow worse, and every evening I am
pade a liar. Your heart has swollen like a goiter. It pushes all
ason out of you. Fairfax, I am no different from a month
g0. You are the one who has changed. Your thirst vexes
jou. And presently you are a victim of simple economics.
Since one person drinks half the quantity of two, I can afford
0 purchase wine of twice the quality. Or have you forgotten
hat it is the stipend from my family that keeps us in this
opulent condition?”
- “You see? Where is the Jatha of old? He would never have
degraded himself by using gold as a weapon against me. Just
as [ would not dream of questioning his debt to me by point-
ng out that my skills in the forest have kept us alive on occa-
jions too numerous to number.”
. “My bellicose friend, I preferred you as a drunkard. You
were more rational then. Nor shall I quench your thirst for
ar argument. For that you must woo your Huntress lover.
ging from her disposition, you and she will loose more
quarrels than a broadside of Yewic crossbowmen.”
' Toria thrust her head between the two men and tossed
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back her rain-soaked cowl. Her russet curls tumbled free
“They say rangers are experts at starting fights and Meer ar
experts at avoiding them. I'd love to see who wins, bu
contest might suffocate the room.” 2
Fairfax and Jatha startled for an instant, then laughed and
gathered her between them. Their embrace felt almost like
family.
The flaxen-haired ranger tapped a kiss on her forehead.
“By the cruel Virtues, I thought never to see your freckled
splendor again! Have you come home at last from the nose-
less barrens of Jukaran, or are you simply dazzling the city
with a brief yet pulchritudinous visit?” i
She giggled and wrinkled her brow. “You're as umntelhgi«
ble as ever! And all the more appealing for it. No, I'm home
to stay this time, my friends. Destiny must favor my return if.
it’s led me to the two of you.”
Jatha grinned and wrapped his arm around her shouldem.
“Destiny has a powerful call, but the love of good wine is
more compelling still. Which is why we have this shop to
thank for our paths crossing again.” 4
She snuggled into the Meer. “Indeed we do. But what’s
this I overheard about Fairfax giving up drink? I would have
thought a Skara Brae merchant would sooner give up slug
weights.” 1
Jatha chuckled. “These days my moss-bearded compan-
ion derives his stupor from a woman'’s lips rather than his
own. He abstains on the assumption that it makes him more
charming. In my estimation his appeal has fallen like a
meteor, implausible as that may sound.” |
Fairfax countered, “Wizards shutter themselves from the
storms of the heart and so do not understand the dips and
swells of unfettered passion. Blocks of ice with hats and
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s, that’s all they really are. But we know where real
‘ comes from, eh, Toria? So tell me, what has become
of mighty Venduss and his hold on your tempestuous
eart?”
. She glanced at the bottle of wine in Jatha’s hand. “I left all
the Juka behind in Jukaran. 'm exhausted from that place.
et’s talk about New Britannia instead. I have an errand to
in at the Royal Senate and after that, I've got two years of
ews to catch up on. Not the least of which is this business
of Fairfax’s beloved! Many a heart will be broken by that

. “None more so than my own,” said the ranger, then

glanced at the doorway. A small commotion stirred outside.

Strange,” he shrugged.

. Jatha muttered, “What is it?”

. “Perhaps I am drunk from the air in this place. I swore I

st heard a wildcat scream.”

- “What?” Toria jolted from the two men’s arms and

leaved through the crowd in the wineshop. On the rainy

treet outside she discovered a group of townspeople clus-

ered around a lamppost. Atop the tall structure was a small,
vy shape. In the glow of the lamp Annis the ocelot

, ragged from her limp, drenched fur. She flashed long

angs at her pursuers.

- Toria whirled around to scan the area, but saw no sign of

Jawdewyn. She tried to push through the townsfolk under

he lamppost, but rough elbows jabbed her off.

One of the men bellowed, “That beast will fetch a

jonth’s wage in the court!”

fx en the group ignored her, she threw her cloak over one
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shoulder, unsheathed her static sword and carved a swath
through the air. The electrified blade crackled brightly with
every raindrop that struck it. The townsfolk turned to face
her. .
“Back away!” she growled, stepping closer. “I'm taking
the cat myself.” 3
Several of the men crossed their arms. One of them
smirked, “Look at the toy this little girl has! That may fetcha
decent price as well, don’t you think?” 4
She lunged forward and barked, “You’ll need the money
to pay a healer!” Most of the men fell back from the
whirling of her sword, but two of them rushed her. She
dove between them, tumbled on cobblestones and swatted
at them. A burst of static charge flattened one of the men.
The other one grabbed her arm. She twisted from his
grasp and boxed his nose, then slashed her blade toward -
his head. At the last instant she changed her stroke to slice
apart the man’s high-crowned hat. It fell into two smoking
pieces. 3
He yelped and scrambled away. .
Fairfax and Jatha burst out of the Golden Cork. The ]
ranger drew his sword and yelled, “Anyone who attacks that
girl shall regret it!” 2
Jatha held him back and motioned to the crowd. “I think
the point is already made.” :
The townsfolk gave Toria a wide berth as she tossed her
blade into its scabbard and sprang onto the lamppost. With
ease she scaled to the top. Annis was relieved to see her and
used fierce claws to grip the minstrel’s bodice.
Toria held the animal close as she dropped to the ground.
She scowled at the bystanders. “This cat belongs to a tall
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- man with an overcoat and a buccaneer’s hat! Where did he
? What happened to Captain Bawdewyn?”

A woman pointed toward the docks. “A bunch of sailors
jumped him! Musta been fifteen of them. He killed two
before he went down. They dragged him off that way.”

. “Dammit!” Toria dropped the ocelot into the bowl of her
-~ doffed hood, then ran toward Jatha and Fairfax. Her voice
cracked as she begged, “Please help me! My friend has dan-
| gerous enemies!”

Jatha ﬂattened his ears. “For you we’ll strike down Black-

~ They dashed roment tiie boardwalks, where endless masts
wayed against the drizzling sky. Workmen pointed out

‘where the gang had taken their captive.

. They were too late. The small ship headed for the mouth

of the bay at full sail. Toria screamed, “No!”

- She recognized the vessel. It belonged to Mister Chase,

the right hand of Anzo, the Pirate King. Bawdewyn had

tioned that Anzo wanted his head. Toria could not

e the feeling that she had led the privateer to this fate,

‘because she had demanded to be taken to Britain.

. Jatha peered out at the ship. “Do you want me to stop it?”

~ Her heart pounded. “Yes!”

. The Meer magician swirled his arms in a dance-like ges-

ture. A crack of silence split the air, as if the raindrops stut-

tered in their descent.

.~ The clouds roiled. A pillar of lightning lashed down from

the sky and slammed the two-masted vessel. On every war-

ship along the docks, sailors and workers looked up in

mazement. A roar of thunder shook the harbor.

The deafening sound echoed all the way to the center of
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the city, where knights and lords kept their lavish town-
houses. ]

A film of smoke drifted away from Chase’s ship. en.
they could see the craft again, they knew it was undamaged.
It picked up speed away from the shore. :

Jatha grunted. “That ship has magical defenses. Your
friend’s enemy has impressive resources.” He glanced at
Toria, though the girl had dashed farther down a pier to get
a closer look.

Fairfax gaped at his companion as they jogged to catch up.
“No more impressive than yourself, you rabbit-eared fleas’”
nest! When did you learn to call lightning that potent?” 1

“If you had bothered to look up from your bootless wom-
anizing, you would realize that I've been studying with Mis-
tress Aurora quite heavily for several months. We've been
preparing for the war.” b

The ranger narrowed his eyebrows. “War? You? I did not -
realize your allegiance to this land extended so deeply. Your -
kind is supposed to remain neutral. I thought you helped me
in my duties out of simple friendship.”

The wizard’s eye sparkled. “So I do, but crusades are con-
tagious whether we admit it or not. I have seen too much
suffering on our travels to turn away from this war. And
Logosian technology insults every precept of sorcery. How-
ever, until a few weeks ago I was committed only to support-
ing the House of the Griffin, not to joining the battle myself.
Do you know what decided me to become an active partici-
pant?”
Fairfax opened an irreverently joyful smile. “Shavade of
Arjun and her forbidden magic crystal.” .

“The very beguiler herself! If other Meer are nosing into
this conflict, ones powerful enough to obtain those ancient
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ets, then I feel no shame in my own involvement.

" is wickedness afoot and I cannot root it out as a

tander.

The blond human shook his head. “We have a nobler cru-

de at this moment. Our friend is in distress. Toria! What

nwe do to help you?”

sazing out at Chase’s fleeing ship, the girl was rocked by
hudder of despair. The sensation had become familiar.

had felt it when Thulann and Venduss died, and again

hen she failed to kill Pikas. She almost let it pass unre-

“Then her fists clenched atop a weather-cracked post, her
e twisted into a scowl.
“Let’s gather the crew of the Menagerie before they’re lost
the taverns. We're going to rescue Captain Bawdewyn!”
‘Fairfax remarked, “I thought you had an urgent appoint-
ent with the Royal Senate.”
“T'll write them a note! I'm tired of losing. This is an
nemy I know If 1 learned anything among the Juka, it’s that
pur worst enemies come from home, not abroad. Let’s
10w Anzo who his worst enemies are!”
Jatha smacked the girl’s shoulder. “Say what you will
bout the Juka, but I like the fighter they’ve turned you into!
Il us your plan, Toria. We’re with you to the end. Your
est allies come from home, as well, and you've returned
ome to us at last.”

- The ocean was a field of pearlescent waves a thousand
et below Thulann. High winds thundered against her
jody. A cloak protected her from the sting of the rushing air,
it the constant pressure thumped her like fists. She
ninted her one eye protectively.
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The carriole was a dark streak in the morning sky. Mon-
tenegro controlled the flying machine. The Way Master
rode behind him. She clung to the saddle with her legs and
studied the mood of the weather. Though the clouds over-
head looked dark and angry, the rain had finally broken
apart. They had several dry hours ahead. Unfortunately, the
hurricane on the southern horizon looked fiercer than any-
thing she had witnessed in her long lifetime, but that was a
danger they anticipated. Braun’s Needle was the greatest
weapon Blackthorn had ever devised. They intended to
destroy it, even at the cost of their lives. h

The black wall of the storm front suggested that the latter
outcome was not unlikely. 1

What now concerned the old Juka, however, was some-
thing more immediate. Their altitude made her stomach
wring. She could not shake the memories of her flight over
Garron. With white knuckles she grabbed Montenegro’s
shoulders and shouted into his ear, “Did your Technocrat
spy mention how we can tell if the levitant is almost gone?”

The knight called back, “No! The machine is supposed to
drop slowly, though, and it will float. Then we use these.”
He patted the wooden oars lashed to the side of the carriole.

“Have you ever landed one of these contraptions?”

“Not really.” '

“Take it from me, it is neither slow nor painless. Perhaps
your spy meant for you to fall out of the sky? I know it
would be a relief to the Logosians if you were to vanish into
the ocean.” :

“You would make a very good point, except that the spy
doesn’t know I took the carriole. I don’t want her schemes to 3
interfere with this mission. No one knows what we're doing
except the two of us.” 4
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“You risk your life without glory? It is a testament to the

Virtue of Humility.”

~ “Watch carefully. I am a creature of Virtue now. That is
-why I returned the scroll to you.”

She squeezed the leather tube strapped to her belt. “That

is a feeble sacrifice, since we go together to face the Needle.
If you truly want to serve Justice, you will deliver that spy to
- me when we are finished.”

~ Montenegro waved a hand dismissively. “I have other
. plans for her, Thulann. Do not fear. She shall receive her law-
ful reward. I promise you that.”

~ Thulann sighed as she ducked her face behind him, to
‘ e the wind again. “Laws count for little in the midst of a
~war. The honor of soldiers is all that matters. Thank the
- Great Mother for knights and noble warriors.” Of course, he
‘could not hear her in the bellowing wind, nor did she want
to continue the conversation. Her stomach had not yet set-
tled. The time had come to focus on her body. She sum-
‘moned a Way Master’s trance and lost herself in the
- mysticism of the flesh.

Sand and scrub grass whispered around Toria’s ankles.
' The spring air was cool and wet. The sun threw a bolt of
afternoon warmth across the island of Buccaneer’s Den. Far-
 ther south the sky blackened. Pine trees capered in the rising
F winds.
. Toria peeked over the jags of a cliff and observed the
_ quiet port below. The Den was a vast junkyard of flotsam
- collected into the shape of a town. The carcasses of ships
 were overturned to form buildings. Shanties were fashioned
E‘pf driftwood and stones. Sometimes it appeared that a lake
- of shallow mud was all that held the settlement together.
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The sight of the Den conjured ghosts from Toria’s mem:
ory. This was her only real home until two years ago. In the
intervening time she did not long to come back, but rathe:
she listened with fascination to its subtle echoes. The Den
lived inside her. 3

Strange, then, that it seemed so small and decrepit now:
Perhaps it had lost some of its ego over the course of two
long years. 1

The filthy streets were nearly empty. The few visible
townsfolk busied themselves preparing for the hurricane.
Only five ships rested in the harbor, and of these Chase’s
alone showed signs of activity. .

Jatha pressed flat his ears as he drew beside her. “I thoughi
this place was a haven for pirates. Where are all the ships?”

“Fled around the cape to New Jhelom. The size of that
fleet in Britannia Bay must have scared the chocolate out of
them. Pirates hate a standup fight.” '

“Then who do those ships down there belong to?” J

“Privateers, like Bawdewyn. Enemies of Anzo. Their
crews are probably dead and their captains . . .” She swal-
lowed. “Well, they’re chained up inside that rocky hill on the k
east side of town. Anzo’s fortress is a bunch of caves down °
there. I don’t want to think about what those poor captains
have been through.” 1

He patted her shoulder. “We’ll get Bawdewyn out of
there. I can see now why we couldn’t sail into the harbor.
That’s a lot of artillery around the entrance.” He pomted'
to a barrage of catapults, trebuchets, ballistas and other
heavy weapons that guarded the narrow mouth of the ba ,_,:
From a distance some of them appeared Logosian in ori-
gin. “It will be gratifying to see what happens when
they’re turned on that hovel of a city. The Menagerie’s crew
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nust be closing in on them by now. We need to hurry into
town. If we're not under cover by the time they start fir-
g, we're liable to find out how much chocolate we’ve got
in us!”

. A day had passed by the time Thulann and Montenegro
‘reached the edge of the hurricane. The sun was a patch of
lighter clouds overhead. The levitant had endured longer
than they expected, perhaps because they had maintained a
steady altitude, but the faltering pitch of the flying machine
‘portended the boundary of their flight.

.~ So far they had spotted no Technocrat scout vessels. They
had hoped to overpower a small crew and hijack the craft to
take them to the Needle. But the sputtering demise of their
levitant extinguished that possibility. And so with dour faces
‘they used their remaining moments of altitude to pursue
their next plan of action.

~ When the carriole crossed inside the storm, a hammer of

: sucked away her hearing and her balance. She could
not tell if Montenegro was conscious. She did not know if
y were rising or falling. All of her will focused upon
cleaving to the saddle of the carriole, though she had little
reason to think that it mattered.

~ So violently did they tumble that Thulann’s bones began
to protest. Her limbs jarred against the metal vehicle. Her
Eh:ad snapped back and forth until she jammed it against
Montenegro’s body.

~ She realized the knight was moving. She peered through
howling rain and spotted his hand on a lever. Gently he
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He was lowering the carriole to the surface. §
Giant wave crests rolled beneath them, like ponderot
hillsides marching across a nightmare landscape. As the
riole dropped lower, the wave peaks sheltered them from th
wind. The respite would be brief. Montenegro sat u}
quickly and slapped a vial into her hand. “Drink!” he be
lowed. y
She nearly bit the vial in half. The potion tingled throug]
her chest as an enormous bluff of seawater leapt overhead
With inches to spare she dove into the water. The m: C
ocean gulped down Thulann and Montenegro and the ca
riole and all sense of direction and every remaining glimm
of light.
The black, cold throat of the sea pressed against her fror
all sides. Its titanic maw growled and huffed. She held tightly
to the rope around her waist. With a flinch she opened het
mouth and let the salty water pour into her windpipe. Het
lungs screamed. Her body convulsed. With a quick tran -.‘
she resisted the rising panic. :
The swimming potion coursed through her and the panic
subsided. She could breathe the seawater, though her ming
could barely comprehend it.
She tugged on the rope. From the other end Montenegro
tugged back. Hand-over-hand they reeled themselves
together. The touch of another person in that black abyss
chased away some of Thulann’s animal terror. She sensed
the same reaction from the knight.
A blue light appeared. Montenegro held a sealed spark.
lantern next to a glass compass. They agreed on its readi u;{
and then swam due south, toward the eye of the storm that
cradled Blackthorn’s armada. Thulann guessed that th e
wind had blown them two or three miles inside the hurri- -
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ane’s perimeter. That gave them at least ten miles to tra-
. Though the two warriors had donned the lightest
le armor, and the swimming potions imparted great
rength and stamina, the weight of their weapons posed a
onstant threat of sinking. The likelihood of losing their
earing forced them to be vigilant. And neither Thulann
' Montenegro was certain how long the potions would

' Ever since her first trip to New Britannia, Thulann had
ted the sea. With each subsequent journey it became a
"'- er enemy. This afternoon, engulfed by its gurgling
v, Thulann kicked it with relentless vigor as she would
y other opponent.

- For more than sixty years she had held time itself at bay.
y comparison the ocean was a childish bully. She could beat
for one mile more. Just for one mile more.

;* he thump of a bowstring kissed the gloomy air. An
w whispered down the length of a dim stone corridor.
spu'aled at the passing of the missile. It struck aman at
e far end.
- The guard fell with a soft clatter. Fairfax motioned down
way. “After you, Captain Toria.”
- The minstrel grinned as she darted through the bowels of
0’s fortress. The caves were hewn from the sandstone of
broad hillside. Small grates pierced the ceiling, admitting
fts of glittering sunlight. She avoided the beams by
he guard was unconscious but not quite dead. Toria left
im to Fairfax and Jatha, who followed close behind her. She
rned her attention on the wooden door that terminated
e corridor. An embedded iron lock secured the heavy
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latch. With a pick she probed the mechanism. She smirked.
Compared to Technocrat locks, this rusty contraption wa
barely a nibble. In seconds it clanked open.

Jatha stared at the hallway behind them. His ears perked
high on his head. “This makes me nervous. Shouldn’t there
be more resistance?” 3

Toria tested the hinges of the door. They squeaked a bit,
She paused. “Not really. I told you, I came in here lots of
times when I was a kid. That collapsed side tunnel got us
past most of the guards. Besides, half of Anzo’s thugs have
left the island, and half of the ones who stayed are trying to
recapture the artillery from Bawdewyn’s crew. There’s not
many ears left to hear us. If we’re careful, we can pull this
off.”

“Careful and fast,” added Fairfax. “What's beyond that
door?” -
“An antechamber to the prison cell. There’s probably
three or four guards in there. Once we’re past them we can
free Bawdewyn and whoever else is inside. Getting out will
be easier. There'll be a lot more of us. The guards won'’t be
able to hold us back.” .

After a brief regrouping, Toria shoved open the door and
tumbled inside. A pair of men in studded leathers leapt from
their chairs in shock. Each of them flashed a loaded cross-
bow. Toria dropped one with a thrown dagger. The other
yowled in horror when the rock wall thrust out tentacles.
Jatha commanded the spell to entwine the guard and
squeeze. The man passed out seconds later

When her breath returned she glanced at the wizard. 0
matter how many times I see that, it always sends a chill
through me.” it
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- The Meer covered his nose with both hands. “It’s far less
disturbing than the condition of this prison. Do they ever
clean this place?”

. Fairfax examined an iron-banded door on the far side of
the guard chamber. The latch was fixed with a padlock. “It’s
not supposed to be pleasant, Jatha. And I suspect it’s worse
et behind here. Toria, would you care to perform your own
agic?”

- “Stand back,” she answered as she approached the cell
door. “Fairfax, search those guards for the key to the outer
door. Lock it and watch it close, hey? Jatha, can you get
ready to heal some prisoners? They’re probably in a nasty
state. Let me do this lock.” She popped it open with ease.
“Hold your noses,” she warned as she shoved on the heavy

It opened with a woody croak. The prison exhaled a
ghastly, cloying breath. Toria’s eyes and throat stung. She
peered through a damp murk, trying to resolve an image by
the light of a single pillar of sunlight. The sight was
ppalling. The cell was a vast, recessed pit of mud and filth.
Carpets of vermin scurried away from theé entrance. Less
animated were the silhouettes of the prisoners, who stirred
with sluggish dread. Innumerable chains shifted and clinked.
As her vision adjusted Toria picked out details. Over a hun-
dred men and women lay on a bed of moldy sewage. All of
them were shackled to the ground. Some of them were
bound by the neck, their faces barely above the surface of
the muck. Others were encased in sadistic contrivances of
wood and iron. None of them seemed to possess the
strength or the will to even moan.

. Her stomach reeled. Two years ago she might have run
way. But her experiences with Thulann rendered that
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notion unthinkable. Instead she conjured a hearty breath
and sang: #

Now pull, bully boys, and I'll tell you a story

"Bout the wee little minstrel they call Tiny Tori!
Though her shape was a nibble, her mouth was a feast!
But she never had nothin’ on Bawdewyn the Beast!

From the shadows of the pit came a lone, feeble answer:

So hey-holly-hoy-o, now pull, bully boy-os!
"Twas never another like Bawdewyn the Beast!

“By the Virtues,” rasped Bawdewyn from somewhere
below, “tell me they haven’t got you, too, lass.” ,

She ground her teeth and forced a smile. “This time we’ve
got them! I'm here to turn you out. If anyone down there
has the strength to pick a lock, call out your name. You can -
help me free the others. Your ships are in the harbor and
there’s no one barring the way. Let’s spit in Anzo’s face and
laugh as we leave!” 1

The cheer that rose from the dismal cell was pathetic and
uplifting at the same time. She snatched Jatha’s wrist and
bounded down the steps, anxious to get started. =

Thulann considered drawing her sword, but opted for a
knife instead. She saw no sense in losing the larger blade to
the deep. The heavy bowels of the ocean surged around her.
She and Montenegro held fast to the rope, with only a yard
of slack between them. A curtain of greenish illumination
tumbled overhead, the glow of the surface, showing them
vague hints of the creature that stalked the chilling abyss.

304




AUSTEN ANDREWS

i
* The Technocrats called the mechanical monster a clock-
work leviathan, though it bore little resemblance to that leg-
ndary sea serpent. Its shape reminded Thulann of a
carriage-size crustacean with a thick, riveted shell. A pair of
giant claws dangled from its body. Propellers chugged
through the viscous sea. When the automaton’s shadow
janished in the inky depths, its metal components squeaked
hrough liquid distortion, hinting at its location below.
Thulann and Montenegro treaded water underneath the
moaning hurricane. In silence they waited for the creature to
make its move. Then a mountainous form heaved up from
elow and a huge claw lunged at them. They slackened the
ope and pushed away from each other. The pincer clamped
etween them.
. The rope did not sever, but stayed taut. Thulann gripped
he knife in her teeth and pulled herself back toward her
ompanion. When she could almost discern the knight’s
iape, the entire ocean lurched.
- The clockwork leviathan was building speed while hold-
g the rope that connected them. The two warriors
ragged behind it like snared fish. Montenegro paralleled
hulann on the opposite side of the mechanical claw. She
limpsed a flicker of light. He was checking his compass.
e fumbled through the gloom until she located his hand.
e squeezed her palm three times. Three was the pre-
ranged code for all is well.
- The monster was taking them in the direction of the hur-
'{ ne’s eye. Did it think they were captives? Corpses? Flot-
n? She could not know the creature’s thoughts. She only
ayed that they arrived at their destination before the swim-
potions expired. She did not want them to drown. In
e open air she might have a chance to announce Montene-
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gro to the Blessed Halls of Honor; under the ocean she
could not sing. She wondered if anyone else knew the m

he had become in the last few days. Though he claimed
glory meant little to him now, Thulann did not want him to-
die unheralded. History deserved better than that, and so
did Montenegro. -

“My my, this is an unpleasant find. Someone has broken
into my jail. I would chastise my guards, but I believe they’re
all dead.” ]

The words came from a man at the door and sprang
across the murky air of the prison cell. In a flash Toria dove
through the muddy filth, hiding against the pit wall where
she was invisible from the doorway. She was confident she
had not been seen. Quietly she unsheathed her static sword.

The voice had belonged to Mister Chase. The immaculate
man was not much older than herself, but occupied a cov-
eted position in Anzo’s organization. The deadliest hench-
men answered to him. A large band of those cutthroats now
crowded into the cell, forming ranks around the doorway. -
Toria made out spears and crossbows from their long, loom-
ing shadows. 4

So far she had unshackled half of the prisoners. Some of
them started forward, but halted in the face of the well-
armed ambush. i

A body careened over Toria’s head and splashed into the
mud. Jatha leapt from the shadows and gathered up the
bloody form. “Fairfax!” he shouted, jostling the limp ranger.
When no answer came, the wizard conjured a ball of white
light and cascaded it over his companion’s wounds. Fairfax
sputtered and sat up.

“Damn, it stinks in here,” he grumbled.
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| Mister Chase called out, “We haven’t seen many wizards
down here! Mostly we kill them outright, because they’re
nothing but work for us. So I propose, my Meer friend, that
;n not cast any more spells. It would be a shame to punc-
ture you before we get a chance to talk.”

- A tall figure rose from the pit floor. Captain Bawdewyn
had been stripped to his breeches. His dark skin glistened
with muck. Jatha’s healing had erased his wounds, but the
pain of his capture was evident in his scowl. “Don’t kill
them, Chase! Shoot me if you're hungry for it. They’re here
on my account.”

- “Yes, I know that. Your crew has seized the harbor
artillery and turned it against us. A quarter of the town is in
es. We’ll drive them off in good time, of course, but it is
you who must pay for the damage.”

Bawdewyn snapped, “You can tell Anzo to talk to my
ghost, “cause I'll die before he sees another copper from

~ “Whatever suits you, Captain. Though I assure you it
will be a long, long time before you perish. Did you know
it is possible to torture a man for years before his body
gives out? But it’s only worthwhile if the victim offers no
native.”

“Jatha, who is this officious prinker?”

- Bawdewyn grumbled, “Watch him careful, friend. He’s
'Anzo’s favorite pet.”

4 Jatha ﬂattened his ears. “He’s a dead man if he threatens
Is again.”

- Chase’s henchmen growled their displeasure. Tension
swelled in the room. Toria knew it would break apart in sec-
onds. The time to act was now. She extended her arm and
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hurled her static sword out of the pit. When it struck the -
side wall, a burst of sparks pierced the darkness. 3

In that moment of alarm she leapt up and rolled over the
lip of the pit. Like a bolt she vaulted behind Chase and
pressed a knife to his throat. “Back off or he’s skewered!” she
wailed at the startled thugs.

The henchmen whirled their crossbows toward her, but
hesitated to take aim. She pinned Chase’s arm behind his
back with a powerful Jukan hold. His right hand was miss-
ing, she noticed with surprise. A knot of bandages capp -ss{‘
his sundered wrist. -

She held him more tightly. Her knife drew a welt from the
man'’s skin. ;

“Be wary of tricks!” shouted Bawdewyn.

“Marry me, Toria!” laughed Fairfax. ,

“Everyone shut up!” she commanded, “except you,
Chase. Tell your men to throw down their weapons. All
these prisoners are leaving with me.” C

Mister Chase lifted his chin to ease the pressure on his -
neck. In his spotless white silk he sustained unflinching dig-~
nity. “That won’t do. If that is my only choice then you may
as well slit my throat, because Anzo will do much worse to
me if I release these people. Oh and Toria, might I add that
it is a pleasure to see you again.” ;

“I'm not joking, Chase!” :

“Of course you aren’t. You have succeeded in getting my
attention. Now you must decide what you will do with it.”

Toria cursed under her breath. She realized he was no
bluffing. Anzo was a businessman and Chase’s reason for liv-
ing was to protect the Pirate King’s interests.

Thulann’s voice rang in her head: Creativity is the founda
tion of victory.
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ler thoughts raced. She steadied her tone and said, “Here
ly proposition. There’s going to be a naval battle. Put
e prisoners on as many ships as they can crew. Send
n to help the New Britannian fleet.”

Vhat good does that afford me?”

The Senate will be indebted to Anzo. That’s bound to be
th a few months of relief from Admiral Duarte, and you
‘nothing for it. If these prisoners die in battle, it’s no
at loss, hey?”

fister Chase sniffed. “It is an intriguing proposal. But
0 will want more.”

'What more?”

vage rights to any Technocrat ships these prisoners

n the dark of the pit Captain Bawdewyn stepped forward.
ase’s henchmen bore their crossbows at him. He sneered
k. “Lass, tell him about the assassin who’s hidden on
rd that Logosian warship.”

Toria squinted. “You mean Pikas? He’s riding Braun’s
edle with a sorcerer from Yew.”

She felt Chase stiffen. “Are you referring to Pikas of
I saw him myself. I almost ended up on the point of his
ord. You know him?”

“We have broken bread, and other things.”

Bawdewyn crossed his arms. “Turn us loose and I'll bring
i the assassin’s head. I give you my word.”
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Chase snorted. “You have many debts you do not intend
to pay.”
“Those were extortion! This is an honest trade. You know
I'm good for it, damn you!” i
Toria nudged her blade against Chase’s neck. “Do we have
a bargain or is your blood going to be the first to spill?” ’
The silk-clad businessman smiled. “Pikas will kill you, but -
the attempt shall be worthwhile. Very well. We have a bar-
gain. Break it and you will never know peace.” He glanced at -
his henchmen. “Gentlemen, remove the quarrels from your
crossbows. Help these prisoners outside. I'll have munitions -
delivered for two ships. Do not tarry. The storm is almost
upon us.” He swallowed. “Toria, the contract is struck. |
Kindly take the knife from my throat. Have a look at my -
right hand while you’re back there.” :
She broke the nervous tension in her limbs, then stepped
away. Chase lifted the stump of his right forearm. Some- -
thing metallic glinted in the bandages. :
The minstrel looked closer. The tip of a steel arrow pro-
truded from the wrappings, of the sort launched from Tech-
nocrat bolt-throwers. Chase unwound a portion of the
bandage to reveal just such a weapon strapped to his cleaved
arm. ;
Toria blanched. He could have killed her at any moment,
but had held out for a better profit. 32
He held the barbed missile close to his face and openeda
cold grin. “Do give my fondest regards to Pikas when you
see him. If I am going to mount his head for a trophy, he -
may as well be smiling.” :
She exited the filthy prison in silence, clutching her chest
without realizing it. i
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- As the clockwork leviathan hauled her through the ocean
at brutal, churning speeds, Thulann found herself starting to
gag and cough. Her lungs felt swollen. The murky water
seemed to press against her skull.

~ The swimming potion had nearly run its course. Unless
she reached the surface in a few minutes, she would drown.
~ She fought the current to grab hold of Montenegro, then
ged his belt twice, the signal to surface. The knight did
not move, except to sway limply in the salty, rushing water.
‘He had already fallen unconscious.

~ Thulann focused on her body once more. Her chest
stilled. The action conserved air. Breathing techniques were
ental to the Way, but never had she expected to use

She worked a solid grip onto Montenegro’s wrist. With
‘her other hand she drew her dagger and cut the rope in half.

monster streaked off into the gloom. Thulann could not
determine which direction was up, so she drew a healing
| potion from her shoulder sack and thumbed off the cork.

tenegro was a lifeless weight dragging behind.

- For an eternity she chased the cork until it outpaced her.
She continued on what she presumed was the proper
course. Her torso began to hurt. Even the techniques of

- gone.

. Then a giant roared up from the depths. The mechanical

leviathan had returned. When it bashed against her Mon-
egro wrenched from her grasp. She battled the creature’s

iling wake and plunged after the knight’s fading silhouette.
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She caught him as the monster rumbled close again. Het
vision started to sparkle and dim. She only had seconds lef
Her gloved hand found Starfell and whisked it from the
scabbard. As the leviathan charged she slashed at its stee
claw. To her surprise the blade passed easily through the vis
cous water. The sword clanged against the creature’s
which threw up a cascade of sparks and bubbles. :
Thulann swam after the bubbles and sucked a few int
her mouth. Her lungs devoured the hot, welcome air. Whei
the monster lurched up again she kicked its riveted armor te
propel herself into a spin. A deafening propeller chopped the
sea less than a foot away. She jammed Starfell into the mech-
anism, which shredded itself against the enchanted blade.
The leviathan emitted an eerie, metallic squeal and lis
aside for an instant. Thulann did not waste the moment. She
pumped her legs frantically, hauling her limp companion
toward a cluster of lights above.
They broke the surface. She chewed a deep breath from
the air. The wounded leviathan did not give immediate pur-
suit, and so she paused to survey their surroundings. The
ocean waves rolled but not in mountainous peaks. The dark-
ening sky had a pale green cast. No wind swept the sea. The
calm was almost unnatural.
They had reached the eye of the hurricane.
Dozens of armored boats tossed in the waves around
them. The clouds were dotted with Logosian airships. A
colossal black shape loomed overhead, throwing bolts of
lightning in all directions like the spokes of an impossible
wheel. The sound of it rattled her old bones. ,
So that’s Braun’s Needle, she thought. For such an ugly
monstrosity, it had an awesome, even majestic presence. She
imagined the Technocrats must be very proud of the accom-
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ishment. It surely meant devastation to both Jukaran and
w Britannia. And so the thought of destroying it kindled a
fire inside her. Her fatigue receded. She pressed the
‘water from Montenegro’s lungs until the knight hacked and
flailed. Then she emptied another healing potion into his
“mouth, collected him under one arm and swam for the near-
est Technocrat vessel.

~ There had to be a way to get up to the Needle. She
intended to find it or perish in the attempt.
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CHAPTER

14

Black Sword, Black Hearc

I he flying carriage soared upward from
the tossing sea. The vehicle resembled the horse-drawn vari--
ety except for a levitant tank bolted to the roof and movable
vanes where the wheels ought to be. Suited mainly for verti-
cal travel, the air carriage was one of many that transported
Technocrat officers between the surface vessels and the air-
ships high above. Only their arc lamps were visible in the
night sky. The activity was routine and drew little attention
from the other Logosians. It was an ideal arrangement fot:
surreptitious travel.

The interior of the carriage was designed to accommo~
date officers, with a small writing desk and a collection of
drafting tools. A spark lantern buzzed overhead. Thulann :
disregarded these amenities. Nervously she monitored the
control levers. Though Braun’s Needle was a giant target
above them, they had to reach it without drawing attention
to themselves. That required a steady course. The slain pilot
in the corner gave them no assistance. :

Across the desk Montenegro unfurled the schematic for
the Needle’s primary weapon. “You can see where Mistress
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a made notes on the diagram. Here’s the main pole,
ich she’s labeled as the ‘sowing tower.” These three tanks
‘reagent urns.” And this big contraption in the center is
‘storm engine.” If I read this diagram correctly, that’s
‘where we can shut the whole thing down.”
~ “Does she explain how we might accomplish that? Do not
let my flying experience fool you. I am probably less conver-
sant than you in Logosian technology. I doubt Braun’s Nee-
' dle has a lever marked ‘off.”
. The knight formed a half-smirk. “I have never met a Tech-
nocrat machine that could resist Starfell’s attentions. I prefer
to kill it like we would any other beast, by stabbing it in a
tender spot.”
~ “Isee the simple elegance of your plan. Except, of course,
 that Technocrat machines enjoy rather explosive deaths.”
- “Then so shall we.” He chuckled. “Your passing will be a
sad day for Clan Kumar. Venduss will long for you when he
 becomes chieftain. In my own case, I believe poor little Toria
“was the only person who would have missed me. Maybe
Il sing me a song in the next world.”
- The cabin listed slightly. The Way Master nudged a con-
rol stem. The carriage righted itself and continued to rise
toward the looming, black Needle. “Toria awaits us in the
eat Hall of Honor. I have no doubt she is a popular attrac-

-your cousin, Lady Aria, may shed a tear for your demise.”

~ He winced. “She has no love. She gives poison in its
=‘ “You are wrong. Before you scowl at me, listen to an old
- woman whose hours are numbered. I heard your conversa-
tion with Aria in the sewers. I know real affection when I see
it She is true. This scroll proves it.” She tapped the diagram.
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Montenegro sat up. “Why do you say that?” 9

“Because this scroll could make the difference between
victory and defeat. She may have ensured the downfall of
the Technocrats. And she is a Technocrat herself, is she not?
The very spy you stole from me at Ruhn? To strike down her
own armada for the sake of devotion to you—I call that the
act of a true heart.” b

He growled a sigh and rubbed his face. “Little point in
denying it now. Yes, she is that spy, or once was, at least. She
claims to have forsaken Blackthorn for me, though it’s diffi-
cult to believe. And this”—he thumbed the scroll—“is buta
thimble of water against an inferno that I inadvertently set.”

The old Juka kept her eyes on the controls. “You once
asked me how the Way advises a man who has been stabbed
in the back. Here is the best answer. The Way instructs usto
find beauty in all things. There is nothing under the sky
more beautiful than one person’s devotion to another. It
grants honor through forgiveness. It plucks glory from
defeat. In the past month I have learned these things anew.
Remember them when you think of your faux cousin,
Riona.”

Montenegro stared out the window. The storm was a
misty grey wall surrounding them. He murmured, “Her
name is Raveka. And you presume far too much.”

The Way Master bowed her head. “You are correct. I am
old and maudlin. Please forgive me.”

The carriage soared close to the massive bulk of the Nee-
dle. Both of them attended the vehicle’s levers. Cautiously
they maneuvered away from the landing bays where soldiers
and crewmen greeted newcomers. Instead they angled
underneath the huge airship. The levitant tank on the roof
bumped a giant steering vane that hung from the bottom of
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. the vessel. Montenegro held fast the controls to keep them
- steady.

. Thulann kicked open the carriage door and climbed out.
. The drop to the ocean was high enough to bring sweat even
~ to her callused palms. She found handholds between the
~ slatted planks of wood that formed the surface of the vane.
- Quickly she climbed. The wind endeavored to dislodge her,
~ but after a few minutes she reached the top. The mast-length
. vane protruded from a cluster of immense gears inside an
. iron cage. She secured a perch among the sturdy beams and
- tugged on the rope around her waist.

. Moments later the rope tugged back. She braced herself.
. Twenty feet below, Montenegro appeared in the door of the
- wobbling air carriage. He reached inside the cabin, sabo-
uged the controls, then leapt out. The flying carriage top-
' pled down, shrinking to a tiny mote before vanishing in a
* speck of white water.

. Montenegro dangled on the other end of Thulann’s
-rope. He braced his feet against the wooden vane and
' pulled himself up, walking on the vertical surface. By the
' time he clasped her hand he seemed eager to stand on the
solid iron beams. They hurried away from the whistling
breeze, deeper into the mechanical bowels of Braun’s
edle.

- The warship comprised its own hurricane of steam and
‘smoke and thundering metal. They headed for the center,
‘pavigating a tight, sweltering labyrinth whose walls were
‘made of heaving gears and clanging pipes and chains that
hammered a staccato rhythm. Their gloves smoked from the
‘heat of the beams they gripped. Choking steam penetrated
their armor and squeezed their tired bodies. Each warrior
d see the other as little more than a stir of motion in the
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dense, clutching air. Thulann found the ocean itself to be
less oppressive. But she willed herself to press on, side-by-
side with the New Britannian knight. :

From the sultry murk appeared several more shapes: a
crew of workmen, startled from their chores. The Way Mas-
ter loosed her new, oaken staff from the strap across her
back. The butt of the pole smacked a Juka in the face and
another in his leather-clad stomach. The men dropped.
Montenegro’s response was less humane, as Starfell cut
through the two remaining workers in a flurry of blood and
screams. He examined the fallen men as Thulann scouted
ahead. ;

When she was convinced no others had escaped, she
returned to find Montenegro with his ear pressed against a
vertical conduit. He pulled back and thumped the copper -
pipe with his finger. “Listen.” 4

She raked a handful of drenched, grey hair from her face -
and laid a pointed ear on the metal. Crackling noises stirred
the liquid inside. She turned to her companion and

squinted. E
“Lightning,” he explained, “and magical in origin, not -
mechanical. I know the difference.” He motioned upward, 3
where the conduit ascended through a smoke-black scaffold-
ing. “There’s a battle somewhere above us. At the other end
of this pipe is a sorcerer. I intend to bet my life on it.” 1
Abruptly Thulann felt a sting in her scalp. An arc of
electricity sprang from the copper and bit her. The pipe
rattled in its mounts. She scratched her singed head. “It
must be the Pact of Four. Their agents seek the same desti-
nation as we do. How courteous of them to show us the
way.” 3
The knight grumbled, “When this hellish contraption is
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climb. Though her bad leg had begun to ache, Thulann fol-
lowed close behind.

' They emerged onto a wide catwalk. The corpses of
‘armored Logosian soldiers were draped all around them.
“The trail is fresh,” noted Montenegro.

. The catwalk led into a riveted wall. Brilliant flashes

, s for close fighting. The tips of the weapons sparkled

with static charge, in the same fashion as Toria’s looted

sword.

. Thulann readied her staff again. Montenegro gripped

Starfell with both hands. The Logosians saw the threat and

charged in a tight formation. :

With only yards separating the intruders and the soldiers,

‘the two soldiers in the lead jumped high into the air. Thu-

lann recognized the offensive tactic as distinctive of the elite
anissars. The leaping assault gave them a tactical and psy-

he hurled herself up to meet them. They sailed on a
course for collision. Just before they clashed she threw
down the staff, granting herself extra momentum to
euver. Her body contorted to dodge one spear. The
‘other weapon she scissored with her legs, wrenching it
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from her opponent’s grip. She landed holding the static
spear, which was much better than a staff against spring
plated kinetic armor. f

Three more Janissars lunged at her. She fell into a tumble
using the cover of their shields to her own advantage. She
thrust her spear through a joint of one soldier’s armor. A
dazzle of sparks erupted from his abdomen. The Janissai
roared and brought down the keen edge of his shield. It
snapped the haft of her weapon. She kicked his gut, shovin
him against the catwalk railing. He scrambled to keep from
falling. y

A boot smashed into her side. She flipped with the
momentum of the blow and landed on her feet, battin
away speartips with her gauntleted hands. She found hersel
retreating. Though not as skilled as a Way Master, Janissars
were expert melee fighters. If this battle did not end quickly,
she and Montenegro would lose. With a lunge she dropped
inside the reach of one spear. She stunned the soldier wit
her elbow. She pushed his shield to block an incomin
attack, then elbowed the man again. He staggered. She
crouched and hurled him over her shoulders, into the path
of the next Janissar. ;

Thulann used the stunned man’s spear to puncture him,
then jabbed the next soldier’s throat. As her last opponen
circled she dared to glance at Montenegro. The knight’s
magic sword had sheared corners from his two enemies
shields. One of the Janissars stumbled, clutching a savage
chest wound. The other had his hands full parrying a bas
rage of furious blows. Thulann recognized that Monteneg;
was using her own techniques, though he interpreted th
with his own Britannian idiom. If somehow they v
this mission, she resolved to analyze his style.
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~ Her opponent closed. They swatted each other’s spears
again and again, until it was unclear who was attacking and
-who was defending. In the middle of this energetic exchange
Thulann seized an opening. She jammed her spear into the
Janissar’s chest. He yowled and cracked his weapon under
he ]aw She reeled. He kicked her chest. She flew back
against the catwalk railing. When he charged her she
ducked, forcing him to brace against the railing to stop his
own inertia.

At that moment a metallic clang split the air. Montenegro
had chopped through the metal rail. It gave way, hurling the
Janissar fifty feet down the hard iron scaffolding. The
knight's own opponents lay dead on the catwalk. He patted
the Way Master’s back. “Come on. They were going in
there as reinforcements.” He pointed to the door in the riv-
ted wall, from which the flash and thunder of battle
emerged.

'L Thulann felt her chest. Her Jukan armor had held against
the static-charged spear, but just barely. Then she caught her
breath and chased after her much younger companion.
‘Montenegro! Stop. Let me go have a look. We do not know
what is happening in there. I do not want to rush into a fight
f it does not serve our goal here. I am bleeding enough

~ “Hurry! In three minutes I'm coming after you.”
. She dashed through the entrance. On the other side she
urched into the depths of a steamy shadow. The chamber
yas larger and more open than most of Braun’s Needle. In
he glare of lightning and venting flames she immediately
cognized the machinery here. There were three large, cop-
sery tanks connected to a huge central bulk of gears and
heels and clicking levers, which was clad in heavy steel
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armor. Bursts of light sprang from within. This was
storm engine. This was their destination. e

It was guarded by three dreadnoughts. A small ban
engaged the half-mechanical monsters in a hopeless attemp

ble, floor-shaking power. The bolts bounced without effec
from the armor that encased the storm engine. Pikas ¢
Enclave, wearing his kinetic armor, and a small Meer war
rior danced about one dreadnought and peppered it wit
weapons blows. A Technocrat in a Theorist’s robe fired 2
two-handed static scourge at a human enemy who wa
shrouded in a wall of steam. &

The Way Master was startled by the sheer futility of th
action. These agents of the Pact of Four stood no chanc
against a single dreadnought, much less three of them. The
she looked again and realized why the agents were not deat
already. The dreadnoughts could not fight back. When one
of the creatures struck, its huge drill-arm rebounded in a cat
cade of white embers. The agents were unharmed. A pen-
dant around each of their necks pulsed brightly for a few
seconds afterward. A

Powerful sorcery shielded them. No doubt this was the
contribution of the high-ranking Meer contingent of the
Pact. Thulann marveled as the agents hammered the dread-
noughts with attack after attack and ignored counterstrikes
that would mangle an unprotected warrior. She was still
unsure if they could defeat the creatures, but they seemed to.
be in no real danger themselves. Only the mobility and bulk
of the floating dreadnoughts prevented the Pact agents from
approaching the storm engine unhindered, as well as the
intervention of the lone human defender, who presently
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nerged from a curtain of steam and drew a heavy, curved

The man was dressed in pneumatic armor. The mechani-
al suit used cushions of steam to render far more protec-
ion than any other mail. Pistons augmented several key
jints, granting the wearer enhanced strength. The only
back was that unless such a suit was meticulously main-
ned, it was very prone to malfunctioning. And of course,
he steam engine that powered it scorched the wearer to
such an uncomfortable degree that only a madman might
ear the torture.
* As it happened, the human who wore the pneumatic
armor appeared to be a madman. From the open face of his
helmet thrust a wild, wiry beard of silver and black. His
ez thery skin was a webwork of wrinkles and scars. His
ared teeth glinted metallic. His eyes were half-white and
le. “Gaff figured you'd have sorcery on your side,
your lubbing bones! You think them baubles will pro-
tect you from me? Shanty Lynch ain’t no machine! Bring
yourselves up here and I'll show you how Whalesfang bites!”
e stroked the air with his heavy cutlass. A shimmering
glow trailed behind the blade.
- Thulann considered the wisdom of lending aid, but that
fray would be suicide without a magic pendant. So she
- watched the surreal scene as the agents charged the strange
- human, whose accent recalled Buccaneer’s Den more than
- any Logosian region. Lunging dreadnoughts blocked their
' path but Shavade made it through. She pelted Shanty Lynch
with a hail of blows from her crystal sword. He struck back
- with a single swipe. His curved blade sang as it moved.
- Shavade cartwheeled out of the way. When she readied her-
. self to counterstrike, she emitted a sudden cry.
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Her protective pendant lay at Shanty Lynch’s feet. The:
bearded human cackled as he smashed it with his cutlass. A

her life. r.

Two bolts of lightning thrust at him, from Rictor and
from Grynholt. One of them he blocked with the blade he
called Whalesfang. The other bolt crashed against his pneu-
matic armor. He toppled backward, then sat up and howled
with laughter. “Try me again, hey? I've brawled harlots with
more punch than that!”

From nowhere Pikas of Enclave appeared. He clattered
hit after hit upon the human’s armor, but three glowing cuts
from Whalesfang drove the assassin back. Lynch barked
fiercely, “Bring me some more of that, you murderous viper!

Ravekal You ain’t nothing but a slithering coward!” With an
animal roar he smashed his boot atop the second pendant at
his feet. Pikas patted his chest, then crouched. A dread-
nought flew at him. The unprotected assassin somersaulted
away from the storm engine. Shanty Lynch screamed,
“Come back, you tender-bellied snake! I'm gonna decorate.
this place with your innards!” S

Thulann grimaced. She had seen enough. When the bat-
tle grew noisier she crept back out the door, hoping the
mechanical senses of the dreadnoughts would not detect her
movement.

On the catwalk, Montenegro had donned one of the
Janissar’s kite shields. His face burned with impatience.
“What'’s happening in there?”

“The agents of the Pact of Four are inside. They have con-
cocted an interesting strategy. It is failing. They will be dead
in a few minutes. Unless you imagine that we will fare better |

|
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against three dreadnoughts, you and I must concoct a new
ategy of our own.”

~ “Are there any other entrances?”

~ “None through which we might travel without the notice
of the dreadnoughts.”

- He grumbled. “How about the floor? Can we sneak in
anderneath the storm engine? If we’re quick we can destroy
it by surprise before the dreadnoughts see us.”

- “If we were ghosts we might pass through the steel and
come up directly beside it. But I saw no grates or ducts in the
‘A oor and the panels are riveted into place.”

. “Starfell can slice rivets. If we work slowly, we might not

. “Perhaps. It would take a day to cut through.”

. He snorted. “You have some urgent appointment before

en? Listen, at the soonest it will be two days before we
neet the New Britannian fleet. Let’s use that time. Impa-

tience has always been my nemesis. By the Virtues, if this is
he end of my life, I'm not going to let it foil me again!”

}'I‘he prow of the nimble Menagerie sliced through the
thoppy ocean waves. A few rays of dawnlight nudged
hrough the cloud cover. Captain Bawdewyn stood on the
deck and faced the pounding wind, the plumage of his hat
fluttering. His eyes fixed on the savage tempest that dark-
ned the southern horizon. With narrowed eyelids he
",- mbled, “You’re sure Jatha can get us through that
ness?”
 Toria joined him at the stem of the ship. Much of her hair
was bound under a colorful scarf. The rest frolicked in the
breeze. She clutched her shoulders against the wet chill and
vered, “He says he can. He’s got spells ready to block the
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worst. He trained in Air Magic under Mistress Aurora her
self. There’s no one better at it, except maybe some
Mystics in Avenosh.”

The privateer glanced starboard. “And how about the
Gavrielle and the Trinsic Lass? If he can’t protect them
they’re dead already. A seasoned crew would have trouble
surviving that hurricane. Healed or not, those freed prison:
ers ain’t used to working together.” k

“We’ll all get through,” said a purring voice from behind
them. Jatha of Ishpur bowed a greeting. “Mistress Aurora
created a spell that will let one spellcaster escort as many as
four vessels through any kind of storm. I happen to have
learned that spell myself.” '

Bawdewyn pinched his jaw. “Oh, yeah? How many othe
people know it?” :

“There are ten of us in all. Others tried to learn it, but
were unable.” He grinned. “My humility fails me. I am an
excellent student.”

The captain muttered, “Uh-huh. But we’ve got a problem.
Ten wizards times four warships means no more than forty
of us will get inside to reach the Logosian armada. That ain’t
even half our fleet. We ain’t going to beat Blackthorn that
way”

of that vanguard. Once the Needle is destroyed, the hurri-
cane will dissipate. Then the rest of the fleet can join the
battle.” e
Bawdewyn spat a whistle. “This is more desperate than-‘
thought.”
Toria boxed his arm. “You had backbone when I wa
growing up. What happened?”

326



Jatha laughed. “Don’t fret about the storm, my friend.
ut your faith in the Order of the Magus. Target your
row at the heart of the hurricane and prepare your men
or battle.”

“If it’s all the same, I'll wait to rendezvous with the fleet.”
“They will be here in a few hours,” said the wizard.

ia shook her head. “A day or two, you mean. They
dn’t even set sail when we left Britain.”

- Bawdewyn added, “Unless they’ve got another spell up
heir sleeve.”

' The tall Meer flattened his ears and grinned. In a burst of
otion he flung his arms into the air and bellowed a meas-
red incantation. The mainsail snapped taut at the head of
( blast of wind. The Menagerie pitched forward and
roaned.

- Captain Bawdewyn'’s hat lifted from his shaven head. He
natched it from the air and howled, “Stop it, you crazy bas-

 Jatha bowed again and the wind ceased. The ship tottered
ck into place. The sailors lobbed unkind words as they
gained their positions in the riggings. Their captain
flected the sentiment in his glower. “You trying to sink us
efore we even get there?”

' But Toria’s freckled features drew into a smile. “Think of
what that will do to a Technocrat airship!”

The Meer gave her a nod. “Blackthorn perverts alchemy
with his execrable machines, but he’s about to learn what
yholesome sorcery can achieve. My caste elders will con-
demn me for it, but I confess this victory will be worth the
chastisement! You've never seen rain like the iron that will
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fall from the sky. We can fill our barrels and take it all back o
Anzo. May it serve him as well as it serves Blackthorn!”

The voice muttered behind Thulann, from a shroud of
roiling steam: “I could have killed you and the boy in
Crevasse, but I didn’t.” E

The Way Master recognized Pikas’s voice. She knew the
assassin must be prepared to murder her quickly. He would
not have revealed himself otherwise. She remained still,
though her body calculated many pathways of reaction.
“You are alive. How splendid.” ;

“I let both of you live. You owe me.”

“What do I owe you?” 3

“Ineed your help. You need mine. You owe me a truce.”

She furrowed her brow. “I confess, on board this giant war
machine you do seem less of a threat. Very well, I shall listen
to your proposition, on one condition. Tell me why you let

“It was too easy. It didn’t feel right. I need to beat y
fairly and it seemed too . . . professional.”

Fau'ly? I daresay you are maturing from an assassin to a
warrior.” 1

“Assassins are peacetime warriors, when there’s little
glory in honorable defeat.” !

“You live in a sad world, Pikas, but we have no time to
debate. You are correct. We can both use assistance. Tell me
your plan. Perhaps I can shackle my vengeance long enough -
for us to accomplish our goal.” 9

The atmosphere was an acidic haze of foul, ashy smoke.
Montenegro took thin breaths to assuage his nose and ‘
throat, which the polluted air had chafed over the course of e
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nany hours. His eyes were swollen and red. His flesh was
paked with perspiration so heavy that he wondered if his
mell might alert passing enemies, though he knew the
mbient reek of soot and grease overpowered all other sen-
ry impressions.

' He knelt at the crux of several iron beams. A few feet
bove him was a steel ceiling, the underside of the floor

minutes. Then he and Thulann would sneak into the
hamber above. They were going to die there, of course, but
ie was confident they could do plenty of damage before-

A finger tapped his wrist. At the Way Master’s signal he
rawled down from his perch and onto a platform below.
hulann leaned close to his ear and said, “Someone is here
0 assist us. Promise me you will not be rash.”
~ He grimaced. “I told you, I am beyond that.”

From the smoke emerged a large Juka in kinetic armor.
Four severed Janissar heads dangled from his hand. He
ssed them onto the platform, then lifted the face plate of
is helmet. Montenegro immediately recognized the kelp-
hued features of Pikas of Enclave.
- The knight whisked Starfell from its scabbard and plunged
it at the assassin’s heart. The blade stopped short of pene-
rating. Pikas clung fast to the end of the sword and strug-
ed to hold the weapon off. Blood squeezed between his
ingers, despite his Logosian gauntlets.
"'ﬂmlann growled, “You agreed not to be rash.”

- The knight retorted, “This is an action I have thoughtfully
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considered for two years. Have you forgotten that you ona
had a second eye? He is an animal!” 4
From tight lips Pikas rasped, “If I wanted to kill you, !
would have done it when Thulann was relieving herself.” -
Montenegro sneered. “That was at least two hours
You've been watching us that long, but you waited until we
were finished cutting the rivets before you showed yours
You're still a contemptible coward!”
“I'm alive because I'm a survivor. That’s how one
ceeds in my profession. Knights are never satisfied
they’re honorably dead.” )
Thulann interjected, “Silence! Montenegro, lower your
blade and listen to him. Then you may take your revenge, i
that is what you wish.” :
The knight cast her a frown. “Listen to this filth? Wha
about dishonoring my name? Where did your lofty argu-
ments go, old woman?”
“Listen, then judge.” e
A heavy tension lay between them. Then Montenegro
jerked back his weapon. Pikas released the enchanted blade
in time to keep his fingers attached.
The assassin flexed his hand and spoke quickly. “Thes
four Janissars were poking around close to here. I bring yo
their heads as a truce flag. Look, Grynholt is dead. Rictor:
and Shavade are captured and as good as dead. I don’t plan
on letting that damned Shanty Lynch keep me from doing
what 1 came here to do! That means we have to work
together.”
“We don’t need you,” said the knight. 4
“The hell you don’t! I don’t know about you two, but we
came here prepared. In Rictor’s bag is an Ishpurian crystal
that will shut down the hurricane generator. All we have to
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do is put it inside the machine. What was your plan? Bash

the generator until it stops working? You're liable to blow
he whole damn Needle apart!”

- Montenegro snorted. “It will be an honorable death.
omething you're not interested in.”

. Thulann raised a hand. “You and I act honorably, Mon-
enegro, unbeholden to the Pact of Four. There is no ques-
on of honor here. I am only interested in Pikas’s sabotage

evice. The three of us may settle our debts after we undo

his mechanical horror. Pikas, tell him your plan.”

' As the assassin explained his proposal, Montenegro wres-

ed his growing ire. The plan was viable, though the com-

any was odious. He could not articulate his trepidation
eyond a general loathing of Pikas and his deeds. And so he
ammed Starfell back into its sheath. “When this is done,
likas, our blades will reconcile. No more tricks. No more

mment with a grin that exasperated the kmght Montene-
r kept his hand from drawing Starfell again, but only by

. The hurricane screamed all around them, but the
fenagerie, the Gavrielle and the Trinsic Lass pushed through
he giant waves without a single crest pounding their decks.
even the black rain touched the vessels. Aboard
awdewyn’s ship, at a hub of cyclone of light, stood Jatha of
, commanding the air and sea by means of a strenuous
pell. The wizard's blousy shirt and trousers whipped about
1 a sorcerous fury. His spotted fur and chestnut hair
vhorled in strange patterns. His voice was lost in the clam-
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Not far from him waited Fairfax, gripping a ratline &
brace against the lumbering motion of the vessel. His bly
eyes did not stray from his friend, who appeared to exer
every ounce of strength to maintain the storm-quellir
enchantment. o

A small figure drew beside him. Toria had strapped he
self into an oversize leather hauberk. Her hair was knotte
into braids. She took Fairfax’s arm, looked out at Jatha an
said, “He’s brilliant. If he’d had this much power two yea
ago, the troll king wouldn't have dared to show his fac
aboveground!” X

“Perhaps so, but I am concerned nonetheless. I do n
know how long he can hold this pace. When are we going
stop circling the eye of the hurricane and get this
started?”

“We’ve lost sight of the Britannian vanguar
Bawdewyn wants to find them again before we att: C
We're safe from the Logosian submarines because th
can’t surface in these waves, but once we hit calm wate

we’re going to have our hands full. So we have to wait fo
the other ships.” &

The ranger furrowed his tanned brow. “The point will b
moot if Jatha exhausts himself. Without this spell, the stor
alone is all the weapon Blackthorn needs.” 4

“Jatha will hold up. Look at him. He’s got fire in his belk
This cause is important to him, strange as that may be.
a changed man.” :

Fairfax sighed. “I told him that, but he is wary of my ju
ment. He is a stubborn oaf.”

Toria nodded. “That’s why I know he won't fail us, Ke :
watch over him, anyway. We’ll need his magic inside th
storm’s eye.” She stood on her toes and kissed the ra nger’s
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eck. “Watch over yourself, too, hey? I don’t want to lose
ou halfwits.”

'He grinned and tugged on a braid. “A thousand airships
uldn’t separate us, little sister. I swear it on the last drop of
ine that ever passed through my lips.”

It was the sort of casual lie that was inevitable before a
tle. Toria was happily thankful for it.
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CHAPTER

15

Baccle in the Hurricane

Bynomore than an inch every minut

Thulann and Montenegro nudged the ceiling panel aside. /
space slowly opened. When it was large enough to pa
through, the two Juka crept into the room above while Mot
tenegro kept silent and waited. Given their prowess at stealth
the knight was unsure if he would ever see them again.
The plan was straightforward. Pikas would make his

to Rictor’s bag, which Shanty Lynch had dropped beside th
storm engine. From it he would retrieve the magic crysta
that was designed to sabotage the machine. Thulann wou
attempt to administer healing potions to the fallen Shavad
and Rictor, so that they might distract the dreadno ght
when the creatures realized what was happening. At tl
appointed time Montenegro himself would climb onto th
storm engine, employ Starfell to cut through the armor an
then wait for Pikas to deliver the sabotage crystal. 4
He did not bother to contemplate what would happe
once they succeeded. In Logosia his company of knights
a match for a single dreadnought. Surviving a battle wit
three of the monsters was not worth the effort of consic er-

334



AUSTEN ANDREWS

. ing. He simply resolved to serve the Virtues during these last
" remaining minutes.

. When he gauged that enough time had passed, he drew a
vml from his belt. The potion within was bitter and syrupy.
AAs its magic tingled through him, he watched his body van-
(ish from sight. Invisibility was an outrageously expensive
 effect, but he had no use for money now.

~ An old proverb questioned whether all of a man’s riches
- would be worth trading for a few more moments of life.
- This was Montenegro’s answer.

. He climbed through the narrow hole formed by the
hifted floor panel. The chamber above was a theater of
am and pipes and strobing lights from the mechanics of
the giant storm engine. He knelt just a few yards from the
; ing machine. Several yards farther squatted one of

figures. Montenegro recognized Rictor, Shavade and
‘Grynholt. The portly wizard gaped with lifeless features.
‘The Meer Huntress looked unconscious. Brother Rictor’s
‘white face was twisted into a scowl as he' tned to ignore his
. brassy-voiced captor.

~ Shanty Lynch was a stocky man in pneumatic armor. The
‘mechanical mail hissed with every movement. With a boot
Lynch nudged his Technocrat captive and said, “Still awake?

will make you talk. He’s the one who put me here to greet
‘you, hey? He’s gonna crack your scheme and no mistake.
‘He's the wiliest man in Logos and ol’ Shanty is close behind
‘him.” He patted his chestplate. “You killed my Janissars and
got past them dreadnoughts, but you ain’t no match for me!
A lot of folks more dangerous than you have learned that
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same lesson. Even Anzo is gonna learn. On the way hom
we'll steer over to the Den and the ‘king’ will wish he neves
crossed me!”

Brother Rictor made no response, except to wince w
the grizzled man kicked him. ,

Montenegro observed the old sailor with interest. Raveka
had told him about Captain Shanty Lynch, the pirate lon
who had feuded with Anzo more than a decade ago. For hi
trouble he had been shipwrecked on a desolate shore far t¢
the south. The land turned out to be Logosia. The boister
ous pirate was welcomed as a curiosity among the Tech-
nocrats. Lynch had been Raveka'’s instructor for much of h
life, training her in both the finer and coarser lessons of New
Britannian civilization. He was, of course, the ostensible
father of Raveka’s courtesan identity, Riona Lynch. And he
was a trusted advisor of Lector Gaff. Captain Lynch was an
anomaly in Technocrat society, a New Britannian outla
who had won respect through wit and skill and unbound
audacity.

Something about him haunted Montenegro. Seeing him
in person gave the knight a singular chill. 3

Of course, the real danger here was not Shanty Lynch but

One of them nursed the cracks it had received during the
battle with Pikas and his cohorts. The other two looked
undamaged. 3

Montenegro knew the monsters would detect him soon.'
He intended to be in his designated position when that hap- -
pened. He took a deep breath and started to climb a ladder
mounted to the storm engine. Not far above was a small '
panel that had appeared on the schematic, which he had
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' judged to be the likeliest place to cut through the machine’s
.~ heavy armor. He calculated how best to make the attack.
.~ When he had almost climbed beside the panel, a loud
. rumble filled the air. The huge beams of the Needle’s skele-
 ton shuddered and croaked. Montenegro held on tightly.
~ Shanty Lynch glanced up from his captives. “What's this?
The battle’s already started? Damn your treacherous heart!”
He kicked Brother Rictor again. The Technocrat bounced
- a the floor and groaned. “You warned the Senate, didn’t
- you? Well, it ain’t gonna matter! They ain’t no match for us.
The Needle by itself will be the death of Admiral Duarte!”
When the room shook again, the old pirate frowned. He
pointed at the nearest dreadnought. “You! Take your metal
carcass outside and see if they need any help. The House of
the Griffin must be out there. I don’t trust them wizards.”
- The dreadnought complied, floating out through a large
doorway. When the creature was gone Montenegro felt
ncrementally safer. He knew it was an illusion, though, and
ook care to be quiet as he unsheathed Starfell. He hoped the
roar of the battle outside would mask what little noise he

nade. :

" The eye of the hurricane quaked with thunderous noise.
The vanguard from New Britannia, thirty-three ships in all,
clashed with the Technocrat armada in a cataclysm of magic
‘and machines. Giant pillars of flame and water and lightning
hurled from the tall British vessels, smashing Logosian craft
in the air and on the sea. The Technocrats answered with
clouds of acid, curtains of steel missiles and titanic strokes of
linding electricity. Propeller-driven warships raced through
the Britannian formations, only to be trapped by sheets of
magical ice. When enemy ships converged, the hand-to-
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hand battles were swift and brutal in favor of the la 0
British vessels. Husks from both forces blazed atop
waters.
On board the Menagerie, Toria clutched the bulwark
observed a particular segment of the combat. Jatha ha
pointed out a galleon named the Akalabeth that carried Mi
tress Aurora herself. Since the death of Master Gregorio tw
years earlier, the ancient sorceress was regarded as the mos
powerful human spellcaster alive. Her magic created a sc
tillating glow around the four-masted ship. Her sorcery de
astated the Technocrat sky fleet. Serpentine whirlwind
swatted the airships like insects, flinging them out of th
hurricane’s eye and into the raging fury of the storm. Th
Logosian counterattacks were useless against her sparklin
radiant defenses. 4
But a nightmarish iron cloud descended from above. BEve
while it generated the unnatural hurricane, Braun’s Needk
lowered nearer the surface to bring its own weapons i
range. Toria wondered if Mistress Aurora’s spells were poten
enough to damage the gigantic machine. She was not heart
ened by the other sorcerers’ lightning bolts, which deflecte
from the Needle’s structure and left no discernible scars.
A sudden pitch of the Menagerie reminded the minstrel ¢
her own situation. She noted the crew’s progress. With thy
help of the Trinsic Lass, Captain Bawdewyn had snared sey
eral long chains around a Technocrat submarine that ha
surfaced to attack. The ironclad craft tried to submerge,
with each attempt Bawdewyn and the Lass hoisted it
again. :
To his men the tall captain bellowed, “Tack into her, lad
We're closing fast! Heave to those windlasses and we’ll lang
us a steel-bellied fish!” :
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~ Toria dashed to a crowd of sailors. They manned three
large winches, the chains of which were keeping the subma-
above the water. Annis the ocelot watched them from a

down to the privateers:

. Heave, me bullies!
~ Heave ho, me mates!
: ~ Blood’s in our cups
- And bones on our plates!
. The cap’n’s a lush,
\ The mate’s a sinner!
- Let’s drink from the vein
. And have Blackthorn for dinner!

. The sailors cheered her song and shoved the windlasses
with renewed energy. Slowly the Technocrat submarine
ratcheted toward the Menagerie. Armed privateers prepared
tc boatd,aswellasFaxrfaxtheRanger whose bow glinted
with multiple fangs.

* Annis twitched her striped tail in approval. Hungrily she
licked her lips and sniffed the oncoming carnage.

- From a cloak of steam Thulann reached out and laid a fin-
ger on Brother Rictor’s lips. The chained Technocrat startled
ind looked at her, but kept silent. Recognition passed
etween them. The Way Master offered him an unsympa-
hetic frown.

Then she worked a lockpick into his shackles. Just as the
panacles loosened, a gravelly voice lifted above the rumble
battle and the clang of the storm engine. Shanty Lynch
ied out, “Hey, you there!”
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Thulann looked up to see the human facing anoth
direction. He drew his enchanted cutlass and charged a
shadow. Pikas of Enclave tumbled into view, parrying 8
human’s strokes. Something gleamed in the assassin’s han

The two dreadnoughts moved forward, their metal joi
clanking and squeaking.

Pikas dodged Shanty Lynch’s attacks and kicked ¢
human in the face. The pirate sailed backward. The assass
raised his hand, which held the magic crystal. He scann
the tall storm engine and snarled, “Montenegro!” !

A flicker brightened a waft of steam ten feet up the height
the machine. The knight’s shape appeared on a ladder. He dre
back Starfell and smashed the ebony blade against th
machine’s armor plating. Sparks blossomed where his blowfe

Brother Rictor stumbled to his knees a yard from Th
lann. She pressed a healing potion into his hands and exan
ined the Huntress named Shavade. The slender Meer w
bent at painful angles. The dreadnoughts had nearly kille
her. The Way Master knew these potions would not suffi
to restore the woman. In her remaining moments Thula
decided to focus on the dreadnoughts that harried her con
panions.

Before Pikas could throw the sabotage crystal to M
tenegro, one of the mechanical giants barreled atop him
The Logosian cursed and sprang away, by inches avoidin
the swipe of a steel arm with the girth of a tree trunk. .
clockwork longsword buzzed in the assassin’s grasp, yet thy
spinning blades of the weapon barely nicked the dreat
nought’s iron shell. Pikas broke into a run to escape the
steam-breathed monster. 3

The second dreadnought, wounded from its previous ba
tle, rushed in the direction of Montenegro.
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" Thulann drew her own blade and searched for a way to
istract the creatures. A copper reagent urn was riveted to
e floor nearby. With a shriek she rammed her sword
ainst the polished metal. The sound resonated through
ie pipes in the chamber, but the copper showed only a mar-
nal scratch.
Aﬁerce bellow met her ears. Captain Lynch rushed at her.
ie parried his glinting cutlass and struck him multiple
mes, but his pneumatic armor repelled each impact with a
ud, searing hiss. She grunted. There was no time for this.
hrough the haze of steam she carved a sequence of arcs to
stract the mad human. When his eyes followed her blade,
he kicked his armored wrist. The blow did no real damage,
ut it loosened his grip on the cutlass. A curl of her sword
ucked the weapon from his gauntlet.
She snatched Whalesfang from the sultry air and pirouetted.
he enchanted blade crashed against the reagent urn and rent
rough with a howl of metal. A viscous, boiling liquid oozed
gt. Thulann leapt away as the substance engulfed Shanty
mch below the chest. He burst into a gurgling scream. The
tavy pneumatic armor prevented him fromi escaping.
ann grimaced. She turned back to face the old pirate.
shing her game leg, she jumped over the boiling reagent
id landed on the ruined copper tank. A powerful stroke
n Whalesfang knocked Captain Lynch unconscious. His
s halted. Then he collapsed under the scorching
idge, which pooled thickly around the broken urn.
The dreadnought turned away from Pikas and soared at
r instead. She flipped from atop the reagent urn and
ded across the chamber, hoping Montenegro would
e an answer for the steel devil that attended him.

* * *
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Clinging to the ladder, the knight bashed the metal acce
panel. Starfell chewed enough of a cleft to insert Pikas’s sa
otage crystal. But Montenegro did not have the crystal. T
assassin had been chased away by an angry dreadnougt
The second dreadnought now roared atop Montenegro hi
self. The creature’s mechanical arm jutted forward. At
tip was a long drill that smoked and whined. A

Montenegro slammed his kite shield against the drill |
and pushed himself out of the way. The maneuver can
from his jousting skills. It would only be effective once. K
felt the rush of air from the dreadnought’s attack and
heat of its churning motor. The drill stank of burni
grease. The dense bulk of the monster muffled the ambies
din of the room. Its arm drew back for a second attack.

The knight ground his teeth. He could not wait af
longer. With a gruff cry he rammed the tip of Starfe
through the cleft in the panel. iy

The storm engine rattled and squealed. Chains and geas
destroyed themselves as they grazed Starfell’s edge. Some
thing within cracked. Then heavy, loose pieces clamore
inside, bashed out the armor plates and blew apart the gia
machine. Montenegro felt pain and a sense of flying, but th
rest of the world had gone. ;

From the decks of their tall ships, the sorcerers of New B
tannia commanded a host of elements to attack Braun’s Neg
dle. In the flurry of spells the sea glowed with unearthl
illumination. Lightning and fire and crystal rain and spouts o
water and meteors from the sky, all converged on the blac
machine in a violent, thundering chaos. The wild so cery
obscured the giant iron hulk. Yet the Needle showed no i
effects. Its spire continued to radiate bolts of light, churning the
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ane around the battle. The undaunted war engine drifted
wnward until it hovered a hundred feet above the white-
pothed waves. Then it unloaded gouts of fire and acid and
eel missiles on the Britannian ships below. Several of them
umpled like toys under the attack. The Logosian surface ships
streated underneath the shadow of the devastating Needle.
Toria watched in horror as Mistress Aurora and the Akala-
th disappeared in the inferno that drooled from the moun-
s craft. She could almost make out the glitter of the
rceress’s defenses, but the blinding light played tricks on
er eyes. She would have asked Jatha’s opinion but the Meer
as presently engaging an airship that ventured close to
¢ir own vessel. The wizard’s lightningstrokes battered the
pating craft and his wind unbalanced its vanes. Yet the air-
ip did not relent. Jatha battled the will of its crew. If the
ft maneuvered overhead, where its weapons could strike,
e Menagerie would be in immediate danger.
Abruptly the ocean let loose a sigh. Toria could find no
her way to characterize the odd, overwhelming change.
he hurricane itself seemed to soften and pale.
She realized what had happened. The streams of light had
ased to flow from the spire of Braun’s Needle. The horri-
ng tempest stumbled and weakened. Toria almost spat a
of joy, except that the Needle’s more familiar weapons
tinued to rain destruction on the New Britannian fleet.
 this pace she could see that the end would come soon.
ickthorn’s armada would wipe out the vanguard.
'he northern horizon revealed signs of the rest of the Bri-
anian fleet. A ribbon of sails approached like a distant
dbank. Toria could only pray that they would arrive
n enough, though Braun’s Needle darkened what little
pe she had.
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* * *

Thulann looked up from the cover of a large iron condui
Fragments of giant gears littered the sizable chamber. A b
low of smoke engulfed the storm engine, or whatey
remained of it. The dreadnought that had attacked Mot
tenegro lay shattered on the floor. The knight himself
surely gone, nor could she see Pikas or Rictor. Shavade sti
lay unconscious on the ground. 3

By contrast the monster that had pursued Thulann wa
blackened and dented, and apparently confused for th
moment, but had survived the potent explosion. It righte
itself and searched for a target again. Thulann kept sti
though it was difficult. The creature had grazed her in a fey
places, leaving deep, throbbing bruises. The force of the
explosion made the rest of her body feel as if she had beet
pummeled. She dared a quick trance to still the insiste
pain. k
The plume of smoke around the storm engine began
dissipate. Arcs of white light dashed through the murk. Thu
lann could discern that the machine was not destroyed
Rather an outer layer of mechanics had flown apart. The
core of the device was a bundle of pillars or long rods

elusive color. A more modest arrangement of gears was
mounted in a filigree around them. Several of the
looked cracked. They skittered with cascades of energy.

The destroyed machinery must have rotated the beams
that had stirred up the hurricane. These rods more rese
bled a power source. She could not shake the impression
that they were not only damaged, but on the verge of caus-’
ing a second eruption. 3

Abruptly a small shape darted across the room. The Wayr
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- Master recognized Pikas, running with fleet steps despite a
- nasty limp. The assassin found the hole where Montenegro
- had cut away the floor panel. He dove through frantically.
. The dreadnought whirled around with a clatter and
soared after him. Its giant claws tore a larger plate from the
floor. The creature chased Pikas out of the room and left
 behind an eerie quiet.
. “Thulann,” said a raspy voice.
. “Montenegro? You are alive?”

. “Take Shavade and go. There isn’t much time.”
. She knelt down and hoisted the unconscious Meer over
her shoulder. “Thank the Great Mother! How did you sur-

~ “You can thank my last four healing potions and a lucky
armored panel. I was thrown clear. The dreadnought wasn’t

~ “Fortune has its favorites. Of that there is no doubt.” She
arranged Shavade across her shoulders. “I have the Huntress
‘now. Let us hurry before those rods crack apart.”

~ “Thave to stay.”

. “What do you mean?” She stepped closcr to the sound of
the voice and saw the knight standing beside the storm
ine. In his hand was the magic crystal, which he held
against the glowing rods. “What purpose does that serve?
The machine is not functioning, if you have not noticed.”

- “The crystal keeps the rods from exploding. It dampens
he alchemy, or something like that. Pikas explained it. He
aved our lives by doing this.”

- “You mean he saved his own life!”

~ “Naturally. And I relieved him. I want this war machine
destroyed and I don’t trust him to do it. So I advise you to
xit the Needle quickly, Thulann, because I'm going to

345



ULTIMA: The Technocrat War—MASQUERADE

remove the crystal before any more Logosians arrive,
caused this invasion and I shall end it.” .
The Way Master held her breath and said, “Let me do i
am old. You are young, It is the natural order.” '
“Don’t argue with me! Venduss still needs you, ok
woman, no matter what you might think! You have a life i
Jukaran. I have nothing left.”
“You have Raveka.” 1
“Enough!” bellowed Montenegro. “The dreadnough
might come back soon. Go! Live for Venduss!” ;
Thulann blinked her one eye. “Your grandfather must|
proud of you now, as he watches from beyond.” Then sh
held tightly to the Meer and turned away, driven by thought
of Jukaran. 3

Montenegro watched her rush from the chamber, haulis
the limp body of Shavade. He gave her several minutes, the
pulled the crystal from the shivering rods. With a shriek th
metal wheels started to turn. Streams of unbound ener
coursed through the rods and gearwork. Steel cracked an
shuddered as uncontrolled pressures gathered inside. :

Braun’s Needle was doomed. He nodded with satisfactior

Before embarking on this final assault, he and Thulans
had gauged a route to the nearest launching bay. If an
chance remained of evacuation, he would find it there. H
charged from the room and headed along the path, da
winding catwalks and shivering ladders. The gigantic w
machine thumped and clanged all around him.

He burst into a windy launch bay. The Logosians in th
area must have fled already, as the wide chamber was almos
empty. Only a single flying carriage perched near the
whistling exit. The knight hoped it was functional. He thre
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open its door and shoved the agitant lever, raising the car-
iage from the floor. Then he climbed inside. The vehicle
rifted down the gentle slope of the launch bay and spilled
nto the gusty air beyond. From the dizzying height it flut-
tered downward at a slow pace, though the unchecked steer-
ing vanes caused it to twirl and rock. After a moment the
tnight gained control and steadied the cabin.
Then the world shook in a deafening explosion.
* Montenegro stood and gazed through the window in the
ceiling. Braun’s Needle erupted into an inferno. The enor-
mous, hovering nightmare of steel began to list and frag-
nent and plummet. Giant scraps of rent metal smashed into
he sea. The Logosian ships that had gathered beneath it
janished in a downpour of iron and flames.
* Montenegro’s air carriage drifted lazily away from the
estruction, nudged by the stirring wind.
- Something cold pressed against his throat. It was the
ade of a small knife, held by a person behind him. He
melled a tangy whiff of poison. Montenegro thrust out his
w and growled, “Brother Rictor.”
~ The Technocrat answered in his familiar, icy voice. “We
neant to disable the Needle, not destroy it. This is most
convenient.”
.~ “Yet it makes a pretty flame, doesn't it? For those of us
vho appreciate such extravagance, anyway.”
“Don’t be so flippant, Montenegro. Your final words
ught to carry more weight than that.”

“I was never intended to survive this battle, was I? Even if
had joined you from the start.”

“There’s no need to be offended. You had no place in our
rrangements. Honor and initiative are a dangerous combi-
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“So they are,” answered the knight, then moved w
blinding quickness. He batted Rictor’s blade hand away a 1
elbowed the man in the nose, whirling around to face th
Technocrat. Starfell rang as it kissed Rictor’s throat, forcing
him against the back wall of the carriage. Montenegro hel
up the man’s captured knife. “I don't like poison, Rictor.”

“Then throw it away,” grumbled the Technocrat. Re
streaked from his nose. His face was bruised from the day!
ordeal. “Before you kill me, think about your situation. Lon
Gideon wants you locked up. The House of the Lion ha: ]
price on your head. The army rejects you. The Silver :
pents reject you. You are a disgrace to your lineage. Your lif
in New Britannia is over.” .

Montenegro darkened his tone. “I have had bette
months, to be sure. What is your point?” :

“The Pact of Four has the power to help you. You need s,

“So now you want to help me instead of murdering me
Why the sudden change?” 4

Rictor grimaced at the sword creasing his throat. “You
make a persuasive argument.”

The knight laughed sourly. “You are devious, and yet you
are honest! I find you to be an engaging paradox. But your
alliance trades carnage for personal gain. The Pact of Four
a blight on Sosaria. You rape the honorable arts of warfare. |
would rather die than accept your help.” He took a d eep
breath. Something shifted inside him. “In fact, that’s exactly
what I intend to do. And I do need you for that, Rictor.” <

He flung the poisoned knife at the Technocrat. It stuck
in the man’s lightly-armored chest. Rictor’s eyes bulged in
terror. ‘

Montenegro glowered. “Try not to be offended. Remem-
ber, you are simply part of a larger Machine.”
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~ The Technocrat reached for the antidote in his pocket.
Montenegro slammed a boot against his wrist and pinned it.
- Then the poison seized Rictor’s gaunt frame. The toxin
was the same one that had nearly killed Fairfax outside of
General Nathaniel's estate. Rictor’s skin dried and cracked.
His flesh contracted against bone. His muscles battled one
another until his skeleton cracked and bent.

~ The bloody thing that collapsed on the floor of the car-
riage was hardly recognizable as human. No identity could
possibly be affixed to it. Montenegro counted on that.

~ OQutside, Braun’s Needle poured smoke and orange flames
into the cloudy ocean sky. Under the dazzling, deafening
pectacle, the air carriage floated down to the water’s sur-
ace. Turning away from the sight, Montenegro began to
undress. His body was grateful to be free of armor. He felt a
tremendous weight lifted. He welcomed the relief. The day
had been a strenuous one and his struggles had only begun.
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Homeward

lhe destruction of Braun’s Needle

trumpeted the end of the fiery battle. Great horns yowled
from the remaining Logosian vessels. The armored air- and
seacraft hurried south toward their homeland. As the last
wisps of the hurricane died away, the bulk of the New Bri-
tannian fleet crowded the northern horizon and hastened
the retreat of the vanquished Technocrats. 3
Stalks of smoke lifted into the air. Cheers of victory skit-
tered across the debris-strewn ocean. 8§
Thulann sat on the bulwark of the tall ship that had rescued
her. The unconscious Shavade was shackled belowdecks. The
haggard sailors of the Trinsic Lass patrolled the scene of the
conﬂlct,eagertoscavengewhateverLogomanscrapsthey
could catch in their hungry nets. The air carriage in which the
Way Master had escaped was already stowed in the Lass’s hold. -
A second one was being lowered through the cargo hatch.
In a pile before her lay spoils the sailors had retrieved from
within. ‘
They had described to her the corpse upon which they
found the expensive armor and weapons. It was nothing
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e than a jumble of bones and desiccated flesh. Thulann
embered that Brother Rictor’s poisons created such an
effect, according to Montenegro’s account.

. The sailors had dumped the corpse overboard before
Thulann knew what was happening. Of course she forbade
them from dividing the goods among themselves. When she
intervened they had been arguing over the single piece of
evidence that convinced her of the identity of the dead man.
- It was the black sword named Starfell. Thulann knew
Montenegro would die before parting with it.

~ He had escaped the Needle after all, only to be murdered
by the Pact of Four. His demise bore a ruthless irony, though
the Way Master preferred not to dwell on it. Montenegro
had truly died as he lived. It was what he wanted. She could
‘wish revenge upon Rictor and Pikas and all of the Pact lead-
ers, but wishing never slew an enemy or fed a hungry
mouth. And if every dead soldier asked for revenge, wars
‘would never see end.

~ She picked through the heap of his belongings. The
armor was marginally damaged. A few potions clinked in his
pouch. Little else remained of the knight’s gear, however,
but for the curious exception of a folded, sealed note. The
‘name Aria was jotted upon it in hasty but ornate letters. The
paper was fresh, unwrinkled. Montenegro must have writ-
ten it inside the air carriage, just before Rictor had killed

~ She thought of Montenegro’s false cousin, the Techno-
crat spy. Raveka, he had called her. Thulann imagined that
Sister Raveka was closer to the truth.

. The Way Master decided to hand over the knight’s
belongings to her personally.

A feeling of disquiet made her shiver. She expected some
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grief for Montenegro, but the haunting sensation felt more
immediate. She spotted a sailor working nearby, an emad 3
ated man masked by a heavy beard. In coarse tones he
chanted a gentle tune: y

Zephyr spirit, sing my song
Above the lands you roam,

For one who loves me travels on
While I am going home.

She bolted to her feet and grabbed the sailor’s wrist.
When he began to struggle she locked his arm in an
unbreakable hold. With a seething glare she barked at
face, “Where did you hear that song?”
The man fought back a panic. “It was the girl! The girl
who rescued us from Anzo!” ]
“What girl?” ‘
“They call her Tiny Tori! She’s with Captain Bawdewyn
on board the Menagerie/” With his free hand he motioned.
toward a familiar barquentine. The large ship danced on the
waves several hundred yards away. 3
Thulann released the seaman’s arm. “How do I get there?
Find me a boat to get to the Menagerie!” To the gatheris g
sailors she shouted, “The man who helps me shall keep this
blade as his reward!” She unsheathed her fine Jukan sword,a
gift from Turlogan, and slammed it into the bulwark. The
edge stuck. A short brawl ensued as the sailors fought to
reach her, but the Way Master got what she wanted. A few
minutes later she was riding a small boat on a course for the
battle-scarred Menagerie. Montenegro’s possessions were
bundled beside her. The unconscious Shavade was bound at
her feet. ]
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~ Though every inch of her sore body complained, she
scrambled aboard the barquentine without waiting for a
ladder. The sudden appearance of a Jukan warrior caused
‘alarm among the privateers, but Thulann ignored them.
‘She scanned the deck. Near the forecastle sat two humans
on either side of a Meer. Jatha of Ishpur looked worn
from the fight. Fairfax the Ranger was handing him a
. Toria held the wizard’s hand and leaned against his shoul-
der. The old woman's heart struck like lightning. She crept
‘behind the three companions. Her voice quavered as she
called out, “You have been neglecting your duties to me,
child! But I am inclined to forgive you this once.”

~ The red-braided minstrel swiveled around in disbelief.
Her sea-green eyes sparkled with tears.

~ Thulann opened her long arms as the girl ran into them.
‘She squeezed Toria’s body, smelled her hair and listened to
flutter of her breath. These things were all that Thulann
d have wanted.

~ Raveka sat alone in Lord Gideon’s cluttered office. The
satin of her new dress whispered. She stopped herself from
fidgeting. Her ears worked to follow the tap of footsteps
0 e the door. The person in the corridor walked past
with a servant’s quiet. After a moment they were gone.

. When Raveka was certain she would not be interrupted,
she removed a fold of paper from her pocket. It was
addressed For the Royal Senate in a commoner’s hand. It bore
no seal. She had removed it from a locked drawer in the
nobleman’s desk.

~ She scanned the note with rising interest. It was written
by Toria, the young thief who served Thulann of Garron. In
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brief, the girl explained a secret plot to sabotage the’
Logosian armada. Technocrat insiders had devised a plan 0
disable Braun’s Needle. 1
Chief among the Technocrat conspirators was Lector Sar-
torius himself, aided by the Meer named Chamberla.h 1
Kavah. :
Raveka returned the note and locked the desk drawe 3
Her mind was awhirl. If Blackthorn’s Chosen was himself a |
traitor to Logos, and Kavah was his accomplice, then the
war was truly lost. The Pact of Four would succeed in its
goals. Warlord Bahrok would rampage across Logosia.
She sat down in a high-backed chair. Her fingers locked
around the arms, as if she fought the urge to leave. More .
than anything her instincts commanded her to deliver this
information to Lector Gaff. Only he could stop Sartorius.
But Gaff had promised to kill her if she did not assassinate
Montenegro. Raveka could never go back. 3
Perhaps Toria’s information was wrong. She was only a
hief, after all. It was outlandish to believe that Blackthorn's
Chosen would sabotage his own war effort. 1
The door swung open. Raveka flinched. She had not
heard anyone approaching. When Lord Gideon entered she
rose and took his hands, hiding the conflict from her expres-
sion. ¥
The nobleman stretched a smile across his broad jaw. “I
have splendid news, my lady! The House of the Griffin has
ust received word from Mistress Aurora, who is still at
ea. The battle is over. The Technocrats have been 1
epelled!”
Her heart sank, though she returned a faint echo of his
mile. “Then we’re safe. You did it, Gideon.” !
“It was Admiral Duarte and the Order of the Magus who -
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fashioned the miracle. And I suspect General Nathaniel’s
agents had a hand in defeating Braun’s Needle. We shall
find out soon enough.” When he glanced over her face, his
smile faded. “Aria, I am sorry. There is still no news of your
~ cousin. Now that the danger is over, I'll spare no resources
. from the search. We’'ll find him. I promise you he’ll be
treated fairly.”
She squeezed his hands. “Thank you, my lord. I'm sorry
to be such a burden in these dangerous hours. It’s just that I
- have no one else to turn to.”
; It was almost the truth. The nobleman was her best hope
~ to redeem Montenegro, though she suspected General
" Nathaniel could solve many of her problems once she per-
~ suaded him to speak candidly. Already she had calculated her
~ best approach to the officer. Nathaniel posed a more difficult
~ challenge, of course, being a married man. But Raveka was
'~ prepared for the challenge.
. Lord Gideon kissed her knuckle and smiled. “Dispel your
. worries, my dear. I shall look after you now. I give you my
- word.”

. For a brief time Thulann and Toria sat on the deck of the
" Menagerie, trading accounts of the last two weeks. The girl
~ did not hide her surprise at the weakened, disfigured condi-
~ tion the ordeal had imposed upon the Way Master, but nei-
: ther did she shrink from assisting Thulann in every way she
" could. Her attention nursed a warm feeling inside the old
Toria’s smile broadened when she heard of Warlord
. Bahrok’s defeat in the Black Duel. At the news that Venduss
 still lived, however, the minstrel froze. She looked as if
 buried emotions might erupt from her freckled skin. But she
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offered no deliberate reaction, except finally to nod and turn 4
away. ]
Thulann stroked the girl’s back. “Venduss mourns you. 1
You have stolen a part of him, but he faces the loss bravely.
He meets his destiny as a stronger man.” b
“So he’s leading the troops into Akar, hey? You must be :
proud of him.” ]
“He has far to go yet. He is excellent as a warrior but not
as a soldier. My time as his teacher may have ended, but as
an advisor I shall not rest until he is a formidable chieftain.
He will long for the days when his cruelest punishment was
nothing more than the physical exhaustion I visited on him,
The Technocrats and the other chieftains shall not be so
kind.” :
Toria paused before murmuring, “And what about his
marriage? Is he ready for it now that he thinks I'm dead?” 3
Thulann closed her eye. “There will be time for such mat-
ters after Akar. Only then can he bear that burden.” :
A thought brushed through the Juka’s mind. She raised
her hand to catch the attention of Captain Bawdewyn. The
privateer stood nearby, scanning the waves for more
Logosian salvage. He squinted at her and trotted closer. A
sandy-furred coyote padded alongside him, licking blood-
stains from its muzzle. 3
The old Juka said, “Captain, I need an estimate from you. 1
How many airships do you think sailed with the Technocrat
armada?” E
The tall man shrugged. “Three dozen, I'd say. Mistress
Aurora probably cut that number in half.” 3
Thulann clenched her fists. “As I suspected. That is far
less than my calculation. The Logosians must have
changed their plans. Captain Bawdewyn, can I persuade
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you to transport me to Jukaran? I have urgent business
there.”

“I'm sorry, my lady. I gave Mister Chase my word. I've got
to take this salvage back to the Den. Besides, this poor tub
needs careening before she’s going anywhere else but home.
Blackthorn left some nasty teeth marks in her.”

She pursed her lips. “Then be so kind as to help me find
one of these ships that can take me to Jamark. I need to leave
without delay.”

The captain nodded as he stepped away. “T'll see what I

can do.” The coyote eyed her warily as he followed his long-
legged master.

Toria touched the old woman’s knee. “What's the matter?
Why must you go so soon?”

“Because I am suspicious of foul play. The Technocrats
were supposed to bring thirty airships from Akar. The
armada was short that number. Perhaps I am easily fright-

~ ened, but I suspect this might be Bahrok’s doing. No treach-

ery is beneath him. He may well have warned Lector
Sartorius not to leave Akar undefended.”

“Why would he do that?” '

“To strike at Clan Kumar. If Turlogan requires assis-
tance to capture Akar, then Bahrok steals the glory. It
would be marvelous currency to buy the support of the
other clans.”

The minstrel grumbled, “You should have killed that bas-

The Way Master lifted her chin. “It was an honorable

~ duel, not an act of punishment. Swallow that anger, child.
" You must think clearly. You have an important decision to

make. I want you to return to my service. Come back with

me to Jukaran.”
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Toria looked at the water-strewn deck and did not reply.
Thulann cupped the girl’s shoulder. “I shall understand if 1
you refuse. Jukaran may be an awkward place for you. Ven-
duss must walk his own path and we must not impede him.
And I know you miss your homeland terribly. But Toria, I
shall miss you if you stay here. In two years I have come to -
rely on you, despite your occasional mistakes.” :
A brightness lit Toria’s face, though she remained hesi-
tant. “I.. . . don’t fit in over there. I'm just a thief, remem-
ber?”
The Way Master jabbed her with a cold stare. “You are no
thief. You are a skilled spy and a strong woman. And I am ]

old, Toria. I need your service. So does Garron. You are

important.”

The girl tugged on a long, red braid. Her eyes searched
the riggings of the Menagerie, as if the sails might pluck an 3
answer from the wind. F

Captain Bawdewyn’s stateroom choked with the scent of
cloves. Dishes of incense whispered smoke in every corner.
The air was a pale haze. Dressed in a clean, white shirt, Fair-
fax knelt beside the bunk. A thin, green snake lolled across
his shoulders. Swaddled in lush furs before him lay a small,
unmoving figure.

Shavade of Arjun had not yet regained consciousness.
Though she had been very close to death, healers had
mended the worst of her injuries. Sleep would usher a more
complete recovery. Her soft-coated features were delicate
and serene.

Her wrists and ankles were bound.

Standing behind Fairfax, Jatha paid the Meer no attention.
Instead he held a fist-size object up to the light of the win-
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dow. The large, bulbous insect was lashed with twine to a
wooden handle. The Huntress's Living Weapon looked
unreservedly nasty. Its many stingers protracted when the
wizard held it close, causing Jatha’s gut to ache at the mem-
ory of their venom. He returned the creature to the bag that
held the rest of her belongings.

“You're going to scare her if she wakes up,” he com-
mented to his rapt companion. “You should get rid of that
snake.”

“I can’t. It is one of the captain’s pets. If I turn it loose it
will crawl beside her. Snakes make poor company in bed.”

The magician snickered. “Do you imagine you're any bet-
ter? Already you're suffocating her with this distinctly intru-
sive smoke.”

“She shall not awake to the reek of the ocean.”

“If you have some delusion that she might wake up with a
cheerful disposition, I propose that you think back on the
first time we met her. I have seen goblins more mannerly
than that.”

“I do not seek your approval.”

“Nor will she seek yours.”

The ranger snapped, “Why must you nettle me? You
know I'm hung on a line here!”

“Because Toria says Shavade is in league with Chamber-
lain Kavah,” answered Jatha, “so Kavah must be the one
who stole forbidden spells from the Matriarchs. You don't
understand the gravity of that crime, my friend. Some sor-

- cery is too dangerous to use. Not long ago the old Lore
. Council tampered with the wrong powers and unleashed

the Cataclysm itself. Perhaps I'm being callused, but if

Shavade serves that cause I shall find it difficult to call her
" my chum.”
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“What would you have me do? Did I choose this curse of
infatuation? I am a prisoner inside her!” He leaned closer to
the unconscious Meer. “Just look at her. If all of your
women are so excruciatingly beautiful, it is ho wonder that
men go mad enough to tear the world apart.”

From the open door a third voice said, “You have always
been a madman, Fairfax, but until now you were rarely
monotonous.” Toria giggled as she stepped into the room.
“Besides, I can’t approve of your infatuation. You gave
Shavade my bed.” B

Jatha grinned. “At last, I have an ally! Rescue me, Torial
Take me back to Anzo’s dungeon, where I shall be free of
this misery.” E

The ranger sneered. “And I shall pay for his passage!
Finally he discovered a pit that’s blacker and fouler than his |
own heart, though only just so.”

Toria stepped behind the crouching Fairfax and gave him
a hug, then nuzzled the little snake’s head. A doleful sigh
poured from her lips. “I'm in a bad way, my friends. I need
your advice.” :

The wizard crossed his arms. “Thulann wants you to go
back, doesn’t she?” 3

“I don’t want to leave home again, but I don’t want to
leave her alone, either.” !

“And you don’t want to face Venduss again,” added Jatha,
“That is the soul of the dilemma, unless I am blind.” 1

She said nothing. Fairfax took a deep breath, stood and
wrapped her in his arms. “Toria, listen to me. I have traveled 1
the breadth and depth of this continent with my mangy,
heartless clod of a companion. We have been nothing but {
drunken fools for longer than I can remember. Our skulls are 3
thick from scars and intemperance. But despite Jatha’s some-
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- times misguided sensibilities, there is one mistake we have
. never made and shall never make. We have never turned
. away from the call of our hearts. And if we catch you dally-
~ ing with that mistake, we shall be forced to set things
~ straight. See here, we've already got one beautiful goddess
'~ tied up in our custody. There’s room beside her to squeeze
- youin.”
. Jatha laughed, “He’s telling you to get your bum to
. Jukaran and solve this business with Venduss. Don’t run
- away from it. You rescued Bawdewyn. Now go rescue your-
' She nestled between them with a warm smile. “I'm going
~ to miss the two of you. Try to get along without me, hey? If
- you kill each other before I come back, I'll be very upset.”
. “We've seen you upset,” said the Meer. “We may be fool-
- hardy, but we know our limits.”
. In the fog of overthick incense they laughed as the
- Menagerie rocked around them.

. In the foyer of her townhouse, Raveka stared at the heap
- of armor on the side table. A Britannian soldier laid a black
- longsword across it, while another arranged several pouches
nearby. The various fabrics looked slightly damp. The collec-
~ tion gave off a salty, ocean smell.

. Lord Gideon clung to her pale hands. His face was drawn
. with sadness. “I am sorry, my dear. Word of his passing
~ came less than an hour ago. I would not allow anyone but
" myself to deliver the news, though it devastates me to see
~ you in pain. I never intended for him to die.”

Her mouth became dry. “How did it happen?”
“Technocrat poison, the cowards. They could not defeat
" him honorably.”

-
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She pulled her hands free and lifted Starfell. The impossi-
bly small weight confirmed its authenticity. Her eyes began
to mist. “You’re certain it was he?” i

“Thulann of Garron herself found the body. She left for
Jukaran without returning to Britain, else I would have
brought her to meet you in person. There is no word more
reliable than hers.” ,

“I see.” She returned the sword to its place on the heap. It
occurred to her that Lady Aria should be weeping, but
Raveka did not dare to open that floodgate. Instead she
selected a sealed note from one of the pouches. Her name
was written on it in Montenegro’s script.

She popped open the wax seal. A single glyph perched in |
the center of the page.

Beza rhem.

Quickly she folded it back.

Lord Gideon peered into her brown, feather-shaped eyes.
“I'm going to take care of you, Aria. You're welcome as a’j
guest in my manor if you don’t want to be alone. You must
tell me if there’s anything else I can do.” '

She looked away from him. “Please, Gideon. Leave me. I
want to be by myself for a while.” -

“Of course.” He reluctantly stepped toward the door.
“The sword belongs to Lady Valente, but I'll leave it with

you for now. Send for me at any time, my dear. I shall not
sleep.”
As he walked outside she called over her shoulder,
“Gideon! Did you see the body?”
“No. I fear the poison left little behind. He was given a
burial at sea.”
A tear rolled down her nose. She forced herself not to
smile. “Thank you. Good night.” ‘
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The front door clicked shut. Raveka was alone. She
snatched up Starfell and pressed the cold blade to her cheek.
The smoothness of it comforted her.

From the doorway to an adjacent parlor a deep voice
remarked, “I never imagined Lord Gideon could be so obse-
quious. It is unseemly.”

She cast down the sword and ran to the dark figure in the
parlor door. Montenegro embraced her tightly. For a long
while they remained in each other’s arms.

k “You're wet,” she said finally.

. “T barely salvaged a carriole from a sinking gunboat. It
was damaged. I spent the last few hours rowing. My dear, 1
shall not be sad if I never see the ocean again.”

“And Braun’s Needle? Was that your doing?”

“Myself and Thulann and Pikas of Enclave. I'll explain in
due course. It is a long, tiring story and we haven’t much
time. I need you to write a note to Lord Gideon. Tell him
you have to travel to Coventine to settle your affairs. You
realize, of course, that you shall inherit my manor in
Cove.” .

“That is not practical. What will happen when you come
back?”

He smirked. “Gather what you need for a long journey.
We're setting sail tonight.”

“Setting sail! I have Lord Gideon in my hand. He has
fallen for me. I cannot leave. Gideon is your only hope for -
redemption.”

“I rely on no one but myself for redemption. But you
are in a position to help me in that quest. You must
come.”

She creased her lips and sighed. “Then you have to trust

~ meagain.”
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Montenegro furrowed his fingers through the back of her:
hair. “I trusted you once because we pursued the same goal.
When our goals conflicted, that trust could not survive. B »,
we have a common enemy again—the Pact of Four. We
both want to stop them. So let’s work on trust once more,
from the beginning. Shall we?” i

Raveka gave him a kiss and said, “You always break my$

»

hypocrite. 1 intend to rectify that.” He glanced away and
chuckled. “Prepare yourself. We have a long journey ahead,
and believe me when I say it shall be much harder for me
than it shall be for you.” '

The morning sky was overcast in shades of mother-of- -
pearl. The craggy sea danced underneath. Thulann sat on
the deck of a three-masted pinnace and observed the
approach of a distant, undulating shore. The cliffs of
Logosia lay ahead. Sawtooth mountains blackened in the
grey light. ;

She had requested that the New Britannian ship take her
to the coastline west of the Technocrat city of Akar. By her
estimates Turlogan’s battle must be well under way. She was
proven correct by the haze of smoke that clouded the far
side of the mountains. She hoped that Blackthorn’s forces
were the ones being burned and not the troops of Clan
Kumar. 3

If all went well, she might be present for Turlogan’s vic-
tory. The joy on his face would be paradise. Venduss, of
course, would meet his glory with awkward pride. Thulann
might be forced to scold him for it. He would scowl but
remember the lesson. A
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- Such moments were fleeting, and yet they comprised life’s
. greatest rewards, more than any victory in battle. Such
- moments were worth living for. And they were worth dying
. for. Neither Bahrok nor Blackthorn nor her own weathered
- body would keep the Way Master from enjoying them.
. When her heart stopped beating, she would let go of life;
. but until that day she would hold it tightly in her arms. It
- was the sum of her wealth. She would not trade it for any-
' thing, even to be young again.

Behind her on the deck sat Toria, cross-legged, wearing an
.~ oversize shirt. The human girl was braiding Thulann’s
. ghostly-white hair. The old Juka sensed anxiety in the
" motions of Toria’s fingers, which increased as the shoreline
. drew nearer. The minstrel had her own challenges ahead.
~ Yet when she sang her voice was as mellow and smoky as
~ ever, and lush as the endless waters:

Of all the winds o’er sea and foam,
The warmest is the one blowing home.

. The wind that brushed Thulann’s face was quite warm.
~ She closed her one eye and indulged the sensation, before
 they arrived at the shore.

- Logos was a dreamscape of iron and grease. The floating
* city was a single machine with a million components, churn-
ing like a clock in the sky. Lanes and alleys threaded among
steely, gear-driven tableaus, the works of master engineers
- wrought in cogs and axles and proud, ashy smokestacks.
- Whee unwﬂdlyoﬂandsootpeppereddleerenmg
 grates exhaled sultry breath. Copper pipes sang in their
~ work. The city murmured in the smoky language of indus-
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try, thrumming and clanking in the diligent custody of the:
Technocrats. ]

Evening swept quickly through that soot-darkened world.
The pale sky yielded to the flames and lanterns of the
Logosians. Fumes dangled heavily in the air. Nighttime in
Logos turned like a foul mood. ‘

Beside the roaring walls of a foundry, in a cascade of
twisting, animated shadows, waited the leader of the Order
of Mathematicians in black, stoic silence. His yawning cowl
revealed only an expressionless mouth, bearded by tattoos.
Other figures stood around him. Their silhouettes were
sharpened by the armor they wore and the weapons they
carried. .

Lector Gaff watched a woman approach. Raveka was clad
in New Britannian clothes of flimsy construction and
impractical design. Gusts of steam billowed her skirt. She
was an apparition in the web of shadows. 3

She knelt before the lector without meeting his gaze. A
chant of greeting poured from her lips, though he did not
return its answer. Her brown eyes fluttered closed. “Your
Excellency, thank you for meeting me under such unusual
conditions. You will see the need presently.”

Gaff’s mouth curled into a frown. “Sister Raveka, | am
saddened by your return. Your mission to New Britannia
was an abysmal disappointment. Lector Braun’s Needle was |
destroyed, causing the defeat of the armada, and it is said
that the knight Montenegro himself participated in the sabo-
tage. I appreciate that you sent me the schematic, but the
gesture is now moot. Montenegro still lives. You have
failed.” His voice grew icy. “I fear your retirement is at
hand.”

Raveka glanced up as the soldiers around Lector Gaff
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" inched closer. Then she looked down again. “With respect,
. Your Excellency, the New Britannians were organizing a

- funeral for Montenegro as I left.”

~ The soldiers halted. Gaff grunted, “Were they indeed?
- And did you yourself arrange Montenegro’s murder?”
: “No.”
- “Then you have not proven your loyalty to the Order. It is
~ ashame, Sister Raveka, to waste your talents. Yet we had an
~ understanding, you and L. Your emotions toward Montene- -
~ gro have brought your career to its close.”
The Logosian soldiers lifted their weapons. Mechanical
. blades whirred to clockwork life. But the soldiers reacted not
' to the words of Lector Gaff but to the appearance of a2 man
" doaked in New Britannian fashion. Plate armor glinted in
' the dark. Montenegro stood proudly as he drew forth a
 longsword hammered from ordinary Minoc steel.
~ Sister Raveka caught the lector’s eyes. “I confess I have not
‘secured my feelings in this affair. However, my work has
borne fruit that Your Excellency might consider as a step
. toward atonement for my weakness.”.
~ The knight’s face passed through a flicker of light. In an
_ominous tone he said, “Lector Gaff, I believe you will want
- to call back your men and listen to what I have to say. The
 alternative could prove unbecoming.”
~ The older Technocrat stiffened his posture. “This is unex-
pected. I am impressed, Sister, that you were able to bring
 him here without my knowledge.”
~ “Thank you, Your Excellency,” murmured Raveka.
~ Montenegro shook his head. “Technocrats. Interminably
formal. Call back your men, Gaff, or this might turn infor-
- mal very quickly.”
" The lector waved a hand. The Logosian soldiers stepped
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away into the shadows. When the knight sheathed his sword
the Technocrat commented, “I am intrigued by your pres-
ence here, Montenegro. Is this a defection? Do you expect
Logos to embrace you?” ;

The knight hardened his gaze. “Let’s be clear about this
meeting. You and I are enemies. I shall always fight to keep
your troops from harming my people. However, according
to Raveka we have a common desire: to avoid needless
bloodshed. And there is another force at work that plays us
against one another. The Pact of Four is our mutual enemy.
I have come here to devise a plan to get rid of them. You can
take care of your traitors, I can take care of mine, and then
we can stop this war and go home.”

Lector Gaff pursed his lips and looked down at Raveka.
“You know the identity of the traitors?”

She recited a short mathematical verse, the meaning of
which seemed clear to Gaff: Lector Sartorius. His mouth
twitched. His perfect dispassion faltered for an instant.

“I see. A most compelling discovery, Sister.”

“I brought it to you at once, Your Excellency.”

Montenegro stepped behind Raveka, who was still
kneeling. “Lector Gaff, I propose a collaboration to bring
down the Pact of Four. You have my word I shall act in
good trust. My only condition is that no harm comes to
Raveka. If she is threatened, I shall kill you myself. Is that
understood?”

The Technocrat stared at Raveka. “Your skills remain as
formidable as I dared to wish. It is a dangerous game you
play, and yet a potentially productive one. I desire to hear
more.”

The young woman remained on her knees, though her
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y,,.. lifted with growing confidence. “Then my career is not

‘atan end?”

- Lector Gaff’s expression fell stoic again. “Beza rthem.”

- She rose, bowed her head and blinked slowly. It was as

se to an overt smile as she might come in the presence of
her mentor.

~ Behind her Montenegro stepped close. In her ear he softly

rumbled, “You are still my lady. I shall not lose you to the

de: again_”

- “Not now,” she whispered so that only he would hear.

- “Precisely now,” he replied.

. “You know my heart.”

. He sighed gruffly, then stepped forward. The Logosian
soldiers tensed, but he gave them no heed. “Lector Gaff,
time is a weapon against us. We must begin tonight. I know
enough about the mechanisms of Britannian intelligence to
n any information we need. Let us calculate how best to
use it.
~ The tall Technocrat nodded slowly. “So we shall. And yet,
ntenegro, I am dubious of your sincerity. Are you not
usly loyal to New Britannia? Do you not faithfully
- uphold the Virtues of the so-called ‘Lost King?””

His grey eyes narrowed, though they did not darken.
tead they lit with a starry glimmer. “I live to serve the
es. I shall restore them to New Britannia even if I must
bring down all of General Nathaniel’s army to do it.”

Lector Gaff pressed his palms together and bowed.
“Then let us retire to my chambers and construct our
s. They must be rigorous. The war may well turn on

»
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Sir Gabriel grumbled, “I shall not lose again. Not this
time. i

He followed the Technocrats into the pungent shadows.
The massive, steam-choked technology that animated Logos
gave him no worry at all. Wheel and gears and machinations
had always churned about him. The time was long past fora
few of them to spin his way.

”»
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