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One

Kaiku was twenty harvests of age the first time she died. There was no memory of how she had cometo
this. place. Recollection evaded her, made dippery by ecstasy, the sensation of tranquillity that soaked
every fibre of her body. And the sights, oh, such sights as would have made her weep if she could. The
world to her was agolden shimmer, millions upon millions of tiny threads crowding her gaze, shifting,
waving. They tugged and teased her gently, wafting her unhurriedly onward towards some unseen
destination. Once they parted to delineste a shape that did through them, adistant glimpse of something
vast and wondrous, like the whales she used to watch off the coast a Mishani’s summer house. Shetried
to catch it with her eye, but it was gone in amoment, and the tapestry had sewn shut behind it.

These are the Fields of Omecha, she thought. Y et how could that be so? She had not passed through
the Gate yet, not met the guardian Y oru, the laughing, pot-bellied dwarf with hisred skin and piggy tusks
and ears, carrying the endless jug of wine given to him by Isisyato ease hislong vigil. No, not the Fields,
then; merely the approach to the Gate, the soft path to the entrance of the realm of the blessed dead.

She felt no remorse or sorrow. She was full of such harmony that she had spacein her heart for nothing
else. She thought she might burst from the wonder of the golden, glittering world she drifted through. This
was what the monks strived for when they crossed their legs and sat for yearsupon apillar in
contemplation; thiswas what the old addictsin their smokehouses sought when they sucked on their
pipes of burnt amaxaroot. Thiswas completeness.

But suddenly there was awrench, aterrible burning in her breast. Shefelt a shudder through the
shimmering fibres that caressed her, felt them draw back. .. and then, appalingly, she was being pulled
away, down, back to where she had come from. She thought she saw the outline of the Gatein the
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distance, and Y oru laughing and raising hisjug in farewel| to her. She wanted to scream, but she had no
voice. The beauty was deserting her, fleeing her heart, draining like water through a holed bucket. She
fought to resist, but the force pulled harder now, the burning stronger, and she was sucked away ...

Her eyesflew open, unfocused. Lipswere on hers, soft lips pressing hard, and her lungs seared as
agonising bresth was forced into them. A face, too close to determine; black hair lying against her cheek.

Shetwitched, asingle brief spasm, and the lips|eft hers. The owner drew back, and Kaiku' svision finaly
found itsfocus. They were on her degping-mat, in her room, and straddling her hipswas her handmaiden
Asara. She brushed the long, deek fdl of her hair back over her shoulder and regarded her mistress with
eyesof liquid darkness.

“You live, then,” shesaid, strangely.

Kaiku looked about, her movements frightened and bewildered. The air felt wrong somehow. Flashes of
purpleflickered in the night outside, and the thrashing of rain underpinned the terrible screeching roars
from the sky. It was no ordinary thunder. The moonstorm her father had been predicting for days had
findly arrived.

Her surroundings dotted themselves into place, assembling an order from her fractured consciousness.
The once-familiar sghts seemed suddenly aien now, digointed by adowly settling unredity. The
intricately carved whorls and loops of the shutters |ooked wrong, subtly off-kilter, and when they rattled
in the wind the clacking was like some desert snake. The degp night-shadows that gathered among the
polished ceiling beams seemed to glower. Even the small shrineto Ochathat rested in one corner of the
minimally furnished bedroom had changed; the elegantly laid guya blossoms seemed to nod in sinister
conspiracy with the storm, and the beautifully inlaid pictographs that spelt the name of the Emperor of the
gods seemed to swarm and shift subtly.

Behind Asara, she could see asandalled foot poking from the
hem of asmplewhite robe. The owner lay inert on the hard wooden floor.
Karia.

She sat up, pushing Asara off her. Karia, her other handmaiden, was sprawled asif in deep; but Kaiku
knew by some dread ingtinct that it was a deep she would never wake from.

‘What isthis? she breathed, reaching out to touch her erstwhile companion.
‘Theré snotime,’ Asarasaid, in atone of impatience that Kaiku had never heard before. *“We must go.’

‘Tell mewhat has happened!” Kaiku snapped, unaccustomed to being talked to in such away by an
inferior.

Asara grabbed her hard by the shoulders, hurting her. For amoment, Kaiku was seized by thewild
notion that she might be struck by her handmaiden. ‘Listen,” she hissed.

Kaiku obeyed, mostly out of shock at the way she was being treated by the usually meek and servile
Asara. There was another sound over the awful screeching of the moonstorm and the pummelling tattoo
of therain. A dow, insectile tapping, coming from above; the sound of something moving across the roof.
She looked up, then back down at Asara, and her eyeswere full of terror.

‘Shin-shin,” her handmaiden whispered.



‘Where' sMother? Kaiku cried, suddenly springing up and lunging for the curtained doorway. Asara
grabbed her wrist and pulled her roughly back. Her expression was grim, and it told Kaiku that al the
things she feared were true. She could not help her family now. She felt her strength desert her, and she
fdll to her knees and dmogt fainted.

When sheraised her head, tears streaked her face. Asarawas holding ariflein one hand, and in her
other she held amask, an ugly thing of red and black lacquer, the leering face of amischievous spirit. She
stuffed it unceremonioudy insde her robe and then looked down at her mistress. Kalku' s feathered
brown hair wasin disarray, forming amessy frame around her face, and she wore only athin white
deeping-robe and the jewelled bracelet at her wrist she never took off. For amoment, Asara pitied her.
She had no conception of what was happening, what stakes she was playing for. Lessthan five minutes
ago she had been dead, her heart stopped, her blood cooling. Perhaps she wished now she had stayed
that way; but Asarahad other plansfor her.

A scream sounded from somewhere in the house; thin, cracked. The grandmother. She seized Kaiku and
pulled her towards the doorway. A sawing scrape from outside cut through the house, the voice of the
moonstorm. A moment later came the sound of ashin-shin, rattling across the roof dates. Something
darted past the shutters, crawling down the outside wall of the building. Kaiku saw it and shuddered.

Asaratook her hand and looked into her eyes. They were wild and panicked.

‘Listento me, Kaiku,” she said, her voice firm but cam. ‘We must run. Do you understand? | will take
you to safety.’

Trembling, she nodded. Asarawas satisfied.

‘Stay with me,” she said, and she did aside the thin curtain in the doorway and stepped out on to the
bal cony beyond.

The country retreat of Ruito tu Makaima- Kaiku' sfather and a scholar of some renown - wasbuiltina
clearing in the midst of lush woodland, a hollow square enclosing a centra garden. It was built with an
eyefor aesthetics, in the fashion of the Saramyr folk, ensuring ostentation was kept to aminimum while
the spare beauty of itsform was picked out and assembled in harmony with its surroundings. The augtere
amplicity of its pae wallswas contrasted by ornate wooden shutters and curved stone lintel s shaped into
graceful horns a either end. It sat in eerie serenity even amid the howling storm. A ruthlesdy tamed lawn
surrounded it, with asmple bridge vaulting a stream and a path leading from the front door that was so
immaculate it might have been laid only yesterday. Within the boundaries of the clearing, the more untidy
edges of nature had been excised for the sake of perfection; it was only where the clearing ended that the
forest regained dominance again, crowding around the territory jealoudly.

The upper floor had along balcony running around itsinside wall, looking out over rockeries and
miniature waterfalls, tiny bridges and sculpted trees. All the rooms, Kaiku' sincluded, faced on to this
bal cony; and it was on to that balcony they emerged, Asarawith her rifle held ready.

The night was hat, for it was early summer, and the rain that lashed the house ran off carven guttersto
pour down in torrents to the garden below. Thin pillars stretched from the wai st-high wooden barrier to
the doping roof. Thear wasfull of drumming and rattling, the voice of athousand drips and splatters,
and yet to

Kaiku it seemed eerily silent, and she could hear the pounding of her heart loud in her ears.

Asaralooked one way, then another, distrusting the empty balcony. Her hands gripped hard on therifle.
It wasalong, dender piece of metd, its barrd decorated with Sigilsand asight cleverly fashioned in the



form of abreaking wave. Far too expensive and elegant for a handmaiden like Asarato own; she had
golen it from esawherein the house.

Kaku jJumped as Asaramoved suddenly, levelling the barrel down at the garden. Something dark moved
across the rockeries, inhumanly fast, racing on four spindly legs; it wastoo quick for Asara, and she
withdrew without firing.

They edged aong the ba cony towards the stairs. Kaiku was dmost pardysed with fright, but she forced
hersalf to move. Too much had happened, too quickly. She felt overwhelmed and helpless; but Asara, at
least, seemed to bein control. She followed her servant. There was nothing else she could do.

They reached the top of the stairs without incident. Below it was dark. No lanterns had been lit tonight,
and there was no sign of movement. The sky howled again; Kaku looked up ingtinctively. The clouds
were being torn ragged up there, tossed about by the changing winds, swirling and curling, occasiondly
reaching out to each other as abolt of purple lightning bridged a gap or lanced down to earth.

She was about to say something to Asarawhen she saw the shin-shin.

It was creeping out of the darkness at one end of the balcony, ademon of shadow that made Kaiku quall
interror. She could barely seeit, only itsoutline, for it seemed part of the blackness that concealed it; but
what she could see was enough. Itstorso was like that of ahuman, but itsforelegs and forearms were
terribly elongated and tapered to athin spike, so that it seemed like aman walking on four gtilts. It was
tall, much taller than shewas, and it had to crush itsdlf down to fit under the roof of the balcony. She
could see no other detail except the eyes; they glittered in the darkness like lamps, twin points of burning
brightnessin the gloom.

Asaraswore an impolite oath and pulled Kaiku after her, down the stairs. Kaiku needed no second
prompting; al ese had fled her mind at that moment, and the only remaining urge wasto get away from
the demon that stalked towards them. They heard the clatter

asit gave chase, and then they were thundering down the stairsinto the shadowy room below.

The entrance hal was wide and spacious, with elaborately carved wooden archways to the other
ground-floor rooms. This house was built for the stifling heat of summer, so there were no interior doors,
and attractively dyed screens stood about which could be moved to better alow the warm evening
breezes through. The unnatura lightning of the moonstorm flickered through the ornamental shutters,
sunning the roomin brightness.

Kaku amost fell down thefind few steps, but Asara pushed her asde and aimed her rifleup the Sairs at
the archway leading on to the balcony. A moment later, the spindly silhouette of the shin-shin darted into
view, eyes blazing in the dark oval of itsface. Asarafired, and the report of the rifle cracked deafeningly
through the house. The doorway was suddenly empty; the demon had been deterred, at least for a short
time. Asarareprimed the bolt on her weapon and hurried Kaiku towards the door to the outside.

‘Asaral More of them!” Kaiku cried, and there they were, two of the creatures, hiding in the shadowy
archways of the entrance hal. Asara clutched her mistress swrist and they froze. Kaiku's hand was on
the door, but she dared not tear it open and run, for the creatures would cut her down before she had
gone ten metres. The raw, choking fear that had attended her ever since her eyes had opened tonight
began to claw itsway up her throat. She was blank with panic, disorientated, caught in awaking
nightmare.

Sowly the shin-shin came into the hall, ducking their torsos benesth the archways as they angled their
long, tapered limbs with insectile grace. They were the more terrible because Kaiku' s gaze refused to fix



on them properly, dlowing only hints of their form; only the glitter of their eyeswas solid and visble. She
was conscious of Asarareaching for something: alantern, dormant and unlit on awindow-ledge. The
demons crept closer, keeping to the deegpest darknesses.

‘Beready,” Asarawhispered; and amoment later, she threw the lantern into the centre of the room. The
shin-shin whirled at the sound, and in that instant Asara brought up her rifle and fired it into the dick of
lantern oil onthefloor.

The room was suddenly bright, aroaring sheet of flame, and the demons shrieked in their unearthly
tongue and scattered clumsly away from the brilliance. But Kaiku was aready through the door

and out into the storm, racing barefoot across the grass towards the trees that surrounded the house.
Asaracame close behind, leaving thefireto lick at the wooden walls and paper screens. They rushed
through therain, cringing at the great screeches coming from the sky. Not daring to look back, not
knowing if Asarawas following or not, Kaiku plunged into the forest.

The three moons were out tonight, clustered close above the dowly writhing clouds. Vast Aurus, the
largest and eldest of the ssters; Iridima, smdler but brighter, her skin gullied with blue cracks; and the
tiny green moon Neryn, the shyest of them al, who rarely showed her face. Legendstold that when the
three sisters were together, they fought and tore the sky, and that the screeching was Neryn's criesas her
sblingsteased her for her green skin. Kaiku' sfather taught a different tae, that the moonstorms were
smply aresult of the combined gravity of the moons playing havoc with the aamosphere. Whatever the
reason, it was accepted wisdom that when the three moons were close moonstorms would follow. And
on those nights, the Children of the Moons walked the earth.

Kaiku panted and whimpered as she ran through the trees. Thin brancheswhipped at her from dl sides,
covering her arms and face with wet lashes. Her deeping-robe was soaked through, her chin-length hair
plastered to her cheeks, her feet muddied and dimed. Shefled blindly, asif she could outrun redlity. Her
mind still refused to grip the enormity of what had occurred in the previous few minutes. Shefdt likea
child, helpless, done and terrified.

Finally, theinevitable happened. Her bare foot found arock that was more dippery than it looked, and
shefdl headlong, landing heavily againgt aroot that was steadily emerging from washed-away layers of
mud. Fresh tears came a the pain, and shelay in the dirt, filthy and sodden, and sobbed.

But therewas no ret for her. She felt hersalf gripped from behind, and there was Asara, dragging her
upright. She shrieked incoherently, but Asarawas merciless.

‘I know asafe place,” shesaid. ‘ Comewith me. They are not far behind.’

Then they were running again, plunging headlong through the trees, sumbling and dipping asthey went.
Theair seemed to pluck at them, trying to lift them up, charged with astrange energy by the storm. It
played tricks on their senses, making everything seem alittle more or lessthan redl. Grandmother Chomi
used to warn her

granddaughter that if she jumped too high in amoonstorm she might never come back down, but drift
into the sky. Kaiku pushed the thought away, remembering instead the scream she had heard earlier. Her
grandmother was gone. All of them were gone. She knew without knowing, by the void in her heart.

They came out of the trees at the edge of arocky stream, swollen and angry with therains. Asaralooked
quickly left and right, her long hair soaked to deepest black and duggish with moisture. She made her
decision in moments, heading downstream, tugging Kaiku after her. Thelatter was dmogt at the limit of
exhaugtion, and it told in her staggering steps and lolling head.



The stream emptied into awide clearing, ashalow bowl of water from which humped severd grassy
idands and banks, scattered with the bald faces of half-buried rocks and taut clusters of bushes. The
largest idand by far was the pedestal for avast, ancient tree, overwhelmingly dominating the scene by its
sheer gze. Itstrunk wastwice asthick asaman wastdl, knotted and twisted with age, and its branches
spread in agreat fan, leaves of gold and brown and green weeping a ddlicate curtain of droplets across
the water below. Even in therain, the clearing seemed sacred, a place of untouched beauty. The air here
was different, possessed of acrystdline fragility and gtiliness, as of aheld breath. Even Kaiku felt the
change, the sensation of a presence in this place, some cold and dow and gentle awareness that marked
their arrival with alanguid interest.

The sound of abreaking twig derted Asara, and she spun to see one of the shin-shin high up in the trees
to thelr right, moving with impossible dexterity between the boughs while itslantern eyes sayed fixed on
them. She pulled Kaiku into the water, which came up to their knees and soaked through their robes.
Urgently, they splashed acrossto the largest idand, and there they clambered out. Kaiku collapsed on
the grass. Asaraleft her there and raced to the tree. She put her palms and forehead againgt it and
murmured softly, her lipsrapid as she spoke.

‘Great ipi, venerated spirit of the forest, we beg you to grant us your protection. Do not |et these demons
of shadow defile your glade with their corruption.’

A shiver seemed to run through the tree, shaking loose a cascade of droplets from the leaves.

Asara stepped back from the trunk and returned to Kaiku' s side. She squatted down, wiping the lank
strands of hair from her face,

and scanned the edge of the glade. She could sense them out there, prowling. Three of them, and maybe
more, stalking around the perimeter, hiding in the trees, their shining eyes never leaving their prey.

Asarawatched, her hand near her rifle. She was no priest, but she knew the spirits of the forest well
enough. Theipi would protect them, if only becauseit would not et the demons neer it. Ipiswerethe
guardians of the forest, and nowhere was their influence stronger than in their own glades. The creatures
circled, therr tiltlike legs carrying them to and fro. She could sensetheir frustration. Their prey waswithin
sght, yet the shin-shin dared not enter the domain of anipi.

After atime, Asarawas satisfied that they were safe. She hooked her hands under Kaiku' s shoulders
and dragged her into the protection of the tree’ s vast roots, where therain was less. Kaiku never woke.
Asararegarded her for amoment, soaked as she was and freezing, and felt akind of sympathy for her.
She crouched down next to her mistress and stroked her cheek gently with the back of her knuckles.

‘Lifecan becrud, Kaku, shesad. ‘| fear you are only just beginning to learn that.’

With the moonstorm raging high overhead, she sat in the shelter of the greet tree and waited for the dawn
to come.

Two

Kaku awoke to aloud snap from the fire, and her eyes nickered open. Asarawasthere, stirring asmall,
blackened . pot that hung from aniron tripod over the flames. A pair of coilfish were spitted on abranch
and crisping next to it. The sun was high in the Sky and the air was muggy and hot. A fresh, earthy smell
was al about as damp loam dried from last night’ s downpour.

‘Daygreet, Kaiku,” Asarasaid, without looking at her. ‘1 went back to the house this morning and



salvaged what | could.” Shetossed abundle of clothes over. ‘ There was not a great dedl |eft, but therain
put out the blaze before it could devour everything. We have food, clothes and a good amount of

money.

Kaiku raised hersdf, looking around. They were no longer in the waterlogged clearing. Now they sat ina
dip in the land where the soil was sandy and clogged with pebbles, and little grew except afew shrubs.
Treesguarded thelip of the depresson, casting sharply contrasting shadows againgt the dazzling light,
and the daytime sounds of the forest peeped and chittered all about. Had Asara carried her?

Thefirgt thing she noticed was that her bracelet was missing.
‘Asaral Grandmother’sbracelet! It must havefdlen... it...’

‘I took it. I left it asan offering to theipi, in thanks for protecting
™=

‘ She gave me that bracelet on my eighth harvest!” Kaiku cried. ‘I
have never taken it off.’

‘The point of an offering isthat you sacrifice something preciousto you,” Asarasaid levelly. ‘ Theipi
saved our lives. | had nothing | could give, but you did.’

Kaiku stared at her in disbelief, but Asara appeared not to notice.

She made avague gesture to indicate their surroundings. ‘I thought it best not to start afireintheipi’s
glade, so | moved you here.’

Kaiku hung her head. She wastoo drained to protest any further. Asarawatched her in silencefor a
time

‘I must know,” Kaiku sad quietly. ‘My family...’

Asara put down the spoon she had been using to stir the pot and knelt before Kaiku, taking her hands.
‘They are dead.’

Kaku' sthroat tightened, but she nodded to indicate she understood. *What happened?
“Would you not rather et first, and compose yourself?
Kaiku raised her head and looked at Asara. ‘1 must know,’ she repeated.

Asarareleased her hands. ‘Mogt of you were poisoned,” shesaid. ‘Y ou died asyou dept. | suspect it
was one of the kitchen servants, but | cannot be sure. Whoever it was, they were inefficient. Y our
grandmother did not est at the evening medl last night, so she was dill dive when the shin-shin came. |
believe that somebody sent the demonsto kill the servants and remove the evidence. With no witnesses,
the crime would go unsolved.” She settled further on her haunches.

‘Who? Kaiku asked. ‘ And why?
‘To those questions | have no answers,” shesaid. ‘Yet.’

Asaragot up and returned to the pot, occasionally turning the fish. It was some time before Kaiku spoke
agan.



‘Did | die, Asara? From the poison?

‘Yes,’ replied the handmaiden. ‘| brought you back.’

‘How?

‘| stole the breath from another, and put it into you.’

Kaku thought of Karia, her other handmaiden, who she had seen lying dead on the floor of her room.
‘How isthat possible? shewhispered, afraid of the answer.

‘There are many things you do not understand, Kaiku,” Asarareplied. ‘| am one of them.’

Kaiku was beginning to redise that. Asara had always been the perfect handmaiden: quiet, obedient and
reliable, skilled at combing out hair and laying out clothes. Kaiku had liked her better than the more wilful
Karia, and often talked with her, shared secrets or played games. But there had always been the
boundary there, adivison that prevented them from becoming truly close. The unspoken understanding
that the two of them were of adifferent

caste. Kaiku was high-born and Asarawas not, and so one had a duty to serve and obey the other. It
was theway in Saramyr, the way it had aways been.

And yet now Kaiku saw that the last two years had been a deception. Thiswas not the person she
thought she knew. This Asarahad a stedly calm, a core of cold metal. This Asara had saved her life by
stealing another’ s, had burned down her house, had taken her most val uable token of her grandmother’s
love and given it away with impunity. This Asarahad rescued her from demons.

Who was she, truly?

‘The stream is nearby, Kaiku,” Asarasaid, pointing with her spoon. *Y ou should wash and change. Y ou
will catch achill inthat.” 1t had not escaped notice that since last night she had ceased to call Kaiku
‘mistress’, as was proper.

Kaiku obeyed. She felt she should be ashamed of the ate of hersdlf, half undressed with her thin white
deegping-robe mussed and filthy. Y et it seemed insgnificant in the wake of what had gone before. Weary
despite her deep, she went to the stream, and there she threw away the soiled robe and washed herself
clean, naked in the hot sunlight. The fed of the water and warmth on her bare skin brought her no
pleasure. Her body felt like only avessdl for her grief.

Shedressed in the clothes Asarahad brought her, finding that they were sturdy attire for travelling in.

L eather boots, shapel ess beige trousers, an open-throated shirt of the same colour that would belong
better on aman. She had no complaints. She had always been atomboy, and shefitted as easly into the
trappings of a peasant asthose of anoble lady. Her elder brother had been her closest companion, and
she had competed with him at everything. They had fought to outride, outshoot and outwrestle each other
constantly. Kaiku was no stranger to the gun or the forest.

When she returned to the campfire, the air was aive with sparkling flakes, drifting gently from the sky like
snow. They glittered as the sun caught them, sharp flashes of light al about. It was caled sarfdl: a
phenomenon seen only in the aftermath of amoonstorm. Tiny, flat crystals of fused ice were created in
the maelstrom of thethree ssters conflict, thin enough to float on their way down. Beauty after chaos.
Much prose had been written of starfal, and it was arecurring themein some of the finest love poetry.
Today, it held no power to move her.



THE WEAVERS OF SARAMYR

Asarahanded her abowl of coilfish, vegetables and sdtrice. Y ou should egt,” she said. Kaiku did so,
using her fingersin theway she had asachild, barely tasting it. Asaraarranged hersdf behind, and gently
untangled Kaiku' s hair with awooden comb. It was an act of surprising kindness, in the face of
everything; agesture of familiarity from agirl who now seemed a stranger.

‘Thank you,” Kaiku said, when Asarawas done. The words meant more than smple gratitude. There
was no need to thank a servant for aduty that was expected to be rendered. What seemed amere
pleasantry was atacit acceptance that Asarawas no longer subservient to her. The fact that Asaradid
not correct her proved it.

Kaiku was unsurprised. Asara had altered her mode of address towards Kaiku, and was now talking to
her asif shewas socid equal, abeit one who was not close enough to be called afriend. It spoke
volumes about the new gtate of their relationship.

The Saramyrrhic language was impenetrably complex to an outsider, amass of tond inflections,
honorifics, accents and qualifiersthat conveyed dense layers of meaning far beyond the smplewordsina
sentence. There were dozens of different modes of address for different situations, each one conveyed by
minute dterations in pronunciation and structure. There were different modes used to spesk to children,
one each for boys, girls, and a separate one for infants of elther sex; there were multiple modes for social
superiors, depending on how much more important the addressee was than the speaker, and a specia
one used only for addressing the Emperor or Empress. There were modesfor lovers, again in varying
degrees with the most intimate being virtudly sacrilegiousto speak aoud in the preaence of anyone but
the object of passion. There were modes for mother, father, husband, wife, shopkeepers and tradesmen,
priests, animas, modesfor praying and for scolding, vulgar modes and scatological ones. There were
even severad neutra modes, used when the speaker was uncertain asto the relative importance of the
person they were addressing.

Additionally, the language was plit into High Saramyrrhic -employed by nobles and those who could
afford to be educated in it - and Low Saramyrrhic, used by the peasantry and servants. Though the two
were interchangeabl e as a gpoken language - with Low Saramyrrhic being merely adightly coarser
verson of its higher form - aswritten languages they were completely different. High Saramyrrhic wasthe
province of the nobles, and the

peasantry were excluded from it. It was the language of learning, in which al philosophy, history and
literature were written; but its pictographs meant nothing to the common folk. The higher Strata of society
was violently divided from the lower by a carefully maintained boundary of ignorance; and that boundary
was the written form of High Saramyrrhic.

‘The shin-shinfear thelight,” Asarasaid in aconversationa tone, as she scuffed dirt over thefireto put it
out. ‘ They will not comein the daytime. By the time they return wewill be gone’

‘Where are we going?

‘Somewhere safer than this” Asarareplied. She caught the look on Kaiku' s face, saw her frustration at
the answer, and offered one alittlelessvague. ‘ A secret place. Where there are friends, where we can
understand what happened here’

“Y ou know more that you say you do, Asara,’ the other accused. ‘Why won't you tell me?

“You are disorientated,” came the reply. 'Y ou have been to the Gates of Omecha not one sunrise past,
you havelogt your family and endured more than anyone should bear. Trust me; you will learn more



later.
Kaiku crossed the hollow and faced her former sarvant. ‘1 will learn it now.’

Asararegarded her in return. She was a pretty one, despite the temporary ravages of grief on her face.
Eyes of brown that seemed to laugh when she was happy; asmdl nose, dightly doped; teeth white and
even. Her tawny hair sheworein afeathered style, teased forward over her cheeks and facein the
fashionable cut that young ladies wore in the capitd . Asarahad known her long enough to realise her
stubborn streak, her mulish persistence when she decided she wanted something. She saw it now, and at
that moment shefelt adight admiration for the woman she had decelved dl thistime. She had half
expected the grief of the previous night to break her, but she was finding hersdf proven wrong. Kaiku
had spirit, then. Good. She would need it.

Asarapicked up acured-leather pack and held it out. *Walk with me.” Kaiku took it and did it on to her
back. Asaratook the other, and therifle, from where it had been drying by the fire. The previousnight’s
rain had soaked the powder chamber, and it was not ready to use yet.

They headed into the forest. The branches twinkled with starfall

asit gently drifted around them, gathering on the ground in asoft dusting before melting away. Kaiku felt
afresh upswell of tearsin her breast, but she fought to keep them down. She needed to understand, to
make some small sense of what had happened. Her family were gone, and yet it did not seem real yet.
She had to hold together for now. Resolutely, she forced her pain into atight, bitter corner of her mind
and kept it there. It was the only way she could continue to function. The dternative was to go mad with
SOrrow.

‘We ve watched you for along time,” Asarasaid eventualy. *Y our house and family, too. Partly it was
because we knew your father was one who was sympathetic to our cause, one who might be persuaded
to join useventudly. He had connections through his patronage in the Imperial Court. But mogtly it was
because of you, Kaiku. Y our condition.’

‘Condition? | have no condition,” Kaiku said.

‘I admit | had my doubts when | was sent here,” replied her former handmaiden. ‘But even | have
noticed thesgns’

Kaiku tried to think, but her head was muddied and Asara’ s explanation seemed to be throwing up more
guestions than answers. Instead, she asked directly: *What happened last night?

“Your father,” Asarasaid. ‘Y ou must have remembered how he was when he returned from hislast trip
away.’

‘Hesaid hewasill...” Kaiku began, then stopped. She sounded foolish. Theillness he had feigned had
been an excuse. She did remember the way he had seemed. Pale and wan, he was aso quiet and
lethargic; but there was a haunted ook about him, a certain absence in his manner. Grandmother had
been that way when Grandfather died, seven years ago. A kind of stunned disbelief, such as she had
heard soldiers got when they had been too long exposed to the roar of cannons.

‘Yes,' sheagreed.  Something happened, something he would not speak of. Do you know what it was?
‘Doyou?

Kaiku shook her head. They trudged afew more stepsin silence. The forest had enshrouded them now,
and they walked a zigzagging way through the sparsely clustered trees, stepping over roots and boulders



that cluttered the wildly uneven ground. A dirt ridge had risen to waist-height on their right, fringed with
gently swaying shadowglove serviced by fat red bees. The sun beat down from overhead, baking the wet
s0il inalazy hegt that made the world

content and duggish. On any other day Kaiku would have been lost in tranquillity, for she had dways had
achildlike awe of nature; but the beauty of their surroundings had no power to touch her now.

‘| watched him these last few weeks, Asarasaid. ‘| learned nothing more. Perhaps he wronged
someone, a powerful enemy. | can only guess. But | am in no doubt that it was he who brought ruin on
you lagt night.’

‘Why?Hewasjust ascholar! He read books. Why would someonewant to kill him... al of us?

‘For this; Asarasaid, and with that she drew from her heavy robe the mask Kaiku had seen her take
from the house. She brandished it in front of Kaiku. Itsred and black lacquer face leered idioticaly at
her. “‘He brought it with him when hereturned last.” * That? It' sonly amask.’

Asara brushed her hair back from her face and looked gravely at the other. ‘ Kaiku, masks are the most
dangerous wegponsin the world. More than rifles, more than cannon, more than the spiritsthat haunt the
wild places. They are—

Asaratrailed off suddenly as Kaiku' s step fatered and she sumbled dizzily.
‘Areyou unwell? she asked.

Kaiku blinked, frowning. Something had turned in her gut, aburning worm of pain that shifted and
writhed. A moment later it happened again, stronger thistime, not in her gut but lower, coming from her
womb like the kick of ababy.

‘Asara,’ she gasped, dropping to one knee, her hand splayed on the ground in front of her. ‘ There's...
something...’

And now it blossomed, araw bloom of agony in her somach and groin, wrenching acry from her throat.
But thisone did not recede; instead it built upon itself, becoming hotter, aterrifying pressurerisng insde
her. She clutched at hersdlf, but it did not abate. She squeezed her eyes shut, tears of shock and
incomprehension dripping from the corners. ‘Asara.... hdp...’

Shelooked up in supplication, but the world as she knew it was no longer there. Her eyes saw not tree
and stone and leaf but athousand million streams of light, agreet three-dimensiond dioramaof glowing

threads, stirring and flexing to ebb and flow around the objects that moved through it. She could seethe
bright knot of Asara s heart within the stitchwork frame of her body; she

could seethe ripplein the threads of the air as anearby bird tore through it; she could see the lines of the
sunlight spraying the forest asit danted through the canopy, and the sparkle of starfdl al about.

I’m dying again, she thought, just like the last time.

But thiswas not like the last time, for there was no bliss, no serenity or inner peace. Only something
within, something huge, building and building in Sze until she knew her skin must split and shewould be
torn gpart. Her irises darkened and turned red as blood; the air stirred around her, ruffling her clothes
and lifting her hair. She saw Asard s expression turn to fear, the threads of her face twisting. Saw her turn
and run, fleeing headlong into the trees.

Kaiku screamed, and with that venting, the burning force found its release.



The nearest trees exploded into flaming matchwood; those alittle further away ignited, becoming smoking
torchesin an ingtant. Grass crisped, stone scorched, the air warped with heat. The power tore from her
body, seeming to rip through her lungs and heart and sear them from the insde; but she never stopped
screaming until she blacked out.

She did not know how long unconsciousness held her before releasing her back into redity, but when it
did calm had returned. The air was thick with smoke, and there came the harsh crackle and hest of
burning trees.

She levered hersdf up, her muscles knotting and twitching, her insides scoured. Panting, she found her
feet and her bdance. Shewas dive; the pain told her s0. Slowly she looked around the charred circle of
destruction that surrounded her, and the sullenly smouldering trees beyond. Already the dampnessfrom
yesterday’ srainswas overcoming the hungry tongues of flame, and the fire was subsiding gradually.

She fought to reconcile the scene with the one she had been walking through when the pain struck her,
and could not. Blackened rock faces hunkered out of soil gone hard and crisp. Scorched leaves curled
into skeletd figts. Trees had been split in half, roughly decapitated or smashed aside. Thevery
suddenness of the obliteration was dmost impossible to understand; she could scarcely believe shewas
gl in the same place as she had been when she had fainted.

The mask, unharmed, lay on the ground nearby, its empty gaze

mocking. She ssumbled over to it and picked it up. There was aterrible wearinessin her body, ahazy
blanket over her sensesthat smothered her towards deep or unconsciousness or death - she was not
surewhich, and welcomed dl equdly.

Her eyesfdl upon the crumpled white shape lying nearby. Numb, she staggered over to it, absently
suffing the mask into her belt as she went.

It was Asara. Shelay strewn in ahollow where she had been thrown by the blast. One side of her had
caught the brunt, evidently. Her robe was seared, her hair burned and smoking. Her hand and cheek
were scarred terribly. Shelay limp and till.

Kaiku began to tremble. She backed away, tears blurring her eyes, her fingers dragging at her face asif
shemight pull the flesh off and find the old Kaiku undernegth, the one that had existed only yesterday,
before chaos and madness took her in astranglehold. Before she had lost her family. Before she had
killed her handmaiden.

A choking sob escaped her, a sound not sane. She shook her head as she retreated, trying to deny what
she saw; but the weight of truth crushed down on her, the evidence of her eyes accused. Panic swamin
and seized her, and with acry, sheran into the forest and was swallowed.

Asaralay where she was | eft, amid the smoke and the ruin, the gently drifting starfal settling on her to
twinkle briefly and then die.

Three

The roof gardens of the Imperia Keep might have seemed endlessto achild &t f