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Being literally thrown into an unfamiliar environment for ces a per son to adapt—and familiar
ways of doing that may not be enough.

* k * %

Prologue
Garth Diamandis|ooked up, and saw awoman in the sky.

The ba cony swayed under him; distant trees wavered in the hot afternoon air though there was no
breeze. A twigt of little clouds pirouetted far overhead, just benesth the glitter and darkness of the city
that had exiled Gareth to this place so many years ago. Well below the city, only athousand feet up at
this point, asingle human form had gppeared out of thelight.

She rotated up out of Garth's view and he had to wait severa minutes for her to come back around.
Then, there shewas. gliding with supernatura grace over thetal, ragged wall that rimmed the world at its
nearer end. Behind her, infinite air beckoned, forever out of reach of Garth and the otherslike him.
Aheed of the silent woman, alikely tumble into quickly moving trees, broken limbs and dezth. If she
wasn't dead dready.

Someone tried to escape, he thought—an act that aways ended in gunshots or bloody thrashing beneath
aswarm of piranhawks. This one must have been shot cleanly by the day watch for she was spirding
across the sky aone, not attended by aretinue of blood droplets. And now the spin-gale was teasing the
fringes of her outlandish garment, dowing her; bringing her down.

Garth frowned, for amoment forgetting the aches and painsthat bedeviled him dl day and dl night. The
hovering woman's clothes had been too bright and fluttered too easily to be made of the traditiona
leather and metdl of Spyre.

Astheworld turned the woman receded into the distance, frustrating Garth's attempt to see more. The
ground under his perch was rotating up and away aong with the whole cylindrica world; the

black-haired woman was not moving with it but rather sailing in magesticaly from one of the world's open
ends. But Spyre made its own winds asit turned, and those winds would pull her to its surface before she
had a chanceto drift out the other side.

She would have sped up by that time, but not enough to match Spyre'srotation. Garth well knew what
happened when someone began clipping the treetops and towers at several hundred miles per hour. HEd
be finding pieces of her for weeks.



The ground undulated again. Frantic horns began echoing in the distance—an urgent conversation
between the inner surface of Spyre and the city above.

Watching the woman had been an idle pastime, since it looked as though she was going to come down
aong therail line. People with more firepower and muscle than Garth owned that; they would seeher ina
few moments and bring her down. Her vauable possessions and clothes would not be his.

But the horns were ingstent. Something was wrong with the very fabric of Spyre, an oscillation building.
He could seeit in the far distance now: the land heaved minutely up and down. The dow ripple was
making itsway in hisdirection; he'd better get off this parapet.

The archway opening onto the balcony had empty air behind it and atwenty-foot drop to tumbled
stones. Garth hopped over the rail without hesitation, counting as hefell. “ One pilot, two pilot, three—"
He landed among upthrusts of stabbing weed and the cloud-like bramblesthat had taken over this
ancient mansion. Three seconds? Well, gravity hadn't changed, at least not noticeably.

His muscles cresked as he stood up, but climbing and jumping were part of hisdaily condtitutiond, agrim
routine aimed at convincing himsalf hewas sill aman.

He stalked over the crackling grit that painted atiled dance floor. Railway tieswere laid caloudy across
the fine palasite sones; the line cleaved the former Nation of Arbath like awhip-mark. Garth stepped
onto the track daringly and stared down it. The great family of Arbath had not reached an
accommodation with the preservationists and had been displaced or killed, he couldn't remember which.
Rubble, ruins, and new walls sided the tracks; at one spot an abandoned sniper tower |oomed above the
grip. It swayed now unessly.

Thetracks converged in perspective but also rose with the land itsalf, along graceful curve that became
verticd if hefollowed it far enough. He didn't ook that far, but focused on a scramble of activity taking
place about amile distant.

The Preservation Society had planted one of their oil-soaked sidings there like an obscene graffito. Some
of the preservationists were pouring alcohal into the tanks of a big turbine engine that squatted on the
trackslikeanidal to industrialism. Others had started atug and were shunting in carsloaded with iron
plating and rubble. They were responding to the codes brayed out by the distant horns.

They were so busy doing dl thisthat none had noticed what was happening overhead.

"You're crazy, Garth.” He hopped from foot to foot, twisting his hands together. When he was younger
he wouldn't have hesitated. There was atime when held lived for escapadeslike this. Curaing hisown
cowardice, Garth lurched into ahalf run down the tracks—in the direction of the preservationist camp.

He had to prove himself more and more often these days. Garth still sported the black cap and long
sideburnsthat rakes had worn in hisday, but he was acutely aware that the day had come and gone. His
long leather coat was brindled with cracks and dappled with stains. Though he still wore the twin holsters
that had once held the most expensive and stylish duding pistols available in Spyre, nowadays he just
carried odd objectsin them. His breath ratcheted in his chest and if hishead didn't hurt, hislegsdid, or
his hands. Pain followed him everywhere; it had made crow's-feet where once held outlined hiseyesin
black to show the ladies hislong lashes.

The preservationist's engine started up. It was coming hisway so Garth prudently left the track and
hunkered down beneath some bushesto let it pass. He wasin disputed land, so no one would accost him
here, but he might be casually shot from awindow of the train and no one would care. While he waited
he watched the dot of the dowly faling woman, trying to verify hisinitial guessat her trgectory.



Garth made it the rest of the way to the preservationist camp without attracting attention. Pandemonium
gtill reigned ingde the camp, with shaven-headed men in siff leather coats crawling like antsover a
second, rust-softened engine, under the curses of a supervisor. Thefirst train was miles up the curve of
the world now, and if Garth bothered to ook down the length of Spyre, he was sure he would see many
other trains on the move aswell. But that wasn't hisinterest.

Pieces of theworld fell off al thetime. It wasn't his problem.

He crept between two teetering stacks of railway ties until he was next to apile of catch-netsthe
preservationists had dumped here. Using astick held picked up aong the way, he snagged one of the
nets and dragged it into the shadows. Under full gravity it would have weighed severa hundred pounds;
asit was, he staggered under the weight as he carried it to anearby line of trees.

Shewas going by again, lower now and fast in her long spird. The woman's clothes were tearing in the
headwind, and her dark hair bannered behind her. When Garth saw that her exposed skin was bright red
he stopped in surprise, then redoubled his efforts to reach the nearest vertical cable.

Theinterior of Spyre was spoked by thousands of these cables, somerose at low anglesto reattach
themselvesto the skin of theworld just afew miles away. Some shot straight up to touch down on the
opposite side of the cylinder. All were under tremendous tension and every now and then one snapped;
then theworld ran like abdll for an hour or two and shifted, and more piecesfell off of it.

Aside from keeping the world together, the cables served numerous purposes. Some carried elevators.
The one Garth approached had smdller lines draped and coiled around its frayed black surface—some
old, rusted, and disused pulley system. The main cable was anchored to a corroded metal cone that
jutted out of the earth. He clipped two corners of the roll of netting to the old pulley. Then he jogged
away from the tracks, unredling the net behind him.

It took far too long to connect athird corner of the huge net to a corroded flagpole. Sweating and
suffering palpitations, he ran back to the flagpole one moretime. As he did she came by again.

Shewasahullet. In fact, it was the land that was speeding by below her and pulling the air withiit. If
sheld been dive earlier she might be dead now; he doubted whether anyone could breathein such agde.

As s00n as she shot past, Garth began hauling on the pulleys. The net lurched into the air afoot at atime.
Too dow! He cursed and redoubled his effort, expecting to hear shouts from the preservationist camp at
any moment.

With agonizing downess, atriangle of netting rose. One end was anchored to the flagpole; two more
were on their way up the cable. Had he judged her trgjectory right? It didn't matter; thiswasthe only
attachment point for hundreds of yards, and by now she wastoo low. Air resistance was yanking her
down, and in moments she would be tumbled to pieces on the ground.

Here she came. Garth wiped sweet out of his eyes and pulled with bloody hands. At that moment the
ghriek of a steam whistle sounded from the preservationist camp. The rusted engine was on the move.

The mysterious woman arrowed in just above the highest trees. Garth thought for sure she was going to
miss his net. Then, just asthe rusted engine sailed by on the tracks—he caught snapshot glimpses of
surprised preservationist faces and open mouths—she hit the net and yanked it off the cable.

A twirling screw hit Garth in the nose and he sat down. Sparks shot from screaming brakes on the
tracks, and the black tangling form of the falling woman passed between the Y -uprights of ajagged tree,
thetrailing net catching branches and snapping them as she bounced with astonishing gentlenessinto a



bed of weeds.

Garth was there in seconds, cutting through the netting with hisknife. Her clothes marked her asa
foreigner, so her ransom potentia might be low. He probably couldn't even get much for her clothes,
cloth like that had no business being worn in Spyre. Oh well; maybe she had some adornments that might
fetch enough to buy him food for afew weeks.

Just in case, he put ahand on her neck—and felt a pulse. Garth cursed in astonishment. Jubilantly he
dashed away the rest of the strands and pulled her out as awarning shot cracked through the air.

Unableto resist, he teased back the wave of black hair that fell across her face. The woman wasfairly
young—in her twenties—and had fine, sharp features with well-defined black eyebrows and full lips. The
symmetry of her face was broken only by a star-shaped scar on her jaw. Her skin would have been quite
far wereit not deeply sunburnt.

She only weighed twenty pounds or 0. It was easy to ding her over his shoulder and run for the deep
bush that marked the boundary of the disputed lands.

He pushed hisway through the branches and onto private land. The preservationists pulled up short,
cursing, just shy of the bushes. Garth Diamandis laughed as he ran; and for aprecious few minutes, hefet
like he was twenty yearsold again.

* k * %

1

A low-beamed celling swam into focus. Venera Fanning frowned at it, then winced as pain shot through
her jaw. She was definitely dive, she decided ruefully.

She was—but was Chaison Fanning aso among the living, or was Veneranow awidow? That wasit,
she had been trying to get back to her husband, Chaison Fanning. Trying to get home—

Sitting up proved impossible. The dightest motion sent waves of pain through her; shefelt like shed been
skinned. She moaned involuntarily.

"You're awake?’ Thethickly accented words had the crackle of age to them. She turned her head
gingerly and made out adim form moving to St next to her. She was lying on abed—jprobably—and he
was on astool or something. She blinked, trying to take in more of thelong, low room.

"Don't try to move,” said the old man. “Y ou've got severe sunburn and sunstroke, too. Plus afew cuts
and bruises. I've been wetting down the sheets to give you some relief. Gave you water, too. Don't know
what elseto do.”

"Th-thanks.” Then she looked down at hersdlf. “Where are my clothes?’

Hisface cracked in asmile, and for a second he looked much younger. He had dab-like features, with
prominent cheekbones and piercing gray eyes. Eyeslike that could send chillsthrough you, and from his
confident grin he seemed to know it. But as he shifted in the firelight, she saw that lines of careand
disappointment had cut away much of his handsomeness.

"Your clothesare here,” he said, patting achair or table nearby. “Don't worry, I've done nothing to
you—not out of virtue, mind, I'm not abig fan of virtue, mine or anyone elsg's. No, you can thank
arthritis, old wounds, and age for your safety.” He grinned again. “1'm Garth Diamandis. And you are a
foreigner.”



Venerasghed listlesdy. “ Probably. What does that mean around here?”
Diamandisleaned back, crossing hisarms. “Much, or nothing, depending.”
"And hereis...?'

"Spyre,” hesaid.

"Spyre...” Shethought she should remember that name. But Venerawas dready faling adeep. Shelet
hersdlf doiit; after all, it was so cool here...

When she awoke again it wasto find herself propped haf upright in achair. Her forehead, upper body,
and arms were draped with moist sheets. Blankets swaddled her below that.

Venerawas facing aleaded-glass window. Outside, green foliage made a sunlit screen. She heard birds.
That suggested the kind of garden you only got in the bigger towns—a gravity-bound garden where trees
grew short and sguat, and soil stayed in one place. Such things were rare—and that, in turn, implied
wedlth.

But thisroom... Assheturned her head her hopesfaded. Thiswasahovd, for dl that it too seemed built
for gravity. The floor wasthe relentlessiron of atown foundation, though surprisingly she could fed no
vibration from engines or dipstream vanes through her feet. The slence was uncanny, infact. The
chamber itself was oddly cantilevered, as though hollowed out of the foundations of some much larger
structure. Boxes, chests, and empty birdcages were jammed or piled everywhere, afew narrow paths
worn between them. The only clear areawas the spot where her overstuffed armchair sat. She located
the bed to her |eft, some tables, and afireplace that looked like it had been clumsily dug into the wall by
the window. There were severd tables here and the clutter had infected them as well; they were covered
with framed pictures.

Veneraleaned forward, catching up the sheet at her throat. A sizzle of pain went through her arms and
shoulders, and she extended her left arm, snarling. She was sunburned a deep brick red, which was
aready gtarting to ped. How long had she been here?

The pictures. Gingerly, shereached out to turn onein the light. It was of ayoung lady holding apair of
collapsible wrigt-fins. She wore astrange, tiff-looking black bodice, and her backdrop wasindistinct but
might have been clouds.

All the portraits were of women, some two dozen by her estimation. Some were young, some older; all
the ladies seemed well-off from their various el aborate hairdos. Their clothes were outlandish, though,
made of sweeping chrome and leather, clearly heavy and doubtless uncomfortable. There was, she
redlized, acomplete absence of cloth in these photos.

"Ah, you're awake!” Diamandis shuffled hisway through the towering stacks of junk. Hewas holding a
limp bird by the neck; now hewaved it cheerfully. “Lunch!™

"I demand to know where | am.” She started to stand and found herself propelled nearly to the celling.
Gravity was very low here. Recovering with awince, she coiled the damp sheet around her for modesty.
It didn't help; Diamandis frankly admired her form anyway, and probably would have stared even if shedd
been sheathed in plate armor. It seemed to be hisway, and there was, strangely, nothing offensive about
it.

"You areaguest of the Principality of Spyre,” said Diamandis. He sat down at alow table and began
plucking the bird. “But | regret to have to inform you that you've landed on the wrong part of our



illugtrious nation. Thisis Greater Spyre, where I've lived now for, oh... twenty-odd years."
She held up the picture she had been looking at. “ Y ou were abusy man, | see.”

Helooked over and laughed in ddight. “Very! And why not? Theworld isfull of wonders, and | wanted
to meet themdl."

Veneratouched the stone wall and now felt afaint thrum, but very dight. “Y ou say thisisatown? An old
one... and you've turned gravity way down.” Then she turned to look at Diamandis. “What did you
mean, ‘regret to inform me? What's wrong with this Greater Spyre?”

Helooked over at her, and now he seemed very old. “Come. If you can walk, I'll show you your new
home"

Venerahit back a sharp retort. Instead, she sullenly followed him through the stacks. “ My temporary
residence, you mean,” she said to the cracked leather back of hiscoat. “1 am making my way back to the
court at Slipstream. If ransomisrequired, you will be paid handsomely for my safereturn...” He laughed,
somewhat sadly.

"Ah, but that it were possibleto do that,” he murmured. He exited up alow flight of stepsinto bright light.
Shefollowed, fedling the old scar on her jaw gtarting to throb.

The roofless square building had been built of stone and stedl 1-beams, perhaps centuries ago. Now
devoid of top and floors, it had become akind of open box, thirty feet on aside. Wild plantsgrew in
profusion throughout the rubble-strewn interior. The hole leading to Diamandiss home wasin one corner
of the place; there was no other way in or out asfar as she could see.

Veneradtared at the grass. Sheld never seen wild plants under gravity before. Every square foot was
accounted for in the rotating ring-shaped structures she called towns. They were seldom morethanamile
in diameter, after dl, often built of mere rope and planking. There was no other way to fed gravity than to
vigt atown.

She scanned the sky past the stone walls. In some waysit looked right: the endless vistas of Virgawere
blocked by some sort of structure. But the perspective seemed all wrong.

"Come.” Diamandiswas gesturing to her from anearly invisble set of stepsthat ran up onewall. She
scowled, but followed him up to alevel areajust below the top of the wall. If she stood on tiptoe, she
could look over. So shedid.

Venerahad never known one could fed so small. Spyre was arotating habitat, like those she had grown
up in. But that was dl she could have said to connect it to the worlds she had known. Diamandisslittle
tower sat among forlorn trees and scrub-grassin an empty plain that stretched to forest amile or morein
each direction. In any saneworld, thismuch land under gravity would have been crammed with buildings,
those empty plazas and tumbled-down villas should have been awash with humanity.

Past the trees, the landscape became a maze of walls, towers, open fields, and sharp-edged forests. And
it went on and on to adizzying, impossible distance. Diamandis's tower was one tiny mote on theinside
surface of acylinder that must be ten or twelve milesin diameter and haf again aslong.

Sunlight angled in from somewhere behind her; Veneraturned quickly, needing the reassurance of
something familiar. Beyond the open ends of the greet cylinder, the reassuring cloudscapes of the normal
world turned dowly; she had not |eft al sense and reason behind. But the scale of thistown-whed was
impossiblefor any engineering she knew. The energy needed to keep it turning in the ungtable airs of



Virgawould beggar any norma nation. Y et the place |ooked ancient, as evidenced by the many
overgrown ruins and furzes of wild forest. In fact, she could see gapsin the surface here and there
through which she could glimpse distant flickers of cloud and sky.

"Arethose holes?’ she asked, pointing at anearby crater. Leaves, twigs, and grit fogged the air aboveit,
and dl the topsoil for yards around had been stripped away reveding astained metal skin that must
underlie everything here.

Garth scowled asif shed committed some indiscretion by pointing out the hole. “Yes,” hesaid
grudgingly. “ Spyreis ancient and decaying, and it's under an awful grain. Tearslike that open up dl the
time. It's everyone's nightmare that one day, such arip might not stop. If the world should ever cometo
anend, it will start with ateer like that one."

Faintly darmed, Veneralooked around at the many other tears that dotted the landscape. Garth laughed.
“Don't worry, if it's serious the patch gangs will be herein aday or two to fix it—dodging bulletsfrom the
local gentry al the while. They were out doing just that when | picked you up.”

Veneralooked straight up. “I supposeif thisisgreater Spyre” she said, pointing, “then that is Lesser
Spyre?’

The empty space that the cylinder rotated around was filled with conventional town-whedls. Uncoupled
from the larger structure, these rings spun grandly in midair, miles above her. Some were ‘geared’ towns
whose rims touched, while othersturned in solitary mgjesty. A puff of smaler buildings surrounded the
towns.

The whed sweren't entirely disconnected from Greater Spyre. Venera saw cables standing up at various
angles every mile or so throughout the giant cylinder. Some angled across the world to anchor in the
ground again far up Spyre's curve. Some went straight past the axis and down to an opposite point; if
you climbed one of theselines, you could get to the city that hung like an iron cloud half adozen miles
above.

She didn't see any eevator traffic on the nearest cables. Most were tethered inside the maze-like grounds
of the estates that dotted the land. Would anyone have aright to use those cables but the owners?

When Diamandis didn't reply, Veneraglanced over a him. He was gazing up &t the distant towns, his
expression shifting between empty adoration and anger. He seemed lost in memory.

Then he blinked and looked down at her. “Lesser Spyre, yes. My home, from which | am exiled for life.
Alwaysvisible, never to be achieved again.” He shook his head. “Unlucky you to have landed here,

lady."

"My name,” shesad, “is VeneraFanning.” She looked out again. The nearer end of the great cylinder
began to curve upward lessthan amile away. It rose for amile or two, then ended in open air. “1 don't
understand,” she said. “What's to prevent me—or you—from leaving? Just step off that rim yonder and
you'll bein freeflight in the skies of Virga. Y ou could go anywhere."

Diamandis|ooked where she was pointing. Now his smile was condescending. “ Ejected at four hundred
miles per hour, Lady Fanning, you'll be unconsciousin seconds for lack of bresth. Before you dow
enough to awake you'll either suffocate or be eaten aive by the piranhawks. Or be shot by the sentries.
Or be eviscerated by the razor wire clouds, or hit amine...

"No, it wasamiracle that you drifted unconscious through al of that, to land here. A once-in-a-million
fedt.



"Now that you're among us, you will never leave again.”

* * % %

Diamandiss words might have darmed Venera had she not recently survived anumber of impossible
Stuations—not only that, he was manifestly wrong about the threst the piranhawks represented; after al,
hadn't she sailed blithdly through them al? These thingsin mind, she followed him down to hishove,
where he began to prepare amedl.

The bird was patheticadly smdl; they would each get acouple of mouthfuls out of it if they werelucky.
“I'm grateful for your help,” Venerasaid as shelowered hersdlf painfully back into the armchair. “But you
obvioudy don't have very much. What do you get out of helping me?

"The warmth of your gratitude,” said Diamandis. In the shadow of the stone fireplace, it wasimpossible
to make out his expression.

Venerachoseto laugh. “Isthat al? What if I'd been aman?’
"I'd have left you without a second thought.”

"l see” She reached over to her piled clothes and rummaged through them. “ As | suspected. I've not
come through unscathed, have 1?7’ The jewelry that had filled her flight jacket'sinner pockets was gone.
She looked under the table and immediately spotted something: it looked like ameta door in thefloor,
with aropeloop asits handle. Her feet had been resting on it earlier.

"No, it's not down there,” said Diamandiswith asmile.

Venera shrugged. The two most important objectsin her possesson were sill insde her jacket. She
could fedl the spent bullet through the lining. Asto the other—Veneradipped her hand in to touch the
scuffed white cylinder that she and her husband had fought their way across half the world to collect. It
didn't look like it was worth anything, so Diamandis had apparently ignored it. Veneraleft it where it was
and sraightened to find Diamandis watching her.

"Condder thosetrinkets to be payment for my rescuing you,” he said. 1 can livefor years on what you
had in your pockets."

"Socouldl,” shesad levelly. “Infact, | was counting on using those val uables to barter my way home, if
| had to."

"I'veleft you apair of earringsand abracelet,” he said, pointing. There they were, Sitting on the table next
to her toeless deck shoes. “Therest is hidden, so don't bother looking.”

Seething but too tired to fight, Veneraleaned back, carefully draping the moist sheet over hersdlf. “If | felt
better, old man, I'd whip you for your impudence.”

Helaughed out loud. “ Spoken like atrue aristocrat! | knew you were awoman of quality by the softness
of your hands. So what were you doing floating donein the skies of Virga? Was your ship beset by
pirates? Or did you fall overboard?"

She grimaced. “Either one makes agood story. Take your pick. Oh, don't look at melike that, I'll tell
you, but first you haveto tell me where we are. What is Spyre? How could such a place exist? From the
heat outside I'd say were till near the sun of suns. Isthis place one of the principalities of Candesce?”

Diamandis shrugged. He bent over hisdinner pot for aminute, then straightened and said, “ Spyrésthe



whole world to those of uswho live here. I'm told thereés no other placelikeit in dl of Virga Wewere
here at the founding of the world, and most people think well be here at its end. But I've adso heard that
once, there were dozens of Spyres, and that all the rest crumbled and spun apart over the ages... So
believe we livein amortd world. Like me, Spyreis showing its age."

He brought two plates. Venerawas impressed: he'd added some cooked roots and a handful of boiled
grains and made a passable med of the bird. She was ravenous and dug in; he watched in amusement.

"Astowhat Spyreis...” Hethought for amoment. “In the cold-blooded |anguage of the engineers, you
could say that we live on an open-ended rotating cylinder made of metal and miraculoudy strong cables.
About six milesfrom here therés agiant engine that powersthe dectric jets. It isthe same kind of engine
that runs the suns. Once, we had hundreds of jets to keep us spinning, and Spyre's outer skin was
smooth and didn't catch the wind. Gravity was stronger then. Thejets are failing, one by one, and wind
resstance pulls at the skin like the fingers of ademon. The old aristocrats refuse to see the decay that
surrounds them, even when pieces of Spyrefall away and the whole world becomes unbaanced inits
turning. When that happens, the preservationist society'srail engines start up and they haul as many tons
as needed around the circle of the world to reestablish the balance.

"The nobles fought acivil war against the creation of the preservation society. That was ahundred years
ago, but some of them are il fighting. The rest have been hunkered down on their estatesfor five
centuries now, dowly breeding heritable insanitiesin the quiet of their shuttered parlors. They're so
isolated that they hardly spesk the same language anymore. They'll shoot anyone who crossestheir land,
yet they continueto live, because they can export objects and creatures that can only be made here.”

Venerafrowned at him. “Y ou must not be one of them. Y ou're making sense asfar as| can tel.”

"Me?1'm from the city.” He pointed upward. “ Up there, we gtill trade with the rest of the principalities.
We have to, welve got no agriculture of our own. But the hereditary nobles own us because they control
the industries down here.”

The bitternessin hisvoice was plain. “ So, Garth Diamandis, if you're acity person, what are you doing
livinginaholein the ground in Grester Spyre?” Shesaid it lightly, though she was aware the question
must cause him more pain.

Hedid look away before amiling ruefully at her. “I made the cardind mistake of dl gigolos: | cultivated
popularity among women only. | bedded one too many princesses, you see. | waskindly not killed nor
castrated for it, but | was sent here.”

"But | don't understand,” she said. “Why isit impossible to leave? Y ou said something about defenses. ..
but why are they there?'

Diamandis guffawed. “ Spyreisatreasure! At itsheght, this place wasthe equd of any nationin Virga,
with gravity for al and wonders you couldn't get anywhere el se. Why, we had horses! Have you heard of
horses? And dogs and cats. Y ou understand? We had here dl the plants and anima s that were brought
from Earth at the very beginning of the world. Animasthat were never atered to live in weightlessness.
Even now, abreeding pair of house cats costs aking's ransom. An orangeisworth itsweight in platinum.
We had to defend ourselves and prevent our treasures being stolen. So for centuries now Spyre has been
ringed with razors and bombs to prevent attack—and to prevent anyone smuggling anything out. And
believe me, when dl € se has descended to madness and decadence, that is the one policy that will
remainin place” He hung his head.

"But surely one person, traveling alone—"



"Could carry acargo of swallowed seeds. Or adormant infant animal in a capsule sewn under the skin.
Both have been tried. Oh, travel is till possible, for nobles of Lesser Spyre and their attendants, but
there are body scans and examinations, interrogations, and quarantines. And anyone who's recently been
on Greater Spyre comes under even more suspicion.”

"l... see” Veneradecided not to believe him. She would be more cheerful that way. She did her best to
shrug off the black mood hiswords had inspired and focused on her medl.

They aein slencefor awhile, then he said, “ And you? Pirates or afdl overboard?'

"Both and neither,” said Venera. How much should she tell? There was no question that lying would be
necessary, but one must dways strike the right balance. The best lieswere built of pieces of truth woven
together in the right way. Also, it would do her no good to deny her status or origins, after dl, if the
paranoid rulers of Spyre needed money, then Venera Fanning herself could fetch agood price. Her
husband would buy her back, or reduce this strange whed to meta flinders. She had only to get word
back to him.

"l was aprincess of the kingdom of Hale,” shetold Diamandis. “I married at ayoung age, heis Chaison
Fanning, the admira of the migratory nation of Slipstream. Our countrieslie far from here—hundreds or
thousands of miles, | don't know—far from the light of Candesce. We have our own suns, which light a
few hundred miles of open air that we farm. Our civilizations are bounded by darkness, unlike you who

bask in the permanent glory of the sun of suns..."

Some audiences would need more—not al people knew that the whole vast world of Virgawas artificid,
abaloon thousands of milesin diameter that hung aonein the cosmos. Lacking any gravity save that
made by itsown inner air, Virgawas aweightless environment whose extent could easily seeminfiniteto
thosewho lived within it. Heat and light were provided not by any outsde star but by artificia suns, of
which Candesce was the oldest and brightest.

Even theignorant knew it was amanmade sun that warmed their faces and lit the cropsthey grew on
millions of dowly tumbling clods of earth. But the world itsef? One glance up from your own
drudge-work might encompass vast, cloud-wreathed spheres of water, milesin extent, their surfaces
scaed with mirror-bright ripples; thunderheads the Size of nations, which made no rain becauserain
required gravity but rather condensed balls of water the Size of houses, of cities, then threw them at you;
and a glance down would reved depths of air painted every ddlicate shade by the absorption and
attenuation of the light of a dozen distant suns. How could such a place have an end? How could it have
been made by people?

Venera had seen the outer skin of the world, watched icebergs calve off its cold black surface. She had
visited the region of machine-life and incandescent hesat that was Candesce. The world was an artifact,
and fragile. In her coat pocket was something that could destroy it all, if you but knew what it was and
how to useit.

There were things she could tell no one.

A thing she could tell wasthat her adopted home of Slipstream had been attacked by aneighboring
power, Mavery. Missles had flashed out of the night, blossoming like red flowers on the inner surface of
the town-whedls of Rush. The city had been shocked into action, a punitive expedition mounted with her
husband leading it.

She explained to Diamandisthat Mavery's assault had been afeint. Helistened in mesmerized silence as
she described the brittle dystopia known as Falcon Formation, another neighbor of Slipstream. Falcon
had conspired with Mavery to draw Slipstream'’s navy away from Rush. Once the capital was



undefended, Falcon Formation wasto movein and crush it.

The true story was that Venera's own spy network had aderted them to this plot. Chaison and Venera
Fanning had taken seven ships from the fleet and |eft on a secret misson to find aweapon powerful
enough to stop Falcon. The story she told Diamandis now was that her flagship and its escort were
pursued by Falcon raiders, chased right out of thelit air of civilization into the darkness of permanent
winter that permeated most of Virga

That had been amonth ago.

After that, more things she could tell: a battle with pirates, being captured by same; escape, and more
adventures near the skin of the world. Shetold Diamandis that they had sailed toward Candescein
search of hep for their beleaguered country. She did not tell him that their god was not any of the ancient
principditiesthat ringed the sun. They were after apirate'streasure, in particular the one seemingly
inggnificant piece of it that now rested in Venerasjacket. They had come seeking the key to Candesce
itsdf.

InVenerds verson, the Slipstream expedition had been met with hostility and chased into the
furnace-like regions around Candesce. Her ships had been set upon and haf of them destroyed by
treacherous marauders of the nation of Gehellen.

In fact, she and her husband had orchestrated the theft of the pirate's treasure from under the noses of the
Gehellens and then fled with it—he, back to Slipstream and her, into the sun of suns. There she had
temporarily disabled one of Candesce's systems. While it was down, Chaison Fanning wasto lead a
surprise attack on the fleet of Falcon Formation.

Sipstream’slittle expeditionary force was no match for the might of Falcon—normally. For one night, the
tables should have been turned.

Venera had no ideawhether the whole gambit had been successful or not. Shewould not tell
Diamandis—would not have told anyone—that she feared her husband was dead, the force destroyed,
and that Falcon cruisersringed the Pilot's palace at Rush.

"| was lost overboard when the Gehellens attacked,” she said. “Like much of the crew. We were close
to the sun of suns and as dawn came, we burned... | had foot-fins, and at first | was ableto fly away, but
| lost onefin, then the other. | don't remember anything after that.”

Diamandis nodded. “ Y ou drifted here. Luckily, the winds werein your favor. Had you circulated back
into Candesce you'd have been incinerated.”

That much, at least, wastrue. Venera suppressed a shudder and sank back in her chair. She was
infinitely weary dl of asudden. “I need to deep.”

"By al means. Here, well get you to the bed.” He touched her arm and she hissed in pain. Diamandis
stepped back, concern eloquent on hisface.

"There are trestments—creams, salves... I'm going to go out and see what | can get for you. For now
you haveto rest. Y ou've been through alot.”

Venerawas not about to argue. She eased hersalf down on the bed, and despite being awash in burning
soreness, fell adeep before hearing him leave.

* * % %
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Near dawn, the lands of Greater Spyre werelit only by the glitter of city lights high overhead. In thefaint
glow, the ancient towers and forests seemed asinsubstantia as clouds. Garth paused in the black
absence beneath awillow tree. He had run the last hundred yards, and it was all he could do to keep his
fedt.

Silhouettes bobbed againgt the gray outline of atower. Whoever they were, they were ill following him.
It was unprecedented: he had snuck through the hedgerows and fields of six hereditary barons, each
holding no more than asquare mile or so of territory but asfanatical about their boundaries as any
empire. Garth knew how to get past their guards and dogs, hedid it dl the time. Apparently, these men
did dso.

It must have been somebody at the Goodwill Free Clinic. They'd waited until he was gone and then
signaled someone. If that was so, Garth would no longer be able to count on the neutrdity of the
Kingdom of Hallime—all sx acresof it.

He moved on cautioudy, padding quietly onto aclosely cropped lawn dotted with ridiculoudy heroic
dtatues. It was quiet as atomb here; and certainly nobody had any business being out. He alowed
himsdf alittle righteousindignation at whoever it was that was following him. They were trespassers; they
should be shot.

It would be most satisfying to raise the alarm and see what happened—a cascade of geneticaly crazed
hounds from the doorway of yon manor house, perhaps, or spotlights and a sniper on theroof. The
trouble was, Garth himsdlf was aknown and tolerated ghost in only afew of these places, and certainly
not the one he was passing through now. So he remained discreet.

A high stone wall loomed over the garden of statues. Its bricks were crumbling and made an easy ladder
for Garth in the low gravity. Asherolled over the top he heard voices behind him—someone exclaiming
something. He must have been visible againgt the sky.

Helanded in brambles. From here on, the country was wild. Thiswas disputed territory, owned by
now-extinct families, its provenance tied up in generations-old court cases that would probably drag on
until the end of the world. Mogt of the disputed lands were due to the railway allotments created by the
preservationists; they had needed clearances that ran completely around the world, and they had gotten
them, for aprice of blood. This section of land had been abandoned for other reasons, though what they
were Garth didn't know. He didn't care, ether, aslong as the square tower he called home was|l€eft in

peace.

Hisintention wasto reach it so that he could warn the lady Fanning that they had company—but halfway
across the open grasdand he heard thuds behind him as haf a dozen bodies hit the ground on his side of
thewall. They were catching up, and quickly.

Heflattened and rolled to one side. Grass swished as dark figures passed by, only feet away. Garth
cursed under his bresth, wishing there were some way to warn Venera Fanning that six heavily-armed
men were about to pay her avigt.

* k% k% %

Venera heard them coming. The darkness wasn't tota—Diamandis had | eft a candle burning—so she
wasn't completely disoriented when she awoke to voices saying, “ Circle around the other sde,” and “this
must be hisbolt-hole.” A flush of adrendin brought her completely awake as she heard scratching and
scuffling just outside the hovel's door.



Sherolled out of bed, heedless of the pain, and ran to the table where she snatched up aknife. “Down
here!” someone shouted.

Where were her clothes? Her jacket lay draped across a chair, and on the table were the bracelet and
earrings Diamandis had left her. She cast about for her other things, but Diamandis had apparently moved
them. There they were, on another table—next to the opening door.

Venerasfirg inclination would normally beto draw hersdf up to her full five foot seven and stare these
men down when they entered. They were servants, after dl, evenif they were armed. If she could speak
and make eye contact, Venerawas completely confident in her ability to control members of the lower
classes.

At leadt, she used to be. Recent events—particularly her unwel come dalliance with captain Dentius of the
winter pirates—had made her more cautious. In addition, shewas sore al over and had a pounding
headache.

So Venerasnatched up the candle, her jacket, and the jewery and knelt under the table. The ropering
scraped her raw skin as she yanked on it; after afew tugs the mysterious hatch lifted. Shefelt down with
her foot, making contact with ametal step. As men blundered into Diamandiss home, she billowed the
damp sheet behind her, with luck to drape over the hatch and hide it.

The candle guttered and nearly went out. VVenera cupped ahand around it and cautioudly felt for the next
step. She counted seven before finding hersdf standing in anicy draft on metal flooring. A constant low
roar made it hard to hear what was going on above.

Thissmal chamber was ova, wider & the celling than at the floor, and ringed with windows. All the
panes were flush with the wall, but a couple vibrated at a high speed, making alow braying sound. They
seemed to be sucking air out of the room; it was the walls that soaked cold into the place.

Diamandis evidently used the room for storage because there were boxes piled everywhere. Venerawas
able to make her way among them to the far end, where ameta chair was bolted to the floor. The
windows here were impressive: floor-to-ceiling, made of someresilient materia she had never seen
before.

The candldlight seemed to show a dense weave of leaves on the other side of the glass.

Shewas going to freeze unless she found something to wear. Veneraransacked the boxes, aternately
cursing and puffing out her cheeksin wonder at the strange horde of broken clocks, worn-out shoes,
rusted hinges, frayed quills, moldy sewing kits, left socks, and buckles. One crate contained nothing but
the dust jackets of books, dl their pages having been systematically ripped out. It wasasmdll library's
worth of intriguing but usdesstitles. Another wasfull of decaying military appard, including holstersand
scabbards, dl of it bearing the same coat of arms.

At least the activity was keeping her warm, she reasoned. The faint clomp of boots above continued, so
she moved on to anew stack of boxes. Thistime she was rewarded when she found it packed with
clothing. After dumping most of that onto the floor she discovered apair of tiff lesther pants, too small
for Diamandis but sufficient for her. Getting into them wasn't easy, though—the material scoured her
aready-raw skin so that it hurt to move. The leather cut out the wind, however.

Once she had done up the flight jacket, Venerasat down in the metd chair to wait for whatever
happened next. Thiswas much harder; it wasn't in Veneras nature to remain still. Staying till made you
think, and thinking led to fedling, which was seldom good.



She drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around her shins. It cameto her that if they took away
Diamandis and she couldn't get out of here, she would die and no one would ever know what had
happened to her. Few would care, either, and some would rejoice. Veneraknew she wasn't well liked.

More stomping up above. She shivered. How far away was her homein Slipstream? Three thousand
miles? Four? An ocean of air separated her from her husband, and in that ocean gyred the nations of
enemies, risng, lowering, drifting with the unpredictable airs of Virga. Awaiting her out there were the
freezing abysses of winter, full of feathered sharks and pirates. Before the sun of suns had roasted her
into unconsciousness, she had been determined and sure of her own ability to cross those daunting
distances alone. She had legped from the cargo nets of Hayden Griffin's jet and soared for atimelikea
solitary eaglein the skies of Virga. But the sun had caught up to her and now she was here, trapped and
in pain hardly any distance from where sheld started.

She climbed off the chair, fighting awave of nausea. Better to surrender hersalf to whoever waited above
than die here aone, she thought—and she almost ran up the steps and surrendered. It was apulse of pain
through her jaw that stopped her. Veneradrew her fingertips across the scar that adorned her chin, and
then she backed away from the steps.

Her hedl caught the edge of abox she'd dropped, and she stumbled back against the icy windows.
Cursing, she straightened up, but as she did she noticed a gleam of light welling up through the glass. She
put her cheek to it—which dampened the pain a bit—and squinted.

Thewindows were covered with along-leafed form of ivy. The stuff was vibrating with uncanny
speed—so quickly that the leaves edges were blurred. Diamandis had said that Spyre rotated very fast;
was shelooking into the air outsde?

Of course. Thisova chamber stuck out of the bottom of the world. It was an aerodynamic blister on the
outside of the rotating cylinder, and that chair might have once fronted the controls of aheavy machine
gun or atillery piece mounted outside. It ill might. Frowning, Venera clambered over the mounds of
junk back to the metal seat and examined it.

There wasindeed aset of handles and levers below the chair, and more between the windows. She
didn't touch them but peered out through the glass there, as light continued to well through the close-set
leaves.

Candesce was waking up. The sun of sunslit azone hundreds of milesin diameter here at the center of
Virga Past the trembling leaves, Venera could see a carousel of mauve and peach-painted cloud
tumbling past with disorienting speed; but she could also see more.

The ova blister was mounted into a celling of riveted metd, as sheldd expected. That ceiling was the hull
of Spyre. Covering thissurfacein long runnels and triangleswas the range ivy. Itsleaves werelike
knives, sharp and long, and they dl digned in the flow of thewind. Venerahad heard of something called
“gpeed ivy"; maybe that'swhat thiswas.

Theivy seemed to prefer growing on thingsthat projected into the airstream. Sheets of meta skin were
missing here and there—in fact, there were outright holes everywhere—and the ivy clustered on the
leading and trailing edges of these, smoothing the airflow in those places. Maybe that was what it wasfor.

Thisview of Spyrewas not reassuring. The place was showing its age—dangling sheets of titanium
whirred in the wind and huge I-beams thrust down into the dawn-tinted air, whole sagging acres just
waliting to ped off the bottom of the world. It was amazing that the place kept itsalf together.

Next to the blister, arusted machine gun was mounted on the surface. It faced stoically into the wind, and



didn't move when Veneratried the controlsin front of the chair.

Well. All thiswas interesting, but not too interesting. She headed back to the gairs, but the light coming
through the ranked |eaves was considerable now, and she could see more of the blister'sinterior. So the
little passage that opened out behind the stairs was now obvious.

Veneragnawed her lip and rolled her eyesto look at the closed hatch overhead. One hand was on her
hip; even here, with no audience, she posed as she thought.

She needed shoes, but she'd recovered the important items, the key to Candesce and her bullet. Venera
was quite aware that she was obsessed with that bullet, and who wouldn't be, she usually reasoned, if
onelike it had flown a thousand miles or more across Virgato randomly spike through awindow and
into their jaw? This particular projectile had been fired in some distant war or hunting party and missed its
target; since there was no gravity nor solid ground to stop it, the thing had kept going and going until it
met her. From that encounter Venerahad gained ascar, regular crippling headaches, and something to
blame for her own meanness. She'd kept the bullet and over time had become consumed with the need
to know where it had come from. It was not, she would admit, a healthy need.

She patted the jacket, feding the heavy shapeinddeit; then she dipped past the steps and into the
narrow passage, and left Diamandis and hisinvadersto their own little drama.

* * % %

It was more of acrawlway than a corridor. Venerawalked bent over, gasping asthe old legther chafed
her hips and knees. Why didn't these people dress sensibly? Lit only by intermittent portholes, the
passage wormed its way a hundred yards or so before ending in around meta door. It wasal so
obvioudy abandoned—stinking of rust and inorganic decay—that VVeneradidn't bother knocking on the
door, but turned the little whed in the middle of it and pushed.

She stepped down into amirror image of the blister she had just left. She half expected to find another
maze of boxes on the other side of the steps, with another junk-framed hovel and another Garth
Diamandiswaiting for her above. But no, the blister was empty save for ahalf foot of stagnant water and
atruly revolting gdlery of fungus and cobwebs. The windows were hazed over but provided enough light
for atiny forest that was trying to conquer the metd chair at the far end. The stairs were jammed with soil
and roots.

The prospect of dipping her bare feet into that horrid water nearly made her turn back. What stopped
her wasatiny chink of light visblein themidst of the soil plug. After wading cautioudy and with revulson
through the stinking stuff, she reached up and pulled at the roots. Gradualy, in little showers of dirt,
worms, and fibrous tubers, she widened a hole big enough for her to shimmy through. A minute later she
dragged hersdlf up out and into the middle of agrassy field.

Too bad about Diamandis, but with luck hewas il off on his errand and the interlopers wouldn't be
there when he got back. Anyway, he'd been more than compensated for taking care of her; that had
been apilot's ransom of gems and faience held taken from her jacket. She half hoped those loud burglars
found the stuff—it would serve him right.

Veneras own destination was clear. Spyre being acylinder, it had ends, and one of thosewas only half a
mile away. Therethe artificial land curved up hundreds of feet in agesture that would close off theend if
continued. The curve ended in abroad galery above and beyond which the winds of Virga shuddered.
She had only to make it up that dope and hop off the edge and Venerawould bein freeflight again. She
would take her chances with the piranhawks and snipers. She doubted any of them could hit one small
woman leaving Spyre at four hundred miles per hour.



Inthis case, wearing leather would serve her well.

Between Venera and the edge of the world lay achesshoard of estates. Each had its tottering stone
walls, high hedges, towers, and moatsto defend its two or three acres from the ravages of greedy
neighbors. Constrained by space and what V enera sensed was deep paranoia, the estates had evolved
into smilar designs—the larger oneswalled, with groves surrounding open fields and ajumble of towers,
annexes, and greenhouses at the center; small ones often just asingle square building that took up the
entire demesne. These edifices were utterly windowless on the outside, but higher up the curve of the
world she could see that most contained courtyards crammed with trees, fountains, and statuary.

Thewalls of some estates were separated by no more than twenty feet of no-man'sland. Sheran through
these weed-choked alleys, dodging young trees, past iron-faced pillbox gates that faced one another
across the minor space like boxy suits of armor. The footing was treacherous, and she suspected traps.

Venerawas used to higher gravity than Spyre's. Tired and sore though she was, it was easy for her to
leap ten feet to the top of astone wall and run its length before dropping to the grass beyond. Her feet
barely felt brick, root, and stone as shewovein and out of the trees, sprinted around open ponds under
windows that were just beginning to gleam yedlow in the light of Candesce. As sheran she marveled that
such distances could exist; she had never run so far in astraight line and could hardly believeit possible.

The birds were the only ones making sound, but as she ran V enera began to notice adeep rushing roar
that came from ahead of her. It was the sound of the edge of the world, and with it there came the
beginnings of abreeze.

She heard surprised shouts as she crossed one fanatically perfect lawn, bare feet kissing wet grass.
Glancing to the side, Venera caught aglimpse of asmall party of men and women sitting on curlicued iron
chairsinthe morning light. They were Spping teaor something smilar.

They stood up—tiff ornamented garments ratcheting into their sanding configurationslike portcullises
damming down—and the three men howled “intrudersl” asif Venerawere an entire army of pirates.
After amoment, Srens sounded insde the looming stone pile behind them.

"Oh, come on!” Shewas panting with exhaustion now, her head swvimming. But there were only two
more estates to pass, and then she would be on the dope to the world's edge. With aburst of speed she
raced by more lighting windows and opening doors, noting abstractly that the considerable maob of
soldierswho had spilled out of thefirst place's doors had stopped at the edge of their property asif
they'd dammed into an invisblefence.

So she only had to outrace the darm in each particular property. It could be agame, and Veneraactualy
would have enjoyed the chaseif she hadn't been on the verge of fainting from exhaustion and residua
heatsiroke. If only she had the breath to taunt the idiots on the way by!

Gunshots cut the air as she passed the last estate. Thiswas one of the big single-building affairs, al gray
asteroida stone drizzled with veins of bright metal. Its only external windows were murder ditsthat
started fifteen feet up, and she saw no doors. Empty upward-curving fields beckoned on the other side of
the edifice; she staggered onto what Diamandis had called * disputed territory’ and paused to catch her
bresth. “Hal Safel”

Thewind was now a harsh congtant moan, flickering past her in gusts. It souniin little permanent
tornadoes over gaps and holesin Spyre's skin. There were more and more such holes as the dope rose
to the edge. The edge itsalf was ragged, a crendlation of collapsed gdleries, up-thrusting spars and
flapping plates that added to the din.



She heard something else, too. A regular creaking sound seemed to be coming from overhead. Venera
looked up.

Six wooden platforms had been lowered over the top of the stone cube and were being winched down.
Each was crowded with menin tal steel helmets and outlandish spiked armor. They clutched pikes and
rifleswith barrels longer than they weretdl. Severd were pointing at her excitedly.

Veneraswore and took off up the rubble-strewn dope. Thewind was at her back, and it became
stronger the closer she got to the edge. Severa gustslifted her off her feet. Veneranoticed that the metal
skin of Spyre was completely exposed in thefinad yardsleading up to the edge. Only fair-sized rocks
inhabited the area behind it. As she watched, a stone the size of her foot rolled up the meta and spun off
into the air. A few more yards and the wind would take her, too.

Her foot sank into the dope and Venerafel in ridiculous dow-motion. As she pried hersalf upright again
she saw that the metd plate bent by her foot was vibrating madly in the square hole it had made. Then
with aloud pop it disappeared and suddenly a hurricane was howling into the bright aperture it had | eft.

Venerawas sucked down and did forward until she wasright over the hole. She reached out and braced
her hands on either side while the air screamed past her. It was trying to escape Spyre with even more
passion than hers. For afew seconds she could only stare down and see what faced her if she madeit to
the edge and jumped.

Many long flagpole-like beams thrust out below the edge of the world. They trailed wire netsinto the
furious wind; anyone caught on those nets would suffocate before they could be pulled up. Far beneath
the nets, where scudding clouds spun past, Venera glimpsed thousands of black specks and grayish veins
intheair. Mines? More razor wire? Diamandis had not been lying, after all.

"Damn! Shit!” Shetried to scream more curses—every one she could think of—but the air was being
pulled out of her lungs. She was about to faint into the hole and die.

Strong hands took her by the arms and legs and hauled her back. V enera was hoisted onto someone's
back and unceremonioudly toted back down the dope. With every jolting step escape, and home, and
Chai son receded past the frame of her grasping fingers.

* * % %
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Although he was her favorite uncle, Veneranever saw much of Prince Albard. He was a mysterious
figure on the periphery of the court, sweeping into Hale in his yacht to regale her with tales of strange
cities and the outlandish women held met there (always sighing when he talked of them). Hisfacewas
split down the center by a saber scar, putting hislipsinto a permanent twist that made it look like he was
smirking. Unlike most of the people who encountered him, Veneraknew that he was smirking—Ilaughing
ingde at dl the pointless desperation and petty recrimination of life. In that regard he was the polar
opposite of her father, aman with amind focused by asingle lens of suspicion; maybe that was why she
clung to Albard's knees when he did appear, and treasured the odd-shaped dolls and toys he brought.

They recognized each other, this vagabond princein hismotley and the pouting princessin clothes she
systematically tattered as soon as she was in them. So maybe it was natura that when the time came, it
wasin her bedroom that Albard barricaded himself.

He only noticed her after he had dragged her wardrobe across the door and piled some chairs and tables
around it. “Damn, girl, what are you doing here?"



Venera had cocked her head and squinted at him. “Thisismy room."
"I know it's your room, dammit. Shouldn't you be at lessons?!

"I bit the tutor.” Banished and bored, she had (not out of anger but amore scientific impulse) been
beheading some of her dollswhen Albard swept in. Venerahad assumed that he was there to talk to her
and had politely waited, limp headless body in one hand, while he proceeded to move all the furniture. So
he wasn't there to see her? What, then, wasthisall about?

"Oh, never mind,” he sad irritably, “just stay out of Sght. Thiscould get ugly.”
Now she could hear shouting outside, sounds of people running. “What did you do?’ she asked.

He was leaning back againgt the pile of furniture asthough trying to prope it out the room. “I bit
someone, too,” he said. “Or, rather, | was about to, and they found out.”

Veneracame and sat down on the fuchsa carpet near him. “My father, right?"
His eyebrows rose comicdly. “How did you guess?'

Venerathought about thisfor awhile. Then she said, “ Does that mean that everybody who makes Father
mad has to cometo thisroom?”’

Albard laughed. “Niece, if that were true, the whole damn kingdom would bein here with us”
"Oh.” Shewasdightly reassured.

"Giveit up, Albard!” someone shouted from outside. It sounded like her father. There was some sort of
mumbling discussion, then: “Is, uh... isVenerain there with you?'

"No!” The prince put afinger to hislipsand knelt next to her. “The onething | absolutely will not do,” he
sad gently, “isuse you asabargaining chip. If you want to leave, | will tear down this barricade and let
you go."

"What will they do to you?'

"Put mein chains, take me away... thenit al depends on your father's mood. There'sablack cloud
behind hiseyeslatdy, have you seenit?’ She nodded vigoroudy. “It's getting bigger and bigger, that
cloud, and | think it's starting to crowd out everything else. That worriesme."

"l know what you mean."

"| daresay you do.” Therefollowed along interva during which Albard negotiated with the people on the
other sde of thefurniture. Veneraretreated to the window, but she was far from bored now. At last
Albard blew out his cheeks and turned to her.

"Thingsare not going well,” he said. “Do you have a pen and some writing materiad?” She pointed to the
desk that perched on top of the barricade. “ Ah. Much obliged.”

He clambered up and retrieved a pen and some paper. Then, frowning, he dropped the paper. He went
to hisknees and began hunting around for something, while VVenerawatched closely. He came up with
one of her dalls, afavorite that had a porcelain head and cloth body.

"Do you mind if | borrow thisfor aminute?” he asked her. She shrugged.



Albard rubbed the doll's face against the stone floor for awhile, while crashing sounds started from the
hallway. The barricade shook. Holding the dall up criticdly, the prince grunted in satisfaction. Then he
hunched over and began ddlicately pressng the pen againgt itsface.

He was standing in the center of the room with his hands behind his back when the barricade findly fell.
A dozen solders camein, and they marched him out; he only had timeto look back and wink at Venera
before he was gone.

After they'd taken him away, some members of the secret police ransacked her room. (That it looked
substantialy the same when they |eft as before Albard had arrived was a testament to her own habits.)
They seized everything that could write or be written on, even prying the plaster off the wal where shed
scribbled oniit. Venera hersalf wasfrisked severa times, and then they swirled out, dl clinking metal and
bandoliers, leaving her Stting in the exact spot where he had been standing.

Neither she, nor anyone she would later meet, ever saw Albard again.

Eventudly, she moved over to the window and picked up a particular doll. Itstunic was ripped where the
secret policemen had cut it open looking for hidden notes. Veneraheld it up to the window and frowned.

So that was what held been doing. Albard had rubbed its eyebrows off against the stone. Then, in
meticuloustiny linesand curls, he had repainted them. From a distance of more than afew inchesthey
seemed normal. Up close, though, she could see what they were made of:

Letters.

* * % %

The nation of Liris curled around itsinterior courtyard as though doubled up in pain. Every window
stared down at that courtyard. Every bacony overhung it. The bottom of thiswell would bein permanent
shadow if not for the giant mirrors mounted on the roof, which were amed at Candesce.

Veneracould plainly seethat the courtyard was the focus of everything—but she couldn't see what was
down there. For thefirgt two days of her stay she was shuttled from small room to small room, al of
them lined up in ashort halway painted ingtitution green. After abrief interview in each chamber shewas
taken back to adrab waiting room, where she sat and ate and dept fitfully on the benches. She was
dartled awake every morning by a single gunshot sounding somewhere nearby. Morning executions?

It seemed unlikdly; she was the sole inhabitant of thislittle prison. Prison it clearly was. She had to fill out
formsjust to use the one washroom, a cold cube with wooden stalls defaced by centuries of carven
graffiti. Its high, grated windows gave her aview of the upper stories of the inner courtyard. They hinted
at freedom.

"B-b-back to waking?’ Venerasat up warily on the third morning and tried to smile at her jailor.

Hewastal, athletically muscled, and possessed the sort of chiseled good looks one saw in actors, career
diplomats, or con artists. As dapper as could be expected for aman dressed iniron and creaking leather,
he might have melted any lady's heart—provided she never looked in his eyes or heard him spesk. Either
of those maneuverswould have reved ed the awful truth about Moss. his mind was damaged somehow.
He seemed more marionette than man and, sadly, gppeared to be painfully aware of his deficit.

Just as he had yesterday, Moss carried a stack of formsin one hand, bearing it asthough it were asilver
platter. Venerasighed when she saw this. “How long isit going to take to process me into your prison?’
she asked as he clattered to astop in front of her.



"P-p-prison?’ Moss gaped at her. Carefully, asthough they were gold, he placed the papers on the
peding bench. His metd clothing gnashed quietly as he straightened up. “Y ou're n-not in p-p-prison, my

lady."

"Then what isthis place?’ She gestured around at the sound-deadening plaster walls, the smoke-stained
light sconces and battered benches. “Why am | here? When do | get my things back?’ They'd gone
through her jacket and taken its contents—jewelry, key, and bullet. She wasn't sure which lossworried
her most.

Moss's face never changed expression as he spoke, but his eyes radiated some sort of desperate plea.
They dwaysdid, even if he was saring a the wall. Those eyes seemed eoquent, but Venerawas
beginning to think that nothing about Mossslooks or demeanor meant anything about hisinner state.
Now hesad, in hisintensdy flat way, “ Thisisthe im-immigration department of the g-g-government of
Liris. Y ou were brought here to't-t-take your citizenship-ip exams.”

"Citizenship?’ But now it al made sense—the forms, the sense of being processed, and the succession of
minor officialswho'd taken up hours of her time over the past days. They had grilled her mercilesdly, but
not about how or why she had come here, or about what her plans or alegiances might be. They didn't
even want to know about her pegling sunburns. No, they'd wanted to know the medica histories of her
extended family, whether there was madnessin her line (a.question that had made her laugh), and what
wasthe incidence of crimindity among her relatives.

"Wdll, my father stole a country once,” she had answered. She had of course asked them to let her go, in
perhaps a dozen different ways. Her assumption was that she would be ransomed or otherwise used asa
bargaining chip. With thisin mind, she had sat anxioudy for hours, wondering about her valueto thisor
that state or person. It had never occurred to Venerathat she might be adopted by Lirisas one of its
own.

Now as sheredized what was going on, Venera had one of the strangest moments of her life. Shefdlt,
for just asecond, relief at the prospect of spending therest of her life hidden away here, likeajewe ina
safe. She shook hersdlf, and the moment passed. Disturbed, she stood and turned away from Moss.

"B-b-but the newsis good,” said Moss, who looked like he was begging for desth as he said it. “ D-don't
fret. Y ou have p-p-passed dl the't-t-tests so far. J-just one set of formsto g-go.”

Veneragnawed at her knuckle, each bite sending little pulses of pain up her jaw. “What if | don't want to
beacitizen of Liris?'

Moss proceeded to laugh, and Veneraswore to hersdf she would do anything to avoid seeing that
agan. “F-Fill theseout,” hesaid. “A-and you're done.”

It wasn't eagerness to become a citizen of anation the size of a garden that made her sign the papers.
Venerajust wanted to get her things back—and get out of the waiting room. What sheld felt amoment
ago wasjust acraving for anonymity, shetold hersdlf. Citizenship of any nation meant nothing to her,
except asasign of lowly status. Her father was hardly acitizen of Hale, after dl; he was Hae, and other
people were citizens of him. Venerahad grown up believing she, too, was above such categories.

"Come,” wasal Maoss said when she wasfinished. He led her out into the hdlway, and at itsend, he
unlocked the great metal door with its wire-mesh window. Before pushing the porta open, he picked up
an open-topped box and held it out to her.

Inside were the necklace and earrings held confiscated from her jacket when she arrived. Rolling next to
them was her bullet.



The key to Candesce was not there.

Venerafrowned but decided not to press the matter just now. Moss gestured with one hand and she
edged past him into her new country.

Shafts of dusty sunlight sithouetted tal stone pillars. Their arched capitas were muted in shadow, but the
polished floors gleamed like mirrors. Save for awall where the edge of the courtyard should be, the
whole bottom floor of the great cubic building seemed open. Filling the space were dozens and dozens of
cubicles, desks, worktables, and stals.

Indeed, it seemed asif al the roles of amidsized town were duplicated here—tailor over here, doctor
there, carpenters on this side, bricklayers on that—but al gathered in one room. Bolts of cloth were
stacked with bags of cement. Drying racks and looms had been folded up under the ceiling to make way
for chopping blocks and flour-covered counters. And working in determined silence throughout this
shadow-cut space was asmdl army of silent, focused people.

Each wasisolated at some chair or desk, and Venera had the startled impression that these work stations
had grown up and around some of the people, like shells secreted around water creatures. It must have
taken yearsfor that man there to build the small ziggurat of green bottles that reared above his desk;
nearby awoman had buried hersdf in aminiature jungle of ferns. Mirrors on stlands and hanging from
gtrings cunningly directed every stray beam of light within ten feet at her green fronds. Each position had
its eruption of individudity or downright eccentricity, but their limitswere srictly kept; nobody's
keepsakes and oddities spilled beyond an invisbleline about five feet in radius.

Moss led her to an outer wall, where he opened adim chamber that reminded her of Diamandiss
warren. Here were crates and boxes full of what looked like armor—except she knew it for what it was.
“You are required to wear four hundred and fifty p-p-pounds of mass during the day,” said Moss. “ That
will offset our r-reduced g-gravity and maintain the health of your bones.” He stood back, arms crossed,
while Venerarooted through the mess|ooking for something suitable.

It seemed that Spyre'stailors were an unimaginative lot. The room contained an abundance of blouses,
dresses and skirts, pants and jackets, but al were donein intricately tooled and hinged metd. Only
undergarments—thaose directly in contact with the skin—were made of suppler materids, mostly leather,
though to her relief she did find some cloth. Veneratried on avest made of verdigrised copper scales,
added a skirt made of overlapping iron plates and weighed herself. Barely one hundred pounds. She
went back and found greaves and wrist bracers, a platinum torque, and asted jacket with tails. Better,
but till too light. Moss waited patiently while she layered hersdlf like abattleship. Findly when she
topped the scales at one hundred pounds wel ght—five hundred pounds mass—he grunted in satisfaction.
“B-but you need ah-h-hat,” he said.

"What?' Sheglared a him. He had something like abelaying pin tied to his head; it wobbled when he
moved. “Isnt dl thishumiliating enough?"

"We m-must put p-p-pressure on the's-spine. For I-long-term health.”

"Oh, dl right.” She hunted through a cache of ridiculous dternatives, ranging from flowerpots with
chingrgpsto aglassfish bowl, currently empty but encrusted with rime. Finally she settled on the least
offensve piece, achrome hemet with earflgps and crow's wings mounted behind the temples.

With dl of thison her, Veneras feet made a satisfactory smack when they hit the ground. She could fedl
theweight and it wasindeed nearly normal, but spread dl over her surface instead of interndly. And she
quickly discovered that it took agood hard push to start walking and that turning and stopping were not
operationsto be taken lightly. She had a quarter-ton of inertianow. After walking into severa wallsand



doorjambs, she started to get the hang of it.
"N-now,” said Maossin evident satisfaction, “you are f-fit to see the B-B-Botani<.”

"Thewhat?’ He threaded hisway among the pillars without further comment. Veneranodded and smiled
at the men and women who were putting down their work to openly stare as she passed. Shetried to
unobtrusively discern what they were working on, but the light here was too uneven. Shadow and glare
thwarted her.

Sunlight reflecting off the polished floor washed out whatever was ahead. V enera glanced back one more
time before entering the lit area. Blackness and curving arches framed a dozen white ovals—faces—all
turned toward her. On those faces she read every emotion: amazement, curiosity, anger, fear. None
avoided her gaze. They goggled at her asthough they'd never seen astranger before.

Maybe they hadn't. Venera's scalp prickled, but Moss was waving her ahead. Blinking, she stepped from
the dark gdlery into the courtyard of Liris.

For amoment it seemed asif sheld entered one of the paintings on the celling of her father's chapd. This
one came complete with scented pink clouds. She reached out a hand to touch one of these and heard
the sharp click of aweapon being cocked. Venerafroze.

"It would be very unwise of you to complete that gesture,” drawled avoice from somewhere ahead.
Sowly, Veneraretracted her hand. As her eyes adjusted to the brightness, she saw the barrels of three
antique-looking riflesaimed her way. Grim meniniron held them.

The soldiers made a shocking contrast to their setting. The entire courtyard wasfull of trees, dl of one
type, dl infull flower. The scent and color of the millions of blossoms was overwhelming. It took Venera
amoment to notice that the branches of many of the treeswere hung with jewels, and gold rings encircled
some of the trunks. It took her another moment to redlize that athrone sat in the sole bare patch at the
center of the courtyard. The woman lounging there was watching her with obvious amusement.

Her gown was of gold, slver, and platinum; on her head was a crown touched with gems of al shades
that flashed in the concentrated light of Candesce. She appeared to bein early middle age, but was ill
beautiful; a cascade of hair dyed the same color as the blossoms wound down her shoulders.

"Y ou seem reluctant to step into sunlight,” she said with evident amusement. 1 can seewhy.” Shetapped
her own cheeks, eyestwinkling.

Veneraeyed the soldiers, thought about it, and walked over. Since thiswas evidently athrone room of
sorts, she bowed deeply. “Your... mgesty?'

"Oh. Oh no.” Thewoman chuckled. “I am no queen.” She waved ahand dismissvely. “Wearea
meritocracy inLiris. Youll learn. My nameis Margit, and | am Lirissresident botanist.”

"Botani...” Venerastraightened and looked around at the trees. “ Thisisyour crop.”

"Please” Thelady Margit frowned. “We don't refer to the treasure of Lirisin such prosaic terms. These
beings are Liris. They sustain us, they give us meaning. They are our soul."

"Pardon, mlady,” said Venerawith another bow. “But... what exactly are they?'

"Of course.” Margit's eyes grew wide. “Y ou would never have seen one before. Y ou are so lucky to
gaze upon them for thefirst time when they arein flower. These, Citizen Fanning, are cherry trees.”



Why was that word so familiar? Thered been aball once, and her beloved uncle had approached her
with something in hishand... atreat.

"What are cherries?’ she asked as guildlesdy as she could.

"Anindulgence of the powerful,” said Margit with asmile. “A ddicacy so rarethat it evidently never
madeit to your father's court."

"About that,” said Venera. “The court, | mean. My family isfantagticaly rich. Why makemea... citizen
of this place, when you could just ransom me back? Y ou could get a boatload of treasure for me."

Margit scoffed. “If you were the princess of atrue nation then perhaps we would consider it. But you're
not even from the principdities! By your own admission during the interviews, you come from the
windswept wastes of Outer Virga. There's nothing there, and | find it hard to believe your people could
own anything that would be of interest to us."

Veneranarrowed her eyes. “Not even afleet of battle cruisers capable of reducing this place to kindling
from twenty milesaway?'

Not only Margit laughed at this; the soldiers did aswell. “Nobody threatens Spyre, young lady. Were
impregnable.” Margit said this so smugly that Venera swore shewould find away to throw her words
back at her.

Margit snapped her fingers, and Moss stepped forward. “Acquaint her with her new duties,” said the
botanist.

Moss stared at her, dack jawed. “W-what are those?"

" She knows the languages and cultures of other places. Shelll be an interpreter for the trade del egation.
Go introduce her.” Margit turned away, lifting her chin with her eyes closed so that abeam of sunlight
flooded her face.

* * % %

On her seventeenth birthday, VVenera snuck out of the palacefor thefirst time, acquired the meansto
blackmail her father, killed her first person, and met the man she was destined to marry. Shewould later
tell peoplethat “it dl just sort of happened.”

The capital of Hale was a collection of sx town-wheds—spinning rings, each two thousand feet in
diameter—surrounded by an ever-shifting cloud of weightless buildings and smaler rings. The main sound
in the city was the rumbling of jet engines, asvariousrings and large municipa structures struggled to
keep their spin and to avoid colliding. The scent of kerosene hung in the air; underlying it were other
industria and biologica odors, just as under the rumbling of the engines you could hear shouts, horns,

and the laughter of dolphins.

Venera had grown up watching the city life from afar. When she travel ed between the town-whedlsit
was usudly in aclosed taxi. Sometimes one or another of the nobility hosted weightless bals; then she
and the other ingenues donned fabul ous wings that were powered by stirrups, and flew intricate dancesin
the warm evening air. But that flight alwaystook place within careful limits. Nobody strayed.

Shewas of marriageable age now—and had recently cometo redlize that in Hale, marriagesble dso
meant murderable. Venera had three sisters and had once had three brothers. Now she had two of
those, and the once-close girls of the family were starting to actively plot against one another. With the
boys, it was al about successon; with the girls, marriage.



Someone had used a marvelous word at adinner party just afew days before: leverage. Leverage was
what she needed, Venera had decided. And so her thoughts had turned to old family tragedies, and the
mysteriesthat had consumed her asagirl.

Today she was dressed in the brown blouse and panta oons of a servant-girl, and the wings on her back
were not butterfly orange or feathered pink, but beige canvas. Her hair was tied down with adrab cloth,
and she soared the air of the city barefoot. In her waist bag she carried some money, apistol, and a
porcelain-headed doll. She knew where she was going.

The bad neighborhoods started remarkably close to the palace. This fact might have had something to do
with theroyd habit of smply dumping waste off the palace-whed without regard to trgectory or
velocity. The upper classes couldn't be entirely blamed for the stench that wafted at Veneraas she
flapped toward her destination, however. She wasn't disgusted; on the contrary, the smell and the sound
of arguing, shouting people made her heart pound with excitement. Since she waslittle sheld sat for hours
with her eye glued to atelescope, watching these citizens and this neighborhood roll by asthe palace
turned past it. She knew the place—she had smply never been here.

What Venera approached looked like nothing so much as an explosion frozen in time. Even the smoke
(of which there was plenty) was motionless or rather, it moved only as quickly asthe air that oozed
dowly between the hundreds of cubes, balls, and dishevel ed shapesthat counted as buildings here.
Anything not tied down hung in the air and drifted gradualy, and that meant trash, anima hair, balls of
dirty water, splinters, and scraps of cloth al contributed to the cloud. When the doldrums of summer
broke and a gtiff wind finaly did snake through the place, haf the mass of the neighborhood was going to
samply blow away, like chaff. For now it roiled around Venera as she ducked and dove toward the gray
blockhouse that was her destination.

Her businessin the building was brief, but every detail of the transaction seemed etched in extraordinary
detail—for here were people who didn't know who she was. It was marvelous to be treated as servants
and ordinary folk treated one another, for a change—marvel ous and eye opening. Nobody opened the
door to the place for her; she had to do it herself. Nobody announced her presence, she had to clear her
throat and ask the man behind the counter to help her. And she had to pay, with her own money!

"The contents of locker six sixty-four,” she said, holding out the sheet of paper sheld written the
information on. The paper wasfor his benefit, not hers, for shed memorized the brief string of lettersand
numbers years ago. Deciphering the letters Uncle Albard had penned on her doll's forehead had been
one of her primary motivationsto learn to read.

The keeper of the storage lockers merely grunted and said, “Get * em yoursdlf. If you've got the
combination, you get in, that'stherule.” He pointed to adoorway at the end of the counter.

She made to go that way, and he said, “Back pay's owing on that one. Six hundred.” He grinned like a
shark. “We were about to clear it out."

Venera opened her bag, letting him see the pistol as she rummaged for the cash. He took it without
comment and waved her through the door.

The only thing in the dingy locker was awater-gtained file folder. As she stood in the hdlf light, flipping
through it, Veneradecided it was al she needed. The documents were from the College of Succession at
the University of Candesce, two thousand miles away. They included DNA anadysesthat proved her
father was not of theroyal line.

She barely saw the tumbled buildings as she left the blockhouse; maybe that's why she got turned around.
But suddenly Venera snapped to attention and realized she wasin anarrow chute formed by five



clapboard structures, on her way down, not up toward the palace. Frowning, she grabbed a handy rope
to steady herself and turned to go back the way she'd come.

"Don't.” Thevoice was quiet, and came from above and to the left. Venera flipped over to orient hersdlf
to the speaker. In the gray reflected light from shingle and tar paper, she saw a youth—perhaps no older
than hersel f—with tangled red hair and the long bones of someoneraised in too little gravity. He smiled
toothily a her and said, “ Bad men coming behind you. Keep going and take your first hard right, and
you'll be safe”

She hesitated, and he scowled. “Not shittin’ ya. Get going if you know what's good for you."

Veneraflipped again, planted her feet on the rope, and kicked off down the chute. As she reached the
corner the boy had indicated, she heard voices coming from the far end of the chute—opposite the way
he'd said the bad men were coming from.

Thisside way led quickly to well-traveled airgpace and had no niches or doors out of which someone
could spring. Feding momentarily safe, Venera peeked around the corner of the chute. Three men were
flying dowly up from the left.

"| redlly think you've gotten uslost thistime,” said the onein thelead. Hewasin hislate twentiesand
obvioudy noble or rich from his dress and demeanor. One of his companionswas smilarly dressed, but
the third man looked like acommoner. She couldn't see much morein thedim light. “ The paaceis
definitely not thisway,” continued the leader. “My appointment is at two o'clock, | can't afford to be
lae”

Two o'clock? She remembered one of the courtierstelling her that an admiral from some neighboring
country would be caling on her father in the early afternoon. Wasthisthe man?

Suddenly one of the other men shouted, “Hey!” He had barely writhed out of the way of asword that
had suddenly gppeared in the third one's hand. “ Chaison, it'satrgp!”

Four men shot down the chute from the right. They were rough-looking, the sort of thug Venerahad
watched roaming the neighborhood through her spyglass and sometimes fantasized about. All had drawn
swords and none spoke as they set upon their two victims.

The one named Chaison whirled his cloak into the air between himsdlf and the attackers and drew his
sword as hisfriend parried athrust from their erstwhile guide. After theinitia warning from Chaison's

friend, nobody spoke.

In afree-fal swordfight, the blade was as much propulsion as wegpon. Each of the men found purchase
inwall or rope or opponent with hand, foot, shoulder, or blade asthey could. Each impact sent themina
new direction, and they tumbled and spun as they dashed at one another. Venera had watched men
practice with swords and had even witnessed duds, but thiswastotaly different. There was nothing
mannered about it; the fight was swift and brutal . The men's movements were beautiful, viscerdly thrilling
and almogt too fast to take in.

One of the attackers was hanging back. As hisface intersected a shaft of light, she realized it was the boy
who had warned her. He held his sword up, wavering, in front of hisface and ducked away from the
embattled older men.

It took Veneraafew secondsto redize that two of the men bouncing from wall to wall were now dead.
There were black beads dotting the air—blood—and more was trailing the bodies, which continued to
move, but only languidly, from momentum. One was the guide who had brought the two noblemen here;



another was one of the attackers.

"Stand down!” Chaison's voice sartled Veneraso much that she nearly lost her grip onthewall. The
remaining three attackers paused, holding onto ropes and bent shingles, and stared at their dead
compatriots. The boy looked sick. Then one of his companions roared in anger and jumped.

He spun away, dashed in the face by Chaison's companion. The other man had his sword knocked out
of hishand by Chaison, who finished the uppercut motion with ablow to hisjaw.

The boy was hanging in midair with hissword held out in front of him. Chaison glimpsed him out of the
corner of hiseye, spun, and—stopped.

The blade trembled an inch from the boy's nose. He went white as a sheet.

"I'm not going to hurt you,” said Chaison. His voice was soft, soothing—in total contrast to the bellow he
had given moments ago. “Who sent you here?'

The boy gulped and, seeing that he still held his sword, helet go of it spasmodicaly. Asit drifted away,
he said, “ B-big man from paace. Red feather in his hat. Didn't give aname.”

Chai son made a sour face. “ All right. Now off with you. Find another line of work—oh, and some better
friends.” He reached for his companion'swrist and they locked armsto coordinate their flight. Together
they turned to leave.

The man who'd been struck in the chin suddenly snapped his head up and raised hisarm. A snub-nosed
pistal gleamed in hisgrimy fist. The boy gasped as he aimed it point-blank at the back of Chaison's head.

Bang! A spray of blood filled the air and the boy shrieked.

Venera peered through the blue cloud of gunsmoke. Chalson's would-be assassin was twitching in the
air, and both noblemen were staring past him, at her.

She returned the pistal to her carrying bag. “1-I saw you werein trouble,” she said, surprised at how
cam she sounded. “ There was no time to warn you."

Chaison glided over. Helooked impressed. “ Thank you, madam,” he said, gracioudly ducking his head.
“I oweyou my life."

In her fantasies, Veneraaways had a perfect comeback line at moments like this. What she actualy said
was, “Oh, | don't know about that."

Helaughed.
Then he extended his hand. “Come. Well need to explain ourselvesto the local police.”

Veneraflushed and backed away. She couldn't be caught out here—quite apart from the scandal, her
father would ask too many questions. The papers she had just recovered might cometo his attention, and
then she was as good as dead.

"l can't,” she said and turning, kicked off from the corner as hard as she could.

She heard him shouting for her to stop, but VVenera kept on and didn't look back until she had passed
through three crowded markets and dipped down five narrow aleys between soon-to-collide buildings.
Cautioudly, she worked her way back to the pal ace and changed in the guardroom while the man she'd
bribed to let her out and in again waited nervoudy outside.



The next time she saw Chaison Fanning it would be two nightslater, at aformad bal. Hetold her much
later that his astonishment when he recognized her completely drove out dl thoughts of the new treaty
with Hale that he was celebrating. Certainly the expression on hisface was priceless.

Venerahad her own reason to smile, as she had learned who had tried to have this handsome young
admira killed. And as she danced with Chaison Fanning, she mused about what exact words she would
use when she confronted her father. She dready knew what it was she would be asking him for in
exchangefor her sllence regarding hisnonroya origins.

For thefirst timein her young life, Venera Fanning began to conceive of an existence for hersdf away
from the intrigue and crudty of the Court of Hale.

* k % %

4

A thick cablerose from theroof of the Nation of Liris. Venerasquinted at it, then at the blunderbusses
the soldiers cradled. Another, larger blunderbuss was mounted on a pivot under alittle roof nearby. That
must be the damnable gun whose firing kept waking her up in the morning.

None of those ancient arms|ooked very accurate. She could probably just jump off the roof and run for
it... but run where? Chances were she'd be snapped up by some neighbor worse than these people.

She decided—for the tenth time today—to remain patient and see what happened. No onein Liris
seemed to have any immediate desireto harm her. Her best strategy wasto play along with them until the
moment came when she could escape.

"Now pay attention,” whined Samson Odess. The fish-faced little man had been introduced yesterday as
her new boss. The very idea of acommoner giving her orders without an immediate threat to back them
up struck Venera as both bizarre and funny. She had so far done the things he had asked, but Odess
seemed to sense that she wasn't taking him serioudly. He was becoming ever more defensive asthe
morning wore on.

"Thisisour lifdlineto Lesser Spyre,” Odess said, dapping the cable. Venera saw that he stood on alow
platform, at the center of which was aboxy machine that clamped the cable with big ratchet whedls. “By
means of this engine, we can rise to the city above, where the Great Fair isheld once aweek. Vigtors
from everywherein Virgacometo the Fair. It isthe trade del egation's sacred task to ensure that we
conduct the most advantageous transactions in the name of Liris.” Ashe spoke, therest of the delegation
popped up through the roof's one hatch. Four heavily armed men bracketed an iron box that must have
held pitted cherries. Flanking them were two men and two women, the women veiled like Veneraand
dressed in ceremonia robes of highly polished silver, inlaid with crimson enamd.

"Isthe gravity the same up there asit ishere?’ Veneraasked. If it was a standard g, they wouldn't be
ableto move,

Odess shook his head vigoroudly. “Y ou can see the spin-rate from down here. Well shed our heavy
vestmentsfor city clothes once were up there."

"Why not change down here?’ she asked, puzzled.

Odess goggled at her in astonishment. HEd stared exactly that way yesterday, when he wasfirst
introduced. Moss had taken Venerato Odesss office, aglorified closet that made her wonder if
Diamandiss pack-rat ways might not be the rule here, rather than the exception. Odess had filled the



small space over the years, perhaps hiswhole lifetime, with oddments and souvenirsthat likely made
sense to no one but him. What was the significance of that single shoe, mounted as though it were a
trophy and given itsown little niche in the wall? Could anyone read the faded text on those certificates
hung behind his chair? And was that some sort of exotic mobile that drooled from the dimness overhead,
or the hanging mummified remains of some sort of animal? Books were stacked everywhere, and apile
of dishesthreefeet tall teetered next to arolled-up mattress.

Odess'sfirst words were addressed to Moss, not Venera. “Y ou expect us to accept this... this outsider
inour midg?'

"Isth-that not what you d-do?’ Moss had asked. “ G-go outsde?” Startled, Venerahad sent him a
sdelong look. Was there somebody home behind those glazed eyes, after al?

"B-besides, the b-botanist commanded it."
"Oh, God.” Odess had put hishead in his hands. “ She thinks she can do anything now."

Any dight deviation from routine or custom threw Odess into a panic. Veneras very presence was
upsetting him, though the rest of the del egation had been patheticaly happy to meet her. They would have
partied till dawn if she hadn't begged off early, pointing out that she had not yet seen the room where she
was expected to deep for the rest of her life.

Eilen, Mistress of Scales and Measures, had shown Venerato acloset just outside the delegation'slong,
cabinet-lined office. The closet was seven feet on asde—itswalls of whitewashed stone—and nearly
twelve feet high. There was room for abed and asmall table, and there was no window. “Y ou can put
your chest under the bed,” Eilen said, “when you get one. Y our clothes you can hang on those pegs for

And that wasdl. If Venerawere inclined to sympathy with other people, she would have been saddened
at the thought that Eilen, Odess, and the others accepted conditions like these asthe norm. After dl, they
had likely been born and raised in such tiny chambers. Their playgrounds were dusty servants ways,
their schoolroomswindow niches. Yet of dl the citizens of Liris, they were the privileged ones, for as
members of the delegation they were alowed to see something of the world outsde their walls.

While Odess sputtered and tried to explain why tradition demanded that they riseto Lesser Spyreinfull
ceremonia gear, Venerawatched the soldiers deposit their precious cargo on the platform. After the rest
of the delegation was on board, they flipped up railings on al sides (to her relief) and one bent to examine
the archaic engine. Thiswaswhat redly interested her.

"If wereal ready, wewill sng the Hymn of Ascension,” said Odess, portentoudly.
Veneralooked around. “ The what?"'

He looked as though he'd been dapped—nbut Eilen put ahand on hisarm. “We didn't tell her about it, so
how would she know?"

"Anyonein Spyre could see us arise, hear the...” Heredlized hismistake. “Ahyes. A trueforeigner.”
Shaking himsdf, he put both hands on therail and puffed out his cheeks. “ Listen, then, and learn the ways
of acivilized society.”

Whilethey sang their little ditty, Venerawatched the soldier spark the hulking rotary engineinto life. Its
chattering roar immediately drowned out the miniature choir, who didn't seem to notice. The whed
turned, gripping the cable, and the platform inched dowly into the air.



The purpose of the railings soon became clear. Only afew yards above the rooftop they caught the edge
of the howling gale that swept toward the open end of Spyre. This steady hurricane was produced by the
rotation of the greet cylinder, Veneraknew; shed seenitslikein smaler whedslike those of Rush. A
wind camein at the cylinder's axis of rotation and shot out again dong the rim. If she smply jumped off
the platform at this point, she would be propelled out of Spyre entirely, and at goodly force.

Thefour soldiers were here to shoot anyone who tried that. And now that they were higher up she could
see other guarantors of obedience: gun emplacements were suspended in the middie air by more cables,
and some of them were visibly manned. Hanging in the sunny clouds beyond the whedl were more
bunkers and turrets. It seemed amiracle now that she had, unconscious, threaded her way between them
dl toland here.

"Father would lovethisplace,” she muttered.

Chaison Fanning, her missing husband, would probably consider Spyre amora obscenity, and would
want to blow it up.

They rose some miles, through filigrees of cloud, puffballsthat hovered like anxious angels between the
incoming and outblowing gales, past houses and pillboxes bolted to other cables, whose glittering
windows reveded nothing of what might be taking place ingde them. Thelands of Greater Spyre
widened and widened below Venera, their patchwork estates becoming a mesmerizing labyrinth: the
blockhouses of a dozen, ahundred and more Nations of Liris, it seemed, painted the inside of the
cylinder. Sicing through these, leaving ruin and wildflowers on their sdings, were the railways of the
preservationigs.

All thewhile, Lesser Spyre came closer.

Venera had seen a geared town once before—in the dead hollow heart of Leaf's Choir, Chaison
Fanning's ships had moored next to the asphyxiated city of Carlinth. But Carlinth's pale grandeur couldn't
match the wonder of Lesser Spyre because that other city had been motionlessin death, and Lesser
Spyrelived. Its great whed-shaped habitats, each ahalf mile or more in diameter, turned edge to angled
edge like the meshwork of avast clock. The citizen of onewhed could stroll to its edge and Ssmply step
onto the surface of another astheir rims came within touching distance. The whedswerekept in
configuration by alattice of giant spars and thick cables, from which black bannersfluttered.

For dl this cunning and motion, Lesser Spyre did not look inviting. There were some houses and streeets,
but most of the whedls were dominated on their ingde surface by one or two sprawling buildings. The
Admiralty at Rush had been like that, as had the Filot's pdace. But also in Rush there were whedls
weeded with taverns, towers, and twisting sireets, as organic and inviting as a party.

Lesser Spyre was monolithic, self-contained, and controlled. Almost nothing stuck out.

The cable car duded gravity entirely after awhile, and its passengers clipped their metal costumesto the
railing and waited until their destination hove into sght. The cable terminated in aknot of dozens of
others, at a complicated cagework that threaded the axle of atown-whedl. VVenera could see other
people embarking and disembarking there. They moved in small groupsthat gave one another awide
berth.

She saw something e se, though, that gave her hope for thefirst timein days: shipswere berthed here.
Seek yachts, for the most part, of many different designs and flying diverse colors—but al foreign. They
sgnded the possibility of escape, real escape, for the first time since her arriva.

She tapped Odessstin shoulder and pointed. “ Our customers?"



He nodded. “Pilgrimsfrom dl the principaities of Candesce cometo us, hoping to leave again with some
trinket or token of ours. Do you recognize any of those ships?'

Veneranodded. “That oneisfrom Gehdlen.” It was the only one she knew, but Odess was obvioudy
impressed. “1 know that welll trade them cherries,” she went on. “But what do the rest of Spyre's
countries 17"

Helaughed, and just then the platform cameto rest at itsterminus. Asthey clambered over to the axle
like so many iron spiders, Odess said, “What do they trade? Y ou ask that with refreshing innocence. If
we knew what haf our neighbors traded, we might arrange some extra advantage for Liris. The fame of
many of Spyre'scommoditiesis spread far and wide—but not al. There are sections of thefair no
stranger can enter without providing a guarantee of circumspection.”

"Awha?'

"A hostage, sometimes,” said Eilen. They had entered along cylindrical chamber with many small doors
spirding up itsinterior. Odess found one of these and, producing amassive key, unlocked it. Insde was
adot-shaped locker, itswalls encrusted with rust and cobwebs, with one incongruoudly bright mirror at
the far end. Odess and the others proceeded to strip off their metal shells, trading them for ornately
tooled leather equivalents—except that in place of vells, each costume came with an elaborate mask.
Odess passed akit to Venera, and she turned her back modestly to change. Her mask had afacon's
beak.

"Thereare nations,” Odess said, “that average one customer every ten years. Whatever it isthey trade, it
isso fabuloudy vauable that the whole country lives off the sdle for ageneration. That's an extreme
example, but there are many others who guard the nature of their produce with their lives. Liris used to
be one such. Now everyone knows what we produce, but that's actually worked to our advantage.”

"But what can those others be salling?’ Venera shook her head in incomprehension. She was stretching a
black jacket over asilver-traced vest, admiring the effect in the mirror. With the mask in place she
looked intimidating. She liked the effect.

"She isfrom one of them.” It was one of the soldierswho said it. He didn't have to say who she was,
Veneraknew he meant the botanist.

Veneraraised an eyebrow. “ Shewasn't bornin Liris?'

The soldier shook his head, glancing uneasily at Odess. “ Our previous botanist. .. the treeswere
languishing, m'lady. They were dying, until she came.” Odess was scowling in obvious warning, but the
soldier shrugged. * Five years now, she's brought them back to hedlth.”

"And you don't know anything about where she came from?"

"Of coursewe do!” Odess laughed loudly. “ She'salady of the Nation of Sacrus. We know who she
is... evenif wedon't know what it isthat Sacrus does.”

"Y ou need better spies,” said Venera. Nobody laughed, but the thought intrigued her. Spyre, it seemed,
was an investigator's playground. She would love to develop anetwork here, the way she had in secret in
her adopted home of Sipstream.

They moved from the locker cylinder to the axle of the town-whed. Here, dozens of yin-yang stairsand
elevator shafts ran down to the copper-shingled roofs of the vast buildingslining the whedl. Odess
showed their letters of transit to a succession of ingpectors and gradualy they worked their way over to



oneof thedevators.

"Stay dert, everyone,” Odess said as the wrought-iron doors grumbled shut behind them, and they began
to move down. “Watch for any signs of change. In particular, our new interpreter,” he nodded a Venera,
“isgoing to cause astir. We need to stick to our agreed story. You,” he said to Venera, “must only
speak to the customers, and then only when we ask you to. We don't want to give our rivals any clues
about our capabilities or what's been going oninsde Liris."

This paranoiareminded Venera of Hale and the darkened corridors of her father's palace. “But why?’
sheasked inirritation. “Why this skulking?"

"Questions might be asked,” said Odess darkly. “ About where you came from. About why our people
might have ventured outside our wals. Where we might have gone, what we might have seen. What you
might have seen.” He shook his head. “Y our ory isthat you were born and raised in Liris."

"But my accent—"
"Iswhy you will only spesak to the cusomers.”

There was silence for the rest of the ride. Venera adjusted her veil, glanced around, and noted the
tightening of shoulders, straightening of stances as gravity rose until it neared the level she was used to.
And then the elevator clunked to a halt, and the doors opened.

The trade delegation of Liris edged cautioudy into the Greet Fair of Spyre.

* k% k% %

Fabulous beasts swept across the dance floor, their skirts whedling in time to the deep drumbest of
Spyres music. The beasts had the faces of monsters, of animals, of gods. They danced in pairs,
sometimes pausing in midpose as the music paused. It was during those pauses that business was
transacted.

One dender figure with ahawk's face stood at the foot of a gold-chased pillar, her backdrop ablue
trompe I'oell vistaof whedling towns. She watched the dancers dertly, aware of the deep strains of
paranoia and deceit that must run through Spyre for it to have devel oped this custom. For thisfiligreed
and gleaming balroom and itswhirling dancerswas the Greet Fair itsdf.

True, there were display rooms. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Odess emerging from the doorway
that led to Liriss. He was aone, and doubtless his errand had been to check on the disposition of the
glass cases and lights there. No customers had passed that door since she had been here.

Venerahad spent some hoursin the display room, helping the others set up. A solitary cherry tree
dominated the marbled parlor; it sat in abroad stone bowl, the glow of its pink blossomsthe first sight
that greeted avigtor. It was afake, made of silk and common woods.

While Liriss soldiers played cards behind a screen in the display rooms, the rest of the delegation
danced. The music was loud, the dances fast and close; so conversation consisted of quick whispersin
your partner's ear, quips at arm'slength, or brief nose to nose exchanges. Eavesdropping wasimpossible
in these circumstances—and the soldiers of Spyre watched carefully for any sign of it. Venerahad been
told that visitors were carefully screened, and the pendlty for revealing secrets here was death. Ironicaly,
the whole setup seemed designed for chesting, for who could tell what any two dancers weretdling one
another?

She had heard that the dances were occasionally interrupted by spontaneous duels.



The denizens of Spyretook their masque very serioudy. Not al the vistors did; most eschewed
disguises, and so Venerawas able to tell how many principaities were represented here. She even
recognized one or two of the national costumes they wore.

A gavotte ended and the dancers broke up. Gorgon-headed Eilen headed Venerasway. A waiting
footman handed her adrink as she paused, panting. “Isit dwayslikethis?’ Veneraasked her.
“Interested customers seem abit thin on the ground.”

"We have our regulars,” said Eilen. “It's not the season for any of them. Oh, thisgravity! It pullsat my
somech.”

Venerasighed. These people were so immersed in their traditions that they couldn't see the insanity of it
al. Inthe brief pause between dances, some of the customers had drifted off with outlandishly masked
delegates—salesmen, redlly. Venerahad been keeping track of who went through which doorways.
Many of the portals around the vast chamber had never opened. They might be locked or even bricked
up on the other side, for al she knew.

She couldn't figure out the architecture of thefair. It seemed that the sprawling, multi-winged building had
been renovated, rebuilt, and reimagined so many times over the centuriesthat it had lost any sense of its
origind logic. Corridorsran into blank walls, stairwellsled nowhere; eevator shafts opened onto roaring
ar wherelower floors had once been. Behind the public walls countless narrow passages twisted their
ways to the offices, storage lockers, and panic rooms of the trade delegations. Liriss domain extended
severd floors above and below their public showroom; Venerahad glimpsed in passing a huge chamber,
like a collgpsing ballroom, its dripping casements lost in gloomy shadows. Eilen had told her that thiswas
where they met customers back when their cherries were a state secret. The ballroom was on one of the
high-security levelsof thefair; Liris still owned titleto it, but had no usefor it now.

Venera had scoffed at this. “Has no one had the courage to drill spy holesin thewalsto find out what
your neighbors are up to?’ Odess had sent her one of his disapproving, frightened looks, but nobody had

sad anything.

Oh, something was happening—Capri, Eilen's gpprentice, was leading four peoplein rich clothes toward
the Lirisdoor. The little surge of excitement was absurd, and Veneranearly laughed at hersalf. Now
Odess was bowing to them. He was opening the door. Veneraimagined cheering.

"Who arethey?’ she asked Eilen.
"Oh! Success! That's... let'ssee... the delegates from Tracoune.”

Veneraransacked her memory; why was that word familiar? Ah, that wasit. It was only a couple of
weeks ago that Veneraand her husband had attended a soiree in the capita of Gehellen. The event had
been unremarkable up until the shooting started, but she did remember along conversation with a
red-faced admira of theloca navy. He had mentioned Tracoune.

"Excuse me, I'd like to watch this,” she said to Eilen. The woman shrugged and turned back to the dance.
Venerathreaded her way around the outskirts of the ball and pushed open the door to the Liris
showroom. It was at the end of along halway, seventy feet at least in length. Random words echoed
back at her as Venerawaked downiit.

Odess was showing them the tree. Now he was opening alacquered box to reved the cherries. Capri
hovered nervoudy in the background.

Thevigtors didn't seem too impressed. One of the four—awoman—wandered away from the othersto



gareidly at the paintings on the walls. They seemed to be marking time here, perhaps taking a break
from dancing. Even Venera, with no experiencein saes, could tell thet.

She approached the woman. “Excuse me...” said Venera. She ddiberately did not stand or movethe
way Odess and Capri were—clasping their handsin front of them, darting hesitantly like servants.
Instead, Venerabowed like an equd.

"Yes?' The customer looked surprised, but not displeased at being approached in thisway.
"Do | have the pleasure of addressing acitizen of Tracoune?’ The woman nodded.

"I had the most illuminating conversation recently,” Veneracontinued, “at a party in Gehdlen. Wetalked
about Tracoune.”

An edge of cdculation came into the woman's gaze. “ Oh, redly? Who were you talking to?"

"An admird in the Gehdlen navy, asit happens.” Venerasaw Odess notice that she was accosting a
customer (hisexpression said, ‘the new one'sloose!’) and then he started trying to make eye contact with
her while pretending to give hisfull attention to his own people.

Venerasmiled. “I'm so sorry that you've had to cancel the Feast of Saint Jackson thisyear,” shesaid to
her prospect. “The Gehdlenese are speculating that you won't be able to afford to feed your own people
thistime next year. Gauche of them, redlly.”

"They said that?” The woman'sface darkened in anger. “The Incident at Tibo was hardly that serious!”

"Ah, wethought not,” said Venerain aconspiratorial way. “It's just that appearance is so important to
internationd relations, isn't it?"

Ten minutes later the visitors were Signing on the dotted line. Venera stood behind the astounded trade
delegation of Liris, her arms crossed, inscrutable behind her beaked mask.

Odess stepped back to whisper furioudly to her. “How did you do it? These people have never been
customers beforel™

She shrugged. “Y ou just have to know people's weaknesses. In afew weeks Tracoune will throw some
minor party for visiting officids, and among other thingsthey'll give away afew cherries... asif they could
afford boatloads of them. A very discreet message, on achannel so private that dmost no one on either
sdewill know why when the Gehdlens decide not to call in their outstanding loans to Tracoune—which
they've been thinking of doing."

Heglared a her. “But how could..."
She nodded. “ The levers of diplomacy are very small. The art liesin knowing whereto pry."

Venera chatted with the clientswhile a soldier loaded a carrying case with dry ice and Odess measured
out the pitted cherries. “ Speaking of Gehellen,” Venerasaid after awhile, “we heard about some sort of
commotion there a couple of weeks ago.”

The head of the Tracoune expedition laughed. “ Oh, that! They're the laughingstock of the principalities!™
"But what happened?’

He grinned. “Vidtors from one of the savage nations. .. Oh, what was the name?"



"Sipgream,” said the woman Venerahad first dedlt with.

"Sipstream, that wasit. Seems an admird of Slipstream went mad and took to piracy with some of his
captains. They fought apitched battle with the Gehdlen navy in the very capitd itsdf! Smashed their way
out of the palace and escaped into Leaf's Choir, where it's rumored they found and made off with the
Hoard of Aneteneitsaf!”

"But that part's too preposterous, of course,” said the woman. “If they'd found the hoard, they would
have akey to Candesce as well—the last oneis supposed to be the centerpiece of the hoard. With that
they could haveruled dl of Virgafrom the sun of sunsitsdf!”

"Well.” The man shrugged.
"What happened to them?’ asked Venera. “ Did they escape?’

"Oh, they evaded the Gehdllen navy right enough,” he said with another laugh. “Only to be cut to ribbons
in some barbarous nation near the edge of the world. None escaped, | hear.”

"None...” Venerds pulse was racing, but she chose not to believe this man. His story had too many of
the facets of rumor.

"Oh, no, I've been following thisone,” said the woman, with evident enjoyment. “It ssemsthe
Slipstreamersran afoul of aplace called Falcon Formation. The admird suicidally rammed hisflagship
into some sort of dreadnaught of Falcon's. Both ships were obliterated in the explosion. Of hissix other
ships, only one got away."

"ltsname?’ Veneraput her hand out to steady herself. Her fingers met the false bark of the fake cherry
tree.

"What's name?"
"The... the ship that escaped. Did you hear which one escaped?”

The woman looked affronted. “1 didn't follow the story that closely.” Now it was her turn to laugh. “But
they foolishly ran for home, and the Pilot of Sipstream had them arrested the ingtant they came into port.
For treason! What foolishness of them to even try to go home."

Venerawas glad of the mask shewore. It felt like her heart was dowing and would stop at any second.
It was dl she could do to keep up appearances until the Tracoune delegation left with their first
consignment of cherries. Then she rushed back to the screened acove, ignoring the jubilant
congratulations the others were lavishing on her.

Even though the mask would have hid them, she shed no tears. Venerahad learned many years ago
never to do that in the presence of another human being.

* * % %

5

That evening there was a celebration in agdlery overlooking the cherry trees. Amber light poured into
the blued centra shaft, glinting off windows and outlining shutters and bal conies above and below, while
small gusts of air ill warm from Candesce's light teased the digphanous drapes. Like everywhere dsein
Liris, the party room was smdl, crammed with memorabiliaand eccentric furnishings, and reachable only
through alabyrinth of stairsand corridors. It reminded VVeneraof her childhood bedroom.



She had not wanted to come. All she wanted to do was Sit donein her closet. But Eilen inssted. “Why
s0 gloomy?’ she asked as she leaned hipshot in Veneras doorway. “Y ou did great service to your
country today!” Veneradidn't speak as they walked, and she did her best to be the ghost at the wedding
for the remainder of the night.

Her sorrow wasn't catching. Most of Liristurned out for the event, and a dizzying parade of strange and
neurotic characters passed in front of Veneraas she systematicaly drank herself into a stupor. There
were the hereditary soldierswith their peaked helmets and blunderbusses; the gray sanitation men who
spoke in monotones and huddled together near the drinks table; the seamstresses and chandlers,
carpenters, and cleanerswho all spoke a secret |language they had developed together in their childhood.
And there were children, too—grave, wide-eyed gamins who skirted around Venera as though she had
stepped out of one of their fantasy books.

She watched them all go by, numb. | knew that this might happen, shetold hersdf. That he might die.
Y et she had gone ahead with her plan, dragging Chaison reluctantly into it. It had been necessary if they
wereto save Sipstream; she knew that. But the decision il felt like abetrayal.

"It'sso electric,” said Eilen now, “having anew facein our world!” Quite drunk, she balanced on one
foot near Venera, waving excitedly at people she had seen every day of her life. Of those people, afew
had approached and introduced themsealves, halting and ssammering; most stayed back, muttering
together and eyeing Venera. Foreigner. Strange beast. New darling of the botanist.

And yes, the botanist was here, too. She glided through the celebrants as though on rails, nodding here
and there, speaking strategic words on the outskirts of discussions, the same mysterious smile asdways
hovering just behind her lips. Eventually she made her way over to Venera. She hoveto just thissde of
Eilen. Eilen hersdf moved away, suddenly quiet.

"I've dways said that it paysto know your customers,” the botanist said. “1 judged your potentia rightly.”

Veneraeyed her. “Isthat what you fed you do? Judge peopl€'s potential ? Like the buds of flowersthat
might bloom or whither?"

"How apt. Yes, that's exactly right,” said the botanist. “ Some are to be encouraged, others cut from the
branch. Y ou nod as though you understand.”

"I've done acertain amount of ... pruning... inmy day,” said Venera. “ So I've achieved a grest victory
for your tiny nation. Now what?"

"Now,” said the botanist in a breathless sort of ssterly way, “we tak about what to do next. You see,
you've vindicated my methods. | believe Liris needs to be more open to the outside world—that we need
to send our delegates farther, even outside Spyreitself.”

Thefog of Veneras sorrow lifted just abit. “Leave Spyre? What do you mean?"

"I would like to send atrade mission to one of the principalities,” said the botanist. “Y ou, of course,
would lead it."

"I'd be honored,” said Venerawith astraight face. “But isn't it Odess's job to arrange such things?”

"Odess?’ The botanist waved her hand dismissively. “Prattling whiner. Take him if you'd like, but | can't
see what good helll do you. No, | picture you, perhaps Eilen, and one or two loyal soldiers. And a
consignment of our treasure to tempt potentia customers.”

"That sounds reasonable.” Venera couldn't believe what she was hearing. Did the woman serioudy



believe she would come back if she got out of this place? But then, everyone in Spyre seemed
dangeroudy naive.

"Good. Say nothing of thisto the others,” instructed the botanist severdly. “1t won't do to let old wounds
feder.”

What did that mean? Venera thought about it as the botanist strolled away, but then Eilen returned and
spilled her drink on Veneras shoes. The evening went downhill from there, and so she didn't really
ponder the botanist's unlikely offer until she got back to her closet, near dawn.

She had just closed theill-fitting door and was about to climb under the covers when there was apolite
knock on the jamb. Venera cracked the door an inch.

Moss leaned like a decapitated tree outside her door. “ Citizen F-f-fanning,” he said. “1 j-just wanted to
giveyou th-th-these."

Inthe faint lamplight of the hallway, she could just make out atiny bouquet of posiesin hishand.

Thejuxtapostion of his chiseled features with the emptiness of his eyes made her skin crawl. Venera
dipped her hand out to snatch the little bundle of flowersfrom his nervelessfingers. “ Thanks. Y ou're not
inlovewith me, areyou?'

"I'm s-s-sorry you're so's-sad,” he murmured. “ T-t-try not to be so's-s-sad.”

Veneragaped a him. Hiswords had been so quiet, but they seemed to echo on and oninthe silent
corridor. “Sad? Why do you think I'm sad?"

Nobody else had noticed—not even Eilen, who had been watching Veneralike a mother hawk al
evening. Veneranarrowed her eyes. “I didn't seeyou at the party. Where were you?”'

"l w-w-was there. In the c-corner.”

Present yet absent. That seemed to sum Moss up. “Well.” Veneralooked down at Moss's present.
Somehow she had clenched her fist and had crushed the little white blossoms.

"Thank you,” she said. Moss turned away with amuted clattering noise. “Moss,” she said quickly. He
looked back.

"I don't want you to be sad, either,” said Venera

He shambled away and Venera closed the door softly. Once alone, shelet loose one long shuddering
sigh and tumbled face-first onto the bed.

* * % %

The next morning, Venerawore the half-crushed posies on the breast of her jacket. If anybody noticed,
they said nothing. She ate her breakfast with the members of the delegation in their designated dining
room—aroofed-over air-shaft lined floor to invisble celling with stuffed animas—and followed them
slently to their offices. She had discerned the routine by now: they would st around for the rest of the
day, occasionaly engaging in desultory, short-lived didogs, have lunch and then supper, and turniin.

If she had to live like thisfor more than a couple of days, Veneraknew she would snap. So, at ten
oclock, shesaid, “Can't we at least play cards?'

One of the soldiers glanced over, then shook his head mournfully. “ Odess dwayswins."



"But I'm herenow,” said Venera. “What if | wereto win?"

Sowly, they roused into a state resembling the attentive. With much cgjoling and browbegting, Venera
got them to revedl the location of the cards, and once she had these she energeticaly pulled atable and
some chairsinto the center of the room. “ Sit,” she commanded, “and learn.”

Thiswas her opportunity to grill her compatriots properly—the party last night had been too hectic and
strange, with everyone playing pa in transparent ways—and V eneramade the best of it. After ten
minutes Odess emerged from his office, looking bleary and cross, but his eyeslit up when he saw her
shuffling the cards. Veneragrinned doppily a him and he drew up achair.

"So,” she said asthe others examined thair cards, “tell me about the botanist."

The Pantry War had been dragging on for five years. Lirisand the Duchy of Vatoris both claimed afive-
by seven-foot room off one of the twisting corridors of the fair. Thetitleswent back a hundred years, and
the wording was ambiguous. Neither side would back down.

"War?' said Veneraas she peered over her cards. “Don't you mean feud?

The other playersal shook their heads. No, explained Odess, afeud was afamily thing. Thiswasa
conflict between professond soldiers, and it took the form of pitched baitles—even if those battles were
between adozen or 0 soldiers on either side, which was al the manpower the tiny nations could muster.
After years of ambushes, raids, firefights, and al manner of other mayhem, it had settled into awar of
attrition. Barricades had been thrown up in the disputed corridor; ano-man's-land of broken furniture
and cracked tile stretched for thirty feet between them. The entrance to the closet beckoned only yards
away, and either Sde could capture it in seconds. Thetrick wasto hold it.

Thetwo sdes dug in. The barricades were ramified and reinforced, then backed up with cannon and
rifles. Days might pass without a shot fired, but the other tenants of the fair got used to sudden flurries of
gunfire. Rarely was anyone actudly hurt. Theloss of asingle man would congtitute a disaster.

These things happened. Even now, the fair was riddled with strange tens ons—empty passages paved in
dust where no one had walked in generations because of just such disputes asthis; neighbors who would
think nothing of murdering one another in quiet cornersif they had the chance; victimswalled up in
acoves, and everywhere, conspiracies.

It was arandom bullet that changed everything. Thewalls around the disputed hallway had never been
strong, but the combatants had hired aneutral third party to shore them up at regular intervas. Perhapsit
was inevitable, though, that chinks and cracks should develop. One day, abullet fired from the Vatoris
barricade dipped through such a crack, ricocheted sixty feet down an abandoned air shaft, and killed the
heir of amgjor nation as he stood at a punch bowl.

Venerarubbed her jaw. “1 can imagine the reaction.”

"I'm not sure you can,” said Odess portentoudy. The nation in question was the mysterious Land of
Sacrus, acountry of “vast Sze,” according to Eilen.

"How vag?'
"Fully three square miled!™

Sacrus traded in power—but exactly how, no one was quite sure. They were one of the most secretive
of countries, their fields being dotted with windowless factories, the perimeter patrolled by guardswith
dogs and guns. Small airships bristling with guns bobbed above the main complex. The Sacrans emerged



from their smoke-wreathed towers only once or twice ayear, and then they spoke amost exclusively to
their customers. They were one of the few nationsthat had withstood the full force of the
preservationists—in fact, nobody in the preservationist camp would talk about just how badly that
particular battle had gone.

Sacrus was enraged at the degath of their heir. Three days after the incident, the Vatoris barricade fell
slent. The soldiers of Lirisfired afew shots and got no response. When they cautioudy advanced on the
Vatoris postion, they found it abandoned.

Discrete inquiries were made. No one had seen any of the Vatorins since the day of the fateful gunshot.
In amoment of supreme daring, Liris sent itstroops directly to the Vatoris gpartments. They were empty.

At this point, rumors of agreat stench rising from Vatorisitself reached Odesss ears. “| was Sitting in our
showroom,” he said. “I remember it like it was yesterday. One of the scions of aminor nation entered
and told methat his people were walking up and down aong the border with Vatoris, sniffing the air and
exchanging rumors. The smell wasthe smell of death.”

Odess returned home that night to warn his people. “But it wastoo late. As| lay down to deep that
evening, | heard it—weadl did.” A hissng sound filled the chambers of Liris. It wasfaint, but for someone
like Odess, who had lived behind these walls hiswholelife, it had the effect of asiren.

"| stood, tried to run to the door. | fell down.” The othersrelated smilar experiences, of sudden
parayss, landings behind desks or next to wavering doors. “We lay there helpless, dl of us, unableto
even focus our eyes. And we listened.”

What they heard, after an hour or 0, was asingle set of footsteps. They moved smoothly from room to
room, up stairs and down, not asif seeking anything, but as though whoever walked were taking
inventory—committing every passage and chamber of Liristo memory. Eventudly, they cameto a stop.
Silencereturned.

The paraysis faded near dawn. Odess rose, retched miserably for afew minutes, and
then—trembling—crept in the direction those footsteps had taken. As he went he saw others emerging
from their rooms, or rising from where they had fallen in mid walk. They converged on the place where
the footsteps had halted: in the cherry tree courtyard.

"And there she sat,” said Odess, “ exactly as she sits these days, with the same damned smile and the
same damned air of superiority. The botanist. Our conqueror.”

"And no one has chalenged her?” Venerabarked alaugh of disbdief. “You fear reprisds, isthat it?"

Odess shrugged. “ She ended the war, and under her leadership, the cherries bloom. Who else arewe
going to have lead us?'

Venerascowled at her cards. A pulse of pain shot up her jaw. “1 thought you were ameritocracy.”
"And so we are. And she is the best botanist we have ever had.”

"What happened to the one she replaced?

They exchanged glances. “We don't know,” confessed Eilen. “He disappeared the day Margit came.”

Veneradiscarded one card and took another from the deck. The others did the same, then she fanned
out her hand. “1 win."



Odess grimaced and began to shuffle.

"She cameto melast night,” said Venera. She had decided that she needed information more than
discretion at this point. “Margit was pleased with thework | did.” Odess snorted; Veneraignored him
and continued. “ She had a proposa.”

Shetold them about Margit'sidea of an extended trade expedition into the principaities. Asshe did,
Venerawatched al movement around the table stop. Even Odess's practiced hand ceased its fanning of
the cards. They weredl staring &t her.

"What?" She glanced around defensively. “ Does this violate some ancient taboo?—I'm sure, everything
else does. Or isit something you've been trying to get done for years, and now you're mad that the
newcomer has achieved it?"

Eilen looked down. “It's been tried before,” she said in aquiet voice.
"Y ou must understand,” said Odess; then hefell slent. Knitting his brows, he started furioudy shuffling.
"Wha?' Now Venerawas serioudy darmed. “What'swrong?"

"Totravel outsde Spyre... isnot done,” said Odess reluctantly. “Not without safeguards to guarantee
onesreturn. Hostages, if oneismarried... but you're not."

Venerawas disgusted. “ The pillboxes, the guns and razor wire—they redlly aren't to keep people out,
arethey? They'reto kegp themin.”

"Yes, but you see, if Margit iswilling to send you out despite you having no ties here, no hostages or
anything she could hold over you... Then she'sobvioudy willing to try it again,” said Odess. He dammed
the deck down on the table, kicked his chair back, and walked away. Venerawatched him go in startled
amazement.

The soldiers were standing too, not making eye contact with anyone.
Venerapinned Eilen with her gaze. “ Try what?"

Thewoman sighed deeply. “Margit isamaster of chemistry and biology,” she said. “That'swhy sheisthe
botanist. Three years ago she conceived the idea of sending an expedition like the one you're describing.
She chose aman who was competent, intelligent, and brave, but one whom she didn't completely trust.
To guarantee that he would return, she... injected him. With adow poison that was not supposed to
begin to act for ten days. If he returned within those ten days, she would give him the antidote, and he
would befine"

Venera eyed the splayed cards. “What happened?’

"Thereturn flight was delayed by a storm. He made it back on the eleventh day."

Venera hesitated—but she dready knew the answer when she asked, “Who wasit that Margit sent?”
"Moss,” said Eilen with a shudder. “ She sent Moss."

6

"I haveto admit | was expecting this,” said Margit. Venerastood in the doorway to her gpartment; she



was dressed down in close-fitting black leathers. Two soldiers hulked behind her, their mesty hands
resting heavy on her shoulders.

"In retrospect,” Venerasaid ruefully, “I should have anticipated the trip wires.” Theinsdewalls of the
courtyard were just too enticing a surface; freed of her metd clothing, Veneraweighed only twenty
pounds or so and she could easily clamber hand-over-hand up the drainpipe that ran next to Odessslittle
window. “Theres no other way in or out of the building but up that wall. Naturdly, you'd have darms."

"...I'just wasn't anticipating it so soon,” said Margit. She twitched a housecoat over her lavender
nightgown and lit another candle off the one she was holding. Even in the dimness of midnight Venera
could see that her gpartment was sumptuous, with severd rooms, high cellings, and tiled mosaics on the
floor beneath numerous tapestries.

Of course Margit wouldn' live like the people she ruled. Venerawouldn't have, either. She understood
Margit enough by now that staying herein Liris had not been an option. So after bidding her coworkers
good night, she had retired to her closet and waited. When the building was silent and dark, VVenera had
crept out and jimmied open awindow that led onto the courtyard.

Admittedly, she hadn't been thinking clearly. The revelation about M oss had shaken her and she had
acted rashly. If shedidn't regain control of this situation shewould bein red trouble.

"Comein, St down. Weneed to talk,” said Margit. “Y ou may leave us,” she said to the soldiers. They
lifted their hands off Venera's shoulders and retreated past the heavy oak door. They would have along
wak down the winding steps that led down to Liriss ground floor. Good, thought Venera.

She sat down on a decadent-looking divan, but she kept her feet braced against the floor, ready to leap
up ingtantly if that was required.

Thefirst step to taking control of the Situation was taking control of the conversation. Margit opened her
mouth, but Veneraspokefirst: “What isan har of Sacrus doing running aminor nation like Liris?"

Margit narrowed her eyes. “ Shouldn't | be asking the questions? Besides, what's your interest?’ she
asked as she gracefully sat opposite Venera. “Professiona curiosity, perhaps? Y ou are a noble daughter
yoursdf, are you not? A nation like Liriswould be an interesting playground for someone learning how to
use power. Areyou interested in rulership?’

"Inthe abgtract,” said Venera. “It's not an ambition of mine.”
"Neither isasssting your new countrymen, | gather. Y ou weretrying to escape us."

"Of course | was. | was press-ganged into your service. And you admit yourself you expected meto try
it.” She shrugged. “ So what could we possibly haveto talk about?’

"A great ded, actudly,” said Margit. “ Such ashow you cameto behereat dl.”

Veneranodded dowly. She had been thinking about that, and the conclus ons she had come to had
motivated her to run as much asthe facts about Moss. “1 arrived here through an odd chain of events,”
shesad. “At thetime | wasn't prepared to wonder why there were armed troops sneaking over the
lawns of Spyre during the nighttime. | was mosily concerned with evading them. But they pursued me
here. Why here? At thetime, | didn't know enough to even ask the question.”

Margit raised an eyebrow and sat back.

"It'smy father, you see,” said Venerain aconfessond tone. “He'sflagrantly paranoid, and he wanted his



daughtersto be aswell. Heraised meto dishelieve coincidence. So if | was herded here, what could the
reason be? The troops who were following me weren't from Liris. Infact, | assumed they weren't after
me at al, but were chasing down another trespasser whom | had met. It wasn't until today that | redlized
that those other soldiers had been from Sacrus.”

Margit laughed. “That truly is paranoid. Y ou would implicate my nation in every one of your
misfortunes?'

"No, just thisone.” She sat forward. “ Since were talking, though, 1'd like to ask you a couple of
questions.” Smiling her maddening smile, Margit nodded. “ The first question iswhether you maintain
congtant contact with your nation. I've been told you don't, but | don't believe that.”

Margit shrugged. “It would be easy. So what if | did? Can't adaughter talk to her parents?’

"The second question,” said Venera, “iswhether Sacrusitsdlf travelsregularly into the principaities”
Seeing Margit's suddenly guarded expression, Veneranodded. “Y ou do, don't you?'

"Sowhat?'

"Someone guessed where | had come from,” marveled Venera. “More than likely the Gehdllens have
circulated descriptions of mysalf and my husband throughout the principaities. They seek us, and it'san
open secret why."

Margit grinned in obvious ddlight. “Oh, you are smart! | wasright to bring you into Lirisin theway | did."
Veneracocked her head. “What other way was there?"
"Oh, I think you can guess."

"Under duress. Tortured,” said Venera. “Why do you think | tried to flee just now? It suddenly made no
senseto methat | was walking around freely. And your offer to let metravel outside Spyre... made even
lesssense”

"Y ou became darmed. That's understandable. | wastold to learn everything you know about the Key to
Candesce,” said Margit. “Y ou figured that out, of course.”

Veneralooked innocent. “ Sorry, thewhat?'
Margit stood up and paced over to aside table. “Drink?’” Venera shook her head.

"Something happened ashort time ago,” said the botanist. She stood with her back to Venera, and in
those seconds Veneralooked around quickly for anything that might give her an advantage. There were
no handy hat-pins, |etter openers, or pistols lying on the pillowed furniture. She did spot a battered
wooden cabinet that looked markedly out of place compared to the rest of the pieces, but had no timeto
get to it before Margit turned again, drink in hand.

"Something happened,” Margit repested, “afight in the capita of Gehellen, rumors of astolen treasure,
and then an event that our scientists are starting to refer to as the outage.”

Veneratensed. She hadn't expected Margit to know this part of the story.

""Candesce does many things besides light our skies,” said the botani<. “We watch the sun of suns
closdy; we haveto, our very lives depend on it. So when one of Candesce's many systems shuts down,
even for amoment, we know about it. Even though such an event has not occurred in living memory."



She sat down again. “Only someone with akey could enter Candesce and manipulate it. And the last key
was lost centuries ago. Y ou can imagine the uproar that the outage has caused, here and abroad. The
principalities are mobilizing, and agents of the Virga Home Guard have been seen nosing around, even
here"

Home guard? Venerahad never heard of them. But she wanted to kick hersdlf for failing to redize that
the gambit she and her husband had played would aert dl the powersin the world. Hit another trip
wire, she mused.

"It was only amatter of days before we had your name and description and that of your husband and
othersinyour party,” said Margit. “We pay our spieswell. So when awoman fitting that description
miraculously appeared in the skies of Greater Spyre, we acted.”

"Clearly, I've been afool,” said Venerabitterly. “ Then it was Sacrus troops who drove me here?”

"| actualy don't know for sure,” Margit admitted. “Our men were out that night, | know that much. But
there may have been othersaswell. In any case, once | communicated that | had you, | wastold to hand
you and the key over. | couldn't very well refuse my masters the key—but you, | declined to part with."

Venerafet apulse of anxious anger as sheredized what Margit was saying. “ Then the key is—"

"Locked away in the Gray Infirmary, where Sacrus keeps dl their new acquisitions,” said Margit with
some smugness. She drained her wineglassand tilted it at Venera. “But you're here. | took Lirisin order
to have a base from which to grow my own power. Y ou provide potentia leverage. Why should | give
you up?'

"And the offer to let metravd...?"

"l increase my leverage and buy some insurance by getting you out of Spyre and to a safe place that only
| know about,” said Margit. “ But you should really be happy that | haven't tortured you for what you
know. I'd prefer to have you on my side. Y ou must admit, I've treated you well."

Cautioudly, Veneranodded. “It was too risky to keep the key to Candesce for yourself. But alesser
pieceof leverage..."

"...Who knows something vital abouit it that | can trade. .. that's useful to me at the moment.” Margit
amiled, catlike.

It till didn't quite add up. “Why did you let me go up to Lesser Spyre?’ Veneraasked. “Why risk
exposing med thefar?'

"That wasto provethat | had you,” said Margit with ashrug. “While | was negotiating what to give up.
Sacruswas a thefair. | told them to watch for you, but with the guards and defenses that surround the
fair, they couldn't snatch you from me. It was the safest place in Spyreto display you."

Someone unused to being used as a political pawn might have been surprised at these revelations. For
Venera, discovering that she had been played was amost reassuring. It placed her in afamiliar role.

She knew exactly what Sacrus was going to do now. Venera had fantasized about it hersdf: you took the
key and entered Candesce, and then shut down the sun of suns. As the darkness and cold began to seep
into the principdities, you made your demands of the millions whose lives depended on Candesce. You
could ask for anything—power, money, hostages, or daves. Y our leverage would be total.

It would help to have enough experienced men to crew anavy, though, because one of your first



demands would be that the principalities ddliver up their own ships.  Sacrus doesn't have any ships, do
they?’ she asked. “ Surely not enough to run the blockade that the principdities would put in place.”

Margit shrugged. “ Oh, we have severd. Sacrusisabig nation. But in terms of wegpons...” She laughed,
and it wasn't a pleasant laugh. “| doubt we would have to worry much about any fleet of the

principdities”
Her confidence was suddenly unnerving. Margit sauntered over to the battered wooden cabinet and
opened the top. “Since you're here,” she said, “let'stalk about the key to Candesce.”

"Let'snot.” Venerastood up. “My knowledge is my only bargaining chip, after dl. I'm not going to
squander that.”

Thistime Margit didn't answer. She pulled a bdll-rope that hung next to the cabinet.

The gravity waslow enough and Venera till strong enough that she could probably makeit to the
window in oneleap. Then she could scae the stonework by thetips of her fingersif she had to and make
it to the roof in under aminute. Not, however, fagter than the soldiers could climb aflight of sairsto
retrieve her.

Margit was watching her calculate her options. The botanist laughed as the door opened behind Venera
and alarge, heavily armored soldier entered.

"I'm not going to hurt you,” said Margit. Something glittered in her hand as she gpproached Venera. “|
just want to guarantee your compliance from now on."

"Theway you tried with Moss?’ Veneranodded at the syringe Margit held. “Isthat the same stuff you
used onhim?"

"It is. His outcome was an accident,” said the botanist as the soldier stepped forward and grabbed
Veneraswrigsfrom behind. “I'll be more careful with you."

His outcome was an accident. Venerawas familiar with that sort of logic, she often blamed othersfor
the things she did to them. For some reason, the argument didn't work thistime.

Margit had to round alarge couch as she approached Venera. She took a step to do so, and Venera
madefigts, bent her forearms forward, and then raised her armsin an egg-shaped curve that Chaison had
once showed her. The startled soldier clung tightly to her wrists but suddenly found himsdlf pulled
forward and off baance as Veneralifted his hands over her head. And then she turned and her hands
were over hisashelogt his grip, and she pushed down and he thumped onto his knees.

She kicked him in the face. His helmet ricocheted across the room as Margit shouted, and Venera
hopped the couch, snatching up the open wine bottle and swinging it at the botanist's head.

Margit dashed out with the syringe, nicking Veneras deeve. They circled for a second and then Venera
grabbed for her wrist and they tumbled onto the floor.

The wine bottle skittered away, gouting red. Venera pulled Margit'sarm up and bit her wrist. Asthe
botanist let go Veneramade agrab for the syringe. Margit in turn lunged for the bottle.

"l wasjust going to kill you,” hissed Venera. She landed on Margit's back asthe botanist closed her
fingerson the bottle. “1've changed my mind!” Shejammed the needle into Margit's shoulder and pushed

the plunger.



Margit shrieked and rolled away. Veneralet her. The botanist had let go of the wine bottle, and Venera
took it and upended it over the wooden cabinet.

Cursing and holding her shoulder, Margit ran over to the soldier, who was Sitting up. When she saw
Venerareach for one of thelit candles she screamed “ No!” and backpedal ed.

It wastoo late, as Veneratouched the candle flame to the wine-soaked cabinet and the whole thing
caught. In the orange light of thefire, Veneraran through a nearby arch. She wanted to know whether
that cabinet was all there wasto Margit's power.

"Ah...” She stood in alarge private pharmacy—dozens of shelves covered in glass bottles of al sizes
and colors hung above long work tables crowded with beakers, petri dishes, and test tubes. Venera
joyfully swept her arm across atable and tossed the candle into the cascading glasswork as Margit
clawed at her from behind.

There was fire behind them, now fire ahead and smoke wafting up to the ceiling as Margit pushed and
kicked at Veneraand tried to get past her. When the soldier finally appeared out of the smoke, Venera
stood over the botanist, her nose bleeding but agrin of utter savagery on her face. She brandished along
knife shed found on the table.

"Back away or I'll cut her throat!” Venera's backdrop was flames. The soldier backed away.

Shouts of darm and clanging bells were waking the house. Venera dragged Margit out of theinferno and
threw her to the floor in front of the smoldering cabinet.

"Ten days.” She pointed to the door. “Y ou have ten days to convince your people to save you. | have no
doubt that Sacrus has the antidote to your poison, but you'll have to go to them on bended kneeto get it.
For your sake | hope they'rein aforgiving mood."

People were crowding in the doorway—men and women carrying buckets of sand and water, all
shouting at once and dl clattering to ahalt a the sght of Venerastanding over the dl-powerful botanist.

"Y ou are no longer the botanist of Lirisl” Veneraraised her arm, summoning everything she had learned
from her father about how to intimidate a crowd. “L et no one here ever grant entry to thiswoman again!
Run!' Run hometo Sacrus and beg for your life. This placeis closed to you.”

Margit staggered to her feet, clutching her shoulder. “I'll kill you!” she hissed.
"Only if youveamindtodoit,” said Venera. “Now go!"

The botanit ran for the door, pushing aside the stunned firefighters.

"Get withit!” Veneraydled a them. “Before the whole house goes up! "

She walked through them, and as more came up the stairs, she politely eased to the Sdeto let them pass.
Shereached the main floor of Liristo find dl the lights it and aconfused mob swirling around the
strangely decorated desks and counters.

"What's happened?’ Odess emerged from the rush of faces. The rest of the trade delegation was behind
him.

"I've deposed the botanist,” said Venera. They gaped at her. She sighed. “1t wasn't that hard,” she said.

"But—but how?’ They crowded around her.



"But why?" Eilen had grabbed her arm.
Veneralooked up at her. Suddenly she fdlt tearsin her eyes.
"My... my husband,” she whispered through a suddenly tight throat. “My husband is dead.”

For awhile there was silence, it seemed, though Veneraknew abstractly that everyone was shouting, that
the news of Margit's sudden departure was spreading like fire through Liris. Eilen and the otherswere
speaking to her, but she couldn't understand anything they said.

Strangely calm, she looked through the rushing people at the one other person who seemed till. He was
giving orders at the foot of the stairsto Margit's chambers, putting out hisarm to prevent people without

firefighting tools from going up, pointing out whereto get sand or bucketsto thosejust arriving. Hisface

was impassive, but his gestures were quick and focused.

"What arewe going to do?’ Odesswaslliterally wringing his hands, something Venerahad never actualy
Seen someone do. “Without the botanist, what will happen to the trees? Will Sacrusforgive usfor what
you did? We could al bekilled. Who isgoing to lead us now?"

Eilen turned to Odess, shaking his shoulder crosdy. “Why shouldnt it be Venera?!
"V-Venera?’ Helooked terrified.

She laughed. “I'm leaving. Right now. Besides, you aready have your new botanist.” She pointed. “He's
been heredl dong.”

Mosslooked up from where he was directing the firefighting. He saw Venera, and the perpetually
desperate expression around his eyes softened a bit. She walked over to him.

As shouts came down the stairs saying that the fire was under control, shelaid ahand on the former
envoy'sarm and smiled at him. “Moss,” shesad, “I don't want you to be sad anymore.”

"Il t-try,” he sad.

Satisfied, she turned away from the people of Liris. Veneratraced the steps Margit had taken only
minutes before, pausing only to arm hersdlf in Liriss barracks. She walked up the broad stone steps over
which towered row after row of portraits—centuries of botanists, masons, doctors, and scholars, al of
whom had been born here, lived here, and died here leaving legacies that might have been known only to
ahandful of people, but were meaningful nonetheless. Shetrod carefully patched steps whose outlines
were known intimately by those who tended them, past arches and doors that figured as clearly as heroes
out of myth in the dreams and ambitions of the people who lived under them—people to whom they
werethevery world itsalf.

And on the dark empty roof, cold fresh air blew in from the abandoned | ofts of Winter.

She threw back the trapdoor and stalked to the roof's edge. These were thefina steps of her old life, she
felt. Venerawas about to mourn, something she had never done and did not know how to do. She
stepped onto a swaying platform and began winching it down, fedling the uncoiling certainty of her
husband's degth in her gut. It was like amongter shaking itself awake; any moment now it would devour
her, and who knew what would happen then? Her only defense was to keep turning the whee to winch
hersalf down. She focused her eyes on thetall grassthat swayed at the foot of Liris, willing it closer.

Inthedim light cast by Lesser Spyre, Venera Fanning waked into the wild acres of the disputed
territories. She moved amledy at first, admiring the glittering lights overhead and the vast arcs of land



and forest that swept up and past them.

When she lowered her eyesit wasto see the black silhouette of a man separate itself from agrove of
trees ahead of her. Veneradidn't pause, but turned dightly towards the figure. He came out to meet her,
and she nodded to him when he offered hisarm for her to lean on.

"I've been waiting for you,” said Garth Diamandis.

They walked into the darkness under the trees.

* k% k% %
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Veneradidn't redly notice the passage of the next few days. She stayed with Diamandisin aclapboard
hut near the edge of theworld and did little but eat and deep. He came and went, discreet as always, his
forayswere usualy nocturna and he dept when she was awake.

Periodicaly she stepped to the doorway of the flimsy hideout and listened to the wind. It tore and
gabbled, moaned and hissed incessantly, and in it she learned to hear voices. They were of peopleshe'd
known—her father, her Ssters, sometimes random members of the crew of the Rook, whom she had not
redly gotten to know but had heard dl about her during her adventures with that ship.

She strained to hear her hushand' s voicein the rush, but hiswas the only voice she could not summon.

One dawn she was fixing breakfast (with little success, having never learned to cook) when Garth poked
his head around the doorjamb and said, “Y ou’ ve disturbed awhole nest of hornets, did you know that?”
He gtrolled in, looking pleased with himsdf. “Morelike anest of whales—or capita bugs, even. There's
covert patrols crawling al over the place.”

Sheglared a him. “What makesyou think they’ re after me?’

“Y ou'rethe only piece out of place on this particular board,” said Diamandis. He let gravity settle him
into one of the hut’ stwo chairs. “A queen in motion, judging by the furor. I'm just apawn, so they don’t
see me—and aslong asthey don't, they can't catch you elther.”

“Try this” Shedammed aplate down in front of him. He eyed it dubioudy.
“Mind tdlling mewhat you did?’

“Did?’ Shegnawed her lip, ignoring the stabbing painin her jaw. “Not very much. | may have
assass nated someone.”

“Mayhave?’ He chortled. “ Y ou're not sure?” She smply shrugged. Diamandis s expression softened.
“Why am | not surprised,” he said under his bresth.

They atein silence. If thisday wereto follow the pattern of the last few, Diamandis would now have
falen onto the cot Venerahad just vacated, and would immediately commence to snorein competition
with the wind. Instead, he looked at her serioudy and said, “It’ stime for you to make adecison.”

“Oh?" Shefolded her handsin her lgp litlesdy. “ About what?’

He scowled. “Venera, | utterly adore you. Were | twenty years younger you wouldn’t be safe around
me. Asitis, you're eeting me out of house and home and having an extramouth to feed is, well, tiring.”



“Ah.” Venerabrightened just alittle. “ The conversation my father and | never had.”

Hiding hisgrin, Diamandisticked points off on hisfingers. “One: you can give yoursdf uptothemenin
armor who arelooking for you. Two: you can make yoursdf useful by going with me on my nightly
sorties. Three: you can leave Spyre. Or, four—"

“I thought you said | could never leave,” she said, frowning.

“I' lied.” Seeing her expression, he rubbed at his chin and looked away. “Well, | had a beautiful young
woman in my bed, evenif | wasn't in there with her, so why would | |et her go so easily? Yes, thereisa
way out of Spyre—potentialy. But it would be dangerous.”

“I don’'t care. Show me.” She stood up.

“Sit down, sit down. It sdaytime, and I’'m tired. | need to deep firdt. It'salong trek to the bomb bays.
And anyway... don’'t you want to hear about the fourth option?’

“Thereisno other option.”

He sighed in obvious disappointment. “All right. Let me deep, then. We Il visit the Site tonight and you
can decide whether it’ struly what you want to do.”

* k% k% %

They picked their way through afield of weeds. Lesser Spyre twirled far above. The dark houses of the
great families surrounded them, curving upward in two directionsto form ablotted sky. Venerahad
examined those estates as they waked; she’ d hardly had the leisure time to do so on her disastrous run
to the edge of the world. Now, as the rust-eaten iron gates and crumbling battlements eased by, she had
timeto redize just how strange a place Spyre was.

On the steep roof of abuilding haf-hidden by century oaks, she had seen agolden boy singing. At first
she had taken him for some automaton, but then he dipped and caught himself. The boy was centered in
bright spotlights and he held a.golden olive branch over his head. Whether there was an audience for his
performance in the gardens or bal conies below; whether he did this every night or if it were somerare
ceremony she had chanced to see—these things she would never know. She had touched Garth's
shoulder and pointed. He merely shrugged.

Other estates were resolutely dark, their buildings choked in vines and their grounds overgrown with
brambles. She had walked up to the gate of one such to peer between the leaves. Garth had pulled her
back. “They’ll shoot you,” he'd said.

In some places the very architecture had turned inward, becoming incomprehensible, even impossble for
humans to inhabit. Strange cancerous additions were flocked onto the sides of stately manors, mazes
drawn in stone over entire grounds. Strange piping echoed from one dark entranceway, the rushing
sound of wings from another. At one point Veneraand Garth crossed aline of strange footprints, al the
toes pointed inward and the indentations heavy on the outside as if the dozens of people who had made
them were dl terribly bow-legged.

It did no good to look away from these sights. Veneraoccasionaly glanced at the sky, but the sky was
paved with yet more estates. After each glance she would hunch unconscioudly away, and each time, a
pulse of anger would shoot through her and she would straighten her shoulders and scowl.

Veneracouldn’t hide her nervousness. “Isit much further?’



“Youwhinelikeachild. Thisway. Mind the nails”
“Garth, you remind me of someone but | can’t figure out who.”

“Ah! A treasured lover, no doubt. The onethat got away, perhaps?—Wait, don't tell me, | prefer to
walow inmy fantasies.”

“...A particularly annoying footman my mother had?’
“Madam, you wound me. Besides, | don’t believe you.”
“If thereredly isaway off of Spyre, why haven't you ever taken it?’

He stopped and looked back at her. Little more than a silhouette in the dim light, Diamandis il
conveyed disgppointment in thetilt of his shoulders and head. “ Are you ddliberately provoking me?’

Veneracaught up to him. “No,” she said, putting her fistson her hips. “If thisexit is so dangerous that
you chose not to useit, | want to know.”

“Oh. Yes, it' sdangerous—but not that dangerous. | could have used it. But we' ve been over this. Where
would | go? One of the other principalities? What use would an old gigolo be there?’

“—L et the ladies judge that.”

“Hal Good point. But no. Besides, if | circled around and came back to Lesser Spyre, I'd eventualy be
caught. Have you been up there? It' s even more paranoid and tightly controlled than this place. The city
is... impossble. No, it would never work.”

Aswastypica of her, Venerahad been ignoring what Garth was saying and focusing instead on how he
sadit. “I'vegotit!” shesad. “1 know why you stayed.”

Heturned toward her, ablack cut-out againgt distant lights—and for once Veneradidn’t smply blurt out
what was on her mind. She could be perfectly tactful when her life depended on it but in other
circumstances had never known why one should bother. Normally she would havejust said it: You're
still in love with someone. But she hesitated.

“Inthere,” said Diamandis, pointing to along, low building whose roof was being overtaken by lopsided
trees. He waited, but when she didn’t say anything he turned dowly and walked in the direction of the
building.

“A wise woman wouldn't be entering such a place unescorted,” said Veneralightly as shetook hisarm.
Diamandislaughed.
“1 am your escort.”

“You, Mr. Diamandis, are why escorts were invented.”

Pleased, he developed a bit of abounceto his step. Venera, though, wanted to dow down—not
because she was afraid of him or what waited inside the dark. At this moment, she could not have said
what made her hesitate,

The concrete lot was patched with grass and young trees and they scuttled acrossit quickly, both wary
of any watchers on high. They soon reached a pedled-out loading door in the side of the metal building.
There was no breeze outside, but wind was whistling around the edges of the door.



“It puzzlesmewhy thereisv't asmall army of squattersliving in placeslikethis” said Veneraasthe
blackness swallowed Diamandis. She reluctantly stepped after himinto it. “ The pressures of lifein these
pocket states must be intolerable. Why don’t more people smply leave?’

“Oh, they do.” Diamandistook her hand and led her dong aflat floor. “ Just abit further, | haveto find
thedoor... through here.” Wind buffeted her from behind now. “ Reach forward... here stherailing.
Now, follow that to the left.”

They were on some sort of catwalk, itsmetd grating ringing faintly under her feet.

“Many peopleleave,” said Diamandis. “Most don’t know how to survive outside of the chambers where
they were born and bred. They return, cowed; or they die. Many are shot by the sentries, by border
guards, or by the preservationigts. I’ ve buried anumber of friendssince | cameto live here.”

Her eyeswere starting to adjust to the dark. Venera could tell that they were in avery large room of
some sort, its celling ribbed with girders. Holes et infaint light in places, just enough to sketch the
dimengions of the place. Thefloor...

There was no floor, only subdivided metal boxes with winches hanging over them. Some of those boxes
were capped by fierce vortices of wind that collectively must have scoured every grain of grit out of the
place. Looking down at the nearest box, Venerasaw that it was redly asquare meta pit with clamshell
doors at its bottom. Those doors vibrated faintly.

“Behold the bomb bays,” said Diamandis, sweeping hisarm in adramétic arc. “Designed to rain unholy
fire on any fleet supid enough to line itself up with Spyre srotation. This one chamber held enough
firepower to carpet a square mile of air with bombs. And there were once two dozen such bays.”

The small hurricane chattered like a crowd of madmen; the bomb bay doors rattled and buzzed in
sympathy. “Wasit ever used?’ asked Venera.

“Supposedly,” said Diamandis. “ The story goes that we wiped out an entire armada in seconds. Though
that could dl be propaganda—if true, | can see why people outsde Spyre would despise us. After all,
there would have been hundreds of bombs that passed through the armada and smply kept going. Who
knows what unsuspecting nations we strafed?’

Veneratouched the scar on her chin.

“Anyway, it was generations ago,” said Diamandis. “No one seemsto care that much about us since the
other great whedls disintegrated. We' re the last, and ignored the way you pass by the aged. Comethis

Ww.”

They went up ashort flight of metal stepsto acatwalk that extended out over the bays. Diamandisled
Venerahdfway down the long room; hisfootfalswere steady, hers dowing asthey approached a
solitary finned shape hanging from chains above one of the bays.

“That'sabomb!” It was agood eight feet long, amost three in diameter, agreat metd torpedo with a
button nose. Diamandis leaned out over therailing and dapped it.

“A bomb, indeed,” he said over thewhigtling gale. “ At least, it' sabomb casing. See? The hatch thereis
unscrewed. | scooped out the explosives years ago; there' s room for one person if you wriggle your way
in. All I haveto doisthrow alever and it will drop and bang through those doors. Nothing' s going to
stop you once you' re outside, you can go afew hundred miles and then light out on your own.”

Shetoo leaned out to touch the cylinder’ sflank.



“Soyou'll go home, will you?’ he asked, with seeming innocence.
Venera snatched her fingers back. She crossed her arms and |ooked away.

“The people who ran thisplace,” she said after awhile. “It was one of the great nations, wasn't it? One
of the onesthat specidize in building weapons. Like Sacrus?’

Helaughed. “Not Sacrus. Their export is leverage. Means of political control, ranging from blackmail to
torture and extortion. They have advisorsin the throne rooms of haf the principalities.”

“They I torturers?’

“That' s one of the skillsthey export, yes. Almost nobody in Spyre dedls with them anymore—they’ retoo
dangerous. Keep pulling coups, trying to dominate the Council. The preservationists are il hurting from
their own run-in with them. Y ou met one of theirsin Liris?” She nodded.

Diamandis sighed. “Y et one more reason for you to leave, then. Once you' re marked in their ledgers,
you're never safe again. Comeon, I'll give you aboost up.”

“Wait.” She tared at the black opening in the meta thing. The thought cameto her: this won’t work.
She could not return to Slipstream and pretend that things that had been done had not been done. She
could not in slenceretire as the shunned wife of adisgraced admiral. Not when the man responsblefor
Chaison’ s death—the Pilot of Slipstream—dtill sat like aspider at the center of Sipstream affairs.

Thinking this made her fury catch like dry tinder. A spasm of pain shot up her jaw, and she shook her
head. Veneraturned and walked back along the catwalk.

Diamandis hurried after her. “What are you doing?’

Venerastruggled to catch her breath. She would need resources. If she was to avenge Chaison, she
would need power. *Y esterday you said something about afourth choice, Garth.” She rattled down the
steps and headed for the door.

“Tdl me about that choice.”

* k % %

You must be ready for this,Garth had said. It islike no place you have ever been or ever imagined.
Near dawn, asthey approached the region of Spyre known asthe airfall, she began to understand what
he meant.

The great estates dwindled as they threaded their way through Diamandis s secret ways, even the
preservationists avoided this sector of the grest whedl. Ruins dotted the |landscape and strange trees lay
nearly prone like supplicants.

The ground shook, a constant wavering shudder. The motion reminded her with every step that she stood
on thin metal sheeting above an abyss of air. She began to see patches of speed ivy atop broken cornices
and wals. And theloose soil thinned until they walked atop the metd of the whed itsdlf.

Wind pushed at her from behind; Venerahad to conscioudy set her feet down, grinding them into the grit
to prevent hersdlf starting to run. Giving into that run would be fatal, Diamandis assured her. The reason
why emerged dowly, horribly, from around the collgpsed walls and tangled groves of once-great edtates.

She clapped Diamandis on the shoulder and pointed. “How long ago?’



He nodded and leaned in so that she could hear him over theroar. “ A question important to our
enterprise. It happened generations ago, in atime of great unrest in the principalities. Back when the great
nations of Spyre still traveled—before they began to hide in their fortresses.”

A hundred yards or so of dick decking extended past the |last broken stones, then thefirst tears and gaps
gppeared. Long sheets of humming metal extended out, following the lines of the girdersthat underlay
Spyre' s upper skin. Soon even they disappeared, leaving only bright shreds and the girders themselves.
A latticework of meta beamswasdl the ground there was for the next mile.

Below the plain of girders dark clouds shot past with dizzying speed. Propelled by Spyre' s centrifugdl
force, aceasdless hurricane roared in and down and through the empty windows of the broken ruinsand
leaped off the edges of the world.

“Behold theairfdl!” Diamandis gestured dramatically; but there was no need. Venerastood awestruck at
the sheer savagery of the permanent storm that warred about her. If she lifted one foot or straightened
her back she might be caught and yanked out and then down, and shot out of Spyre through this
screaming, gouting wound.

“This—thisisinsane!” She hunkered down, clutching aboulder. Her leathers flapped up around her ears.
“Am | expected to run into that?’

“No, not run! Crawl. Because up there—do you seeit? Thereisyour fourth aternative!” She squinted
where he pointed and at first didn’t see anything. Then she blinked and looked again.

The skin of Spyre had been stripped away for a least amilein every direction. The hole must have
unbal anced the whole whed—towers, farms, factories, and even perhaps whole towns being sucked out
and flung into the depths of Virgain a catastrophe that threatened to destroy the entire whedl. For some
reason the peeling and collapse had propagated only so far and then stopped—but the standing cyclone
of exiting air must have shaken Spyre so much asto threaten itsimmediate destruction.

This, if anything, explained the preservationists and the fierce war they had fought to lay their tracks
around Spyre. The unstable wobble of the whed could only be fixed by moving massive weights around
the rim to balance it. There was no patching thishole.

Everything above had been sucked out as the skin pedled away—except in one place. One solitary
tower till stood aquarter mileinto the plain of girders. It had the great fortune to have been built overtop
amain intersection point for Spyre’ s keletd system. Also, the place might once have been afactory with
itsown reinforced foundation, for Venera could see huge pipes and tanks splayed like the roots of atree
below the girders. The tower itsaf was dark asthe cloudsthat framed it, and it dowly swayed under the
force of thewinds. The girders bounced it like an acrobat in anet.

Just looking at it made her nauseated. “What is thet?’
“Buridan Tower,” said Diamandis. “It’ sour destination.”
“Why? And how are we going to get there through. .. through that?”

“Using our courage, Lady Fanning—and my knowledge. | know away, if you'll trust me. Asto
why—that is a secret that you will reved, to both of us”

She shook her head, but Venera had no intention of backing out now. To do anything else but go
forward in this mad adventure would be to invite rel axation—and thought. Grief drove her on, an active
refusal to think. She waited, eyes tearing from the wind, and eventualy Diamandis nodded sharply and



gestured come on.

They crept acrossthelast acre of intact skin, grabbing onto every rock and jammed tree branch that
might offer purchase. Asthey gpproached agreat split in the metd sheeting, Venerasaw where
Diamandiswas going, and she began to think that this passage might be possible after dl.

Here, ahuge pipe ran under Spyre stopsoil and skin. It was anchored to the girders by rusting metal
straps and had broken in places, but extended out below the skinless plain. It seemed to head straight for
swaying Buridan Tower.

Diamandis had found a hole in the pipe that was sheltered by atortured dune. He let himsdalf down into
the black mouth and she followed; instantly the wind subsided to atolerable scream.

“I’'m not even going to ask how you found this,” she said after dusting herself off. He grinned.

The pipe was about eight feet across. Sighting down it she beheld, in perspective, afrozen vortex of
discolored metal and sedimented rime. Behind her it was ominoudy dark; ahead, hundreds of gaps and
holeslet in theweling light of Candesce. In thisnew illumination, Veneraeyed their route criticaly.
“There swhole sections missing,” she pointed out. “How do we cross those?’

“Trust me.” He st off at a confident pace.
What was there to do but follow?

The pipe writhed in sympathy with the twisting of the beams. The motion was uncomfortable, but not
terrifying to one who had ridden warships through battle, walked in gravities great and small throughout
Virga, and even penetrated the mysteries of Candesce—or o Veneratold hersdlf, up until the tenth time
her hand darted out of its own accord to grip white knuckled some pedl of rust or broken valve-rim.
Rhythmic blasts of pain shot up her clenched jaw. An old anger, born of helplessness, began to take hold
of her.

Thefirst gapsin the pipe were small, and thankfully overhead. The ceiling opened out in these places,
alowing Venerato see where she was—which made her duck her head down and continue on with a
shudder.

But then they came to a place where most of the pipe was Smply gone, for adistance of nearly sixty feet.
Runnels of it ran like reminders above and to the sides, but there was no bottom anymore. “Now what?’

Diamandis reached up and tugged a cable she hadn’t noticed before. It was bright and strong, anchored
here and somewhere insde the black cave where the pipe picked up again. Near its anchor point the line
was gathered up and pinched by ahuge spring, alowing it to stretch and dacken with the twisting of the
girders.

“You did this?” He nodded; she wasimpressed and said so. Diamandis sighed. “ Since I’ ve had no
audienceto brag to, I’ ve done many feats of daring,” he said. “1 did nonein dl the yearswhen | was
trying to impress the ladies—and none of them will ever know | wasthisbrave.”

“So how dowe... Oh.” Despite her pounding headache, she had to laugh. Thiswasazip line; Diamandis
proposed to clip rollersto it and glide across. Well, at least the grest girder provided awall to one side
and partia shdlter above. The wind was not quite so punishing here.

“You haveto befast!” Diamandiswasfitting a pulley-hold onto the cable. “Y ou can’t breathe in that
wind. If you get stranded in the middle you'll pass out.”



“Wonderful.” But he' d strapped her into the harness securely, and faling was not something that
frightened people who lived in aweightless ocean of air. When the time came she smply closed her eyes
and kicked off into the white flood.

They had to repest this process six times. Now that he had someone to give up his secret to, Diamandis
was eager to tell her how he had used a powerful foot-bow to shoot aline across each gap, trusting to its
grip inthe deep rust on the far sdeto alow him to scale across once. After stronger lineswere affixed it
was easy to get back and forth.

So, walking and gliding, they approached the black tower.

In some placesitswallsfdl smoothly into the abyss. In others, traces of ground il clung tenacioudy
where sidewalks and outbuildings had once been. They clambered out of the pipe onto one such spot;
here, thirty feet of gravel and plating stretched like a splayed hand up to the tower’ s flank. Diamandis had
strung more cables dong that wall, leading toward a great dark shadow that opened halfway around the
wall’scurve. “Theentrance!” Battered by wind, he loped over to the nearest line.

Thezip linesin the pipe had given Venerathe false impresson that she was up for anything. Now she
found hersdlf hanging onto a cable with both hands—small comfort to aso be clipped to it—while blindly
groping for purchase on the side of a sheer wall, above an infinite drop now illuminated by full daylight.

Only aman with nothing to lose could have built such a pathway. She understood, for she felt shewasin
the same position. Gritting her teeth and breathing in shalow spsin vortices of momentary calm caused
by the jutting brickwork, she followed Diamandis around Buridan Tower’ slong curve.

At last she stood, shaking, on anarrow ledge of stone. The door before her was strapped iron, fifteen

feet tall, and framed with trembling speed ivy. Rusting machine guns poked their snouts out of ditsinthe
stone walls surrounding it. A coat of armsin the ancient style capped the archway. Veneragtared at it, a
brief drift of puzzlement surfacing above her gpprehension. She had seen that design somewhere before.

“I can’'t go back that way. There has to be another way!”

Diamandis sat down with his back to the door and gestured for her to do the same. The turbulence was
lessened just enough there that she could breathe. She leaned on his shoulder. “ Garth, what have you
doneto us?’

Hetook some time to get his own breath back. Then he jabbed athumb at the door. “ People have been
pointing their telescopes at this place for generations, al dreaming of getting insdeit. Secret expeditions
have been mounted to reach it, but none of them ever came viathe route we just took. It’s been assumed
that thisway wasimpossible. No...” He gestured at the sky. “They aways climb down the elevator
cable that connects the tower to Lesser Spyre. And every time they’ re spotted and shot by Spyre
sentries”

“Why?

“Because the Nation of Buridan is not officialy defunct. There are supposed to be heirs, somewhere.
And the product of Buridan gill exists, on farms scattered around Spyre. No oneislegaly alowed to sl
it until thefate of the nation is determined once and for dl. But thetitles, the deeds, the proofs of
ownership and provenance...” Hethumped theiron with hisfigt. “They’redl in here”

Her fear was beginning to give way to curiosity. She looked up at the door. “ Do we knock?’

“Thelegend saysthat the last members of the nation live on, trapped insgde. That’ s nonsense, of course;



but it' sauseful fiction.”
It began to dawn on her what he had in mind. “Y ou intend to play on the legends.”
“Better than that. | intend to prove that they aretrue.”

She stood up and pushed on the door. It didn’t budge. Veneralooked around for alock, and after a
moment she found one, a curious square block of metal embedded in the stone of the archway. “Y ou've
been here before. Why didn’t you go in?’

“I couldn’t. | didn’t have the key and the windows are too smdll.”
Sheglared a him. “Thenwhy...?’

He stood up, smiling mysterioudy. “Because now | do havethekey. Y ou brought it to me.”

“...7

Diamandisdug ingde hisjacket. He did something onto hisfinger and held it up to gleam in the light of
Candesce.

One of the pieces of jewelry Venera had taken from the hoard of Anetene had been asignet ring. She
had found it in the very same box that had contained the Key to Candesce. It was one of the pieces that
Diamandis had stolen from her when shefirst arrived here.

“That'sminel”

Heblinked at her tone, then shrugged. “Asyou say, Lady. | thought long and hard about playing this
game mysdf, but I’ m too old now. And anyway, you'reright. Theringisyours.” He pulled it off hisfinger
and handed it to her.

The signet showed a fabulous ancient creature known asa*“horse.” It was agravity-bound creature and
so none now lived in Virga—or were they the product that Buridan had traded in? VVeneratook the
heavy ring and held it up, frowning. Then she strode to the lock-box and placed thering into a
like-shaped indentation there.

With amournful grating sound, the greet gate of Buridan swung open.

* k * %

8

Gunner Twelve-Fifteen wrapped hisfingers around the dusty emergency switch and pulled ashard ashe
could. With aloud snap, the red stirrup-shaped handle came off in his hand.

The gunner cursed and half-stood to try and retrieve the end of the emergency cord that was now poking
out of aholein his canopy. He banged his head on the glass and the whole gun emplacement wobbled
causing the cord to flip out into the bright air. Meanwhile, the imposs ble continued to happen outsde; the
thing was now a quarter mile above him and amost out of range.

Gunner Twelve-Fifteen had sat here for sixteen years now. In that time he had turned the oval gun
emplacement from a cold and drafty purgatory into akind of nest. He d stopped up the gapsin the meta
armor with cloth and, later, pitch. He d snuck down blankets and pillows and eventually even took out
the origind meta seet, dropping it with supreme satisfaction onto Greater Spyre two milesbelow. He' d
replaced the seat with akind of reclining divan, built sun-shadesto block the harsher rays of Candesce,



and removed layers of sde armor to make way for a bookshelf and drinks cabinet. The only thing he
hadn’t touched was the butt of the machine gun itself.

Nobody would know. The emplacement, ametal pod suspended above the clouds by cables strung
across Greater Spyre, was his alone. Once upon atime there had been three shifts of sentrieshere, a
dozen eyes at atime watching the elevator cable that ran between the town whedls of Lesser Spyreand
the abandoned and forlorn Buridan Tower. With cutbacks and rescheduling, the number had eventually
gone down to one: one twelve-hour shift for each of the six pods that surrounded the cable. Gunner
Twelve-Fifteen had no doubt that the other gunners had smilarly renovated their stations; the fact that
none were now responding to the emergency meant that they were not paying any attention to the object
they were here to watch.

Nor had he been; if not for arandom flash of sunlight againgt the beveled glass of awrought-iron €levator
car he might never have known that Buridan had come back to life—not until he and the other active
sentrieswere hauled up for court-martial.

He pushed back the bulletproof canopy and made another grab at the frayed emergency cord. It dangled
three inches beyond his outstretched fingers. Cursing, helunged at it and nearly fell to his death. Heart
hammering, he sat down again.

Now what? He could fire afew rounds at the other podsto get their attention—but then he might kill
somebody. Anyway, he wasn't supposed to fire on rising elevators, only objects coming down the
cable.

The gunner watched in frozen indecision until the elevator car pierced another layer of cloud and
disappeared. He was doomed if he didn’t do something right now—and there was only one thing to do.

He reached for the other red handle and pulled it.

Inthe origina design of the gun emplacements, the gection rocket had been built into the base of the
gunner’s sedt. If he wasinjured or the pod was about to explode, he could pull the handle and the rocket
would send him, chair and al, raight up the long cable to theinfirmary at Lesser Spyre. Of course, the
origind chair no longer existed.

The other gunners were startled out of their dozing and reading by the sudden vision of apillowed divan
risng into the sky on apillar of flame. Blankets, books and bottles of gintwirled initswake asit vanished
into the gray.

The daywatch liaison officer shrieked in surprise when Gunner Twelve-Fifteen burstin on her. The
canvas she had been carefully daubing paint onto now had a broad blue dash acrossiit.

She glared at the apparition in the doorway. “What are you doing here?’
“Begging your pardon, ma am,” said the trembling soldier. “But Buridan has reactivated.”

For amoment she dithered—the painting was ruined unless she got that paint off it right now—then was
struck by the image of the man standing before her. Yes, it redly was one of the sentries. Hisface was
paleand hishair looked like he' d stuck it in afan. She would have sworn that the seet of hisleather flight
suit was smoking. He was trembling.

“What' sthis about, man?’ she demanded. “Can’t you seel’ m busy?’

“B-Buridan,” he ssammered. “The elevator. It'srisng. It may dready be here!”



She blinked, then opened the door fully and glanced at the rank of bellpullsranked in the hallway. The
bellswere ancient and black with tarnish and clearly none had moved recently. “ Therewasno darm,”
she said accusingly.

“The emergency cord broke,” said the gunner. “I had to gect, ma am,” he continued. “Therewas, uh,
cloud, | don't think the other sentries saw the eevator.”

“Do you mean to say that it was cloudy? That you' re not sure you saw an devator?’

Heturned even more pae; but hisjaw was set. Astheliaison officer wound up to redlly let loose on him,
however, one of the bellpulls moved. She stared at it, forgetting entirely what she had been about to say.

“...Didyou just see...?” The cord moved again and the bell jiggled dightly. Then the cord whipped taut
suddenly and the bell shattered in a puff of verdigris and dust. In doing so it managed to make only the
fantest tinking sound.

Shegoggled at it. “ That—that’ s the Buridan elevator!”

“That'swhat | wastrying to—" But the liaison officer had burst past him and was running for the Sairs
that led up to the elevator gations.

Elevators couldn’t be fixed to the moving outer rim of atown-whed; so the gathered strands of cable that
rose up from the various estates met in knotlike collections of buildingsin freefall. Ropesled from these
to the axes of the towns themselves. The officer had to run up ayin-yang staircase to get to the top of the
town (the same stairway that the gunner had just run down); as her weight dropped the steps steepened
and the rise became more and more vertical. Puffing and nearly weightless, she achieved the top in under
aminute. She glanced out one of the blockhouse' s gun ditsin time to see an ornate cage pull into the
elevator station a hundred yards away.

The gunner was gasping hisway back up the steps. “Wait,” he called feebly. Theliaison officer didn’t
wait for him, but stepped to the round open doorway and launched hersdlf acrossthe empty air.

Two people were waiting by the opened door to the Buridan €levator. The liaison officer felt an uncanny
prickling in her scalp as she saw them, for they looked every bit as exotic as she d imagined someone
from Buridan would be. Her firgt inclination (drummed into her by her predecessor) that any vidtation
from the lost nation must be a hoax, faded as one of the pair spoke. Her accent wasn't like that of
anyone from Upper Spyre.

“They sent only you?” The woman’s voice dripped scorn. She was of medium height, with well-defined
brows that emphasized her piercing eyes. A shock of pae hair stood up from her head.

Theliaison officer made amid-air bow and caught anearby girder to hat hersalf. She struggled to dow
her bresthing and appear cdm asshe said, “1 am the designated liaison officer for Buridan-Spyre
relaions. To whom do | have the honor of addressing mysdf?’

The woman’s nogtrilsflared. “1 am Amandera Thrace-Guiles, heir of Buridan. And you?Y ou' re nobody
in particular, areyou... but | supposeyou'll haveto do,” she said. “Kindly direct usto our apartments.”

“Your...” The Buridan apartments existed, the officer knew that much. No one was allowed to enter,
ater or destroy Buridan property until the nation’ s status was determined. “ Thisway, please.”

She thought quickly. It was years ago, but one day she had met one of the oldest of the watch officersin
an open galery on Whed Seven. They had been passing abroad stretch of crumbling wall and cameto a
bricked-up archway. “Know what that is?’ he’ d asked playfully. When she shook her head he smiled



and said, “ Almost nobody does, nowadays. It' s the entrance to the Buridan estate. It' s al ill
there—towers, granaries, bedrooms and armories—but the other nations have been building and
renovating around and over it for so long that there’'sno way in anymore. It'slike ascar, or acalous
maybe, in the middle of the city.

“Anyway, thiswas the main entrance. Used to have a sweeping flight of stepsup to it, until they took that
out and made the courtyard yonder. This entrance isthe officia one, the one that only opensto the state
key. If you ever get any vidtors from Buridan, they can prove that they are who they say they areif they
can open the door behind that wall.”

“Comewith me,” said the officer now. As she escorted her visitors dong the rope that stretched toward
Whed Seven, she wondered where she was going to get agang of navvieswith dedgehammers on such
short notice.

The demoalition of the brick wall made just enough of adelay to dlow Lesser Spyre sfirst ministersto
show up. Veneracursed under her breath as she watched them padding up the gdlery walk: five men and
three women in bright silks, with serious expressions. Secretaries and hangers-on fluttered around them
like moths. In the courtyard below, a crowd of curious citizens was growing.

“This had better work,” she muttered to Diamandis.

He adjusted his mask. It wasimpossible to read his expression behind it. “They’re as scared aswe are,”
he said. “Who knowsif there' s anything left on the other sde of that?’ He nodded to therapidly faling
sonesin the archway.

“Lady Thrace-Guiles!” One of the ministers swept forward, lifting hissilk robes delicately over the mortar
dust. He was bejowled and balding, with afan of red skin across hisnose and liver spots on hislumpish
hands. “Y ou look just like your great-great-great grandmother, Lady Bertitia,” he said generoudly. “Her
portrait hangsin my outer office.”

Veneralooked down her noseat him. “And you are...?’

“Aldous Aday, acting chairman of the Lesser Spyre Committee for Public Works and Infrastructure,” he
said. “Elected by the Upper House of the Great Families—a body that retains a seat for you, kept

draped in velvet in absentiadl these years. | must say, thisisan exciting and if | do say so, surprising, day
inthe history of Upper—"

“I want to make sure our estate isgill in one piece,” she said. She turned to Diamandis. “Mister Flance,
the hole s big enough for you to squeeze through. Pray go ahead and tell me that our door is
undamaged.” He bowed and edged hisway past the workmen.

He and Venerawore clothing they had found preserved in wax paper in the lockers of Buridan Tower.
The styleswere ancient, but for al that they were more practica than the contraptions favored by
Spyre's present generation. Venera had on supple lesther breeches and a black jacket over abodice
tooled and inscribed in silver. A smple belt held two pistols. On her brow rested asilver circlet they had
found in an upgtairs bedchamber. Diamandiswas smilarly dressed, but hisleatherswere dl adeep forest
green.

“It' sagreat honor to see your nation again after so many years,” continued Aday. If he was suspicious of
her identity, hewas't letting on. She exchanged pleasantries with him through clenched teeth, striving to
stay in profile so that he and the others could not see her jaw. Venera had done her best to hide the scar
and had bleached her hair with some unpleasant chemicasthey’ d found in the tower; but someone who
had heard about V enera Fanning might recognize her. Did Aday and his people keep up with news from



the outside world? Diamandis didn’t think they did, but she had no idea at this point how far her fame
had spread.

To her advantage was the fact that the paranoid societies of Spyre rardly communicated. * Sacruswon'’t
want anyone to know they had you,” Diamandis had pointed out one evening asthey sat huddled in the
tower, an ornate chair burning merrily in thefireplace. “1f they choose to unmask you, it's a the expense
of admitting they have connections with the outside world—and more importantly, they won't want to
hint that they have the Key to Candesce. | don't think we' |l hear apeep out of them, at least not overtly.”

The workmen finished knocking down the last bricks and stepped aside just as Diamandis stuck his head
around the corner of the archway. “ The door isthere, ma am. And thelock.”

“Ah, good.” Venera stalked past the workers, trying to keep from nervoudy twisting the ring on her
finger. Thiswasthe proverbia moment of truth. If the key didn’'t work...

The brick wall had been built across an entryway that extended fifteen feet and ended in alarge
iron-bound door similar to the one a Buridan Tower. The ministers crowded in behind Venera, watching
like hawks as she dusted off the lockbox with her glove. “ Gentlemen,” she said acidly, “thereisonly so
much air in here—though | suppose you have some natural skepticism about my authenticity. Put that out
of your minds.” She held up the signet ring. “I am my own proof—but if you need crass symbols,
perhapsthisonewill do.” She jammed the key against the inset impression in the lockbox.

Nothing happened.

“Pardon.” Diamandis was|ooking aarmed and V enera quashed the urge to make some sort of joke. She
must not lose her air of confidence, not even for asecond. Bending to examine the lock, she saw that it
had been overgrown with grit over the years. “Brush, please,” she said in abored tone, holding out one
hand. After along minute someone placed a hairbrush in her palm. She scrubbed the lock industrioudy
for awnhile, then blew on it and tried thering again.

Thistime there was adeep click and then aset of ratcheting thumps from behind the wall. The door
ground open dowly.

“You arethe council for... infrastructure, wasit not?” she asked, fixing the ministerswith acold eye.
Aday nodded. “Hmm,” she said. “Well.” Sheturned, preparing to sweep like the spoiled princess she
had once been, through the opened door into blackness.

A loud bang and fdl of dust from the celling made her sumble. There was sudden pandemonium in the
gdlery. The ministerswere milling in confusion while screams and shouts followed the echoes of the
explosioninto theair. Past Aday’ s shoulder Venerasaw acurling pillar of smoke or dust that hadn’t been
there asecond ago.

With her foot hovering over the threshold of the estate, Venerafound hersaf momentarily forgotten.
Srenswere sounding throughout the wheel and she heard the clatter of soldiers' boots on the flagstones.
In the courtyard, someone was crying; somebody else was screaming for help.

Expressionless, she walked back to the gallery and peered over Aday’ s shoulder. “ Somebody bombed
the crowd,” she said.

“It’ sterrible, terrible,” moaned Aday, wringing his hands.

“This can’t have been planned,” she said reasonably. “ So who would be walking around on amorning
likethisjust carrying abomb?’



“It' stherebels,” said Aday furioudy. “Bombers, assassns... Thisisterrible!”

Someone burst into the courtyard below and ran toward the most injured people. With astart Venera
redized it was Garth Diamandis. He shouted commands to some stunned but otherwiseintact victims,
dowly they moved to obey, fanning out to examine thefdlen.

It hadn’t occurred to Venerauntil this moment that she could aso be helping. She felt amomentary stab
of surprise, then... wasit anger? She must be angry at Diamandis, that was it. But she remembered the
mayhem of battle aboard the Rook when the pirates attacked, and the aftermath. Such fear and anguish,
and in those moments the smallest gesture meant so much to men who werein pain. The armen had
given of themsdlves without amoment’ s thought—given aid, bandages, and blood.

Sheturned to look for the stairs, but it was too late: the medics had arrived. Frowning, Venerawatched
their white uniforms fan out through the blackened rubble. Then shelit her lantern and stalked back to the
archway.

“When my manservant isdone, send himto me,” she said quietly. She strode doneinto the long-seded
estate of Buridan.

* * % %

In an abandoned bedchamber of the windswept tower, while the floor swayed and sighs moaned through
the huge pipes that underlay the place, Diamandis had told VVenera histories of Buridan, and more.

“They werethe horse masters,” he said. “Theirswas the ultimate in impractica products—a being that
required buckets of food and endless space to run, that couldn’t live aday in freefall. But a creature so
beautiful that vistorsto Spyreroutingy fel in love with them. To have ahorse wasthe ultimate Sign of
power, because it meant you had gravity to waste.”

“But that must have been centuries ago,” she' d said. Venerawas having trouble hearing Diamandis, even
though the room’ s door wastightly closed and there were no windowsin this chamber. The tower was
awash with sound, from the creaking of the beams and the roaring of the wind to the basso-profundo
chorus of dronesthat reverberated through every surface. Even before her eyes had adjusted to the
darknessingde the building, before she could take in the clean-stripped smell of chambers and corridors
scoured by centuries of wind, the full-throated scream of Buridan had nearly driven her outside again.

It had taken them an hour to discover the source of that basso cry: the nest of huge pipesthat jutted from
the bottom of Buridan Tower acted like agiant wind instrument. It hummed and keened, moaned and
ululated unceasingly.

Diamandis dapped the wall. This octagona chamber wasfilled with jumbled pots, pans and other kitchen
utendls; but it was quiet compared to the bedchambers and lounges of the former inhabitants. “Buridan’s
heyday was very long ago,” he said. Helooked almost gpol ogetic, hisfeatureslit from below by the ail
lamp they’ d brought. “But the people of Spyre have long memories. Our records go al the way back to
the creation of theworld.”

Hetold her stories about Spyre s ancient gloriesthat night as they bedded down, and the next day as
they prowled the jumbled chaos of the tower. Later, Venerawould aways find those memories entwined
within her: the tales he told her accompanied by images of the empty, forlorn chambers of the tower.
Grandeur, age, and despair were the setting for his voice; grandeur, age and despair henceforth defined
her impressions of ancient Virga

Hetold her tales of vast machines, bigger than cities, that had once built the very wals of Virgaitsalf.



Those engines were dive and conscious, according to Diamandis, and their offspring included both
machines and humans. They had settled the cold black spaces of a star’ s outskirts, having sailed for
centuries from their home.

“Prepogterous!” Venerahad exclamed. “Tell me more.”

So hetold her of thefirst generations of men and women who had lived in Virga. The world wastheir
toy, but they shared it with beings far more powerful and wiser than themsealves. It was smplefor them to
build places like Spyre—but in doing o, they used up much of Virga sraw materias. The machines
objected. There wasawar of inconceivableferocity; Virgarang like abell, its skin glowed with heat, and
the precarious life forms the humans had seeded ingde it were annihilated.

“Ridiculoud” shesaid. “You can do better than that.”

Spyre was the fortress of the human faction, hetold her. From here, the campaign was launched that
defeated the machines. Sulking, they Ieft to create their own settlement on the farside of the sun—but
some remained. In faraway, frozen, and sunless corners of the world, forgotten soldiers dept. Having
accumulated dust and fungus over the centuries, they could easily be mistaken for asteroids. Some hung
like frozen bats from the skin of the world, icebergs with sightless eyes. If you could waken them, you
might receive powers and gifts beyond morta desire; or you could unleash desth and ruin on thewhole
world.

The humans dowly rebuilt Virga s ecology, but they were diminished from their origind, godlike power.
The sons and daughters of those who had built Virgaforgot their history, and wove their own mythsto
explain theworld. Nations were spawned by the dozen, hot new suns springing into lifein the black
abyss. They turned their backs on the past.

Then, rumors began of something strange approaching acrossthe cold interstellar wastes. .. anew force,
goreading outwards like ripplesin apond. It came from their ancient home. It had many names, but the
best description of it was artificial nature.

“Ah,” said Venera. “| see.”

They made their rounds as Diamandis talked. Each foray they made began and ended in the centra
atrium of the old building. Here, upward sweeping arches formed an eight-sided atrium that rose fifteen
storiesto the glittering stained-glass cupola surmounting the edifice. Lozenges of amber and lime, rose
and indigo light outlined the dizzying succession of galeriesthat roseto dl Sdes.

On the second day, as they were exploring the upper chambers, they came across traces of astory Garth
Diamandis did not know. AsVenerawas poking her head in a closet she heard him shout in alarm.
Running to his side she found him knegling next to the armored figure of aman. The corpse was ancient,
wizened and dried by thewind. A sword lay next to it. And in the next chamber were more bodies.

Some dire and dramatic end had come to the people here. They found a dozen mummified soldiers, all
lying where they had falen in fierce combat. Guns and blades were strewn among long-dried pools of
black liquid. The disposition of the bodies suggested attackers and defenders; curious now, Venera
followed the path the interlopers must have taken.

High in the tower, behind a barricaded door, a blackened human shape lay on the moldering coversof a
vast four-poster bed. The white lace dress the mummy wore still moved in the wind, causing Venerato
jump in startlement whenever she glanced &t it.

She systemétically ransacked the room while Diamandis stood contemplating the body. Here, in desk



drawers and cabinets, were al the documents and | etters of marque Venera needed to establish her
identity. She even found agenealogy and photos. The best of the clothes were stored here as well, and
that evening, rather than listening to a story, Venera began to make up her own—the story of a
generations-long siege, asdf-imposed exile broken findly by the last member of the nation of Buridan,
Amandera Thrace-Guiles.

* k % %

The darknessyielded detail dowly. Venerastood in what had once been a cobblestoned courtyard
overlooked by the pillared facade of the Buridan estate. Black windows looked down from the edifice;
once, sunlight would have streamed through them into whatever grand hallslay beyond. At some pointin
the past dark buttresses had been leaned onto the smooth white flanks of the building to support
neighboring buildings—walls and arches that had swathed and overgrown it in layers, like the
accumulating scales of some vast beast. For awhile the estate would have still had accessto the sky, for
windows looked out from many of the encircling walls. All were now bricked up. Stone and
wrought-iron arches had ultimately been lofted over the roofs of the estate, and at some point alast chink
must have let distant sunlight in to light aforlorn cornice or the eye of agargoyle. Then that too had been
sedled and Buridan encysted, to wait.

It was understandable. There was only afinite amount of space on atown-whed likethis; if theliving
residents couldn’t demolish the Buridan estate, they’ d been determined to reach other accommodations
withit.

Two glittering palasite Staircases swept up from where Venerastood, oneto the left, one right. She
frowned, then headed for the dark archway that opened like amouth between them. Her feet made no
sound in the deep dust.

Certainly the upstairs chambers would be the luxurious ones; they had probably been stripped. In any
case she was certain she would learn more about the habits and history of the nation by examining the
servants quarters.

In the dark of the lower corridor, Veneraknelt and examined the floor. She drew one of her pistols and
did the safety off. Cautioudy she moved onward, listening intently.

Thisservants way ran on into obscurity, arches opening off it to both Sides at regular intervals. Black
squares that might once have been portraits hung on the walls, and here and there sheet-covered furniture
huddled under the pillarslike cowering ghosts.

Sounds reached her, distorted and uncertain. Were they coming from behind or ahead? She glanced
back; slhouettes were moving across the distant square of the entranceway. But that diding sound... She
blew out the lantern and sidled dong the wall, moving by touch.

Sure enough afan of light draped across the disturbed dust of the corridor, and a shadow-play of figures
moving againgt the opposite wall. VVenera crept up to the open doorway and peered around the corner in
time to meet the eye of someone coming the other way.

“Hey! They’re here dready!” The woman was younger than VVenera, and had prominent cheekbones and
long stringy hair. She was dressed in the dark leathers of the city. Veneraleaped into her path and
leveled the pistol an inch from her face.

“Don’'t move.”

“Shilld” somebody dseyelled.



Veneradidn't know what ashill was, but ydled, “No!” anyway. “I’m the new owner of this house.”

The stringy-haired woman was staring cross-eyed at the gun barrel. Venera spared a glance past her into
along low chamber that looked like it had originaly been awine cdlar. Lanterns burned at Strategic
points, lighting up what was obviously somebody’ s hideout: there were cots, stacks of crates, evena
couple of tableswith maps unrolled on them. Half a dozen people were rushing about grabbing up stuff
and making for an exit in the opposite wal. Severd more were training gunson Venera

“Ah.” Shelooked around the other Side of the stringy-haired head. The men with the guns were glancing
inquiringly at one of their number. Though of Smilar age, with hisflashing eyes and ironic hdf-smile he
stood out from the rest of these youths as a professor might stand out from his students. “Hello,” Venera
said to him. Shewithdrew her pistol and holstered it, registering the surprise on hisface with some
satisfaction.

“You'd better hurry with your packing,” she said before anyone could move. “They’ll be here any
minute”

The gunswere il trained on her, but the confident-looking youth stepped forward, squinting a her over
his own wegpon. He had a neatly trimmed mustache and what |ooked like adueling scar on his cheek.
“Who areyou?’ he demanded in an amused upper-class drawl.

She bowed. “ Amandera Thrace-Guiles, at your service. Or perhaps, it’ sthe other way around.”

He sneered. “We re no one' s servants. And unfortunate for you that you' ve seen us. Now we'll have

to—"
“Stow it,” she snapped. “I’m not playing your game, either for your side or for Spyre's. | have my own
agenda, and it might benefit your own goasto consder meaposshblealy.”

Again the sense of amused surprise. Veneracould hear voices outsdein the hal now. “Bevery quiet,”
she said, “and snuff those lights.” Then she stepped back, grabbed the edges of the doors, and shut them.

Lanterns bobbed down the corridor. “ Lady Thrace-Guiles?’ 1t was Aday.

“Here. My lantern went out. In any case there seemsto be nothing of interest thisway. Shadl we
investigate the upper floors?”

“Perhaps.” Aday peered about himself in distaste. “This appearsto be acommoner’sarea. Yes, let's
retrace our steps.”

They walked in slence, and Venera strained to hear any betraying noise from the chamber behind them.
Therewas none, finally, Aday said, “ To what do we owe the honor of your visit? Is Buridan rgoining the
great nations? Are you going to restart the trade in horses?’

Venerasnorted. “Y ou know perfectly well there was no room to keep such animasin the tower. We
had barely enough to eat from the rooftop gardens and nets we strung under the world. No, thereare no
horses anymore. And | am thelast of my line”

“Ah.” They began to climb the long-disused steps to the upper chambers. “ Asto your being the last of
theline... lines can berguvenated,” said Aday ddicately. “And asto the horses... | am happy to say
that you arein error in that case.”

She cast asiddong glance at him. “What do you mean? Don't toy with me.”



Aday smiled, appearing confident for thefirst time. “There are horses, my lady. Raised and bred at
government expense in paddocks on Greater Spyre. They have aways been here, dl these years. They
have been awaiting your return.”

* * % %

9

Venerawas nine-tenths adeep and imagining that the pillow she clutched was Chaison’ s back. Such
fedings of safety and belonging were so rare for her that by contrast the rest of her life seemed a
wasteland. It was as though everything she had ever done, every school lesson and contest with her
sders, every panicky interview with her father, al the manipulations and lies, had been erased by this. the
quiet, hisbreathing, his scent, and his neck againgt her chin.

“Riseand shine, my lady!”

Garth Diamandis threw back the room’ s curtains, revealing abrick wall. He glowered at it as scraps of
velvet toreaway in hisfingers. Dust pillared around him in the lantern-light.

Venerasat up and aknife-blade of pain shot up her jaw. “Get out!” She thrashed about for asecond,
looking for aweapon. “Get out!” Her handsfell on the lantern and—not without thinking, but rather with
malicious pleasure—she threw it a him as hard as she could.

Garth ducked and the lantern broke against the wall. The candle flame touched the curtains and they
caught fireingtantly.

“Oh! Not agood ideal” He tore down the curtains and, fetching a poker from the fireplace, began
beeting the flames.

“Didyou not hear me?” She cast the musty covers aside and ran at him. Grabbing up abroken splinter
of chair-leg, she brandished it like a sword. “Get out!”

He parried easly and with aflick of thewrist sent her makeshift sword flying. Then hejabbed her inthe
stomach with the poker.

“Ooff!” She sat down. Garth continued begting out the flames. Smoke was filling the ancient bedchamber
of the Buridan clan.

When Venera had her breath back she stood up and walked to aside-table. Returning with ajug of
water, she upended it over the smoldering cloth. Then she dropped the jug indifferently—it
shattered—and glared at Garth.

“l wasadeep,” shesad.

He turned to her, amuscle jumping in hisown jaw. She saw for thefirgt time that his eyeswere red. Had
he dept?

“What' sthe matter?’ she asked.

With aheavy sigh heturned and walked away. Veneramade to follow, realized she was naked and
turned to don her clothing. When she found him again he was sitting in the antechamber, fiddling with his
bootstraps.

“It'sher, in'tit?" sheasked. “Y ou ve been looking for her?’



Startled, helooked up at her. “How did you—"
“I’'m astudent of human nature, Garth.” She turned around. “Lace me up, please.”

“Y ou could have burned the whole place down,” he grumbled as he tugged—allittle too hard—on her
corset strings.

“My sdf-control isn't good when I’'m surprised,” she said with ashrug. “Now you know.”

“Aye.” He grabbed her hipsand turned her around to face him. *Y ou usualy hide your pain aswell as
someone twice your age.”

“I chooseto take that as a compliment.” Conscious of his hands on her, she stepped back. “But you're
evading the question—did you find her?'Y our expression suggests bad news.”

He stood up. “It doesn’t concern you.” He began to walk away.

Veneragnawed her lip, thinking about gpologizing for attacking him. It got no further than thinking.
“Wadl,” she said after following him for awhile, “for what reason did you rouse me at such an ungodly...”
Shelooked around. “What time isit?’

“It smidmorning.” He glanced around as wdll; the chambers of the estate were cast in gloom save where
the occasiond lantern burned. “ The house is entombed, remember?’

“Oh! The appointment!”

“Yes. The horse masters are waiting in the front hall. They’ re mighty nervous, sSince neither in their
lifetimes nor those of their line stretching back centuries, has anyone ever audited their work.”

“I"'m not auditing, Garth, | just want to meet some horses.”
“ And you may—but we have a bigger problem.”

“What' sthat?” She paused to look at herself in afaded mirror. Somewhere downgtairs she heard things
being moved; they had hired awork gang to clean the building, just before fatigue had caught up with her
and forced her to take refuge in that mildewed bed-chamber.

“There' sasecond delegation waiting for you,” Diamandis explained. “A pack of mgordomos from the
great families”

She stopped walking. “Ah. A chalenge?

“Inamanner of spesking. Y ou' ve been invited to attend a Confirmation ceremony. To formally establish
your identity and titles.”

“Of course, of course...” She started walking again. “Damn, they’ re astep ahead of us. We'll haveto
turn that around.” V enera pondered this as they trotted down the sweeping front steps. “ Garth, do | smell
like smoke?’

“Alas, my lady, you have about you the piquant aromaof aflaming curtain.”

“Wéll, there' s nothing to be done about it, | suppose. Arethose the chalengers?’ She pointed to agroup
of ornately dressed men who stood in the middle of the archway. Behind them, amotley group of menin
workclothes milled uncertainly. “ Those would be the horsemen, then.”



“Gentlemen,” she said with a amile as she walked past the officials. “1’'m so sorry to have kept you
waiting,” she said to the horsemen.

“Ahem,” said an authoritative voice behind her. Veneramade hersdlf finish shaking hands before she
turned. “ Yes?’ she said with asweet smile. “What can | do for you?’

The graying man with the lined face and dudling scars said, “Y ou are summoned to appear—"
“I''m sorry, did you make an gppointment?’

“—to appear before the—what?’

“An appointment.” She leaned closer. “Did you make one?’

Unableto ignore protocal, he said, “No,” with sarcastic reluctance.

Venerawaved ahand to dismiss him. “Then take it up with my manservant. These people have priority at
the moment. They made an gppointment.”

An amused glint cameinto hiseye. Venerareaized, reluctantly, that thiswasn't some flunky she was
addressing, but a seasoned veteran of one of the great nations. And since she had just tried to set fireto
her new mansion and kill her one and only friend in this godforsaken place, it could be that her judgment
wasn't quite what it should be today.

She glanced a Diamandis, who was visibly holding histongue.

With a degp sgh she bowed to the delegation. “1I’m sorry. Where are my manners? If we conduct our
businessbriefly, | can make my other appointment without ruffling festhers on that end aswell. Who do |
have the honor of addressing?’

Very dightly mallified, he said, “1 am Jacoby Sarto of the nation of Sacrus. Your... return from the
dead... has caused quite a stir amongst the great nations, lady. There are clams of proof that you must
provide, before you are accepted for who you are.”

“I know,” shesaid smply.
“Thursday next,” he said, “a four o’ clock in the Council offices. Bring your proofs.” He turned to go.

“Oh. Oh dear.” Heturned back, a dangerous|ook in his eye. Veneralooked abjectly apologetic. “It'sa
very smal problem—more of an opportunity, redly. | happen to have become entangled in... anumber
of obligationsthat day. My former debtors and creditors... but I’m not trying to dodge your request! Far
fromit. Why don't we say, eight o' clock P.M., in the main sdlon of my home? Such a date would alow
meto fulfill my obligationsand—"

“Whatever.” He turned to confer with the others. The conference was brief. “ So beit.” He stepped close
to her and looked down at her, the way her father used to do when she was young. Despite herself,
Veneraquailed insde—but she didn’t blink, just as she had never reacted to her father’ sthreets. “No
games,” hesaid very quietly. “Your lifeisa stake here.” Then he gestured sharply to the others and they
followed him away.

Garth leaned in and muitered, “What obligations?'Y ou have nothing planned that day.”

“We do now,” she said as she watched Sarto and his companions walk away. She told Garth what she
had in mind, and his eyes widened in shock.



“Inaweek? The placeisashambles!”

“Then you know what you’ re going to be doing the rest of the day,” she said tartly. “Hire as many people
as you need—cash afew of my gems. And Garth,” she said asheturned to go, “1 gpologize for earlier.”

He snorted. “I’ ve had worse reactions first thing in the morning. But | expected better from you.”

For some reason those parting words stung far more than any of the things she d imagined he might say.

* * % %

“Y ou haven't talked about the horses” he said late that evening. Garth was pushing the far end of a
hugely heavy wine rack while Venera hauled on the near sde. Sowly, the wooden behemoth grated
another few inches across the cdlar floor. “How—oof!—wheat did you think of them?’

“I'm il sorting it out in my own mind,” she said, pausing to set her feet better againgt the riveted iron
decking that underlay her etate. “ They were beautiful, and grotesque. Dali horsesthe handlers called
them. Apparently, aDadli isany four-legged beast raised under lower gravity than it was evolved to like.”

Garth nodded and they pushed and pulled for awhile. The rack was approaching thewall wherethelittle
cell of rebels had made their entrance—a hole pounded in the brickwork that led to an abandoned
arshaft. Garth had explored afew yards of the tunnel beyond; Venerawas afraid the rebels might have
eft traps behind.

“It wasthe smell | noticed firgt,” she said asthey took another bregk. “Not like any fish or bird I'd ever
encountered. Foul but you could get used to it, | suppose. They had the horsesin aplace caled a
paddock—akind of dave pen for animals. But the beasts. .. they were huge!”

Voices and loud thudsfiltered in from the estate’' s central hallway. Two of the work gangs Garth had
hired that day were arguing over who should start work in the kitchensfirgt.

Shadows flickered past the cellar door. The estate was crawling with people now. Lanternswere lit
everywhere and shouted conversations echoed down, aong with hammering, sawing, and the rumble of
rolling carts. Venerahoped the racket would keep the neighbors up. She had aweek to make this place
fit for guests and that meant working kitchens, aballroom with no crumbling plasterwork and free of the
amell of decay—and of course, afully stocked wine cdllar. Therebe gang had removed al evidence of
themselves when they retreated, but had | eft behind the hole by which they’ d gained entrance. Because
the mansion only had one entrance—the back doors had not yet been uncovered—V enera had decided
it prudent to keep this bolthole. But if she was going to have a secret exit, it had to be secret; hence the
winerack.

“Okay,” she said when they had it about three feet from thewall. “I’m going to grease the floor under the
hole, so we can didetherack to one sideif we need to get out in ahurry.” She plonked down the can
she' d taken from one of the workmen and rolled up her deeves.

“WE I haveto survey for traps sometime,” he said reasonably.

Venera squinted up at him. “Maybe, but not tonight. Y ou look like you' re about to collapse, Garth. Isit
the gravity?’

He nodded, wincing. “ That, and smple age. Thisismore activity than I’ ve had in along while, when you
factor in the new weight. | thought | wasin good shape, but...”

“Well, | hereby order you to take two days off. I’ Il manage the workmen. Take one day to rest up, and



maybe on the second you tend to the... uh, that matter that you won't talk to me about.”
“What matter?’ he said innocently.

“It'sdl right.” Shesmiled. “1 understand. Y ou’ ve been in exile for along time. Plenty of timeto think
about the men who put you there. Given that much time, I” d bet you' ve worked out your revengein
exquidtedetal.”

Garth looked shocked. “Revenge? No, that’s not—oh, | supposein the first few months | thought about
it alot. But you get over anger, you know. After afew years, perspective setsin.”

“Yes, and that’ sthe danger, isn't it? In my family, we were taught to nurture our grudges lest we forget.”
“But why?" Helooked genuindly distressed for some reason.

“Because onceyou forgive,” shesad, asif explaining something to asmal child, “you set yoursdlf up for
another betraya.”

“That’ swhat you were taught?’

“Never let aninsult pass,” she said, haf-conscious that she was reciting lines her father and ssters had
spoken to her many times. Sheticked the points off on her fingers. “Never let adight pass, never forget,
build realistic plansfor your revenges. Y ou' re either up or down from other people and you want dways
to be up. If they hurt you, you must knock them down.”

Now he looked sad. “Isthat why you're doing al this?” He gestured at thewalls. “To get back at
someone?’

“To get back, at dl,” shesaid earnedtly, “I must have my revenge. Else | am brought low forever and can
never go home. For otherwise—" Her voice caught.

For otherwise, | have no reason to return.

His expression, of compassion, would have maddened her on anyone ese. “Y ou were telling me about
the horses,” he said quietly.

“Ah. Yes” Grateful of the distraction, she said, “Well, they have these huge barrdl-shaped bodies and
elegant long necks. Long headslike on my ring.” She held it up, splaying her fingers. “But their [egd
Garth, their legs are twice the length of their bodies—like spider’ slegs, impossibly long and thin. They
stalked around the paddock like... well, like spiders! | don't know how else to describeit. They were
like adream that’ sjust tipping over to become anightmare. I'm not sure | want to seethem again.”

He nodded. “ There are cattle |0ose between some of the estates. I ve seen them, they look similar. Y ou
have to understand, there’ s no room on the city whedlsto raise livestock.”

Venera pried open the lid of the grease can and picked up abrush. “But now that the nation of Buridan
has returned, the horses are our responsibility. There are cogts. .. it seems adozen or more great nations
have acted as caretakers for one or another part of the Buridan estate. Some are tenants of ours who
haven't paid rent in centuries. Others are like Guinevera, who' ve been tending the horses. Theré san
immense web of relationships and dependencies here, and we have alittle under aweek to figureit all

Garth thought about it for awhile. “First of dl,” he said eventualy, “you need to bring afod or two up
here and raiseit in the estate.” He grimaced at her expression. “I know what | just said, but it' san



important symbol. Besides, these roomswill just fill up with peopleif you give them achance. Why not
set some aside for the horses now?”’

“I'll think about that.”

They cleared out the space behind the rack, and did it againgt the wall. It fit comfortably over the exit
hole. Asthey stood back to admire their work, Garth said, “It’ safunny thing about time, you know. It
sweeps away anger and hate. But it leaves |ove untouched.”

She threaded her hand through hisarm. “Ah, Garth, you' re so sentimentd. Did it ever occur to you that's
why you ended up scrabbling about on Greater Spyre for the past twenty years?’

Helooked her inthe eye. “Truthfully, no. That had never occurred to me. If anything, I'd say | ended up
there because | didn’t love well enough, not because | ever loved too well.”

Shedghed. “You're hopeless. It' sagood thing I’ m here to take care of you.”
“And here| thought it was| taking care of you.”

They left the cellar and re-entered the bedlam of construction that had taken over the manor.

* * % %

The headache began that night.

Veneraknew exactly what it was, she' d suffered these before. All day her jaw had been bothering her; it
was like an iron hand was insde her throat, reaching up to clench her skull. Around dinner astrange
pulsating squiggly spot appeared in her vision and dowly expanded until she could see nothing around it.
Sheretired to her room, and waited.

How long was this one going to last? They could go on for days, and she didn’t have days. Venera
paced up and down, stumbling, wondering whether she could just deep it off. But no, she had mounds of
paperwork to go through and no time.

She cdlled Garth. He exclaimed when he saw her and ran to her side. “ Y ou’ re white as anew wall!”

“Never mind,” she said, detaching hersdlf from him and climbing into bed. “ Bring in the accounts books.
It'sjust aheadache, | get them. I'm sick but we need to go through these papers.”

He started to read the detail s of Buridan's various contracts. Each word was like alittle explosion in her
head. Veneratried to concentrate, but after ten minutes she suddenly leaned over the edge of the bed
and retched.

“Y ou need to deep!” His handswere on her shoulders. Garth eased her back on the bed.

“Don't beridiculous,” she mumbled. “If we don’'t get this stuff straight, we won't convince the council
and they’ll cart us both away in chains” A blossom of agony had unfurled behind her |eft eye. Despite
her brave words Venera knew she was down for however long the migraine decided to hold her.

Garth darkened the lamps and tiptoed around while she lay sprawled like adiscarded doll. Distant
hammering sounded like it was coming from inside her own head, but she couldn’t hold up the
renovations.

Sleep eventuadly came, but she awoke to pain that was abstract only until she moved her head and
opened one eye. Thisishow it’s going to be. These headaches were the bullet’ sfault; when it smashed



her jaw it had tripped some switch insde her head and now agony ambushed her at the worst times.
Always before, she' d had the safe haven of her bedroom at home to retreat to—her time on the Rook
had been mercifully free of such episodes. She used such timesto indulge in her worst behavior: whining,
accusing, insulting anyone who came near her, and demanding that her every whim be catered to. She
walowed in sdlf-pity, letting everyone know that she was the sad victim of fate and that no one, ever, had
felt the agonies she was enduring so bravely.

But sheredly was going to dieif shelet the thing rule her thistime. It wasn't that there was nobody
around to indulge her; but dl the sympathy in the world wasn't going to save her lifeif shedidn’t follow
through on the deception she and Garth had planned. So, hafway through morning, Veneraresolutely
climbed out of bed. Shetied asilk sash over her eyes, jammed candle wax in her ears, and picked up an
empty chamber pot. Carrying this, she tottered out of the room. “Bring me adressing gown,” shesad in
reply to ahaf-heard question from amaid. “ And fetch Master Flance.”

Blindfolded, haf deaf, she nonethel ess managed to make her rounds of the work crews, while Garth
followed her and read from the books. She told him what pointsto underline for her to ook at later;
inquired of the work and made suggestions; and, every now and then, she turned aside to daintily vomit
into the chamber pot. Her world narrowed down to the feel of carpet or stone under her feet, the murmur
of wordsin her ear, and the cataclysmic pounding that reverberated insde her skull. She kept going by
imagining herself whipping, shooting, Ssomping on, and setting fire to Jacoby Sarto and the rest of this
sf-important council who had the temerity to oppose her will. Thisinterior savagery wasinvisiblefrom
without, as she mumbled and queried politdy, and let hersdlf be led about passively.

All of this busywork seemed to be getting her somewnhere, but that evening when she collapsed onto her
bed, Venerarealized that she had no memory of anything she had said or done today. It was al obscured
by the angry red haze of pain that had followed her everywhere.

She was doomed. She' d never beready in time for the interrogation the council had planned. Venera
rolled over, cried into her pillow, and findly just lay there, accepting her fate. The bullet had defeated her.

With that understanding came akind of peace, but she wasin too much pain to andyzeit. Shejust lay
there, dry eyed, frowning, until deep overcame her.

* k % %

10

“What isthis?” Jacoby Sarto glared at the rickshaws clustering in the courtyard below the Buridan
edtate s newly-rebuilt entrance. It was seven P.M. and Candesce was extinguishing itself, its amber
glories drenching the building-tops. Down in the purpled courtyard the upstart princess s new footmen
were lighting lanternsto guide in dozens of carts and pa anquins from the crowded dley.

Someone of aminor noble nation had heard him and turned, smirking. “Y ou didn’t receive an invitation?’
asked the impertinent youth. “It' sagalareception!”

“Bahl” Sarto turned to his companion, the Duke of Enneran. “What is she up to? Thisisafeeding frenzy.
I’ll wager half these people have come to gawk at the legendary Buridans, and the other half to watch us
drag her out of the place in chains. What does she gain out of such a spectacle?”’

“I'mafraid we'll find out shortly,” said the duke. He was as stocky as Sarto, with smilar graying temples
and the sort of paternal scowl that could freeze the blood of anyone under forty. Together the two men
radiated gravitas, to such an extent that the crowds automatically parted for them. True, most of those
assembling here knew them, by sight and reputation at least. The nations of Sacrus and Ennersin were



feared and respected by al—all, it seemed, save for newly reborn Buridan. These two were here tonight
to make sure that thisnew Stuation didn’t last.

“In any case, such entertainments asthisare rare, Jacoby,” continued Ennersin. “It’ s sureto attract the
curious and the morbid, yes. But it’ sthe third audience that worriesme,” Duke Ennersin commented as
they strode up the stepsto the entrance.

Sarto glared at afootman who had the temerity to approach them at the entrance. “What third
audience?’

“Do you see the Guineveras there? They’ ve been keeping Buridan’ s horses for generations. Make no
mistake, they’ d be happy to be free of the burden—or to own the beasts outright.”

“Which they will after tonight.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” said Ennersain. “Proof that this Amandera Thrace-Guilesis an impodter is
not proof that the real heirsaren’t out there.”

“What are you saying, man? She' sbeenin thetower! Clearly it'sempty after al. Thereareno heirsto be
I’m_”

“Not there, no... But don't forget there are sixteen nations that claim to be related by blood to the
Thrace-Guileses. The moment this Amandera’ s declared afake the other pretenders will pounce on the
property rights. It'll be alegal free-for-all—maybe even acivil war. Many of these people are hereto
warn their nations the instant it becomes apossibility.”

“Ridiculous!” Sarto forgot what he was going to say next, asthey entered the lofting front hal of the
Buridan edtate.

It smelled of fresh paint and drying plaster. Lanterns and braziers burned aong the pillared Saircases,
lighting afrescoed celling crawling with dlegoricd figures. The painted blues, yelows, and redswere
freshly cleaned and vibrant to the point of being nausesting, as were the heroic poses of the men and
half-clad women varioudy hanging off, riding, or being devoured by hundreds of ridiculoudy-posed
horses. Sarto gaped at thisvison for awhile, then shuddered. “The past is sometimes best | eft buried,”
hesad.

Ennersin chuckled. “Or a least drategicaly unlit.”

Sarto had been expecting chaos inside the estate; after dl, nobody had set foot in here in centuries, so
Thrace-Guiles s new servants would be unfamiliar with the layout of their own home. They would bea
motley collection of rgjects and near-criminas hired from the dregs of Lesser Spyre, after al, and hefully
expected to see waiters spilling drinks down the decolletage of the ladies when they weren't banging into
one another in their haste to please.

There was none of that. Instead, a string quartet played a soothing pavane in the corner, while men and
women in black tails and white gloves glided to and fro, gracefully presenting silver plattersand
unobtrusively refilling casualy tilted glasses Thewait Saff were, in fact, dmost mesmerizing in their
movements; they were better than Sarto’s own servants.

“Where did she get this chattel 7’ he muttered as aman with a stentorian voice announced their arrival.
Lady Pamela Anseratte, who had known Sarto for decades and was quite unafraid of him, laughed and
trotted over in aswirl of skirts. “Oh, she' saclever one, this Thrace-Guiles,” she said, laying her
lace-covered hand on Sarto’sarm. “ She' s hired the acrobats of the Spyre Circusto serve drinks! | hear



they rehearsed blindfolded.”

Indeed, Sarto glanced around and redlized there was a young lady with the compact muscled body of a
dancer standing at his elbow. She held out aglass. “Champagne?’ Automaticaly, hetook it, and she
vanished into the crowd without a sound.

“Wdl, we ll credit the woman with being ageniusin domestic matters,” he growled. “But surely you
haven't been taken in by her act, Pamela? She' san impogter!”

“That'sasmay be,” sad the lady with aflick of her fan. “But your imposter has just forgiven Virilio's
debt to Buridan. It seemsthat with interest it would now be worth enough to outfit asmall fleet of
merchant shipsl And she'sjust erased it! Here, look! There s August Virilio himsalf, drinking himsdlf into
happy idiocy under that stallion statue.”

Sarto stared. The limestone stallion appeared to be sneering over Virilio’' s shoulder at the small crowd of
hangers-on he was holding forth to. He was conspicuoudy unmasked, like most of the other Council
representatives. The place was crowded with masked faces, though—some immediately identifiable,
others unfamiliar even to his experienced eye. “Who are al these people?’ he wondered aoud.

“Debtors, apparently,” said Lady Pamdawith somerdlish. “And creditors... everyone who'staken care
of Buridan's affairs, or profited by their absence, over the past two hundred years. They al look...
happy, don't you think, Jacoby?’

Ennersin cleared histhroat and leaned in to say, “ Thrace-Guiles has clearly been doing her homework.”

Despite himsdlf, Sarto was impressed. Thiswoman had confounded his expectations. Was it possble
that she might continue to do so? The thought was unexpected—and nothing unexpected had happened
in Jacoby Sarto'slifein avery long time.

He ressted where thisline of thought led; after dl, he had hisinstructions. Sarto dashed his champagne
glasson thefloor. Heads turned. “Let her enjoy her little party,” he said in his darkest voice. “ Amandera
Thrace-Guiles, or whatever her real nameis, has about one hour of freedom |eft.

“And no morethan aday to live.”

* * % %

Venera strode through the crowd, nodding and smiling. She felt unsteady and vulnerable, and though her
headache had finaly faded she had to rein in an automatic cringe-reaction to bright lights and loud
sounds. Shefelt hideoudly unready for the evening, and had overdressed to compensate. Most of the
people in Spyre wore dark colors, so she had chosen to dressin red—her corset was aglossy crimson
inset with designs sewn in scarlet thread, with awide-shouldered, open jacket atop that. Shewore a
necklace from the Anetene hoard. Her skin was still recovering from the burns she' d suffered near
Candesce, but the contrasts were still effective. To hide the scar on her chin she' d adopted one of the
strange local skullcaps, this one of black feathers. It swept up behind her ears and down to apoint in the
middle of her forehead, where asingle red Anetene gem glowed above her heavily drawn
eyebrows—but it o thrust two smal wings dong her jawline. They tickled her chin annoyingly, but that
was asmall distraction compared with the sensations that the ankle-length skirt gave her. Dresses and
skirts were considered obscenein most of Virga, where one might become weightless at any time. Back
home, the progtitutes wore them. Venerawore apair of breeches under the thing, which made her fed a
bit better, but the long heavy drape till moved and turned likeit had amind of itsown.

The one spot of whitein her appardl was the fan she held before her like ashield. Nobody but Garth



would know that its near side was covered with names and family trees, drawn in tiny spiked letters. She
hadn’t had time to read the complicated geneal ogies and financia records of Buridan and its dependents,
thisfan was her lifdine.

As sherecovered from her migrainein the last day or o, the reconstruction work had caught up and the
servants learned where everything was. To her relief Garth had orchestrated the ball without supervision,
making sometimes brilliant decisons—twenty years of pent-up socia appetite, she supposed. The
edtate’ s pantries had been cleared of rats and spiders and restocked; the ancient plumbing system had
been largdly replaced (not without messy accidents) and the gas lines to the stoves reconnected.

Inaway, shewas grateful for having been laid low these past few days. This afternoon she’ d had abrief
moment with nothing to do, and into her mind had drifted memories of Chaison. Standing in her
chambers, her hand half lifted to her hair, she was suddenly miserable. Pain and anxiety had masked her
grief until now.

She had to battle through it all—play her part. So now she marched up to atight knot of masked nobles
from the mysterious nation of Faddeste and bowed. “Welcome to my house. Speaking as someone who
has seen few human beingsin her life, outsde her immediate family, | know how much it must cost you to
attend a crowded event such asthis”

“Wefindit... hard.” The spesker could be aman or awoman, it wasimpossbleto tell. Its accent was
so thick she had to puzzle out the words. Tall and thickly robed, this ambassador from aten-acre nation
flicked afinger a the sweeping dancers now beginning to fill up the center of the hdl. “ Such frivolity
should be banned. How are you so calm? Not raised to this, crowds should frighten.”

Venerabowed. “1 lived in my imagination asagirl.” That much wastrue. “Lacking rea peopleto tak to,
| invented awhole court—a whole nation!l—who followed me everywhere. | was never done. So
perhapsthisisn’t so strange for me.”

“Doubtful. We don't believe you are of Buridan.”
“Hmm. | could say the same—how do | know you' re really from Faddeste?”’
“Sacrilege!” But the robed figure didn’t turn away.

“Whether ether of usiswho they say they are,” said Venerawith asmug amile, “it remainsafact that
Buridan owes Faddeste twenty thousand Spyre sovereigns. Imposter or not, I am willing to repay that
debt.”

Now she stepped in close, raising one black eyebrow and glancing around at the crowd. “Do you trust
the pretendersin the crowd to do the same, if they acquire thetitle to Buridan? Think hard on that.”

The ambassador reared back as though afraid Venerawould touch it. *'Y ou have money?’

“Go see Magter Hlance.” She pointed at Garth who, despite being masked, had characterigticaly
surrounded himsdlf with women young and old. All were laughing at some story he wastdling. Seeing
this, for amoment Veneraforgot her worries and felt a pulse of warmth for the aging dandy. She turned
back to the Faddestes, but they were aready maneuvering across the dance floor like afrightened but
determined flock of crows.

She blew out aheld breath. Seven or eight more minor nationsto bribe, and only half an hour todoiit in.
All the members of the Spyre Council were here now. It would &l be decided soon, one way or another.

Before she could reach her next target amajordomo in the livery of the Council approached and bowed.



“They areready for you upstairs, madam,” he said coolly.

She kept her gaze fixed on the top of his head as she bowed in return. All eyes were on her, she was
certain. Thiswas the moment when all would be decided.

As she clattered up the marble she tried to remember the lines and gambits she had crammed into her
head over the past day or 0. It hadn’t been enough time, and the hangover of her migraine had
interfered. She was not ready; she just had hersdlf, the passing lanterns, the looming shadows above, and
the snglerectangle of light from apair of doorsin the upstairshdl. Shetold hersdlf to dow down, control
her breathing, count to ten—buit findly just cursed and strode down the newly laid crimson carpet to
pivot on one hed and step into the room.

Jacoby Sarto’ sleonine features crinkled into something like asmirk as he saw her. He was placing the
fina chair behind the long conference table in the high-cellinged minor reception hal. Damn him, he' d
moved everythingl—Where Venera had contrived asingle long table with chairs dong two sides, with
her at the end, Sarto—or somebodly, but it sure looked like him from his posture—had turned the table
sSdeways, crammed dl the seats on one side of it (behind it, now) and | eft one solitary chair in the center
of the carpet. What had been a conference room was now a court, with her as the defendant.

The rest of the council was standing around behind Sarto as the servants finished the new placement.

She had an overwhelming urge to pick aseat behind the table and put her feet up, then point to the
solitary position and ask, “who sitsthere?’” Only memory of how badly her recent outbursts had gone

stopped her.

Wéll, he had won this round, but she wasn't going to let him revel init. Venera stopped one of the
servants and said, “Bring me aside table, and a bottle of wine and aglass. Some cheese might be good
too.” She sat gracioudy in the exposed chair and draped her skirts as she' d seen the other ladies do.
Then she locked eyes with Sarto, and smiled.

The others began to take their places. There were twelve of them. Jacoby Sarto of Sacrus, who was
rumored to be merely an errand boy to the true heads of the family, sat on the far left. The
arch-conservative duke Ennersin, who had conspicuoudly arrived with Sarto, sat next to him, frowning in
disapprova at Venera. She could count on those two to oppose her confirmation. Of the others...

Pamela Anseratte was smiling at something, but wouldn’t meet Venera s eye. Principe Guinevera was
trying to meet her eye, and apparently attempting to wink; he took up two spaces at the table and his
fleshy hands were planted on the tabletop asif he were, at any second, about to leap to hisfeet and
proclaim something. Next to him sat August Virilio, who looked contented, haf adeep even—and
probably was, after the heroic drinking he' d gotten up to after she forgave his nation’ s debt. These three
were on her side—or so she hoped.

The other great families were represented by minor members and, in three cases, by ambassadors. Two
of the ambassadors were cloaked and masked; the familiesin question, Garrat and Oxorn, were
mysterious, isolate and paranoid as only the ancients of Greater Spyre could be. Nobody knew what
their nations produced—only that it went for fabulous prices and threet of death on exposure in the
outsdeworld.

Three out of twelve for sure. Maybe three othersif her reckless divestment of Buridan's wedlth had done
what she hoped. But it was abig if. She was going to need every ounce of cunning and every resourceto
get through the evening free and intact.

The Council dl sat and waited while Venera s new servants placed decanters of wine and tall glasseson



the table. Then Pamela Anseratte stood and smiled around the table. “Welcome, everyone. | trust the
nations are well and that the hospitality of our host has been sampled and appreciated by all? Y es? Then
let’sbegin. We re gathered here tonight to decide whether to reingtate Buridan as an active nation, in the
person of the woman who here claims to be Amandera Thrace-Guiiles, heir of said nation. 1—"

“Why areyou done?’ Duke Ennersin was speaking directly to Venera. “Why are we to take thisone
person’ sword for who sheis? Whereisthe rest of her nation? Why has she appeared here, now, after
an absence of centuries?’

“Yes, yes, we' re going to get to those questions,” soothed Lady Anseratte. “ First, however, we have
someformdlitiesto clear avay. Amandera Thrace-Guiles sclam ispointless and ingtantly void if she
cannot produce documentsindicating her paternity and ancestry, aswell asthe notarized deeds and titles
of her nation, plusthe key.” She beamed at Venera. “ Y ou have dl those things?’

Silently, Venerarose and walked to the table. She placed the thick sheaf of papers she' d brought in front
of Anseratte. Then she unscrewed the heavy signet ring from her finger and placed it atop the stack.

Thiswas her opening move, but she couldn’t count on its effect.

“| see” said Lady Anseratte. “May | examinethering?’ Veneranodded, returning to her seet. Lady
Anseratte took aflat box with somelights on it and hovered it over thering. The box glowed and made a
musca bonging sound.

“Duly authenticated,” said the lady. She carefully placed the ring to one side and opened the sheaf. Much
of its contents were genuine. Venerahad found the deeds and titlesin the tower. 1t had been the work of
severd careful daysto extend the family tree by several centuries and insert herself at itsend. She had
intended to use her own not-inconsiderable talents at forgery but had been indisposed, but Garth had
come through, displaying surprising skills. Hewas not just agigolo in hispreviouslife, evidently. Asthe
papers were passed up and down the table VVenera kept abland expression on her face. Shetried the
wine, and adjusted thefal of her skirt again.

“Convincing,” said Jacoby Sarto after flipping through the papers. “ But just because something is
convincing that doesn’'t mean it’ strue. It'smerely convincing. What can you do to establish the truth of
your dam?’

Veneratilted her head to one side. “It would be impossible to do so to everyone s satisfaction, Sir, just as
it would beimpossible for you to prove that you are, without doubt, Jacoby Sarto of Nation Sacrus. |
rather think the onusis on this council to disorove my clam, if they can.”

August Virilio opened one eye dightly. “Why don’t we start with your story? 1 dways like agood story
after supper.”

“Excdlent idea,” said PamdaAnseratte. “ Duke Ennersin asked why it isthat you are here before us now,
of dl times. Can you explain why your nation has hidden away so thoroughly for so long?’

Veneraactudly knew the answer to that one—it had been written in the contorted bodies of the soldiers
insde the tower, and in the scrawled final confessions of the dead woman in the bedchamber.

Steepling her hands, Venerasmiled directly at Jacoby Sarto and said, “ The answer isssimple. We knew
that if weleft Buridan Tower, wewould bekilled.”

Thiswas gambit number two.

The council members expressed various shades of surprise, shock, and satisfaction at her revelation.



Jacoby Sarto crossed hisarms and sat back. “Who would do this?” asked Anseratte. She was il
standing and now leaned forward over thetable.

“Theisolation of Buridan Tower wasn't an accident,” said Venera. “Or, at least, not entirely. It wasthe
result of an attack—and the attackers were two of the great nations present at this table tonight.”

August Virilio smiled deepily, but Principe Guineveralegpt to hisfeet, knocking hischair over. “ Who?”
he raged. “Name them, fair lady, and we will see justice done!”

“I did not come here to open old wounds,” said Venera. “ Although | recognize that my position hereis
perilous, | had no choice but to leave the tower. Everyone dse thereis dead—save myself and my
manservant. Some bird-borneillnesstook the last five of our people amonth ago. | consigned their
bodies to thewinds of Virga, aswe have been doing for centuries now. Before that we were dwindling,
despite careful and sometimes repugnant breeding restrictions and constant austerity... Welived on birds
and airfish we caught with nets, and supplemented our diets with vegetables we grew in the abandoned
bedrooms of our ancestors. Had | died in that place, then our enemieswould truly have won. | chosea
last throw of the die and came here.”

“But the war of which you spesk. .. it was centuries ago,” said Lady Anseratte. “Why did you suppose
that you would still be targeted after so long?’

Venerashrugged. “We had tel escopes. We could see that our enemies’ nations were thriving. And we
could also clearly see that sentries armed with machine-guns ringed the tower. | wasraised to believe that
if we entered the elevator and tried to reach Lesser Spyre, those machine gunnerswould destroy us
before we rose more than a hundred meters.”

“Oh, no!” Guineveralooked acutely distressed. “ The sentries were there for your protection, madam!
They were to keep interlopers out, not to box you in!”

“Well.” Veneralooked down. “Father thought so, but he also said that we were so reduced that we
could not risk asingle soul to find out. And isolation... becomes ahabit.” Shelooked pointedly at the
ambassadors of Oxorn and Garrat.

Sarto guffawed loudly. “ Oh, come on! What about the dozens of attempts that have been made to
contact the tower? Semaphore, loudspeakers, smoke signds, for God' s sake. They’ve al been tried and

nobody ever responded.”

“I| am not aware that anyone has tried to contact us during my lifetime,” said Venera. Thiswastrue, as
she'd learned in the past days. Sarto would have to concede the point. “And | can’'t speak to my
ancestors motivesfor dtaying Slent.”

“That' sasmay be,” Sarto continued. “L ook, I'll play it straight. Sacruswasinvolved in the origina
arocity.” He held up ahand when Guinevera protested loudly. “But gentlemen and ladies, that was
centuries ago. We are prepared to admit our crime and make reparations to the council when thiswoman
isexposed for thefraud that sheis.”

“Andif she snot?’ asked Guineveraangrily.

“Then to the Nation of Buridan directly,” said Sarto. “I just wanted to clear the air. We can't name our
co-conspirators because, after al thistime, the records have been lost. But having admitted our partin
the affair, and having proposed that we pay reparations, | can now continue to oppose thiswoman’s
clam without any gppearance of conflict.”



Venerafrowned. Her second gambit had failed.

If Sacrus had wanted to keep their involvement a secret, she might have had leverage over Sarto. Maybe
even enough to swing hisvote. Asit was he' d adroitly sdestepped the trap.

Lady Anseratte looked up and down the table. “Is the other conspirator’ s nation similarly honorable?
Will they admit their part?” There was along and uncomfortable silence.

“Wadll, then,” said Pamela Anseratte. “ L et us examine the details of your inheritances.”

From heretheinterview deteriorated into minutiae as the council members pulled out individua
documents and points of law and debated them endlessly. Venerawastired, and every time she blinked
to clear her vision, sheworried that anew migraine might be reaching to crush her. Pamela Anseratte
conducted the meseting asif she had boundless energy, but Venera—and everyone el se—wilted under
the ondaught of detall.

Sarto used sarcasm, wit, guile, and bureaucracy to try to torpedo her claim, but after several hoursit
became clear that he wasn't making headway. Venera perked up abit. | could win this, she
redized—smultaneoudy redizing just how certain she’ d been that she wouldn't.

Finaly Lady Anseratte said, “ Any further points?’ and nobody answered. “Well,” she said brightly, “we
might aswell proceed to avote.”

“Hang on,” said Sarto. He stood heavily. “1’ ve got something to say.” Everyone waited.

“Thiswomanisafraud. Weadl know it. It’ sinconceivable that this family could have sustained
themsalves and their retainersfor centuries within asingle tower, cut off from the outside world—"

“Not inconceivable,” said the ambassador of Oxorn from behind her griffin mask. “Quite possible.”

Sarto glared at her. “What did they do for clothes? For even thetiniest item of utility, such asforksor
pens? Do you redly believe they have an entireindustrial base squirreled away in that tower?” He shook
his heed.

“It' sequally inconceivable that someone raised in such tota isolation should, upon being dropped into
society and dl its machinations, conduct hersdf like aveteran! Did she rehearse socia banter with her
dolls? Did she learn to dance with her rocking horse? It' s preposterous on the face of it.

“And wedl know why her claim has any chance of success. It’ s because she' s bought off everyone who
might opposeit. Buridan has tremendous assets—estates, ships, buildings, and industries here and on
Greater Spyre that have been administered by other nationsin absentia, for generations. She's promised
to give those nations the assets they’ ve tended! For the rest, she' s proposing to beggar Buridan by
paying al its debts here and now. When she’ s done Buridan will have nothing to its name but a herd of

gangly equines”

“Andthishouse” said Veneraprimly. “I don't proposeto give that up.” There was some stifled laughter
around thetable.

“It' satrangparent fraud!” Sarto turned to glare at the other council members. “Forget about the formal
details of her clam—in fact, let it be read that there’ s nothing to criticize about it. That does't matter.
Weadl know thetruth. Sheisinsulting the name of agreat nation of Spyre! Do you actudly proposeto let
her get away with it?’

He waswinning them over. Venera had one last hand to play, and it was her weakest. She stood up.



“Thenwho am 17" She strode up to the table and leaned acrossit to look Sarto intheeye. “If I'm afraud
| must have come from somewhere. Was | manufactured by one of the other nations, then? If so, which
one? Spyreis secretive, but not so much so that we don't al keep tabs on one another’ s geneal ogies.
Nobody’ s missing from the rosters, are they?

“And yet!” She turned to address the rest of the council. “ Gaze upon me and tell me to my face that you
don't believe | am noble born.” She sneered a Sarto. “It’ sevident in my every gesture, in how | speak,
how | address the servants. Jacoby Sarto saysthat he knows | am afraud. Y et you know | am a peer!

“So then where did I come from?’ Sheturned to Sarto again. “If Jacoby Sarto believes| did not come
from Buridan Tower, then he must have some idea of where| did. What do you know, Sir Sarto, that
you're not telling the rest of us? Do you have some proof that you' re not sharing? A name, perhaps?’

He opened his mouth—and hesitated.

They locked eyes and she saw him realize what she was willing to do. The Key to Candesce was dmost
vigbleintheair between them; it wasthered subject of tonight’ s deliberations.

“Sacrus has many secrets, aswe' ve seen tonight,” she said quietly. “Isthere some further secret you
have, Sir Sarto, that you wish to share with the Council? A name, perhgps? One that might be recognized
by the others present? A namethat could be tied to recent events, to rumors and legends that have
percolated through the principaitiesin recent weeks?" She saw puzzled frowns on several faces—and
Sarto’seyeswidened as he heard her tread the edge of the one revelation Sacrus did not want made
public.

Helooked down. “Perhaps | went too far in my accusations,” he said amost inaudibly. “I retract my
Satements.”

Duke Ennersin leaned back in his chair, openmouthed. And Jacoby Sarto meekly sat down.

Venerareturned to her seat. If | lose, everyone learns that you have the key, she thought as she
settled hersdlf on the velvet cushion. Shetook asip of wine and kept her expression neutra as Pamela
Anseratte stood again.

“Waell,” said the lady in a cautioustone, “if there are no more outbursts. .. let usput it to avote.”
Veneracouldn’'t help but lean forward a bit.

“All those who favor thisyoung lady’ s claim, and who wish to recogni ze the return of Buridan to Spyre
and to this Council, raise your right hand.”

Guinevera shand shot up. Beside him, August Virilio languidly pushed hisinto the air. Pamela Anseratte
raised her own hand.

Oxorn’s hand went up. Then Garrat’ s ambassador raised his.
That madefive. Veneralet out the breath she’ d been keeping. It was over. She had failled—
Jacoby Sarto raised his hand.

His expression was exquiste—amixture of distaste and resignation that you might seeinamanwho's
just volunteered to dig up agrave. Duke Ennersin was staring at him in tota disbelief, and dowly turning
purple.



Lady Anseratte’ sonly show of surprise was aminute frown. “All those opposed?’ she said.
Ennersin threw hishand inthe air. Five otherswent up.
“And no abgtentions,” said Anseratte. “\We gppear to have atie.”

Jacoby Sarto dumped back in his chair. “Well, then,” he said quietly. “1 move we take the matter to the
Council invegtigative team. Let them visit the tower and conduct athorough—"

“Don’t | get a vote?”

They dl turned to Sare at Venera. She sat up straighter, clearing her throat. “Well, it seemstome...”
She shrugged. “It’ sjust that this meeting was called to confirm my identity and claim to being head of
Buridan. Confirmation implies apresumption that | anwho | say | am. | am Buridan unless proven
otherwise. And Buridan isamember of the Council. So | should have avote.”

“Thisisoutrageous!” Duke Ennersin had had enough. He threw back his chair and stalked around the
table. “Y ou have the temerity to suggest that you—"

“Shesright.”

Thevoicewas quiet and languid, dmogt indifferent—but it Ssopped Ennersinin histracks. His head
ratcheted around dowly, asif pulled by unwilling forcesto look at the man who had spoken.

Augugt Virilio waslounging back in hischair, his hands steepled in front of him. “Articlefive, section
twelve, paragraph two of the Charter,” he said in areasonable tone. “Identity is presumptiveif thereisno
other proven heir. And Buridan is amember of the Council. Itstitle was never suspended.”

“A mereformdity! A courtesy!” But Ennersin’svoice had lost its certainty. He appealed to Pamela
Anseratte, but she smply spread her hands and smiled.

Then, looking around him at VVenera, she said, “It appearsyou areright, dear. Y ou do get avote. Would
you careto...?’

Venerasmiled and raised her right hand. “1 votein favor,” she said.

* k% k% %

She was sure you could hear Ennersin outside and down the street. Venera smiled as she shepherded her
gueststo the door. She was delirious with relief, and was sure it showed in her ridiculous grin. Her soiree
was winding down, though naturaly the doors and lounges would be open dl night for any stragglers. But
the council members weretired; no one would criticize them for leaving early.

Ennersin wasydlling at Jacoby Sarto. It was musicto Venerd sears.

She looked for Garth but couldn’t see him at first. Then—there hewas, sidling in the entrance. He' d
changed to inconspicuous street clothes. Had he been preparing to snesk away? Venera pictured him
leaving through the wine cdllar exit to avoid the council’ stroops. Then he could have circled around to
stand with the street rabble who were waiting to hear the results of the vote. She smiled; it was what she
might have done.

There went Ennersin, sweeping by Garth without noticing him. Diamandis watched him go in distaste,
then turned and saw Venerawatching him. He spread his hands and shrugged. She made adismissive
gesture and smiled back.



Timeto mingle; the party wasn't over yet and her head felt fine. It felt good to reinforce her win with a
gracious turn about the room. For awhile everything was a blur of smiling faces and congratulaions.
Then shefound hersdf shaking someone’ s hand (the hundredth, it must have been) and looked up to find
it was Jacoby Sarto’s.

“Wdl played, Ms. Fanning,” he said. Therewasno irony in hisvoice.

She glanced around. They were miraculoudy aone for the moment. Probably a single glance from under
Sarto’ swiry brows had been enough to clear acircle.

All she could think of to say was, “ Thank you.” It struck her as hopelesdy inadequate for the Situation,
but al her strategies had been played out. To her surprise, Sarto smiled.

“I’velost Ennersin’s confidence,” he said. “It’ s going to take me yearsto regain some dlies| abandoned
today.”

“Oh?’ The mystery of hisreversa during the vote degpened. Not oneto prevaricate, Venera asked,
HWW?l

He appeared puzzled. “Why did | vote for you?’

“No—I know why.” The key was again unspoken of between them. “I mean,” she said, “why did you
come out so publicly against mein thefirst place, if you knew | had that to hang over you?’

“Ah.” It was histurn to look around them. Satisfied that no one was within earshot, he said, “1 was
entrusted with the safety of Sacrus' s assets. Y ou' re considered one of them. If | could acquire you, | was
to do that. If not, and you threatened to revedl ... certain details... well, | wasto contrive amurderous
rage.” He opened hisjacket dightly and she saw the large pistol he had holstered there. “Y ou would not
have had a chance to say what you know,” he said with adight smile.

“Sowhy didn't you...”

“It isuseful to have an acknowledged heir of Buridan controlling that estate. Thisway we avoid anasty
succession conflict, which Sacruswould view as an unnecessary. .. distraction, right now. Besides,”
Sarto shrugged. “ There are few momentsin aman’ s life when he has the opportunity to make achoice
on hisown. I smply did not want to shoot you.”

“And why tdl methisnow?’

His mouth didn’t change from its accustomed frown, but the lines around Sarto’ s eyes might have
crinkled alittle bit—an dmost amile.

“It will be easy for meto tell my mastersthat the pistol was taken from me at your door,” he said.
“Without an opportunity to acquire or silence you, letting you win was the expedient option. My masters
know that.” He turned away, then looked back with ascowl. “| hope you won't give me reason to regret
my decison.”

“Surdly not. And my apologiesfor inconveniencing you.”
He laughed at the edgein her voice.

“Y ou may think you'refree,” he said asthe crowd parted to let him through, “but Sacrus till ownsyou.
Never forget that.”



Venerakept her smile bright, but his parting wordsworried at her for the rest of the evening.

* * % %

11

Muscles aching, Venera swung down from the saddle of her horse. It was two weeks since the
confirmation and she had lost no time in establishing her rule over Buridan—which, she had decided, had
to include becoming amaster rider.

She' d knocked down two walls and walled up the ends of one of the high-cellinged cellar corridors,
forming one long narrow room where her steed could trot. There were stalls at one end of this, and two
workmen were industriously scattering straw and sand over the plating. “Deeper,” Veneratold them.
“We need severd inches of it everywhere.”

“Yes, maam.” The men seemed unusually enthusiastic and focused on their task. Maybe they had heard
that the new foaswereto arrive later today. Probably it was just being in proximity with the one horse
now residing here. Venerahadn’t yet met anyone who didn’t share that strange, apparently ancient love
for horses that seemed inbuilt to humans,

Venerahersalf wasn't immuneto it. She patted Domenico and walked down the length of the long room,
trailing one hand adong the low fence that bisected it lengthwise. Her horsemaster stood at the far end, a
clipboard clutched in his hand; he was arguing quietly with someone. “Iseverything dl right, gentlemen?”’
Venera asked.

The other man turned, lamplight danting across his gnomish features, and Venerasaid, “Oh!” before she
could stop hersdif.

Samson Odess screwed hisfishlike face up into asmile and practicaly lunged over to shake her hand.

“I’m honored to meet you, Lady Thrace-Guiles!” His eyes betrayed no recognition, and Veneraredlized
that she was standing in heavy shadow. “Lirisis honored to offer you some land to stable your horses,
Y ou see, we' re diversifying and—"

She grinned wesakly. It was too soon for thisl She had hoped that the men and women of Liriswould be
consumed by their own internal matters, at least long enough for her new identity to become fixed. If
Odess recognized her the news would be bound to percolate through the Fair. She didn’'t believeinits
vaunted secrecy any more than she believed that good away's triumphed.

Shelet go of Odess s hand before he could get entirely into his sales pitch, and turned away. “ Charmed,
I’m sure. Flance! Can you ded with this?’

“Oh, but Master Flance was unable to resolve one little matter,” said the horse master, stepping around
Odess.

“Ded withit!” she snarled. She glimpsed a startled look in Odess's eye before she swept by the two men
and into the outer hallway.

WEell, that had been an unexpected surge of adrenalin! She laughed at herself as she strode quickly
through the vaulted, whitewashed spaces. In the haf-minuteit took her to dow down to astroll, Venera
took severa turnsand ended up in an area of the cellars she didn’t know.

Someone cleared hisor her throat. Veneraturned to find aman in servant’ slivery approaching. He
looked only vaguely familiar but that was hardly surprising consdering the number of people she'd hired



recently.
“Ma am, this areahasn’'t been cleaned up yet. Are you looking for something in particular?’
“No. I’'mlogt. Where did you just come from?”’

“Thisway.” The man waked back the way they had both come. He was right about the state of the
cdlars; this passage hadn’t been reconstructed and was only minimally cleaned. Black portraits sill hung
on thewadlls, here and there an eye glaring out from behind centuries of dust and soot. The lanternswere
widedy spaced and afew men visible down aside way were reduced to silhouettes, their backdrop some
bright distant doors.

“Down thisway.” Her guideindicated ablack stairwell Venerahadn’t seen before. Narrow and unlit, it
plummeted steeply down.

Venera stopped. “What the—" Then she saw the pistal in hishand.
“Move,” grated the man. “Now.”

Shedmost called his bluff. One of those quick sidesteps Chaison had taught her, then afoot sveep. .. he
would be on the floor before he knew it. But she hesitated just long enough for him to step out of reach.
Caught unprepared for once, Venerastumbled into the blackness with him behind her.

* k % %

“You'reinalot of trouble,” shesaid.
“We re not afraid of the authorities,” said her kidnaper contemptuoudly.

“I"'m not talking about the authorities, I'm talking about me.” The stairs had ended on anarrow shelf
above an indigtinct, dark body of water. It was dank and cold down here; looking left and right she saw
that she was standing on the edge of large tank—a cistern, no doubt.

“WEe ve been watching you,” said the shadowy figure behind her. “I assure you we know what you're
capable of.” The pistol wasin her back again and he was pushing her hard enough that she had trouble
keeping her feet. Angrily she hurried ahead and emerged onto the iron plating next to the water. “1 didn’t
know | had this;” she commented as she turned right, toward the source of the light.

“It'snot yours, thisis part of the municipa water supply,” said ahaf-familiar voice up ahead.

She eyed the black depths. Jump in? There might be a culvert she could swim through, the way heroes
did in romance novels. Those heroes never drowned in the dark, though, and besides even if she made it
out of here her gppearance, soaking wet, in the streets of the city was bound to cause ascandd. She did
not need that right now.

There was an open area at the far end of the tank. The same tables and crates she'd seeninthewine
cdlar were set up here, and the same young revolutionaries were sitting on them. Standing next to a
lantern-lit desk was the youth with straight black hair and oval eyes. He was dressed in the long coat and
tails she’ d seen fashionable men wearing on the streets of the whed; with his arms crossed the coat
belled out enough for her to see the two pistols holstered at hiswaist. She was suddenly reminded of
Garth’s gpparel, which was like a down-at-hed version of the same costume.

“What' s the meaning of this?’ she snapped, even as she counted people and exits (there was one of the
latter, aclosed iron door). “Y ou' re not being very neighborly,” she added more softly.



“Sit her down and tie her up,” said the black-haired youth. He had a high tenor voice, not unmanly but
refined, hiswords very precise. His eyeswere gray and cold.

“Yes, Bryce.” The manwho'd led her here sat her down on a stout wooden chair next to the table, and
pulling her arms back proceeded to tie aclumsy knot around her wrists.

Veneracraned her neck to look back. “'Y ou obvioudy don't do thismuch,” she said. Then, spearing this
Bryce fellow with a sharp eye, she added, “Kidnapping is precision work. Y ou people don't strike me as
being organized enough to pull it off.”

Bryce s eyebrows shot up, that samelook of surprise he' d showninthe cdlar. “If you' d been following
our escapades you' d know what we' re capable of .”

“Bombing innocent crowds, yes,” she said acidly. “Hero’ swork, that.”

He shrugged, but looked uncomfortable. “ That one was meant for the council members,” he admitted. “It
fell back and killed the man who threw it. That was asoldier’ s death.”

Shenodded. “Like most soldiers desths, painfully unnecessary. What do you want?’

Bryce spun another chair around and sat down iniit, folding hisarms over its back. “Weintend to bring
down the great nations,” hesaid smply.

Venera consdered how to reply. After amoment she said, “How can kidnapping me get you any closer
to doing that? I’ m an outsider, I’ m sure nobody cares much whether | live or die. And nobody will
ransomme.”

“True,” he agreed with ashrug. “But if you go missing, you' | soon be declared afraud and thetitleto
Buridan will go up for grabs. It'll be afree-for-al, and weintend to make sure that it Sartsacivil war.”

As planswent, it struck Veneraas eminently practica—but this was not agood time to be smiling and
nodding.

She thought for awhile. All she could hear wasthe dow drip drip of water from rusted ceiling pipes,
doubtless no one would hear any criesfor help. “1 suppose you' ve been following my story,” she said
eventualy. “Do you believe that I'm Amandera Thrace-Guiles, heir of Buridan?’

He waved ahand negligently. “Couldn’'t careless. Actudly, | think you are an imposter, but why doesit
matter?'Y ou'll soon be out of the picture.”

“Butwhat if | am animposter?’ She watched hisface closely as she spoke. “Where do you suppose |
camefrom?’

Now helooked puzzled. “Here... but your accent isforeign. Are you from outside Spyre?’

She nodded. “Outside Spyre, and consequently | have no loyalty for any of the factions here. But | do
have onething—I’ve comeinto agreat dea of money and influence, using my own wits”

He leaned back, laughing. “ So what are you saying?’ he asked. “ That you' re asympathizer? More like
an opportunist; so why should | have anything but contempt for that?”

“Becausethispower... isonly ameansto an end,” she said. “I’m not interested in who governs or even
who ends up with the money I’ ve gained. | have my own agenda.”

He snorted. “How vague and intriguing. Well, I'm sure | can’t help you with thisill-defined *agenda.’



We reonly interested in people who believe. People who know that there' s another way to govern than
the tyrannies we have here. I'm talking about emergent government, which you as abarbarian have
probably never even heard of.”

“Emergent?’ Now it was Venerd sturn to be startled. “ That’ sjust amyth. Government emerging
spontaneoudy as a property of peopl€ sinteractions... it doesn’'t work.”

“Oh, but it does.” Hefished inside hisjacket and came out with asmdll, heavily worn black book. “This
isthe proof. And the key to bringing it back.” He held the book up for her to see; with her limited
mobility, Veneracould just make out thetitle: Rights Currencies, 29th Edition.

“It' sthemanua,” he said. “The origind manual, taken from the secret libraries of one of the great nations.
Thisbook explains how currency-based emergent government works, and provides an example.” He
opened the book and withdrew severd tightly folded bills. These he unfolded on the table where she
could see them. “ People have dways had codes of conduct,” said Bryce as he stared lovingly at the
money, “but they were originally put together hit or miss, with anecdotal evidence to back them up, and
using armies and policemen to enforce them. Thisis asystem based on the human habit of buying and
sdling—only you can't usethismoney to buy things. Each bill sandsfor aparticular right.”

She leaned over to see. One pink rectangle had the word JUDGEMENT printed on it above two
columns of tiny words. “ The text shows which other billsyou can tradethisonefor,” said Bryce helpfully.
“Ontheflip sdeisadescription of what you can do if you've got it. Thisoneletsyou try court casesif
you' ve aso got some other types of bill, but you haveto trade thisoneto judge atrid. Theideaisyou
can only sl it to someone who doesn't have the correct combination to judge and hopefully whoever
they sl it to sellsit back to you. So the system’ snot Static, it hasto be sustained through continua
transactions.”

Shelooked at another bill. It ssid GET OUT OF JAIL FREE. The book Bryce was holding, if it was
genuine, was priceless. People had been looking for these logt principlesfor longer than they’ d been
trying to find the last key to Candesce. VVenerahad never believed they really existed.

Pointedly, she shrugged. “ So?’

The young revolutionary snatched up the bills. “Currencieslikethiscan’t just be made,” he proclaimed,
exhibiting a certain youthful zed that she would have found endearing in other circumstances. “ Therights,
the classifications, number of denominations, who you can trade to—all of those details have to be

cd culated with the use of massive smulations of whole human societies. Smulate the society ina
computing machine, and test different interactions. .. then compile alist of ratios and relations between
thebills. Put them in circulation, and an ordered society emerges from the transactions—without
inditutions getting in theway. Smple”

“Right,” said Venera, “And I’ m betting that this book wasn't designed for aworld like Virga, wasit?
Isv't thisaset of rulesfor people who live on aflat-world—a‘ planet’ ? The legend says that’ swhy the
emergent systems were lost—because their rules didn’t apply here.”

“Not theold ratios, it' strue,” he admitted. “But the core bills... they’re sound. Y ou can at least use them
to minimize your inditutions even if you can't eiminate them completely. Weintend to proveit, starting
I‘He_”

“Wall, that’ svery ambitious.” Venera suddenly noticed the way he waslooking at her. She wastied with
her arms back and her breasts thrust at this young man and he was obvioudy enjoying her predicament.
For thefirgt time since being brought down here, she found hersalf genuinely off balance.



She struggled to regain her line of thought. “ Anyway, thisisall beside the point. Whichis, that | anina
greater position to help you as afree woman than as asocial pariah—or dead. After dl, this civil war of
yours probably won't happen. Asyou say, the great nations have too big astake in stability. And if it
doesn’'t happen, then what? It' s back to the drawing board, minus one hideout for you. Back to bombing
and other ineffectua terrorist tactics.”

Bryce closed the book and restored it to hisjacket. “What of it? We ve already lost this place. If the war
doesn’'t happen there’ sno downside.”

“But consider what you could do if you had an aly—a patroness—with wealth and resources, and more
experience than you in covert activities?” Shelooked him straight in the eye. “I’ ve killed anumber of men
inmy time. I"ve built and run my own spy organization—no, I’ m not Amandera Thrace-Guiles. I'm
someone infinitely more capable than amere heir to abackwards nation on this backwards little whed!.
And with power, and wealth, and influence... | can help you.”

“No deal.” He stood up and gestured to the othersto follow him as he walked to the metal door.

“A printing press!” she caled after him. He looked back, puzzled. “In order for that money to work,” she
continued, “don’t you need to mint thousands of copies of the billsand put them into circulation? It hasto
be used by everybody to work, right? So where’ syour printing press?’

He glanced a hispeople. “1t’Il happen.”

“Oh?What if | offered you your own mint—ddivery of the pressesin amonth—aswell as a solid budget
to print your money?’

Bryce appeared to think about it, then reached for the door handle.

“And what if you had an impregnable place to house the press?’ she cdled, frantically reaching for the
only other thing she could think to offer. “ What if Buridan tower was yours?”

One of hislieutenants put ahand on Bryce sarm. He glared at the man, then made a sour face and
turned. “Why on Spyre would we trust you to keep your end of the bargain?’

“Thetower contains proof that I’'m an imposter,” she said quickly. “The council isgoing to want to visit it,
I’'m sure of it—but how can | clean it up and make it presentable? None of my new servants could be
trusted with the secret. But you could—and you could take photographs, do what you need to do to
assemble proof that I'm not the heir. So you' Il have that to hold over me. Y ou' Il have the tower, you'll
have money, and as much influence as| can sparefor you.”

He was thinking about it, she could tell—and the others were impressed aswell. “Best of dl,” she added
before he could change hismind, “if my deception is ultimately reveded, you may get your civil war
anyway. What could be better?’

Bryce waked dowly back to her. “Again | say, why should wetrust you? If there' s proof asyou say in
Buridan tower... if you' d even let us get there before the police descended on us... Too many ifs, Ms.
Thrace-Guiles”

“I'll draft you anote right now,” she said. “Made out to the night watch &t the elevators, to let your
people ride the elevator down to Buridan Tower. Y ou can do it right now, and release me after you're
surel’mright.”

“And be trapped there when your charade is exposed?’



That was just too much for Venera. “ Then forget it, you bastard!” sheyelled at him. “Go on, get out! I'm
sure you'refar too busy playing the romantic revolutionary leader. Go and sacrifice thelives of afew
more of your friendsto convince the rest of them that you' re actually doing something. Oh, and blow up
afew women and babies for good measure, I'm surethat’ |l make you fed better—or start your damned
war and kill ten thousand innocents, | don’t care! Just get out of my sight!”

Bryce' sface darkened with anger, but he didn’t move. Finadly he stalked over and scowled &t her.
Veneraglared back.

“Bring thiswoman some paper,” hesaid. “You'll writethat note,” hesaidinalow voice, “and we |l see
what we can find in Buridan Tower.”

* k % %

The streets had not changed since his childhood. Garth Diamandis strode familiar ways, but after such a
long absence it was asif he saw them with new eyes. Histown-whed, officialy known as Whed 3, had
been cdled Hammerlong for centuries. Itsriveted iron diameter spanned nearly amile, and theinsde
surface on which the buildings were set was nearly half that wide. It had spun for five hundred years. In
that time, the layout of Hammerlong' s gargoyled buildings had been rearranged—or not where they
accommodated stubborn holdouts—dozens of times. New edifices had hiked their buttresses over the
shoulders of older ones as the population grew, then shrank, then grew again. The wheel had been fixed,
reinforced, rgjigged, and thrown out of whack by weight imbalances so often that its constant creaking
and groaning was like background music to the citizenswho lived there. The smdll of rust permegted

everything.

With finite space, the citizens of the whed had jammed new buildingsin between existing ones,
corkscrewed them inward and outward from the rim; overgrown what was origind with the new.
Streamlined towers hung like knife blades below the rim, their bottom-most floors straining under nearly
two gravities while the stacked apartments overhead converged to shadow the streets and a second layer
of avenues, then athird, were built up where weight diminished. Yin-yang sairs, elevator cables, ancient
rust-dribbling spokes, and leaking pipes al knotted together at the smoke-wreathed axis. Ships and
shuttles clustered there like grazing flies.

Hammerlong seemed designed for skulking and the population did just that. Most were citizens of nations
based on Greater Spyre, after al, so they brought the paranoia of that realm with them to the city. Those
born and raised in Hammerlong and the other wheels were more open, but they formed a separate class
and had fewer rightsin their own towns. Left to their own devices, they cultivated a second economy and
cultureinthe dleys, air-shafts and crawlspaces of the layered city.

Garth was on athird-level street when the full force of nostalgia hit him. He had to stop, hisimagination
filling in gapsin the crowds that scurried to and fro like so many black-clad ants. He saw the young
dandies of hisyouth, swaggering and hipshot to display their pistols, the ingenuesleaning on their

bal conies high above, their attention apparently €lsewhere. He had waked or run or fled down these
ways dozens of times.

Some of his old compatriots were dead, he knew, some had moved on to build prosperous families and
deny their youths. Others... the prisonswere gtill full, one of VeneraFanning’ s new carpenters had told

him this morning. And, if one knew whereto look, and how to read... there, yes he saw athin scrawl of
graffiti on awall ten feet beyond the parapet. Made with chalk, it was barely visible unless you knew to

look for it. Repeal Edict 1, said the spiky letters.

Garth smiled. Ah, the naivete of youth! Edict 1 had been passed so long ago that most citizens of Spyre



didn’'t even know it existed, nor would they have understood its significance if it were described to them.
The hotheaded youth of Spyre were il politica, it seemed, and till asincompetent at promoting their
politicsasin hisday. Witness that appalling bomb attack yesterday .

The memory chased al sentimentdity out of Garth’ smind. His mouth set in astoic frown, he continued
on down the street, digging his hands deep in his coat pockets and avoiding the glances of the few
women who frequented the walkway. His aching feet carried him to stairs and more tairs, and his knees
and hips began to protest at the labor. The last time he' d gone thisway he’ d been able to run al the way

up.

Hundreds of feet abovethe officia Street level of Hammerlong, a bridge had been thrown between two
buildings back in the carefree Recongtructionist period. Culture and art had flourished here before the
time of the preservationigts, even before the insular paranoiathat had swallowed dl the great nations.

The bridge was two storiestal and faced with leaded glass windows that caught the light of Candesce. It
wasn't used by occupants of ether tower; the forges of one had little use for the paper-making enterprise
in the other. For decades, the lofting, sunlit spaces of the bridge had been used by bohemian artisss—and
the agitators and revolutionaries who loved them.

Garth’'s heart was pounding as he took the last few steps up awrought-iron fire escape at the center of
the span. He paused to catch his breath next to the wrought-iron curlicues of the door, and listened to the
scratchy gramophone music that emanated from it. Then he rapped on the door.

The gramophone stopped. He heard scrambling noises, muffled voices. Then the door cracked open an
inch. “Yes? aman said belligerently.

“Sorry to disturb you,” Garth said with abroad smile. “I’m looking for someone.”
“Wéll, they’re not here.” The door Started to close.
Garth laughed richly. “I’m not with the secret police, young pup. | used to live here.”

The door hesitated. “| painted thisiron about. .. oh, twenty yearsago,” Garth said, tracing hisfinger aong
the curves of metd. “It wasrusting out, just like the one in the back bathroom. Do the pipes still knock
when you run the water?’

“What do you want?’ Thevoice held alittle less harshness.

Garth withdrew his hand from the remembered metal. With difficulty he brought his atention back to the
present. “I know she doesn't live here now,” he said. “Too much time has passed. But | had to start
somewhere and thiswas the last place we were together. | don’t suppose you know... any of the former
occupants of the place?’

“Just aminute.” The door closed, then opened again, widdy thistime. “Comein.” Garth stepped into the
sunlit space and was overwhelmed by memory.

The factory planks paving the floor had proven perfect for dancing. He remembered stepping into and
out of that paradlelogram of sunlight—though there had been atable next to it and he' d banged his
hip—uwhile she sang along with the gramophone. That same gramophone sat on awindows |l now,
guarded by twin potted orange trees. A mobile of candles and wire turned dowly in the dusty sunlight,
entangling hisview of theloft behind it. Where he' d dept, and made love, and played his dulcimer for
years...

“Who are you after?” A young woman with cropped black hair stood before him. Sheworeaman’'s



clothing and held atattoo needle loosely in one hand. Another woman sat at the table behind her,
shoulder bared and bleeding.

Garth took a deep breath and committed the name to speech for thefirst timein twenty years. “Her name
isSdene. Sdene Diamandis...”

* * % %

12

Spyre was awe-ingpiring even at a distance of ten miles. Veneraheld onto netting in arear-facing
doorway of the passenger liner Glorious Dawn and watched the vast blued circle recede in the distance.
First one cloud shot by to obscure a quadrant of her view, then another, then a small team of them that
whirled dowly in the ship’ swake. They chopped Spyre up into fragmented images. a curve of green trees
here, aglint of window in sometower (Liris?). Then, instead of clouds, it was blockhouses and barbed
wireflicking by. They were passing the perimeter. She wasfree.

Sheturned, facing into the interior of the ship. The velvet-walled galleries were crowded with passengers,
mostly visiting delegations returning from the Fair. But afew of the men and women were dressed in the
iron and lesther of amagjor nation: Buridan. Her retainers, maids, the Buridan trade delegation. .. she
wasn't free yet, not until she had found away to evade al of them.

Now that she was undisputed head of the Nation of Buridan, Venerahad new rights. Theright to travel
fregly, for example; it had only taken asmple request and atravel visahad been delivered to her the next
day. Of course she couldn’t smply wave goodbye and leave. Nobody was fully convinced that she was
who she said shewas. S0, it had been necessary for her to invent a pointless trade tour of the
principditiesto judtify thistrip. And that in turn meant that she could not be traveling done.

Still—after weeks of running, of being captured by Liris and made chattel; after run-inswith bombers and
bombs, hostile nobility and mad botanists—after dl of that, she had smply boarded aship and left. Life
was never like you imagined it would be.

And she could just keep going, she knew—all the way back to her homein Rush. Theideawas
tempting, but it wasn’t why she had undertaken this expedition. It was too soon to return home. She
didn’'t yet have enough power to undertake the revenge she planned against the Filot of Slipstream. If she
left now it would be as athief, with only what she could carry to see her home. No, when shefindly did
leave Spyre, it must be with power at her back.

The only way to get that power wasto increase her holdings here, aswell asthefaith of the peoplein
her. So, like Lirisand dl the other nations of Spyre, Buridan would visit the outer world to find
customers.

Her smile fdtered asthe last of the barbed wire and mines swept by to vanish among the clouds. True, if
shejust kept going she wouldn’t miss anything of Spyre, she mused. Y et even as she thought this Venera
experienced alittle flash of memory: of Garth Diamandislaughing in sunlight; then of Eilenleaning ona
wall after drinking too much at the party.

Last night Veneratoo had drunk too much wine, with Garth Diamandis. Sitting in alounge that smelled of
fresh paint and plagter, they had listened to the night noises of the house and talked.

“You'renot kidding either of us,” he’'d said. “ Y ou're leaving for good. | know that. So let metell you
now, while can, that you' ve stripped many years off my shoulders, Lady Venera Fanning. | hopeyou
find your home intact and waiting for you.” He toasted her then.



“I'll prove you wrong about meyet,” she'd said. “But what about you?’ she asked. “When all of this
redly isfinished with, what are you going to do? Fade into the aleys of the town whed s? Return to your
lifeasagigolo?

He shook hishead with asmile. “The past isthe past. I'm interested in the future. Venera... | found her.”

Venerahad smiled, genuinely happy for him. “Ah. Y our mysterious woman. Y our prime mover. Well,
I'mglad.”

He' d nodded vigoroudy. “ She' s sent me aletter, telling where and when we can meet. In the morning,
you'll head for the docks and your destiny, and I'll be off to the city and mine. So you see, we' ve both
won.”

They toasted one another, and Spyre, and eventualy the whole world before the night became a happy
blur.

Shekicked off from the ship’ s netting, almost colliding with one of the crew, and began hauling her way
up the corridor to the bow of the ship. One of her new maids fell into formation next to her.

“|sthere something wrong, lady?’ The maid, Brydda, wrung her hands. Her normally sour face looked
even more prudish as she frowned. “Isit leaving Spyre that’ s upset you so?’

Venerabarked alaugh. “1t couldn’t happen soon enough. No.” She kept hand-walking up the rope that
led to the bow.

“Can | do anything for you?’

She shot Brydda an gppraising look. “Y ou’ ve traveled before, haven't you?'Y ou were put onto my staff
by the council, I'll bet. To watch me.”

“Madam!”
“Oh, don’t deny it. Just come with. | need a... distraction. Y ou can point out the sights aswe go.”
“Yes, madam.”

They arrived at aforward observation lounge in time for the ship to exit the cloud banks. The Glorious
Dawn was atypical passenger vessdl: a spindle-shaped wooden shell one hundred fifty feet long and
forty wide, its surface punctuated with rows of windows and open wicker-work galleries. Big jet nacelles
were mounted on short arms at the stern, their whine subdued right now as the ship made a scant fifteen
miles per hour through the thinning clouds. The ship’ sinterior was subdivided into staterooms and
common areas and contained two big exercise centrifuges. With the engine sound a constant undertone,
Veneracould easlly hear the clink of glassware in the kitchens, muted conversations, and somewhere, a
string quartet tuning up. The lounge smdled of coffee and fresh arr.

Such a contrast to the Rook, the last ship she had flown on. When she' d left it the Sipstream cruiser had
stunk of unwashed men, stale air, and rocket exhaust. Its hull had been peppered with bullet holes and
scorched by explosions. The engines roar would pierce your dreams as you dept and the only voices
were those of arguing, cursing airmen.

The Glorious Dawn wasjust like every vessdl she had ever traveled on prior to the Rook. Itsluxuries
and details were gppropriate to one of Venera sstation in life; she should be able to put the ship on likea
favorite glove. In the normal course of affairs she would never have set foot on aship like the Rook,
much lesswould she have seen it through battle and boarding, pursuit and silent running.



Y et the quiet comforts of the Glorious Dawn annoyed her. Venerawent right up to the main window of
the lounge and peered out. “ Tell mewherewe are,” she commanded the maid.

There was distraction to be found in this view. Candesce lay directly aheed, itsbrilliance too intense to be
looked at directly. Venerawdl knew that light, it had burned her as she' d fled from its embrace. She
shielded her eyes with her hand and looked past it.

She saw the principdities of Candesce. Although she had spent aweek in acharcoa-harvester’ s cabin
perched on aburnt arm of the sargasso of Leaf’ s Choir, that place had been too close to Candesce; the
white air cradling the sun of sunswashed out any detailsthat lay past it. Here, for thefirst time, shehad a
clear view of the nationsthat surrounded that biggest of Virgd sartificid lights. And the Sght was
bresthtaking.

Candesce lay at the center of the world, abeacon and aheart to Virga. Anything within ahundred miles
of the sun of sunssimply vanished in flame, afact that the principalities exploited to dispose of trash,
industrial wastes, and the bodies of their dead. This forbidden zone was completely empty, so Venera
could see the whole inner surface of the two-hundred-mile-diameter bubble formed by it. Onthefar side
of Candesce that surface was just asmooth speckled blue-green; in the middle distances Venera could
make out dots and glitter, and individual beads of leaf color. As sheturned to follow the curve of the
material toward her the dots became buildings and the glints became the mirrored surfaces of house-sized
spheres of water. The beads of green grew filigreed detail and became forests—dozens or hundreds of
trees at atime, with their roots intertwined around some buried ball of dirt and rocks.

Candesce presided at the center of acloud of city whose inner extent was two hundred milesin
diameter—and whose outer reaches could only be guessed at. The fog of habitations and farms receded
into blue dimness, behind lattices of white cloud. Back in the darkening airs a hundred or two hundred
milesaway, smdler suns glowed.

“These arethe principdities,” said Brydda, sweeping her arm to take in the Sight. “ Sixty-four nations,
countlessmillions of people moving a the mercy of Candesce’ s heat.”

Veneraglanced a her. “What do you mean by that?‘ At the mercy of 7”

The maid looked chagrined. “Well, they can’t keep station where they please, the way Spyre does.
Spyreisfixed in the air, madam, aways has been. But these—" she dismissed the principaitieswith a
wave—"they go where the breezes send them. All that keeps them together as nationsis the stability of
the circulation patterns.”

Veneranodded. The cluster of nations she'd grown up in, Meridian, worked the same way. Candesce' s
prodigious heat had to go somewhere, and beyond the excluson zone it must form the air into Hadley
cells: semi-stable up- and down-drafts. Y ou could enter such acell at the bottom, near Candesce, and
be lofted a hundred miles up, then swept horizontaly for another hundred miles, then down again until
you reached your starting point. The Meridian Hadley cell was huge—a thousand miles across and twice
that in depth—and nearly permanent. Down here in the principdities the heat would make the cellsless
stable, but quicker and stronger.

“So there’ sone nation per Hadley cell?’ she asked. “ That seems altogether too well organized.”

The maid laughed. “It’ snot that smple. The cells break up and merge, but it takestime. Every time
Candesce goesinto its night cycle the heat stops going out, and the cells fater. Candesce ways comes
back on in timeto start them up again but not without consequence.”

Venera understood what she meant by consegquence. Without predictable airflow, whole nations could



break apart, their provinces drifting away from one another, mixing with neighbors and enemies. It had
happened often enough in Meridian, where the population was light and obstacles few. Down here, such
an event would be catastrophic.

Brydda continued her monologue, pointing out border beacons and other sights of interest. Venerahaf
listened, musing at something she' d known intellectually but not grasped until this moment. She had been
ingde—had for one night been in control of—the most powerful devicein the world. Whole citiesrose
and fell in adow magjestic dance driven by Candesce—as did forests, mists of green food-crops, and
isolated buildings, clouds and ships and factories, supply nets amile across, whae and bird paddocks.
Ships and dolphins and ropeways and flapping, foot-finned humans threaded through it all.

She' d had ultimate power in her hands, and had let it go without athought. Strange.

Veneraturned her attention back to Brydda. Asthe Glorious Dawn turned, however, she saw that
Spyrelay inakind of dimplein the surface of the bubble. The giant cylinder disrupted the smooth winds
of the cdlsthat surrounded it. Wrapped in its own westher, Spyre was an irritant, amote in the
gargantuan orb of the principdlities.

“How they must hate you,” she murmured.

* k% k% %

Slipstream had an ambassador at the Fitzmann States, an old and respected principaity near Spyre. So it
was that Buridan' s trade delegation made itsfirst stop there.

For two days Venerafeted the loca wedlthy and talked horses—horses as luxury items, horses astourist
draws, as symbols of state power and a connection to the lost origins of Virga. She convinced no one,
but since she was hosting the parties, her guests went away entertained and dightly tipsy. The
arrangement suited everyone.

There was nothing scheduled for the third morning, and Veneraawoke early with avery strange notionin
her head.

Leave now.

She could doit. Oh, it would be so smple. Sheimagined her marriage bed in her chambersin Rush, and
awave of sorrow came over her. She was up and dressed before her thinking caught up to her actions.
She hesitated, while Candesce and the rest of the capital town of Fitzmann still dept. She paced in front
of her rented gpartment’ s big windows, shaking her head and muitering. Every now and then she would
glance out the window at the dark silhouette of the Sipstream ambassador’ s residence. She need only
makeit there and claim asylum, and Spyre and dl its machinations would lie behind her.

Sowly, asif her mind were on something else, she dipped apistal into her bag and reached for aset of
wingsinsdethe closet. At that moment there came aknock on her door.

Veneracameto hersalf, shocked to see what she had been doing. She leaned againgt the wall for a
moment, debating whether to step into the closet and shut hersdlf in it. Then she cursed and walked to the
door of the suite. “Who'sthere?’ she asked tedtily.

“It'sBrydda, ma am. I’ve aletter for you.”

“A letter?’ Shethrew open the door and glared at the maid, who was dressed in a nightgown and
clutched awhite envelope in one hand. She saw Brydda' s eyeswiden as shetook in Venera's
fully-dressed gtate. Venera snatched the letter from her and said, “Lucky thing that | couldn’t deep. But



how dare you come to disturb mein the middle of the night over thigl”

“I'm sorry!” Brydda curtsied miserably. “The man who delivered it was very insstent that you read it
now. He says he needs asigned recel pt from you saying you' ve read it—and he' swaiting in the foyer...”

Veneraflipped the envel ope over. The words Amandera Thrace-Guiles were written onit. There was
no other sed or indication of itsorigin. Uneasy, Veneraretreated into the room. “Wait there amoment.”
She went over to the writing desk; not seeing aletter opener anywhere handy, she dit the envelope open
using the knife she’ d been keeping in her vest. Then she unfolded the Single sheet under the green desk
lamp.

TO: Venera Fanning
FROM:—
SUBJECT: Master Flance, otherwise known as Garth Diamandis

We have arrested your accomplice (above-named). As an exiled criminal, he has no rightsin
Greater or Lesser Spyre. If you want himto continue living, you will return immediately to Spyre
and await our instructions.

She swore and knocked over the writing desk. The lamp broke and went out. “My lady!” shouted
Brydda from the doorway.

“Shut up! Get out! Don't disturb me again!” She dammed the door in the maid’ s face and began pacing,
the letter mangled in her fidt.

How dare they! Thiswas obvioudy Sacrus asserting their hold over her—but in the most clumsy and
insulting manner possible. There was amessagein their bluntness and it was smple: They had neither the
need nor the patienceto treat her carefully. She would do asthey asked, or they would kill Garth.

Like Garth, they must have thought she was going to run. So why not let her doit? They didn’t appear to
be concerned that she might dert Sipstream to the theft of the Key to Candesce because they had let her
get thisfar. That was odd—or not so odd, when you considered that the leaders of Sacrus must be as
insular and decadent as any of the other pocket nations on the wheel. But why not just let her go?

They must have decided that they needed Buridan’ s stability. She probably shouldn’t read too much into
the decision. They could just as easly change their minds and have her killed at any moment.

Anyway, the reasons didn’t matter. They had Garth—she had no reason to doubt that—and if she didn’t
return to Spyreimmediately, his death would be her fault.

Asher initid anger wore off, Venerasat down on adivan and, reaching in her jacket, brought out the
bullet that nestled there. She turned it over in her hands for half an hour and then as Candesce began to
ignitein the distant sky, she made her decision.

She did the dagger back into her vest.

Shetook the wings from inside the closet and stepped into the halway. Bryddawas adegpinawing
chair under atall leaded-glass window. Venerawaked past her to the servant’ s stairs and headed for the
roof.

Gold-touched by the awakening sun of suns, shetook flight in the high winds and lower gravity of the
rooftop.



Venerarose ontheair, losing weight rapidly as the wind disengaged her from the spin of the town whedl.
High above the buildings, among turning cables and hovering birds, she turned her back on the gpartment
and on the trade delegation of Buridan. She turned her back on Garth Diamandis, and flew toward the
residence of the ambassador of Slipstream.

* k% k% %

Various scenarios had played themselves out in her mind as she flew. Thefirst wasthat she could pretend
to be the estranged wife of one of the sailors on the Rook. Wringing her hands, she could look pathetic
and demand news of the expedition.

Venerawasn't good at looking pathetic. Besides, they could legitimately ask what she was doing here,
thousands of milesaway from Sipstream.

She could claim to be atraveling merchant. Then why ask after the expedition? Perhaps she should say
shewas from Hae, not Sipstream, adistant relative of VVenera Fanning needing news of her.

These and other options ran through her mind as Venerawaited next to the tall scrolled doors of the
ambassador’ s office. The moment the door lock clicked, she pushed her way insde and said to the
surprised secretary, “My nameis Venera Fanning. | need to talk to the ambassador.”

The man turned white as asheet. He practicdly ran for the inner office and there was ahurried, loud
conversation there. Then he stuck his head out the door and said, “Y ou can't be seen here”

“Too latefor that, if anyone swatching.” She closed the outer door and walked to theinner. The
secretary threw it open and stepped aside.

The ambassador of Sipstream was a middle-aged woman with iron-gray hair and the kind of stern
features usually reserved for suspicious aunts, school principals, and moras crusaders. She glared at
Veneraand gestured for her to Sit in one of the red leather wing chairs that faced her dark tesk desk. “So
you'redive,” shesaid as she lowered hersdlf heavily on her side.

“Why shouldn’t | be?” Venerawas suddenly anxious to the point of panic. “What happened to the
others?”

The ambassador sent her ameasuring look. “Y ou were separated from your husband’ s expedition?’
“Yes! I've had no news. Jugt... rumors.”

“The expeditionary force was destroyed,” said the ambassador. She grimaced gpologeticaly. “Y our
husband’ s flagship gpparently rammed a Falcon dreadnaught, causing amassive explosion that tore both
vessals gpart. All hands are presumed logt.”

“I see...” Shefdt sck, asthough thiswerethe first time she’ d heard this news.

“I don’'t think you do see,” said the ambassador. She snapped her fingers and her secretary |eft, returning
with aslver tray and two glasses of wine.

“Y ou’ve shown up a an awkward time,” continued the ambassador. “ One of your husband’ s shipsdid
makeit back to Rush. The Severance limped back into port acouple of weeks ago, and her hull wasfull
of holes. Naturaly, the people assumed she was the vanguard of areturn from the battle with Mavery.
But no—the airmen disembarked and they were laughing, crying, claming agreet victory, and waving
away al talk of Mavery. ‘No, they say, ‘we ve beaten Falcon! By the genius of the Pilot and Admira
Fanning, we veforestdled an invasion and saved Sipstream!”’



“Canthe Filot deny it?If Fanning himsdf had returned, with the other ships... maybe not. If the airmen of
the Severance hadn’t started throwing around impossible amounts of money, displaying rich jewesand
gold chains and talking wildly about a pirate’ shoard... Well, you see the problem. Falcon is supposed to
be an ally. And the Pilot’ s been caught with his pants below his knees, completely unaware of athreat to
his nation until after hismost popular admira has extinguished that threet.

“He ordered the crew rounded up, on charges of treason. The officia story isthat Fanning took some
shipson araid into Falcon and busted open one of their treasuries. He' s being court-martialed in
absentia, asatraitor and pirate.”

“Therefore” said Venera “if | wereto return now...”

“You'd betried as an accessory, at the very least.” The ambassador steepled her hands and |eaned
forward minutely in her chair. “Legdly, I’'m bound to turn you over for extradition. Except that, should |
do 0, you' d likely become alightning rod for dissent. After theriots...”

“Whét riots?’

“Well.” Shelooked uncomfortable. “The Pilot wasabit... dow, to act. Hedidn't round up al of the
Severance sarmen quickly enough. And he didn’'t slem the tide until agood dedl of money had flowed
into the streets. Apparently, these were no mere trinkets the men were showing off—and they’ re not
treasury items either, they’re plunder, pure and ssimple, and ancient to boot. And the people, the people
believe the Severance, not the Filot.

“Our last digpatch—that was two days ago—says that the bulk of the crew and officers made it back to
the Severance and bottled themsalves up init. It's out there now, floating a hundred yards off the
admirdty. The Pilot ordered it blown up, and that’ swhen rioting started in the city.”

“If you returned now,” said the secretary, “there’ d be even more bloodshed.”

“—And likely your blood would be spilled as an example to others.” The ambassador shook her head.
“It getsworse, too. The navy’ srefused the Pilot’s command. They won't blow up the Severance, they
want to know what happened. They’retrying to talk the crew out, and there' s athree-way standoff now
between the Pilot’ s soldiers, the navy, and the Severance hersdlf. It' sared mess.”

Venerd s pulse was pounding. She wanted to be there, in the admiraty. She knew Chaison’s peers, she
could raly those men to fight back. They dl hated the Pilot, after dl.

She dumped back in her chair. “Thank you for telling methis.” She thought for aminute, then glanced up
at the ambassador. “ Are you going to have me arrested?’

The older woman shook her head, haf smiling. “Not if you make adiscreet enough exit from my office. |
suggest the back gtairs. | can't see how sending you homein chains would do anything but fan the flames
at thispoint.”

“Thank you.” She stood and looked toward the door the ambassador had pointed at. “| won't forget
this”

“Just 0 long as you never tell anyone that you saw me,” said the ambassador with an ironic smile. “So
what will you do?’

“l don’t know.”

“If you stay herein the capital, we might be able to help you—set you up with ajob and aplace to say,”



said the ambassador sympatheticaly. It would be below your station, I'm afraid, at least to Sart...”

“Thanks, I'll consder it—and don’t worry, if | seeyou again, | won't be Venera Fanning anymore.”
Dazed, she pushed through the door into a utilitarian halway that led to gray tradesmen’ sgtairs. She
barely heard the words “ Good luck,” before the door closed behind her.

Venerawent down one flight, then sat on astep and put her chinin her hands. She was trembling but dry
eyed.

Now what? The news about the Severance had been dectrifying. She should board the next ship she
could find that was headed for the Meridian countries, and... But it might take weeksto get there. She
would arrive after the crisswas resolved, if it hadn’t been aready.

There was one man who could have helped her. Hayden Griffin wasflying afast racing bike, asmplejet
enginewith asaddle. She' d last seen him at Candesce as the sun of suns blossomed into incandescent
life. He was opening the throttle—racing for home—and surely by now he was back in Slipstream. If
she' d gone with him when he offered her his hand, none of her present troubles would have happened.

Y et she couldn’'t do it. Venerahad killed Hayden' slover not ten minutes before and smply could not
believe that he wouldn’t murder her in return if he got the chance.

She hadn’t wanted to kill Aubri Mahalan. The woman had lied about her intentions; she had joined the
Fanning expedition with the intention of crippling Candesce’ s defenses. She worked for the outsiders, the
dien Artificia Nature that lurked somewhere beyond the skin of Virga. Had Veneranot prevented it,
Mahdlan would have let those incomprehensible forcesinto Virga and nothing would now be asit was.

Once again Veneratook out the bullet and turned it over in her fingers. She had killed the captain of the
Rook and his bridge crew—shot them with a pistol—in order to save the lives of everyone aboard.
Captain Sembry had been about to fire the Rook’ s scuttling charges during their battle with the pirates.
She had shot severd other peoplein battle and killed Mahalan to save the world itsdlf. Just like she'd
shot the man who had been about to kill Chaison, on the day they’d met. ..

Either she had killed those people because of ahigher purpose, or from naked self-interest. She could
admit to being ruthless and calous, even heartless, but Veneradid not see hersdf as fundamentdly
sefish. She had been bred and raised to be sdfish, but she didn’t want to be like her ssters or her father.
That was the whole reason why she’ d escaped lifein Hale at her first opportunity.

Veneracursed. If she flew away from Garth Diamandis and the key to Candesce now, she would be
admitting that she had killed Aubri Mahalan not to save the world but out of pure spite. She'd be
admitting that she' d shot Sembry in the forehead soldly to preserve her own life. Could she even clamto
have been trying to save Chaison too?

All her stratagems collapsed. Venerareturned the bullet to her pocket, stood, and continued down the
steps.

When she reached the street she looked around until she spotted the apartment where at this moment
Bryddaand the rest of the Buridan trade del egation must be franticaly searching for her. Leaden with
defest and anger, shelet her feet carry her in that direction.

* * % %
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There were plenty of peoplewaiting for Veneraat the docks, but Garth was not among them—oh, she



had accountants aplenty, maids and masters of protocol, porters and reporters and doctors, couriers and
dignitaries from the nations of Spyre that had decided to conspicuoudy aly with Buridan. There waslots
to do. But as she signed documents and ordered people about, Venerafelt the old familiar pain radiating
up from her jaw. Today’ s headache would be akiller.

She had to provide some explanation for why she' d returned early from the expedition, if only for the
council representatives with their clipboards and frowns. “We were successful beyond expectations,” she
sad, pinioning Bryddawith awarning glare. “ A customer has come forward who will satisfy al of our
needs for quite sometime. There was ssmply no need to continue with an expensive journey when we'd
aready achieved our god.”

Thiswasfar moreinformation than most nations ever released about their customers, so the council
would have to be content with it.

Thereturn of the ruler of Buridan was ahectic affair, and it took until near dinnertime before Venerawas
able to escape to her gpartment to contemplate her next move. There had been no messages from
Sacrus, neither demands nor threats. They thought they had her in their pocket now, she supposed, so
they could turn their attention to more important matters for awhile. But those more important matters
were her concern too.

She had amea sent up and summoned the chief butler. “1 do not wish to be disturbed for any reason,”
shetold him. “I will be working here until very late.” He bowed impassively, and she closed and locked
the door.

In the course of renovations, some workmen had knocked ahole in one of her bedroom walls. She had
chastised them roundly for it then discovered that there was an airgpace behind it—an old chimney, long
disused. “Work in some other room,” shetold the men. “I’'ll hire morerdiable mento fix this” But she
hadn’t fixed it.

Ten minutes after locking the door, she was easing down arope ladder that hung in the chimney. The
huge portrait of Giles Thrace-Guiles that normaly covered the hole had been set aside. At the bottom of
the shaft, she pried back a pewter fireplace grate decorated with dolphins and naked women and dusted
herself off in aformer servant’s bedroom that she' d recast as astorage closet.

It was easy to nip acrossthe hal and into the wine cellar and dide aside the rack on its oiled track. Then
shewasintherebes bolthole and momentarily free of Buridan, Sacrus, and everything el se—except,
perhaps, the nagging of her new and il unfamiliar conscience.

* k% k% %

The insane organ music from Buridan Tower’ s broken pipeworks had ceased. Not that it was silent as
Venera stepped out of the filigreed elevator; the whole place till hummed to the rush and flap of wind.
But at least you could ignore it now.

“Iron lady’ sherel” shouted one of the men waiting in the chamber. Venerafrowned as she heard the
term being relayed away down the hdls. There were three guards in the elevator chamber and doubtless
more lurking outside. She clasped her hands behind her back and strode for the archway, daring them to
stop her. They did not.

The elevator room opened off the highest gdlery of the tower’ svast atrium. It was also the smadllest, as
the space widened asit fdll. The effect from here was dizzying: she seemed suspended high above a
cavern walled by rallings. Venera stood there looking down while Bryce sfollowers silently surrounded
her. Echoes of hammering and sawing drifted up from below.



After awhile there was a chattering of footsteps, and then Bryce himself appeared. He was covered in
plaster dust and his hair was disarrayed. “What?’ he said. “ Are they coming?’

“No,” sad Venerawith ahaf amile. “ At least not yet. Whichisnot to say that | won't need to give atour
at some point. But you' re safe for now.”

He crossed hisarms, frowning. “ Then why are you here?’
“Becausethistower ismine,” shesaid smply. “1 wanted to remind you of thefact.”

Waving away the makeshift honor guard, he strode over to lean on therailing beside her. “You've got a
nerve,” hesaid. “I seem to remember the last time we spoke, you weretied to achair.”

“Maybe next timeit'll beyour turn.”

“Y ou think you have us bottled up in here?’

“What would bethe usein that?”

“Revenge. Besides, you' re adust-blood—anoble. Y ou can't possibly be on our side.”
She examined her nails. “| haven't got aside.”

“That is the dust-blood side,” said Bryce with asneer. “ There' sthose that care for the people; that’ s one
sgde. The other Sdeisanybody ese.”

“I carefor my people,” she said with ashrug, then, to needle him, “I care for my horsestoo.”
Heturned away, bdling his handsinto fists. “Where' s our printing press?’ he asked after amoment.

“Onitsway. But | have something more important to talk to you about. Only to you. A... job | need
done.”

He glanced back at her; behind the disdain, she could see he was intrigued. “Let’ s go somewhere better
suited to talking,” he said.

“More chairs, lessrope?’

Hewinced. “ Something like that.”

* k% k% %

“Y ou can see Sacrusfrom here,” shesaid. “It’ sabig sorawling estate, miles of it. If anybody isyour
enemy, I’d think it wasthem.”

“Among others.” The venue wasthe tower’ slibrary, ahigh spacefull of gothic arches and decaying
draperiesthat hung like the forelocks of defeated men from the dust-rimmed window casements. Venera
had prowled through it when she and Garth were aone here, and—who knew?—some of those dusty
spines settling into the shelves might be priceless. She hadn't had timeto find out, but Bryce' s people had
tidied up and there were even afew tomes open on the side tables next to severa cracked leather
amchairs

Evening light shone hazily through the diamond-shaped windowpanes. She was reminded of another
room, hundreds of miles away in the nation of Gehellen, and agun battle. She had shot awoman there
before Chaison’ sfavorite staffer shattered the windows and they al jumped out.



Bryce settled himsdlf into an ancient half-collapsed armchair that had long ago adhered to the floor like a
barnacle. “Our godsaresmple,” he said. “We want to return to the old ways of government, from the
days before Virgaturned its back on advanced technologies.”

“There was areason why we did that,” she said. “The outsders—"

Hewaved ahand dismissively. “1 know the stories, about this artificial nature’ from beyond the skin of
the world that threatens us. They’rejust afairy tae to keep the people down.”

Venera shook her head. “1 knew an agent from outside. She worked for me, betrayed me. | killed her.”
“Had her killed?’

“Killed her. With my sword.” She dlowed her mask to dip for asecond, aming an expression of pure
fury at Bryce. “ Just who do you think you' retalking to?” shesaid inalow voice.

Bryce nodded his head. “ Takeit asread that | know you' re not an ordinary courtier,” he said. “I’'m not
going to believe any stories you tell without some proof, though. What | wastrying to say wasthat our
god isto reintroduce computation machinesinto Virga and spread the doctrine of emergent democracy
everywhere, 0 that people can overthrow al their ingtitution-based governments, and emergent utopias
can flourish again. We're prepared to kill anybody who getsin our way.”

“I"'m quite happy to help you with that,” she said, “because | know you'll never beableto doit. If |
thought you could do what you say...” She amiled. “But you might accomplish much, and on the way you
can be of assstanceto me.”

“And what do you want?’ he asked. “More power?’
“That would help. But let’ s get back to Sacrus. They—"
“They're your enemies” hesaid. “I’m not interested in helping you settle avendetta”

“They’ re your enemies, too, and | have no vendettato settle,” she said. “In any case I’ m not interested in
making afrontal assault on them. | just want to visit for an evening.”

Bryce stared at her for a second, then burst into laughter. “What are you proposing? That we hit
Sacrus?’

“ YS”

He stopped laughing. He shook his head. “Might aswell just march everybody straight into prison,” he
sad. “Or avivisectionist’ s operating room. Sacrusisthe last placein Spyre any sane person would go.”

Venerajust looked a him for awhile. Findly, she said, “ Either you or one of your lieutenants works for
them.”

Bryce looked startled, then he scowled at her. “Y ou’ ve said ridiculous things before, but that one takes
the prize. Why could you possibly—"

“Jacoby Sarto said something that got methinking,” she interrupted. “ Sacrus' s product is control, right?
They sl it, likefinewine. They practice it aswell; did you know that many, maybe most of the minor
nations of Spyre are under their thumb? They make ahobby of pulling the strings of people,
ingtitutions—whole countries. I'm not so big afool asto bdieve that aband of agitatorslike yours has
escaped their attention. One of you works for them—for al | know, your whole organization is a project



of theirs”
“What proof do you have?’

“My... lieutenant, Flance, whom you have yet to meet, has spent many nights walking thefiddsand
plazas of Greater Spyre. He knows every passage, hedgerow, and hiding-place on that decrepit whesdl.
But he' s not the only one. There' s others who creep about at night, and he’ sfollowed them on occasion.
Many times, such parties either started or ended up a Sacrus.”

Bryce scoffed. “I’ ve seen anation that was controlled by them,” Venera continued. “1 know how they
operate. Look, they haveto train their people somehow. To them, Greater Spyreisa... apaddock, like
the one where | keep my horses. It’ stheir school. They send their people out to take over neighbors,
foment unrest, create scandals, and conduct intrigues. I’ d be very surprised if they didn’t do that up in the
city aswell. So tel mel’mwrong. Tell meyou're not working for them. And if not, look mein theeye
and tdl methat you' reimperviousto infiltration and manipulation.”

He shrugged, but she could tdll hewasangry. “I’m not afool,” he said after awhile. “Anything’s
possble. But you' re till speculating.”

“Well, | was speculating... but then | decided to do someresearch.” She held up ashesf of news
clippings. “The news broadsheets of Lesser Spyre are highly partisan, but they don’t disagree on facts.
On the run-up to my party | spent a couple of afternoons reading al the news from the past couple of
years. This gave me achance to check on the places and propertiesthat your group has targeted since
you first gppeared. Quite an impressivelig, by the way—but every single one of these incidents has hurt
ariva of Sacrus. Not one has touched them.”

Bryce looked genuindly rattled for thefirst timein their brief acquaintance. Venera savored the moment.
“I haven't been ddiberately neglecting them,” he said. “This must be a coincidence.”

“Or manipulation. Are you so sure that you' rethe redl leader of thisrabble?’
Bryce began to look dightly green. “You don't think it sme.”

Venerashook her head. “I’m not totally surethat you aren’t the one working for them. But you're
not—" sheamost said competent, but turned it into—"ruthless enough. Y ou don't have their syle. But
you don’'t make decisions without consulting your lieutenants, do you? And | don’t know them. Chances
are, you don't redlly know them either.”

“You think I'm apuppet.” Helooked stricken. “That dl dong... So what—"
“| propose that we flush out their agent, if he exigts.”

He leaned forward and now there was no hesitation in his eyes. “How?’

She amiled. “Here, Bryce, iswhere your interests and mine begin to converge.”

* k * %

“I'll speak only to Moss,” said the silhouetted figure. It had gppeared without warning on the edge of the
rooftop of Liris, startling the night guard nearly out of hiswits. As hefumbled for hislong-neglected rifle,
the shape moved toward him with alithe, half-remembered step. “ Thisis urgent, man!”

“Citizen Fanning! I—uh, yes, let me makethe cal.” He ran over to the speaking tube and hauled on the
bell cord next to it. “ She' s back—wants to talk to the botanist,” he said. Then he turned back to Venera.



“How did you get up here?’

“Grappling hook, rope...” She shrugged. “Not hard. Y ou should bear that in mind. Sacrus may till hold
agrudge.”

Shouts and footsteps echoed up through the open shaft of the centra courtyard. “ Tell them to be quiet!”
she hissed. “They’ |l wake thewhole building.”

The watchman nodded and spoke into the tube again. Venerawalked over to look down at the
tree-choked courtyard far below. She could see lanterns hurrying to and fro down there. Findly, the
iron-bound rooftop door creaked open and figures gestured to her to follow.

Mosswas waiting for her in agallery on thethird floor. He was wrapped in avast purple nightgown, and
his hair was disheveled. His desperate, unfocused eyes glinted in the lantern light. “W-what isthe
m-meaning of this?’

“I'’'m sorry for rousting you out of bed so late a night,” she said, eyeing the absurd gown. We must |ook
quite the couple, she mused, considering her own efficient black and the sword and pistols at her belt. “I
have something urgent to discusswith you.”

He narrowed his eyes, then glanced at the watchman and soldiers who had escorted her down here.
“L-l-leaveus. |, I'll bedl right.” With adight bow he turned and led her to his chamber.

“Y ou could have taken over Margit’ s apartments, you know,” said Venera as she glanced around the
untidy, tiny chamber with its Single bed, writing desk, and wardrobe. “1t’syour right. You arethe
botanis, after dl.”

Mossindicated for her to take the single wooden chair; he managed one of his mangled smilesashe
plunked himsalf down on the bed. “Wh-who says| w-w-won't?’ he said. “H-have to get the sm-smdll
out first.”

Veneralaughed, then winced at the shards of pain that shot through her jaw and skull. “Good for you,”
she said past gritted teeth. “I trust you' ve been well sincel 1€ft?’ He shrugged. “And Liris? Made any
new saes?’

“W-what do you want?’

Tired and in pain as she was, Venerawould have been more than happy to come to the point. But, “First
of dl, | haveto ask you something,” she said. “Do you know who | am?’

“Of c-course. You are V-Venera F-Fanning, from—"

“Oh, but I’'m not—at least, not anymore.” She grimaced at his annoyed expression. “| have anew name,
Moss. Have you heard of Amandera Thrace-Guiles?’

Hisreaction was comicdly perfect. He stared, his eyes wide and his mouth open, for agood five
seconds. Then he brayed hisdifficult laugh. “ Odess wasr-right! And h-here | thought he was
m-mistaking every new face for s-somebody he knew.” He laughed again.

Veneraexamined her nailscoadlly. “I'm glad | anuseyou,” she said. “But my own adventures hardly
seem unique these days.”

The grin left hisface. “Wh-what do you mean?’



“Not that you have any obligation to tell me anything,” she said, “but... surely you ve seen that thereare
odd things afoot in Greater Spyre. Gangs of soldiers wandering in the dark. .. backroom aliances being
made and broken. Something’ s afoot, don't you agree?’

He sat up straight. “ Th-thefair isfull of rumors. Some of the |-lesser nations have been losing people.”
“Losing them?What do you mean?’

“When the f-first of our people v-vanished, we assumed M-Margit’ s supporters were leaving. |
th-thought it was o-only us. But others have dso lost people.”

“How many of yours have left?’ she asked serioudy.
He held up one hand, fingers splayed. Five, then. For aminiature nation like Liris, that was too many.
“Do you have any ideawhere they went?” she asked.

Moss stood up, walked to the door, and listened at it for amoment. Then he turned and leaned onit.
“Sacrus” he said flatly.

“It can’'t beacoincidence,” shesad. “I came hereto talk to you about them. They... they have one of
my people. Moss, you know what they’ re capable of. | have to get him back.”

Her words had a powerful effect on Moss. He drew himsdlf up to hisfull height, and for amoment his
facelogt its devastated expression; in that moment she glimpsed the determined, intelligent man who hid
deep insde hisravaged psyche. Then hisfestures collapsed back to their normal, woebegone state. He
raised shaking hands and pressed his pams againgt hisears.

He said something, amost unintelligibly; after amoment Veneraredized he' d said, “ Are they toying with
th-these recruits?’

“No,” she countered hastily. “My man isaprisoner. The recruits or whatever they are... Moss, Sacrus
has areason to want an army of itsown, possibly for thefirst time. They’ vefindly discovered an
ambition worth leaving their own doorstep.” She said this with contempt, but in her imagination she saw
the vast glowing bubble of nations that made up the principaities of Candesce. “ They don’t have the
population to support what | think they’ re planning. But it wouldn’t surprise meif they’ ve been recruiting
from the more secretive nations. Maybe they’ ve always done it but never needed them al before. Now
they’ re activating them.”

Puzzlement spread dowly acrossMoss face. “ An a-army? What for?’

Veneratook adeep breath, then said, “ They believe they have the means to conquer the principalities of
Candesce.”

He stared at her. “ A-and do they?’
“Yes” she admitted, looking at her hands. “I brought it to them.”

He said nothing; Venera's mind was aready racing ahead. “ Their force must be smal by my standards,”
she said. “Maybe two thousand people. They’ d be overwhelmed in any fair fight, but they don’t intend to
fight fair. If we could warn the principdities, they could blockade Spyre. But we' d need to get aship

“Uh-unlikely,” said Moss, with asour expression. “Onething | d-do know about Sacrusisthat they have



been buying ships”

“What else can we do?’ she asked tiredly. “ Attack them ourselves?’

“Y-you didn’'t cometo ask meto h-help you do that?’

Shelaughed humorlesdly. “Buridan and Liris againgt Sacrus? That would be suicidal.”

He nodded, but suddenly had afaraway look in hiseye. “No,” Veneracontinued. “1 cameto ask you to
help me break into Sacrus's prison and extract my man. | have aplan that | think will work. Margit told
me where they keep their ‘acquisitions.” | believe they view people as objects, too, so he' slikely to bein
that place.”

“Th-they guard their lands on the ground and a-aboveit,” said Moss skepticaly. But Venerasmiled at
that.

“| don't intend to comein by ether route,” she said. “But | need a squad of soldiers, at least a score of
them. | have some of theforces| need, or | will,” she haf smiled. “But | need others| can trust. Will your
peopledo it?’

Now it was histurn to smile. “ S-strike a blow against Sacrus? Of c-course! But once the other nations
who'vel-lost people find out it was S-Sacrus stole them, y-you'll have more dlies. A d-dozen at least.”

Venerahadn’'t consdered such apossibility. Allies? “1 suppose we could count on one or two of the
countries whose debtswe forgave,” she said dowly. “A couple of others might join usjust out of
devilment.” Shewasthinking of Pamela Anseratte as she said this. Then she shook her head. “No—it's
dtill not enough.”

Moss gave his damaged laugh. “Y -you’ ve f-forgotten the most important faction, Venera,” he said. “And
they have no |-love for Sacrus.”

Venerarubbed her eyes. She wastoo tired and her head hurt too much to guess his meaning. “Who?’
she asked irritably.

Moss opened the door and bowed dightly as he held it for her. “Y ou c-camein s-secret. Y ou should
return before Candesce I-lights. We will assemble aforce f-for you.

“And | will't-tak... to the preservationists.”

* k * %
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“Thisisthewindow she was signaling from,” said Bryce. He had hisarmsfolded tightly to hischest and a
muscle jumped in hisjaw. Long tongudike curls of walpaper trembled over his shoulder in the congtantly
moving air. “I watched her send the whole message, clicking the little door of her lantern like she' d been
doing light codes her whole life. She didn’t even bother to encrypt the message.”

Venera had gotten the story out of him in fits and Starts, as memory and anger distracted himin turn.
Cassia had been one of Bryce sfird recruits. They had argued with their foreheads together in the dark
barsthat peppered Lesser Spyre' sred-light district, and defaced buildings and thrown rocks at council
parades. It was her urging that had led him down the path to terrorism, he admitted. “And al adong, | was
aproject of hers—some kind of entrance exam to the academy of traitorsin Sacrusl” He dammed his
fist againg thewadll.



“Wael.” Venerashaded her eyeswith her hand and peered through the freshly-instdled glass. “Inthe end,
you were the one who fooled her. And she sthe one pent up in alocker downdtairs.”

Hedidn't look mallified. The false attack plan had been Venera sidesg, after dl; al Bryce had done was
bring hislieutenants together to reved thetarget of their next bombing, a Sacruswarehousein Lesser
Spyre. All three of the lieutenants had expressed enthusiasm, Cassia perhaps most of al. But as soon as
the planning meeting broke up she had come down to this disused pantry midway up the Side of Buridan
Tower—and had started signaling.

Venera could see why she would have favored this room for more than its writhing, peeled wall paper.
From here you had aclear line of sght to thewalls of Sacrus, which ran in uneven maze-like linesjust
past ahedge of trees and a preservationist Sding. From the center of the vast estate, asingle monolithic
building rose hundreds of feet into the afternoon air. Veneraimagined atiny flicker of light appearing
somewhere on the side of that edifice—the rapid blink blink of amessage or ingtruction for Cassia
Bryce was having the place watched round the clock, but so far Sacrus had not responded to Cassa's
warning.

“‘“Target is Coaver Street warehousein two days,” shetold them.” Bryce shook his head in disgust.
“*Urge evac of assetsunless| can changetarget.””

“You' vedonewdl,” said Venera. She turned and sat hip-wise on the window casement. “Listen, | know
you' re upset—you fed unmanned. Fair enough, it’sahumiliation. No more so than this, though.” She
held out asheet of paper—alletter that had arrived for her this morning. She watched Bryce unfold it
llenly.

“*Votefor Propostion forty-four at Council tomorrow,” heread. “What' sthat mean?’

She grimaced. “ Proposition forty-four gives Sacrus control of the docks at Upper Spyre. Supposedly it's
ademotion, since the docks aren’t used much. Sacrus has modestly agreed to take that job and giveup a
plum post in the exchequer that they’ ve held for decades. Nobody’ slikely to object.”

Bryce managed agrim amile. “ So they’ re ordering you around like alackey now?’

“At least they respected you enough to manipulate you instead,” she said. “And don’t forget, Bryce: your
peoplefollow you. Cassiarecognized the leader in you, otherwise she wouldn't have singled you out for
her attention. She may have been manipulating you al thistime—but shewas dso training you.”

He grumbled, but she could see her words had pleased him. At that moment, though, they heard rapid
footstepsin the hdl outsde. Gray-haired Pasternak, one of Bryce' sremaining two lieutenants, stuck his
head in the doorway and said, “They're here.”

Veneraspared alast glance out the window. From up here the airfal was an insubstantial mesh of fabric
where ground should be. Rushing clouds spun by benegth that faint skein, which she knew wasredly a
gridwork of 1-beams and stout cable—the tough inner skeleton of Spyre, visble now that the skin was
stripped away. A smal jumble of gantries and cranes perched timidly at the edge of the ruined land. The
officid story wasthat Amandera Thrace-Guileswastrying to build abridge acrossthe airfdl to rgoin
Buridan Tower to therest of Spyre.

She followed Bryce out of the room. The truth was that the bridge site was aruse, adistraction to cover
up the red link between Buridan and the rest of the world. In the few days that had passed since

Venerd s conversation with Moss, agreat ded of activity had taken place in the pipeworksthat Venera
and Garth had used to reach Buridan Tower thefirst time. A camouflaged entrance had been built near
therallway sding afew hundred yards back from the airfdl’ sedge. A man, or even alarge group of men,



could jump off adow-moving train and after asprint under some trees be in ahidden tunndl that led al
the way to the tower. True, there were still long sections where men had to walk separated by thirty feet
or more lest the pipe give way ... but that would be fixed.

As she and Bryce strode down the long ramp that coiled from the tower’ stop to its bottom, they passed
numerous work sites, each comprising haf adozen or more men and women. It was much like the
controlled chaos of her estate’ s renovation, except that these people weren't fixing the plaster. They
were assembling wesgpons, inventorying armor and supplies, and fencing in the ballrooms. Bryce sentire
organization was here, aswell as gray-eyed soldiersfrom Liris and exotics from dlies of that country.
They had started arriving last night, after Bryce gave the dl-clear that he' d found histraitor.

Bryce s people were il in shock. They watched the newcomers with mixed loathing and suspicion; but
the trauma of Cassd s betrayal had been effective, and their loydty to him gill held. Veneraknew they
would need something to do—and soon—or their natural hatred of the status quo would assert itsdlf.
They were born agitators, cutthroats and bomb-builders, but that was why they would be useful.

A new group was just tromping up from the stairs to the pipeworks as Veneraand Bryce reached the
main hal. They wore oil-stained leathers and outlandish fur hats. Venerahad seen these uniformsat a
distance, usualy wresthed in steam from some engine they were working on. These burly men were from
the Preservation Society of Spyre, and they were sworn enemies of Sacrus.

For the moment they were acting more like overawed boys, though, staring around &t the inside of
Buridan Tower like they’ d been transported into a storybook. In a sense, they had; the preservationists
were indoctrinated in the history of the airfall, which remained the grestest threat to Spyre’ s structural
integrity and which al now knew had been caused partly by Sacrus. Buridan Tower had probably been a
symbol to them for centuries of defiance against decay and treachery. To stand insde it now was clearly
ashock.

Good. She could use that fact.

“Gentlemen.” She curtsied to the group. “I am Amandera Thrace-Guiiles. If you'll follow me, I'll show
you where you can freshen up, and then we can get started.”

They murmured amongst themsalves as they walked behind her. Venera exchanged a glance with Bryce,
who seemed amused at her formdlity.

The preservationists headed off to the washrooms and Veneraand Bryce turned the other way, entering
the tower’ snow familiar library. Venera had ordered some of the emptied armor of the tower’ slong-ago
attackers mounted here. The holed and burned crests of Sacrus and itsdlies were quite visible on
breastplate and shoulder. As a pointed message, Venera d had the suits posed like sentries around the
long map table in the middle of the room. One even held alantern.

Bryce slieutenants were dready at the table, pointing to things and talking in low tones with the
commander of the Liris detachment. Asthe preservationists trouped back in, the other generas and
colonels entered from a door opposite. Moss had exceeded Venera s wildest expectations: at the head
of this group were generas from Carasthant and Scoman, old dliesof Lirisin itswar with VVatoris—and
they had brought friends of their own. Most prominent was the towering, frizzy-haired Corinne, Princess
of Fin. Normaly, Veneradidn’t like women who were socia equals—in Hae they dways represented a
threat—but she' d taken an ingtant liking to Corinne.

Veneranodded around at them dl. “Welcome,” she said. “Thisisan extraordinary mesting.
Circumstances aredire. I'm sure you al know by now that Sacrus has recruited an army, plundering its
neighbors of manpower in the process. So far the council at Lesser Spyreisacting likeit never



happened. | think they’rein atailspin. Does anyone here believe that the council should be the onesto
dedl with the Stuation?’

There were grins round the table. One of the preservationists held up ahand. He would have been
handsome were it not for the beard—V enera hated beards—that obscured the lower haf of hisface.
“Y ou'reon the council,” he said. “ Can’'t you bring amotion for them to act?’

“I can, but the next morning I’ ll receive the head of my man Hancein themail,” she said. “ Sacrus has
him. So I'm highly motivated, though not in the ways that Sacrus probably expect. Still... | won't act
through the council.”

“Sacrus blocked one of our mainlines,” said the preservationit. “ All of Spyreisin danger unlesswe can
get a counterbaance running through their land. Beyond that, we don’t give adamn who they conquer.”

It was Venera sturn to nod. The preservationists were dedicated to keeping the giant whedl together.
Most of their decisions were therefore pragmetic and dealt with engineering issues.

“Areyou saying they could buy your loyaty by just giving you asding?’ she asked.
“They could,” said the bearded man. There were protests up and down the table, but VVenera smiled.

“I gpplaud your honesty,” she said. “Y our problem isthat you’ d need to give them areason before they
did that. They’ ve never had any use for you and you' ve never been athreat to them. So you' ve come
hereto buy that leverage?’

He shrugged. “Or see them destroyed. It' s all the sameto us.”

Bryceleaned out to look at the man. “ And the fact that they used poison gasto kill twenty-five of your
workersageneration ago ..?7’

“...Givesusacertain biasin the destroy direction. Who are you?’ added the bearded man, who had
been briefed on the identities of the other players.

With obvious distaste, Bryce said what they’ d decided he would say: “Bryce. Chief of Intelligence for
Buridan,” and he nodded &t Venera

“You'vea spy network?” The preservetionist grinned at her ironicaly.
“I do, Migter... 7’
“Thinblood.” It could have been aname or atitle.

“| do, Migter Thinblood—and you’ ve got a secret warehouse full of artillery at junction sixteen,” she said
with areturn smile. Thinblood turned red; out of the corner of her eye Venera saw Princess Corinne stifle
alaugh.

“Wearedl to betaken serioudy,” Venerawent on. “Asis Sacrus. Let’ sreturn to discussing them.”
“Hang on,” said Thinblood. “What are we discussng? War?’
She shook her head. “Not yet. But clearly, Sacrus needs its wings clipped.”

The lean, cadaverous generd from Carasthant made a violent shushing gesture that made everyoneturn
to gareat him. “What can little guppieslike usdo?’ he said in abuzzing voice that seemed to emanate
from his bobbing Adam’ s apple. “Begging your pardon, Madam Buridan, Mister Preservationist Sir. Do



you propose we take down a shark by worrying at its gills?’

His compeatriot from Scoman waggled his head in agreement. The thousand and onetiny clocks built into
hisarmor al clicked ahead a second. “ Sacrus is bounded by high walls and barbed wire,” he said over
the quiet snicking of his clothing, “and they have sniper towers and machine-gun positions. Evenif we
fought our way in, what would we do? Pisson their lavn?’

That was an expression Venera had never heard before.

Venera had thought long and hard about what to say when this question came up. These men and women
were gathered here because their homes had al been injured or insulted by Sacrus—but were they here
merely to vent their indignation? Would they back down in the face of actua action?

She didn’t want to tell them that she knew what Sacrus was up to. The key to Candesce was a prize
worth betraying old friendsfor. If they knew Sacrus had it, half these people would defect to Sacrus's
sdeimmediately, and the other half would proceed to plan how to get it themselves. It might turninto a
night of long knivesingde Buridan Tower.

“Sacrus sprimary assetslieingdethe Gray Infirmary,” she sad. “Whatever it isthat they manufacture
and s, that isitsorigin. At the very least, we need to know what we' re up againgt, what they’re
planning to do. | propose that we invade the Gray Infirmary.”

There was amomentary, stunned silence from the new arrivas. Princess Corinne s broad sunburnt face
was squinched up in afailed attempt to hide asmile. Then Thinblood, the Carasthant generd, and two of
the minor house representatives al started talking at once.

“Impossible!” she heard, and “suicide!” through the general babble. Veneralet it run on for aminute or
30, then held up her hand.

“Congder the benefitsif it could be done,” she said. “We could rescue my man Flance, assuming he's
there. We could find out what Sacrus tradesin—though | think we dl know—but in any casefind out
what itstools and devices are. We might be able to seize their records. Certainly we can find out what it
isthey’redoing.

“If wewant, we can blow up the tower.

“Andit can bedone,” shesaid. “I admit | was pretty hopeless mysdlf until last night. We' d talked
through al sorts of plans, from snesking over the wallsto shimmying down ropes from Lesser Spyre. All
our scenarios ended up with us being machine-gunned, either on the way in or on theway out. Then |
had along talk with Princess Corinne, here.”

Corinne nodded violently; her hair followed her head’ s motion afraction of asecond late. “We can get
into the Gray Infirmary,” she brayed. “And out again safely.”

There was another chorus of protests and again Veneraheld up her hand. “1 could tell you,” she said,
“but it might be more convincing to show you. Come.” And she headed for the doors.

* k * %

Theroar from the airfall was more viscera than audible herein the lowest of Buridan’ s pipes. Bryce' s
people had lowered ladders down here when they came to cut away the maddening random organ that
had been accidentally created in Buridan’ s destruction. The corroded metal surface gleamed wetly and as
Venerastepped off the ladder, she dipped and almost fell. She stared up at the ring of faces twenty feet
above her.



“Waell, comeon,” shesaid. “If I'm brave enough to come down here, you can betoo.”

Thinblood ignored the ladder and vaulted down, landing beside her with a smug thump. Ingtantly, the
surface under their feet began swaying, and little flakes of rust showered down. “ The ladder’ shereto
save the pipe, not your feet,” Venerasaid loudly. Thinblood looked abashed; the others clambered down
the ladder meekly.

The ladder descended the vertical part of the pipe and they now stood whereit bent into a horizontal
direction. Thistunnel wasten feet wide and who knew what it might originaly have carried? Horse
manure, Venera suspected. Whatever the case, it now ended twenty feet away. L ate afternoon sunlight
hurried shadows across the jagged circle of torn metd. It was from there that the roar originated.

“Come.” Without hesitation Venerawaked to within five feet of the opening, then went down on one
knee. She pointed. “ There! Sacrug!”

They could barely have heard her over the roar of thethin air; it didn’'t matter. It was clear what she was
pointing a.

The pipethey sood in thrust forty or fifty feet into the airstream below the curve of Spyre' shull. Luckily,
this opening faced away from the headwind, though suction pulled a Venerareentlesdy and the air was
s0 thin she was starting to pant aready. The pipe hung low enough to provide a vantage point from which
along gtretch of Spyre' shull wasvisible—milesof it, in fact. Way out there, near thelittleworld's
upside-down horizon, acluster of pipes much like this one—but intact—jutted into the airflow. Nestled

among them was a glassed-in machine-gun blister, smilar to the one Venera had first visited underneath
Garth Diamandis shovd.

“That' sthe underside of the Gray Infirmary,” sheydled at the motley collection of generdsand
revolutionaries crowding at her shoulder. Someone cupped hand to ear and looked quizzicd. “ Infirmary!
Inl Firm!” She jabbed her finger at the distant pipes. The quizzica person smiled and nodded.

Venerabacked up cautioudy, and the others scuttled ahead of her. At the pipe' s bend, where breathing
was a bit easier and the noise and vibration not so mind-numbing, she braced her rump againgt the wall
and her feet in the mulch of rust lining the bottom of the pipe. “We brought down telescopes and checked
out that machine-gun post. It' s abandoned, like most of the hull positions. The entrance is probably
bricked up, most likely forgotten. It’s been hundreds of years since anybody tried to assault Spyre from
the outsde.”

She could barely make out the buzzing words of Carasthant’ sgenerd. “Y ou propose to get in through
that? How? By jumping off the world and grabbing the pipes asthey pass?’

Veneranodded. When they al stared back uncomprehending, she sighed and turned to Princess
Corinne. “Show them,” she said.

Corinne was carrying abulky backpack. She wrestled this off and plunked it down intherugt. “This”
she said with adramatic flourish, “ishow we will get to Sacrus.

“Itiscdled a parachute.”
* * k% %
She had to focus on her jaw. Venera s face was buried in the voluminous shoulder of her leather coat;

her hands clutched the rope that twisted and shuddered in her grip. In the chattering roar of a
four-hundred mile per hour wind there was no room for distractions, or even thought.



Her teeth were clenched around a mouthpiece of Fin design. A rubber hose led from thisto ameta
bottle that, Corinne had explained, held alarge quantity of squashed air. It wasthat ingredient of the air
the Rook’ s engineers had called oxygen; Venera sfirst breath of it had made her giddy.

Every now and then the wind flipped her over or dragged her head to the sde and Venera saw where
shewas. wrapped in leathers, goggled and masked, and hanging from a thin rope inches below the
underside of Spyre.

All she had to do was keep her body arrow-straight and keep that mouthpiece in. Venerawastied to the
line, which was being let out quite rapidly from the edge of the airfal. Ten soldiers had dready gonethis
way before her, so it must be possible.

It was night, but distant cities and even more distant suns cast enough light to sllver the misty cloudsthat
approached Spyre like curiousfish. She saw how the clouds would nuzzle Spyre cautioudy, only to be
rebuffed by itswhirling rotation. They recoiled, formed cautious spirals and danced around the great
cylinder, asif trying to find away in. Dark speckles—flocks of piranhawks and sharks—browsed among
them, and there in great black formations were the barbedwire and blockhouses of the sentries.

To be among the clouds with nothing above or below seemed perfectly normal to Venera. If shefell, she
only had to open her parachute and she' d come to astop long before hitting the barbed wire. It wasn't
the prospect of falling that made her heart pound—it was the savage headwind that was trying to snatch
her breath away.

The rope shuddered, and she grabbed it spasmodically. Then shefelt ahand touch her ankle.

The soldiers hauled her through a curtain of speed ivy and into a narrow gun emplacement. Thisonewas
dry and empty, itstidiness somehow in keeping with Sacrus’ sfastidious attention to detail. Bryce was
aready here, and he unceremonioudy yanked the air line from Venera s mouth—or tried; she bit down
onit tenacioudy for asecond, glaring a him, before relenting and opening her mouth. He shot her alook
of annoyance and tied it and her unopened parachute to the line. This helet out through the speed ivy, to
be reeled back to Buridan for its next user.

Princess Corinne' sidea had sounded insane, but she merely shrugged, saying, “We do this sort of thing
al thetime.” Of course, she was from Fin, which explained much. That pocket nation inhabited one of
Spyre sgigantic allerons, awing hundreds of feet in length that jutted straight down into the airstream.
Originally colonized by escaped criminals, Fin had grown over the centuries from acold and dark
sub-basement complex into a bright and independent—if strange—realm. The Finsdidn’t redlly consider
themsdves citizensof Spyre at dl. They were creatures of the air.

Over the yearsthey had ingtalled hundreds of windows in the giant metal vane, aswell as hatches and
winches. They were suspected of being smugglers, and Corinne had proudly confirmed that. “\We done
areableto dipinand out of Spyreat will,” she'dtold Venera. And, astheir population expanded, they
had colonized five of the other twelve fins by the same means they were using to bresk into Sacrus.

To reach Sacrus, one of Corinne's men had donned a parachute and taken hold of aropethat had abig
three-barbed hook on its end. He had stepped into the howling airfal and was snatched down and away
likeafleck of dust.

Venera had been watching from the tower and saw his parachute balloon open a second later. Ingtantly,
he stopped falling away from Spyre and began curving back toward the hull. Down only operated as
long as you were part of the spinning structure, after dl; freed of the high speed imparted by Spyre's
rotation, he'd cometo astop in the air. He could have hovered there, scant feet from the hull, for hours.
The only problem was the rope he held, which was gill connected to Buridan.



The big wooden spool that was unredling it was starting to smoke. Any second now it would reach its
end, and the snap would probably take his hands off. Y et he camly stood therein the dark air, waiting
for Sacrus to shoot past.

Asthe pipes and machine-gun nest legped toward him he lifted the hook and, with anticlimactic ease,
tossed it ahead of the rushing metal. The hook caught; the rope whipped up and into the envel ope of
Speeding ar surrounding the hull; and Corinne' s man saluted before disappearing over Spyre s horizon.
They’ d recovered him when he came around again.

Now, brilliant light etched the cramped gun emplacement with the caustic sharpness of a black-and-white
photograph. One of the men was employing awelding torch on the hatch at the top of the steps. “ Sedled
ages ago, like we thought,” shouted Bryce, jabbing athumb at the ceiling. “ Judging from the pipes, we' re
under the sewage stacks. There' s probably toilets above us.”

“Perfect.” They needed a staging ground from which to assault the tower. “ Do you think they’ Il hear us?’

Bryce grimaced. “Well, there could befifty guys Stting around up there taking bets on how long it’ll take
usto burn the hatch open. We' Il find out soon enough.”

Suddenly, the ceiling blew out around the welder. He retrested in ashower of sparks, cursing, and anew
wind filled the little space. Before anybody else could move, Thinblood legped over to the hole and
jammed some sort of contraption up it. He folded, pulled—and the wind stopped. The hole the welder
had made was now blocked by something.

“Petch hatch,” said Thinblood, wiping dust off hisface. “We d better go up. They might have heard the
pop or felt the pressure drop.”

Without waiting, he pressed againgt histemporary hatch, which gave way with arubbery dapping sound.
Thinblood pushed hisway up and out of Sight. Bryce was right behind him.

Both were standing with their guns drawn when Venerafought her way past the suction to sprawl ona
filthy floor. She stood up, brushing hersdlf off, and looked around. “It isindeed amen’ sroom.”

Or wasit? In the wesk light of Thinblood' s lantern, she could see that the chamber waslined in tiles that
had once been white but which had long since taken on the color of rust and dirt. Long streaks ran down
thewadll to dark pools on the floor. Venera expected to see the usua washroom fixtures dong the walls,
but other than ameta sink there was nothing. She had an uneasy fedling that she knew what sort of room
thiswas, but it didn’t cometo her until Thinblood said, “ Operating theeter. Disused.”

Bryce was prying at ameta chute mounted in onewall. It creaked open, and he stared down into
darkness for a second. “A convenient method of disposal for body parts or even whole people,” he said.
“I"m thinking more like an autopsy room.”

“Vivisectionigt’ slounge?” Thinblood was getting into the game.
“Shut up,” said Venera. She' d gone over to the room’s one door and was listening at it. “It seems quiet.”

“Wdl it isthemiddle of the night,” the preservationist commented. More members of their team were
meanwhile popping up out of the floor like jack-in-the-boxes. Minus the wind-up music, Venera
mused.

Soon there were twenty of them crowded together in the ominous little room. Venera cracked the door
and peered out into alarger, dark space full of pipes, boilers, and metal tanks. This was the maintenance
leve for the tower, it seemed. That waslogicd.



“Iseveryone clear on what we' redoing?’ she asked.
Thinblood shook hishead. “Not even remotely.”

“We are after my man Flance,” she said, “aswell asinformation about what Sacrusisup to. If we have

to fight, we cause enough mayhem to make Sacrus rethink its strategy. Hence the charges.” She nodded
at the heavy canvas bag one of the Liris soldierswastoting. “ Our first order of businessisto securethis
leve, then set some of those charges. Let'sdoiit.”

Sheled the soldiers of half a dozen nations as they stepped out of their bridgehead and into the dark of
enemy territory.

* * % %

15

Everything in the Gray Infirmary seemed designed to promote afedling of paranoia. The corridors were
hung with huge black felt drapes that swayed and twitched dightly in the moving ar, giving the congtant
impression that there was someone hiding behind them. The hallswerelit by lanternsfixed on metal
posts, you could swivel the post and aim the light here and there, but there was no way to illuminate your
entire surroundings at any point. The floors were muffled under deep crimson carpet. Y ou could snesk
up on anybody here. There were no signs, doors were hidden behind the drapery, and al the corridors
looked dike.

It reminded Venera unpleasantly of the palace at Hale. Her father’ s own madness had been degpening in
the days before she succeeded in escaping to alife with Chaison. Theking had al the paintingsin the
palace covered, the mirrors likewise. He took to walking the hallways at night, asword in his hand,
convinced as he was that conspirators waited around every corner. These nocturna strolls were greset for
the actual conspirators, who knew exactly where he was and so could avoid him easily. Those
congpirators—amost entirely comprising members of his own family—uwould bring him down one day
soon. Venera had not received any |etters bragging of hisdownfal while shelived in Rush; but there
could well be onewaiting when or if she ever returned to Sipstream.

That was the madness of one man. Sacrus, though, had done more than generalize such paranoia: it had
ingtitutionalized it. The Gray Infirmary was amonument to suspicion and atestament to the idea that
distrust was to be encouraged. “Don’t pull on the curtainsto look for doors,” Venera cautioned the men
asthey rounded a corner and lost Sight of the stairs to the basement. “They may berigged to an darm.”

Thinblood scoffed. “Why do something like that?’

“So only the people who know where the doors are can find them,” she said. “Peopletrying to
escagpe—or interlopers like us—set off the bells. Luckily, there’ sanother way to find them.” She pointed
at the carpet. “L ook for worn patches. They signify higher traffic.”

The corridor they were in seemed to circle some large inner area. Opposite the basement stairsthey
found the broad steps of an exit, and next to it stairs going up. It wasn't until they had nearly circled back
to the basement gairsthat they found adoor letting into the interior. Next to a patch of dightly worn
carpet, Veneraeased the curtains to the side and laid her hand on acold iron door with asimplelatch.
She eased the door open a crack—it made no sound—and peered in.

The room was as big as an auditorium, but there was no stage. Instead, dozens of long glass tanks stood
on tablesunder smdl dectric lights. Thelightsflickered dightly, their power no doubt influenced by the
jamming signal that emanated from Candesce.



Each tank wasfilled with water, and lying prone in them were men—handcuffed, blindfolded, and with
their noses and mouths just poking out of the water. Next to each tank was astool, and perched on
several of these were women who appeared to be reading books.

“What isit?” Thinblood was asking. Venerawaved at him impatiently and tried to get a better sense of
what was going on here. After amoment she redlized that the women'’ slips were moving. They were
reading to the men in the tanks.

“...I anthe ange that fillsyour sky. Can you see me? | cometo you naked, my breastsare full and
graining for your touch.”

Bryce put ahand on her shoulder and his head above hers. “What are they doing?’
“They seem to be reading pornography,” she whispered, shaking her head.
“...Touch me, oh touch me exdted one. | need you. Y ou are my only hope.

“Yet who am |, thistrembling bird in your hand. | am more than one woman, | am amultitude, al
dependent on you... | am Falcon Formation, and | need you in all waysthat a man can be needed...”

Venerafell back, landing on her elbows on the deep carpet. “ Shut it!” Bryce raised an eyebrow at her
reaction, but eased the door closed. He twitched the curtain back into place.

“What was that all about?’ asked Thinblood.

Veneragot to her feet. 1 just found out who one of Sacrus sclientsis,” she said. Shefelt nauseated.
“Canwe sed off thisdoor?” she asked. “Prevent anyone getting out and coming at us from behind?’
Bryce frowned. “That presentsits own dangers. We could as easily trap ourselves.”

She shrugged. “But we have grenades, and we're not afraid to use them.” She squinted at him. “Are
we?’

Thinblood laughed. “Would awelding torch applied to the hinges do the trick? We' |l haveto leave atiny
team behind to do that.”

“Two men, then.”

They went back to the upward-leading stairs. The second level presented a corridor identical to the one
below. The same muffled silence hung over everything here. “Ah,” said Venera, “ such delicate decorative
indinctsthey have”

Thinblood was pacing aong bent over, hands behind his back. He stared at the floor mumbling * hmmm,
hmmm.” After afew seconds he pointed. “Door here.”

Veneratwitched back the curtain to reved an iron-bound door with abarred window. She had to stand
on her tip-toesto see through it to the long corridor full of smilar doors beyond. “Thislookslikeacell
block.” Sherattled the door handle. “Locked.”

“Hello?” The voice had come from the other Sde of the door. Veneramotioned for the othersto get out
of sight, then summoned alaconic, sugary voice and said, “Isthiswhere | can find my little captain?’ She

giggled.
“Wha—?" Two eyes agppeared at the door, blinking in surprise a her. Just in time, Venerahad yanked



off her black jacket and shirt, reveding the Strategic strappery that maximized her figure. “Who the hell
areyou?’ said the man on the other side of the door.

“I’'myour present,” whispered Venera “That is, if you're Captain Sendriks... I'd likeit if youwere,” she
added petulantly. “I’'m tired of tromping around these stupid corridorsin nothing but my assets. | could
catch acold.”

A moment later the latch clicked and seconds after that Venerawas inside with a pistol under the chin of
the surprised guard. Her men flowed around her like water filling a pipe; as she gestured for her new
prisoner to knedl Thinblood said, “It’s clear on thisend, but there' s another man around the corner
yonder.”

“Leve apigol a himand he'll fal into line.” She watched one of the soldiersfrom Liristying up her man,
then sad, “It is cold in here. Bryce, where' smy jacket?”’

“Haven't seenit,” he said innocently. Veneraglared at him, then went to collect it herself.

The new corridor held afaint undertone of coughing and quizzica voices, which came from behind the
other doors. Thiswasindeed a cell block. Veneraraced from door to door. “Up! Yes, you! Who are
you? How long have you been here?’

There were men and women here. There were children aswell. They wore awide mix of clothing, some
familiar from her daysin Spyre, some foreign, perhaps of the principaities. Ther accents, when they
answered her hesitantly, were smilarly diverse. All seemed well fed, but they were haggard with fear and
lack of deep.

Garth Diamandis was not among them.

Veneradidn’t hide her disgppointment. “Tell me wherethe rest of the prisonersareor I’ll blow your
head off,” she told the guard. She had him on his kneeswith hisface pressed against the wall, her pistol
at the back of hishead. “Bear inmind,” she added, “that we' Il find them ourselvesif we haveto, it’ll just
take longer. What do you say?’

He proceeded to give a detailed account of the layout of the tower, including where the night watch was
stationed and when their rounds were. So far Venera hadn’t seen any sign of watchmen; for anation
gearing up for war, Sacrus seemed extremdly |ax. She said so and her prisoner laughed, atad
hysericdly.

“Nobody’ s ever gotten in or out of here,” he mumbled against the plaster. “Who would bresk in? And
from where?’ He tried unsuccessfully to shake hishead. “Y ou people are insane.”

“A common enough trait in Spyre,” she sniffed. “Y our mistake, then.”
“Y ou don’'t understand,” he croaked. “But you will.”

She had dready noted that he wore armor that was light and utilitarian, and his hol stered wespons had
been amilarly smple. Thisfunctionaism, which contrasted drameticaly with the outlandish costumes of
most of her people, made her more uneasy about Sacrus s abilities than anything he’ d said.

They spent sometimetrying to get more out of him and his companion. Neither they nor the prisoners
they spoke to knew what Sacrus s plan was—only that a general mobilization was underway. The
prisoners themsalves were from dl over the principalities, some had recently gone missing within Spyre
itsdf.



“They’ re enough evidence to haul Sacrus before the high court on crimes againgt the polity,” crowed
Bryce. “If we can just get some of these people out of here.”

Venerashook her head. “They may be enough to get the rest of Spyre up in arms. But until we can come
up with adecent plan for getting them out dive, they’ re safer where they are. Let them loose now and
they’ll give usaway, and probably try to run the gauntlet of machine guns and barbed wire on their way
to the outer walls. At least let’ sfind them some weapons and adirectionto runin.”

Bryce and Thinblood exchanged glances. Then Bryce quirked hisirritating smile. “1 haveanidea” he
sad. “Let’ ssrikeacompromise...”

* k% k% %

There were plenty of cdlsin the block, but Garth wasin none of them. While Venera searched for him,
Thinblood took the bulk of the team to look for the night watch. Nearly fifteen minutes had passed before
he reappeared.

Thinblood was jubilant. “ Both floors are secure,” he said. “We left the watchmen in acloset we found.
And my welder has seded off the main doors and aSde entrance. He' samode of efficiency, that one.”

Bryce put ahand on Venera'sarm. Y our man doesn’t seem to be here. We have to look to our other
objectives.”

She shrugged him off, gritting her teeth so as not to snap some withering retort. “ All right, then,” she said.
“There smoreto thistower upgtairs. Let’ sfind out what Sacrusisup to.”

The next floor was different. Here the velvet-covered walls and darkness gave way to marble and bright,
annoyingly uneven electric light. Venera heard the sound of voices and chatter of amechanica typewriter
coming from an open door about thirty feet to the left. Crouching under the lee of the epswith the
others, she scowled and said, “ The time for subtlety may be past.”

“Wait.” Thinblood pointed the other way. Venera craned her neck and saw the heavy vault-style door
even as Thinblood said, “ Sacrusis reputed to keep their most secret weaponsin this place. Do you
think...?’

“I think | saw some of those weapons being made downgtairs,” she said, thinking of the fish-tank room.
“But you'reright. It'sjust too tempting.” The door was surrounded by big signs saying VALID
PERSONNEL ONLY, and two men with rifles douched in front of it. “How do we get past them?’

One of Corinne'smen cleared histhroat quietly. He drew something from his backpack and after a
moment his companionsdid likewise. They strung the small compound bows with quick economical
movements. Seeing this, Veneraand the other leaders climbed back down and out of the way.

“Count of three,” said the man at the top. “Y ou take the one on the right, we'll do the one on the lft.
One, two—"

All four of Corinne s soldiers jumped out of the stairwell and rolled into crouches. Their shoulder muscles
creased in unison asthey drew back, and Veneraheard an intake of breath and “What the—" from off to
theright, and then they let loose.

There was agrunt, athud, then another. The archerswhirled around, looking for another target.

The sound of typing continued.



“Take out that office,” Veneraingructed the archers as she stepped into the hallway. “We' Il go for the
vault.”

The heavy door had athick glasswindow init. Venera shaded her eyes with her hands and stared
through for afew seconds. Shewhistled. “I think we' ve found the mother lode.”

The chamber beyond was large—it must take up most of thisleve. There were no windows, and its
distant walls were draped in black like the corridors downstairs. Its brick floor was crisscrossed by red
carpets, in the squares they defined, pedestalslarge and small stood under cones of light. Each pedestal
supported some device—brass canisters here, afluted rifle-like wegpon there. Large jarsfull of thick
brown fluid gleamed near thingslike bushes made of knives. There was nothing in there that looked
innocuous, nothing Venerawould have willingly wanted to touch. But al were on display asif they were
treasures.

She supposed they were that; this might be the vault that held Sacrus' s dearest assets.

The view was obscured suddenly. Venerafound hersdf staring into the cold gray eyes of asoldier, who
mouthed something she couldn’t hear through the glass.

Deception wasn't going to work thistime. “We ve been seen,” she said even asaloud alarm bell
suddenly filled the corridor with jangling echoes.

“Can we blow this?” Thinblood was asking one of his men. The soldier shook his head.
“Not without taking time to figure out the vulnerable points.... maybe doing some drilling...”

Thinblood looked at Venera, who shrugged. “It’ sgoing to be afirefight from now on,” she said. “Better
get downgtairs and free those prisoners. Then we can—" Something bright and sudden flashed in her
peripherd vison and therewas aloud clang!

She stared in dumb surprise at the metal bars that now blocked the way to the stairwell. “Blow them!”
she shouted, pulling out her preservationist-built machine-pistol. “Thisis no time for subtlety!”

At that moment there was an eruption of noise from the far end of the corridor. Veneradoveto the floor
asimpacting bullets sprayed marble dust and plaster at her. The others either flattened aswell or
staggered back against the wall. Blood spattered over the threaded stonework.

Now a smoke grenade was tumbling toward her, each end-over-end bounce sending a gout of black into
theair. It stopped just outside the bars then disappeared in agrowing pyramid of darkness. Past that
Venera heard shouted orders, gunshots.

“You will lie facedown on the floor and put your hands behind your necks! Anyone we do not find
in that position will be shot! You have five seconds and then we will shoot everything that sticks
up more than a foot off the floor.”

All she could hear &fter that was machine-gun fire.

* * % %

The commandant held the mimeographed picture of Veneranext to her head and compared the two.
“You look older inred life,” he said in gpparent disappointment. She glared at him but said nothing.

“Redly,” he continued in gpparent amazement, “what did you think you were going to achieve? Invading
Sacrus? We veforgotten more tricks of incursion and sabotage than you people ever knew.”



Twelve of Venera s people knelt around her on the floor of a storage room that opened off the
third-floor corridor. Mops and brooms loomed over her; asingleflickering bulb illuminated the three men
with machine guns who were standing over the prisoners. Two more soldiers had been tying their hands
behind their backs, but the process had stalled out briefly asthey ran out of rope. The commandant, who
had at first seemed flustered and shocked, had soon recovered his poise and now appeared to be
genuingy enjoying himsdf.

“You did agood job of seding off the front doors, but my superiors were ableto dip thisthrough the
crack.” He waggled the mimeograph at Venera. He was a beefy man with an oddly asymmetrica face;
oneof hiseyeswas markedly higher than the other, and his upper lip lifted on the left giving him a
permanent look of incredulity. “They aso dipped in some instructions on how we' re to proceed while
they cut through your welding job. It ssemswehad a...” He flipped the sheet over to read the back.
“...acertain Garth Diamandisin our custody, as guarantor of your good behavior. Our arrangement was
very clear. Should you fail to obey our orders, we wereto kill this Diamandis. I’ d say that your little
incurgon tonight congtitutes disobedience, wouldn't you?’

Veneradrew back her lipsin asnarl. “ Someday they’ re going to name a disesse after you.”

The commandant sighed. “1 just wanted you to know that I’ ve issued the order. He' s being terminated,
oh, even aswe speak. And—" he laughed heartily, “I had an ingpiration! The manner of hispassingis
quite hideous, you'll be impressed when you see—’

A soldier clattered to a stop at the door to the office. “ The lower floors are secure, Sir,” he said. “They
had tied up the night watch and the guards in the prison. In addition, we found ten of thesein the
basement.” He handed the commandant one of the charges Venera s people had s&t.

Venera exchanged a glance with Bryce, whose hands were still untied.

“Wall, look at this.” The commandant knelt in front of Venera “A little clockwork bomb. Why, it'sso
intricately made, | can only think of one place it might have come from.” He arched an eyebrow at the
knot of prisoners. “Are any of you from Scoman, by any chance?’ He didn’t wait for an answer, but
turned the mechanism over under Venera snose. “How doesit work?Isit atimer?”

She said nothing; he shrugged and said, “1 think | can figureit out. Y ou turn thisdia to give yoursdlf...
what? Ten minutes? If you don't reset it before it winds down to zero it explodes.”

A muffled report sounded from somewherein the building. A gunshot? The commandant glanced & his
men; one turned and |eft the room. “I suppose one or two of your compatriots might still beloose,” he
admitted. “But we' |l round them up soon enough.”

Hewasjust opening his mouth to add something €l se when the lights went out. The building rocked to a
digtant blagt.

I nstant pandemonium—somebody stepped on Veneraand crumpled her to the floor while some sort of
struggle erupted just to her right; one of the machine gunswent off, apparently into the ceiling, lighting the
gpace with amomentary red flicker. All she saw was people rearing up, faling down, tumbling like
scattered chessmen. She strained but couldn’t get free of the ropes that bound her hands behind her.

Another explosion, then another—how many of those bombs had they said they’ d found? She was sure
they’d planted at least twelve.

Now somebody fell on her in ahorrifyingly limp tangle and she screamed, but nobody could hear her
over the shouts, screams, and shots.



More machine-gun fire, terrifyingly close but apparently directed out the door. Venerawormed out from
under the wet body and found a corner to huddle in, hands jammed into the spot where walls and floor
met. She cursed the dark and chaos and expected to receive abullet in the head any second.

Silence and heavy breathing. Distant shouts. Somebody lit amatch.

Bryce and Thinblood stood back to back. Each held a machine gun. Another gun lay under the body of
the commandant, whose lopsided face was frozen in an expression of genuine surprise. The room was
awash with men who were holding one another by the throat, or feet, or wrists, al atop thetiled bodies
of the soldierswho were il tied up. Dark blood was spattered up the wall and over everybody. Venera
looked down at hersdlf and saw that her own clothes were glistening with the stuff.

“Get them untied!” Somebody flipped aknife into his hand and began bending and dashing at the ropes.
When he reached Venera, she saw that it was one of the archers. Veneraleaned forward knocking her
forehead againgt the floor as he roughly grabbed her arms and cuit.

“The prisonersareloose!” Bryce hauled her to her feet just as the match went out. “ Somebody find a
bloody lantern! We ve got to get out of herel” They burst into the corridor just asthe lightsresumed a
dim glow. Therewere bodies dl over the place, bullet holesin thewalls, and she heard shots and shouts
coming from the stairwell.

“Good ideato leave those meninthe cells” she said to Bryce. “A command decison.”

He grinned. They had given two men some spare weagpons and grenades and, out of sight of the tied-up
guards, put them in acell with abroken lock. They wereto free the prisoners and arm them if the rest of
the team didn’t return in good time.

The soldiers recovered their guns and armor from a pile outside the storage room and one by one loped
toward the T-intersection next to the stairwell. A firefight had broken out down there. Venerahad her
pistal in her hand but ended up in the rear, down on al fours as bullets sprayed overhead.

For afew minutes there was shouting and shooting. When it became clear that the men in the stairwell
were of Sacrus, somebody threw a grenade at them, but more shots were coming from the side—the top
right arm of the'l from Venerd s perspective. That was the direction the commandant’ s men had
origindly come from. The stairwell was at the very top of the T, the storage room behind her.

Now it was chaos and shooting again. Venera crawled to the left, to the spot where the metd cage had
descended earlier. It was gone. She raised her head dightly and saw, through smoke and dim light, that
the great metal door to the treasure room was open.

Bryce and the others had made it into the now cleared stairwell, but Venera had been too dow. Soldiers
of Sacrus emerged from clouds of gunsmoke, facelessin thefaint light. Venera scrambled to her feet,
dipped on blood, and hdf fell through the doorway into the treasure room. Her feet found purchase on
the carpet, and she pressed her whole body against the cold door. It dowly creaked shut, ringing from
bullet impacts at the last instant.

She spun the whed in the center of the portal and turned around to lean on it. A sound hangover echoed
through her head for afew seconds, or was she still hearing the battle, but muffled by iron and stone?

Stepping forward shelifted her arms, saw blood al over them. Something caught her foot and she
stumbled. Looking down she saw that it was another body—a soldier of Sacrus, maybe the very one
with whom she' d locked eyes through the little glasswindow in the door. He lay on hisback, armsflung
about, and blood pooling behind his head.



His abdomen had been cut wide open and his entrailstrailed along the floor.

A new wash of fear came over Venera. She backed against the door and brought up her pistol to check
it. Wouldn’'t do to have a misfire due to blood in the barrel. For afew moments she stood perfectly ill,
listening and, finally, looking about at the place she had cometo.

The huge sguare room was it better than the halway had been, by smdll dectric spotlights that hung over
dozens of pedestals. She had glimpsed those earlier, the canisters and boxes atop them now glowingin
surreal majesty. There was nobody el sein sight, but she thought she could see another door opposite the
one through which she’ d entered.

A woman chuckled somewhere; the chuckle turned into alaugh of childish ddlight.

Veneramade her way around the room'’ s perimeter in quick sprints, ducking from pedestal to pedestd. It
was hard to tell where the laughter was coming from because sounds echoed off the high calling. Faintly
through the floor she could still hear the noise of bettle.

The laugh came again—thistime from only afew yards away. Venerarounded a broad pedestal
surmounted by some kind of cannon and stopped dead, pistol forgotten in her hand.

A big clockwork mechanism had been shoved off the next pedestal and now lay shattered on the floor.
Little wisps of smoke rosefrom it. The pedestd itsdlf was covered with the remains of aman.

Somebody was knedling in the gore and viscerathat dripped over the edges of the pedestal. It wasa
woman, completely nude, and she was bathing—no, wallowing—in the blood and dippery things she
was hauling out of the man’ storso. She stroked her skin with something, squeezing it asif it were awet
sponge, and gave alittle mewl of delight.

Venerarased the pistol and amed carefully. “Margit! What have you done?’
Theformer botanist of Liris cocked her head at Venera. She grinned, holding up two crimson hands.
“Don't you get it?’ shesaid. “It'scherries! Red, red cherries, full and ripe.”

“Wh-who—" Venerahad suddenly remembered the commandant’ s boast. He had found a hideous
death for Garth, he' d said. She stepped forward, staring past a haze of nausea at the few scraps of
clothing she could recognize. Those boots—they were Sacrus army issue.

“They trusted me,” said Margit as shelowered hersdlf into the sticky mass she was massaging. “These
two knew me—so they let me in. When the bombs went off, thewall and door parted a bit—the hinges
sprung! | just pushed it open and ran right out of my little room! Nobody there to stop me. So | came
here and brought him with me.”

“Brought who?”

Margit raised ahand to point at something lying in the shadows of another pedestd. “ The onethey’d just
givento me. My present.”

“Garth!” Veneraran over to him. Hewas on his Side, unconscious but breathing. His hands were tied
behind his back. Veneraknelt to undo the knots, putting her pistol down when she decided Margit was
too far into her own delusionsto notice.

Far gone she might be, but she'd killed at least two men in thisroom. “Y ou must have ambushed them,”
sad Venera, making it into aquestion.



“Oh yes. | was dressed oh so respectably and had my prisoner with me. They were staring out the
window, you people were shooting and thrashing about somewhere out of sight and | just popped up
therein front of them. ‘Let mein!” Oh, | looked so scared. As soon astheir backs were to me | mowed
them down.”

“There were only two?’

Margit clucked reproachfully. “How many people do you put inside alocked vault? Two was overkill,
but you see the doors don’t open from the outside. That’sa precaution.” She enunciated the word
chearfully.

Veneradapped Garth lightly; he groaned and mumbled something, batting feebly at her hand.
She looked up a Margit again. “Why come here?’

Margit stood up, dripping. “Y ou know why,” she said, suddenly serious. “For that.” She pointed,
draight-armed, a something on thefloor.

It was crimson now, but there was no mistaking the cylindrical shape of the key to Candesce. When
Venerasaw it she gasped and raised the pistol again, cocking it as shetried to haul Garth to hisfeet with
her other hand.

Margit frowned. “Don’t deny me my destiny, Venera. Behold!” She struck one of her poses, throwing
her arms out in the spotlight. “'Y ou gaze upon the Queen of Candesce!”

“V-Venera?' Garth blinked at her, then focused past her a Margit. “What the—"

“Quickly now, Garth.” She haf carried him over to the blood-smeared stoneswhere the key lay. Shelet
go of him and reached to scoop it up, still keeping abead on Margit.

The botanist smply stood there, avash in light and gore, and watched as Venera and Garth backed
avay.

She was gtill watching when they made it to the chamber’ s other door and spun the whed to openit.

* k % %

16

Venerd s parachute yanked vicioudy at her shoulders. All the breath drove out of her, the world spun,
and then a sublime calm seemed to ease into the world: the savage wind diminished, became gentle, and
theroar of gunfire faded. Weight, too, dackened and in moments she found herself cometo astop in
dawn-lit air that was crisp but hinted at awarm day to come.

All around her other parachutes had bloomed like night flowers. There were shouts, screaming—~but also
laughter. Corinne' s people were taking charge; the air below Spyre wasther territory. “ Catch this rope!”
one of them commanded, tossing alength a Venera. She grabbed it, and he began to draw her in.

The knot of people waited a hundred feet from the madly spinning hull of Spyre. Twenty had arrived here
in the early morning hours, but more than seventy were leaving. There hadn’t been enough parachutes,
but Sacrus had hel pfully decorated its corridors with heavy black drapes. Many of these were now held
by former prisoners. Having belled with air to brake them, the black squares were now twisting like
smoke and were starting to get in the way as people tried to grab one another by wrigt, fingertip, or foot.



She pulled hersdlf up Garth' sleg, hooked ahand in his belt, and met him at eyeleve. “ Are you okay?’
He still seemed disoriented, and for amoment he just stared back at her.

“Did you comefor me?’ Hisvoice was hoarse and she didn’t like to think why. There were burn marks
on his cheeks and hands and he looked thinner and older than ever.

Venerasmoothed the backs of her fingers down the side of hisface. “I camefor you,” she said, and was
surprised to seetears start in his eyes.

“Ligten up!” It wasthe leader of Corinn€ stroupe. “We ve just passed Fin, and | let out the Sgndl flare.
In acouple of minutesit’ s going to come by again, and they’ll havelowered anet! We'regoingtolandin
that net, al of us. Then we'll be drawn up into Fin. We need to stick together or people will get |eft
behind.”

“lsn't Sacrus going to pass usfirs?’ somebody asked.

“Y es. So everybody with agun get to the top. And unravel those drapes, we can use them to hide
behind.”

As Spyre rotated, first Buridan, then Sacrus would go by before Fin came around again. The soldiers of
Sacrus had been right on their heels as VVenera s group crowded into the basement. Doubtless they
would be bringing heavy machine guns down, or grenades or—it didn’t bear thinking about because
there was nothing to be done. For afew seconds at least, Venera and her people were going to be
helplesstargets.

“Ouch!” said awoman near Venera sfeet. “1—ouch! Hey, ohmigod—" She screamed suddenly, a
frantic yelp that grew into awalil.

Venera spun around to look. Dark shapes flickered around the woman' s silhouette, half seen but growing
in number. “Piranhawks!” someone shouted.

A second later there were thousands of them, aswirling cloud that completely envel oped the screaming
woman. Her criesturned to horrible retching sounds and then stopped. Buzzing wings were everywhere,
caressing Venerd sthroat and tossing her hair, but so far nothing had bitten her.

Nobody spoke. Nobody moved, and after a minute the cloud of piranhawks began to smear away into
theair. They left behind acoiling cloud of black festhers and atomized red, at its heart ahorrible thing
bereft of blood and flesh.

“Braceyoursalves Here comestheairfdl!” Veneralooked up in timeto see the latticework of girders
that supported Buridan Tower flash past. In the next instant afist of wind hit her.

Garth was nearly torn from her grasp by the pounding air. Two people who had refused to untie
themsalves from the black drapes were smply blown away, disgppearing in momentsinto a distance
blurred with barbed wire and mines. Others Smply let go of their neighbors for a second and found
themsdves being drawn dowly, leisurely away asthe airfal passed by and camer air returned.

“Catch therope! Catchit!” She watched the lines being tossed and frantic lunges to catch them, then one
of the men who' d drifted afew yards away shuddered and spun. Dark lines stood in the air behind him
for an ingtant before snapping and becoming thousands of red droplets. She heard machine-gun fire.

“Sacrus! Return firel” Everybody opened up on the small knot of pipes and the machine-gun nest asiit
swept down and at them. Tracer rounds framed and dissected avision of mauve cloud and amber
sunlight. Venerablinked and couldn’t see, waved her pistol hesitantly. Then Sacrus|ofted up and away



and thefiring ceased.

“Get ready!”

Ready? Ready for what—the net caught her limp and unresisting, and that probably saved Venerafrom
abroken neck. Asthin cords dug into her face and hands she was hauled into speeding air again, faster
and faster until al breath was sucked out of her and spots danced in her eyes. Just asthe howl and
tearing fingers of the hurricane became intolerable it ceased so abruptly that shejust lay for awhile,
garing at nothing. Gradualy, she made out voices, sounds of something heavy being shut asthe wind
sound cut out. Lantern light glowed below ametal ceiling where shadows of people hoveto and fro. She
rolled over.

Garth Diamandis was Sitting up next to her. He probed at the back of his head carefully, then darted his
eyes back and forth at the people who surrounded them. “Where are we?’

“Among friends,” she said. “ Safe. At least for now.”

* k% k% %

Blood did down the drain, miniature riversin the greater flow of water. After al that had happened,
Venerawas surprised to find that none of it was hers. By rights she should have been riddled with holes
last night.

Thefacilitiesof Finwere primitive, but the water was wonderfully hot. She ddlied in the rusted meta
cabinet that stood in for a shower, letting the stuff run over and off her in sheets, holding her face under it.
Not thinking, though her hands till shook.

A loud banging startled her, and she amost dipped. Veneraflung open the sheet-metd door. “What?’

Bryce stood there. His glower turned to distraction as he took in her naked form. In amoment of
reflected vison, she saw his gaze lower, pause, drop, pause again. Then he caught himself and met her
eyes. “You'regoing to use up al the hot water,” he said in areasonable tone.

She dammed the door, but it was too late; she could practicaly fed the line drawn down her body by his
eyes. “Sowhat if | useitdl?’ shesaid gamely. “Y ou' re aman—take yours cold.”

“Notif | don't haveto.” She heard rattling around the side of the enclosure. “ There samaster valve
here, but I'm not sure whether it' sfor the cold or the hot. I'll giveit afew turns...”

She threw the door open again and stalked past him to grab the rag they’ d told her was her towel.
Wrapping it around herself as best she could, she did adouble take as she saw him watching her again.
“Wdl?" shesad. “What are you waiting for?’

“Huh?’

“Get in there.” She crossed her arms and waited. Bryce turned his back to her as he undressed, but she
didn’t give him any rdlief. It was her turn to admire. With asour glance that held more than alittle humor,
he stepped into the Sl

Veneraleaned over to look at the side of the enclosure; there was the valve he' d mentioned. It was
momentarily tempting to give afew turns—she could imagine his shouts quite vividly—but no. Shewas
an adult, after dl.

She left the enclosure and stepped gingerly over the grillwork floor. Despite the stares of those billeted in



the hallway, she made her way to where Garth Diamandislay. He was awake, but listless. Still, he half
smiled ashe saw her.

“Ah, that you should dress so for me,” he murmured.
Venerasmoothed the hair back from his brow. “What' swrong?’
Helooked away, lipstwisting. Then, “It was her. She betrayed me to them.”

“Y our woman? Wife? Migress?’

A heavy sgh escaped him. “My daughter.”

Venera stepped back, shocked. For amoment she had no ideawhat to say, because her whole
understanding of this man had been changed in one stroke. “ Oh, Garth,” she said stupidly. “I'm s0
sorry.” We daughterswill do that, shethough, but shedidn’t say it.

She held hishand for aminute until he gently disengaged it and turned on hisside. “Y ou must be cold,” he
sad. “Go get somerest.” So, reluctantly, sheleft him on his cot in the halway.

She mused about this surprising new Garth as she threaded her way back to her deeping station. It was
hard navigating the place; the nation of Fin waslessthan thirty feet wide at its broadest point. Sinceit

was literdly afin, an alleron for controlling Spyre' s spin and direction, the place was streamlined and
reinforced insde by crisscrossing girders. The citizens of the pocket nation had built floors and chambers
al through the vertical wing and grudgingly added severd ladder wells. Where Garth lay wasnot a
corridor as such, however—just amore or less labyrinthine route between the rooms that were strung the
length of theleve. Privacy wasto be had only within the deeping chambers, where the ever-present roar
of ar just behind the walls drowned al other sounds.

Fin didn’t have the capacity for an extra seventy or so people. Venera had been informed by an impatient
Corinnethat they must dl leave by nightfal. That suited her fine—she had amesting with the council later
today in any case. But she needed to deep first. So she was grateful for thelittle bed they’ d prepared
behind a set of metal cabinets. Y ou had to squeeze around the last cabinet to get in here and there were
no windows, gtill, it had an air of privacy. Sherolled out of the towel and under the blanket.

Venerawilled hersdf to deep, but she was still amass of nerves from the events of the night. And, she
had to admit, there was something else keeping her awake. ..

A blundering noise jolted her into sitting up. She groped for a nonexistent weapon. Somebody was
blocking the light that leaked around the cabinets. “Who—"

“Oh, no! You!” Bryce stood there, his nakedness punctuated by the towel at hiswaist. His hands were
onhiships.

Venerasnatched up the blanket. “Don’t tell methey put you in with me.”

“Said there wasn't any room. Last good place was here.” He crossed hisarms. “Well?’
“Wdl what?’

“You've had at leadt fifteen minutesto deep. My turn.”

“Your—?" She reached for one of her boots and threw it at him. “ Get out! Thisismy room!” Bryce
ducked adraitly and stepped up, grabbing at her wrist. She rabhbit-punched him in the somach; the only



effect wasthat histowd fdl off.

Hetook advantage of her surpriseto make aplay for the bed. She managed to keep him from taking i,
but he did grab the blanket. She pulled it back. She kicked him, and he toppled onto the mattress. He
Sprawled, laying claim to as much of it as he could, and pushed her to the edge.

“No you don't! My bed!” Shetried to climb over him, aiming to reconquer the corner, but his hand was
on her wrigt, then her shoulder and her breast, and his other gripped the inside of her thigh. Bryce picked
her up that way and would have thrown her off the bed if she hadn’t squirmed her way |oose. Shelanded
straddling him and grabbed for the sheets on either side of his shoulders so when he pushed at her she
had agood grip.

He was getting hard against her pubic bone and his hands were on her breasts again. Venera mashed her
palm againgt hisface and reared back but now his hands were on her hips, and he was pulling her hard
againg him. They rocked together and she clawed at his chest.

Grabbing him around the shoulders she kissed him, feding her nipplestease the hairs on his chest. All
their movement was making him dide against her wetness and suddenly he wasinside her. Venera
gasped and reared up, pushing down on himwith al her weight.

She leaned forward until they were noseto nose. “ My bed,” she hissed, grinning.

They were locked together now and each motion by one made the other respond. She had ahand
behind his neck and his were behind her spreading her painfully asthey kissed and the bed shook and
threatened to collapse. She bucked and rode him like the Buridans must have ridden their horses, all
pounding muscle under her until wave after wave of pleasure mounted up her core and she came with a
loud cry. Moments later he did the same, bouncing her up and nearly off of him. She held on and rode it
out, then collgpsed on the bellows of his chest.

“See?’ hesad. “You can share”
Widl.

Venerawasn't about to dignify his statement with aresponse; but thiswas certainly going to change
things. Now deep redlly was coming over her, though, and she had no ability to think more about it. She
nuzzled his shoulder.

Damnit.

* * % %

The Spyre Council building was satisfyingly grandiose. It sprawled like awell-fed spider over an acre of
town whed, with outbuildings and annexes like black-roofed legs haf encircling the nearby streets,
plazas, and offices of the bureaucracy. The back of the spider was an ornate glass and wrought-iron
dome surmounted by an absurdly drameatic black statue of awoman thrusting asword into the air. The
statue must have been thirty feet tall. Veneraadmired it as she strolled up the broad ramp that led to the
council chamber.

She was aware of many eyeswatching her. Word had gotten around quickly of the eventslast night, and
Lesser Spyrewas quietly but visibly tense. Shops had closed early; people hurried through the streets.
The architecture of the spider did not permit large assemblies—Spyre was not the sort of placeto
encourage mass demonstrations—but the people were a presence here nonethel ess, standing in groups of
two to ten to twenty on street corners and under the shadowy canopies of bridges. It wastheir presence,



and not memory or reason, that convinced Venerathat she had today done something highly significant.

Her own gppearance must confirm that. She wore a high-collared black |eather coat over a scarlet
blouse, with her bleached shock of hair standing traight up and silver trefoil-shaped bangles the size of
her hand hanging from her ears. Her make-up was dark—she’ d redrawn her brows as two obsessively
black lines. Trailing behind her in aV-formation like aflock of grim birds were two dozen people, al
smilarly gartling to look upon. Some appeared pale and unsteady, their faces and exposed hands
bearing bruises and burn marks. Others attended these souls, and marching behind like giant tin toys
were soldiers of Lirisand various preservationist factions. Veneraknew that Bryce' s people peppered
the crowds, thereto listen and give an dert if necessary.

“Do you think Jacoby Sarto brings his gun to council meetings?’ she asked off-handedly. Corinne, who
was waking beside her, guffawed.

“Here,” shesaid, handing Veneraalarge black pistol, “try to take thisin and see what happens. No,
serioudy. If they don’t stop you, then he' s probably got one too. Y ou may need to get the drop on him.”

“I candothat.” Shetook the pistol and dipped it into her jacket, which promptly dragged down her right
collar. Shetransferred it to the back of her belt.

“Not too obvious,” said Corinne doubtfully.

A preservationist runner puffed to astop next to her and saluted. “They’ re on the move, ma am. Five
groups of ahundred or more each were just seen exiting the grounds of Sacrus. They'rein no-man’sland
now, but they have nowhere to go except through their neighbors... Of course, they own most of those
edates...”

“What have they got?’ she asked. “Artillery?’ He nodded.

“WEe re moving to secure the elevator cables, but they’ re doing the samething,” he continued. “ There's
been no shotsfired yet...”

“All right.” She dismissed the details with awave of her hand. “Let me see what we can do in council.
We'll talk after that.” He nodded and backed off.

The big front doors of the building were for council membersonly. The ceremonid guardsthere, with
their plumed helmets and giant muskets, raised their pams solemnly to exclude the people following
Venera Sheturned and gestured with her chin for them to go around the side; she’ d been told there was
asecond, more traveled entrance there for diplomats, attachés, and other functionaries. She strode done
into the frescoed portico that haf circled the chamber itsdlf.

The bronze council chamber doors were open, and asmal crowd was milling there. She recognized the
other members, they werejust filingin.

Jacoby Sarto was talking to Pamela Anseratte. He looked relaxed. She looked tense. He spotted
Veneraand, surprisngly, smiled.

“Ah, thereyou are,” he said, strolling over to her. Venera glanced around to see what other
people—pillars or statues to hide behind—were nearby, and started to reach for the pistol. But Sarto
smply took her arm and led her abit to the side of the group.

“The preservationists and lesser countries are following you right now,” he said. “But | can’'t seethat
continuing, can you? The only leverage you' ve got isthe name of Buridan.”



She extricated her arm and smiled back at him. “Waéll, that depends on the outcome of this mesting, |
should think,” she said. He nodded affably.

“I’'m hereto engineer acrids,” hesad. “How about you?’
“I should have thought we were dready inacrigs,” she said cautioudy. * Y our troops are on the move.”

“...And we ve seized the docks,” he said. “But that may not be enough to serve either of our interests.”
Shetried to read his expression, but Sarto was amaster politician. He gave no sign that Spyre was
balanced on the edge of its greatest change in centuries.

“Our interestsaren’t the same,” he continued, “but they’ re surprisingly... compatible. Y ou're after
power, but not so much power asyou’ d haveto haveif you used the key again. It s difficult—you
possess the ultimate weapon, but no way to useit to get what you want. But the blunt fact isthat aslong
aswe hold the docks, the little trinket you stole from uslast night is even worse than uselessto you,” he
sad. “It' san activeligbility.”

She stared at him.

Apparently obliviousto her expression, Sarto continued as though he were discussing the budget for
municipa plumbing contracts. “On the other hand, the polarization of alegiance you're generdting is
useful to us. I’ ve been impressed, Ms. Fanning, by your abilities—last night’ sraid came as acomplete
surprise, advantageous as it’ s turned out to be. Y ou got what you wanted, we get what we want, which
isto flush out our enemies. The only matter of dipute between us, privatdly, isthat ivory wand you
took.”

“Y ou want it back?’
He nodded.

“Go fuck yoursdlf!” She gtarted to stalk toward the giant doorway but couldn’t resist turning and saying,
“Y ou tortured my man Garth! Y ou think thisisagame?’

“Theonly way towin,” he said so quietly that the others couldn’t hear, “isto treat it asone.” Now his
expression was serious, hisgray eyescold asastatue's.

It was suddenly clear to Venerathat Sacrus already knew what she had been planning to say and do
here today—and they approved. She made an excellent enemy for them to raly their own forces around.
If they had needed an excuse to extend martial law over their neighbors, she had provided it. If civil war
came, they would have ther judtification for marshaling the ancient Spyre fleet. The civil war would
provide a nice smokescreen behind which they could seize Candesce. It wouldn’t matter then whether
they won or lost back home.

She had given them the enemy they needed. Sarto’s candid admission of the fact was aclear overture
fromhim.

Venerahesitated. Then, deliberately clamping down on her anger, she waked back to him. They were
now the only council membersremaining in the hall. The others had taken their seets, and she saw one or
two craning their necksto watch their confrontation.

“What do | getif | return the key?’ she asked.

He smiled again. “What you want. Power. For the rest, take your satisfaction by attacking us. We know
you'll be sincere. We re counting on it. Only return the key, and at the end of thewar you' Il get



everything you want. Y ou know we can deliver.” He held out his hand, palm up.

She laughed lightly, though she felt Sick. “1 don’'t have it with me,” she said. “And besides, | haveno
reason to trust you. None at al.”

Now Sarto looked annoyed. “We thought you’ d say that. Y ou need a guarantee, atoken of our
sncerity. My magters have. .. ingtructed me... to provide you with one.”

She laughed bitterly. “What could you possibly give me that would convince me you were Sncere?’

His expression darkened even further; for thefirst time he looked genuingly angry. Sarto spokeasingle
word. Veneragaped at him in undisguised astonishment, then laughed again. It wasthe bray of disdain
shereserved for putting people down, and she was sure Sarto knew it.

However, he merdly bowed dightly and turned to indicate that she should precede him into the chamber.
The doors were wide, and so they entered side by side. Asthey did so, Veneracaught sight of Sarto’s
expression and was amazed. In afew seconds he underwent a gruesome transformeation, from the merely
dark expression he' d displayed outside to amask of twisted fury. By the time they split up halfway
across the polished marble floor, helooked like he was ready to murder someone. Venera kept her own
expression neutral, her eyes straight ahead of her as she climbed the red-carpeted stepsto the
long-disused seat of Buridan.

The council members had been chatting, but one by onethey fdl slent and stared. Severd of those were
gazes of surprise; dthough they were masked, the ministers from Oxorn and Garatt were poised forward
intheir seats asif unsure whether to run or dive under their chairs. August Virilio'susua expression of
polite disdain was gone, in its place abrooding anger that seemed transplanted from an entirely different
man.

Pamela Anseratte stood as soon as they were seated and banged her gavel on alittle table. “We were
supposed to be gathering today to discuss the change of stewardship of the Spyre docks,” she began.
“But obvioudy—"

“She has started a war!”

Jacoby Sarto was on hisfeet before the echoes of his voice died out—and so were the rest of the
minigters. For along moment everyone was talking at once while Anseratte pounded her gavel
ineffectualy. Then Sarto held up one hand in amagisteria gesture. He gravely hoisted a stack of papers
over hishead. “1 hold the Signed declarationsin my hand,” he rumbled. “ Thisis nothing less than the gart
of that civil conflict we have al been dreading—an unprovoked, vicious attack in the heartland of Sacrus
itsdf—"

“To rescue those people you kidnapped,” Venerasaid. She remained obstinately in her seet. “ Citizens of
sovereign states, abducted from their homes by agents of Sacrus.”

“Impudence!” roared Sarto. Half the memberswere still on their feet; in the pillared gallery that opened
up behind the council pew, the coteries of ministers, secretaries, courtiers, and generals that each council
member held in reserve were glaring at one another and at her. Severd clenched the pommels of
half-drawn swords.

“I have apartid list of names,” continued Venera, “of those we rescued from Sacrus s dungeon last night.
They include,” she shouted to drown out hecklers from the gallery, “ citizens of every nation represented
on this council, including Buridan. The council will not deny that | had every right to seek the repatriation
of my own kinsmen?’ She looked around, locking eyes with the unmasked members.



Principe Guinevera sjowls quivered as he thunked solidly into his seat. “Y ou’ re not going to claim that

Sacrus tole one of my citizens? Surely—" He stopped as he saw her scan the list and then hold up her

hand.
“Her nameisMdissaFerania,” said Venera

“Ferania, Ferania... | know that name...” Guinevera sbrows knit. “It was asuicide. They never found a

mjy.”
Venerasmiled. “Wdl, you'll find her right now if you turn your head.” She gestured to the gdllery.

Thewhole council craned their necksto look. People had been filing into the Buridan section of the
galery for savera minutes; in the ruckus, nobody on the council had noticed.

On cue, Mdissa Ferania stood up and bowed to Guinevera.
“Oh my dear, my dear child,” he said, tears arting at the corners of his eyes.

“I have more names,” said Venera, eyeing Jacoby Sarto. Everyone € se was staring into the gallery, and
he took the opportunity to meet her eye and nod dightly.

Venerafdt asnking sensation in the pit of her somach.

She had stage-managed this confrontation for maximum effect, caling for volunteers from the recently
rescued to attend the scheduled council meeting with her. Garth aone had refused to come; pale and il
refusing to talk about his experience in the tower, he had remained outside in the street. But there were
prisonersfrom Lirishere aswell as hdf a dozen other minor nations. As her trump card, she had brought
people taken from the great nations of the council itself.

Sarto seemed more than unfazed at thistactic. He seemed satisfied.

Sheredlized that ablack silence had descended on the chamber. Everyone was looking at her. Clearing
her throat, she said—her own words sounding distant to herself—"1 move for immediate censure of
Sacrus and the sugpension of its rights on the Council of Spyre. Pending, uh... pending athorough
investigation of thelr recent activities.”

For once, Pamela Anseratte looked out of her depth. “Ah... what?" She pulled her gaze back from the
gdley.

August Virilio laughed. “ Shewants usto expd Sacrus. A marvelousideaif | do say so mysdf—however
impracticd it may be”

Veneraralied herself. She shrugged. “Gain a seet, lose asedt... besides,” shesaid moreloudly, “it'sa
matter of jugtice.”

Virilio toyed with apen. “Maybe. Maybe—but Buridan forgot its own declaration of war beforeit
invaded Sacrus. That nullifiesyour mord high ground, my dear.”

“It does't nullify them.” She swept her arm to indicate the people behind her.

“Yes, marvelous grandstanding,” said Virilio dryly. “No doubt the mgjority of our council membersare
properly shocked at your revelation. Y et we must ded with practicalities. Sacrusistoo important to
Spyreto beturfed off the council for these misdemeanors, however serious they may seem. Infact,
Jacoby Sarto was just now leveling some serious charges againgt you.”



There was more shouting and hand-waving—and yet, for afew moments, it seemed to Venera as though
shewere aonein the room with Jacoby Sarto. She looked to him, and he met her gaze. All expression
had drained from hisface.

When he opened his mouth again it would be to reveal her true identity to these people: he would name
her as Venera Fanning and the sound of her name would act like avast hand, toppling the whole edifice
she had built. Though most of her dliesknew or suspected she was an imposter, it had been neither
polite nor expedient for them to admit it. If forced to admit what they dready knew, however, they would
find her the perfect person to blame for the impending war. All her allieswould desert her, or if they
didn’t, at least they would cease listening to her. Sarto had the power to cast her out, have her
imprisoned... if shedidn’t counter with her own bombshell.

Thiswasthe great gamble she had known she would have to take if she came here today. She had
rehearsed it in her mind over and over: Sarto would reveal that she was the notorious Venera Fanning,
who wasimplicated in dastardly scandasin the principdities. Opinion would turn againgt her and so, in
turn, she would haveto tell the people of Spyre another great secret. She would reved the existence of
the key to Candesce and declare that it was the cause of the coming war—awar engineered by Sacrus
for its own convenience.

And now the moment had come. Sarto blinked dowly, looked away from her, and said, “| have here my
ownlid. Itisaligt of innocent civilianskilled last night by Amandera Thrace-Guiles and her men.”

Braced as she was for one outcome, it took V enera some seconds to understand what Sarto had said.
He had called her Amandera Thrace-Guiles. He was not going to reveal her secret.

And in return, he expected her not to reved his.

The council members were shouting; Guineverawas embracing hislong-lost country woman and weeping
openly; August Virilio had hisarms crossed as he stared around in obvious disgust. Swords had been
drawn in the gallery, and the ceremonia guards were rushing to do their job for thefirst timein their lives.
Abject, shoulders dumped, Pamela Anseratte stood with gesturing people and words swirling around

her, her hand holding adip of paper that might have been her origina agendafor the mesting.

It dl felt distant and half real to Venera. She had to make adecision, right now.
Jacoby Sarto’seyeswere drilling into her.

She cleared her throat, hesitated one last second, and reached behind her.

* k% k% %

17

Treble wasamusician by day, and amember of Bryce' s underground by night. He' d dways known that
he might be caled upon to abandon hisfacade of serene artistry and fight in the Cause—though like
some of the othersin the secret organization, he was uneasy with the direction things had taken lately.
Bryce was becoming adtogether too cozy with the imposing Amandera Thrace-Guiles.

Not that it mattered anymore, as of this minute. Clinging to aknuckle of masonry high on the sde of the
Lesser Spyre Minigtry of Justice, Treblewasin anided position to watch the city descend into anarchy.

Treble had gained access to the building disguised as a petitioner seeking information about an
imprisoned relative. His assgnment was to plant some fase recordsin aMinigtry file cabinet on the
twelfth floor. He evaded the guards adroitly, made hisway up the creaking stairs with no difficulty, and



had just ensconced himsdlf in the records office when two things happened simultaneoudy: the staccato
sound of gunfire echoed in through the half-open window; and three minor bureaucrats approached the
office, talking and laughing loudly.

Thiswaswhy Treble found himsdf clutching arounded chunk of stone that might once have been a
gargoyle, and why he was staring in fascination at the streets that lay below and wrapped up and around
thering of the town whed. He hardly knew whereto look. Little puffs of smoke were gppearing around
the Spyre docks directly overhead. The buildings there hovered in midair like child’ stoysfloating in a
bathtub and seldom moved; now severa were gliding dowly—and ominoudy—in collision courses.
Severa shipshad cast off. Meanwhile, hafway up the curve of the whedl, some other commotion had
sprung up around the Buridan Estate. Barnacled asit was by other buildings, he could never have
identified the place had he not been familiar with the layout, but it was clearly the source of that tal pillar
of smoke that stood up two hundred feet before bending over and wrapping itself in afading spira
around and around the inner space of the whed!.

People were running in the avenue below. Ever the conscientious spy, Treble shifted his position so that
he straddled the gargoyle. He checked hiswatch, then pulled out a frayed notebook and a stub pencil.
He dabbed the pencil on thetip of histongue then squinted around.

Item One: At four-fourteen o’ clock, the preservationists broke our agreement by attempting to
prevent Sacrus from occupying the docks. At least, that was what Treble assumed was happening.
The hastily scrawled note from Bryce that had mobilized the resistance told of arguments during the
Sacrusraid last night, hasty plans made and discarded in the heat of the moment. Thrace-Guiles wanted
to rally the nations of Greater Spyre that had lost people to Sacrus. The preservationists had their own
agenda, which involved cowing Sacrusinto letting them run arailway line through the middle of the greet
nation’slands. Sacrusitsef was moving and activating itsalies. So much was clear; but in the
background of thisfairly straightforward political Stuation, agrester upheaval wastaking place,

Bryce had said on more than one occasion that Spyre was like the mainspring of awatch wound too
tight. A singletgp in the right place might cause avicious uncoiling—a snap. Many in Spyre had read
about the Pantry War with envy; over centuries athousand resentments and grudges had built up
between the pocket nations, and it was glorious to watch someone elsefindly try to settle a score.
Everyone kept ledgers accounting who had dighted whom and when. Nothing was forgotten and behind
their ivy- and moss-softened walls, the monarchs and presidents of nationslittle bigger than swimming
pools spent their lives plotting their revenges.

The wdl-planned atrocities of the resistance were little trip-hammer blows on the watch’'s case, each one
an attempt to break the mechanism. Tap the watch, shakeit, and listen. Tap it again. That had been
Bryce sdrategy.

Sacrus and Buridan had hit the sweet spot. Shop-fronts were damming al over the place, like air-clams
caught in abeam of sunlight, while gangs of men carrying truncheons and knives seemed to materidize
like smoke out of the aleys. It wastime for a settling of scores.

Item Two: chaosin the streets. Maybe time to distribute currency?

Treble peered at theline of smoke coiling insde thewhed. Item Three: Sacrus seems to have had
mor e agents in place in the city than we thought. They appear to be moving against Buridan
without council approval. So... Item Four: council no longer effective?

He underlined the last sentence, then thought better and crossed it out. Obviously the council was no
longer in control.



He leaned over and examined the flagstoned street a hundred feet below. Some of those running figures
were recognizable. Infact...

Wasthat Amandera Thrace-Guiles? He shaded his eyes against Candesce' sfire and looked again. Yes,
he recognized the shock of bleached hair that surmounted her head. She was hurrying aong the avenue
with one arm raised to shoulder height. Apparently she wasaming apistol at the man walking ahead of
her. Oh, that was definitely her then.

Around her amob swirled. Treble recognized some of his compatriots; there were others, assorted
preservationists, soldiers of minor nations, even one or two council guards. Were they escorting
Thrace-Guiles, or protecting someone e se Treble hadn’t spotted?

Item Five: council meeting ended around four o’ clock.

He sighted in the direction Thrace-Guiles s party was taking. They were headed for Buridan Estate.
From ground level they probably couldn’t tell that the place was besieged. At thisrate they might walk
right into acrowd of Sacrus soldiers.

Treble could still hear voicesin the room behind him. He tapped thefile folder in his coat pocket and
frowned. Then with a shrug he swung off his masonry perch and through the opened window.

The three bureaucrats stared at him in shock. Treble felt the way he did when he dropped anotein
performance; he grinned apologeticaly, sad, “Here, filethis,” and tossed his now-redundant folder to
one of the men. Then heran out the door and made for the Stairs.

Garth Diamandis staggered and reached out to steady himself againgt the wall of abuilding. He had to
keep up; Venera Fanning was gtriding in great steps dong the avenue, her pistol held unwaveringly to
Jacoby Sarto’s head. But Garth was confused; people were running and shouting while overhead even
lines of smoke divided the sky. Thiswas Lesser Spyre, he was sure of that. The granite voice of his
interrogator gill echoed in Garth’ s mind, though, and hisarms and legs bellowed pain from the many
burns and cuts that ribbed them.

He had inssted on coming today and now he regretted it. Once upon atime he' d been ayoung man and
able to bounce back from anything. Not so anymore. The gravity here weighed heavily on him and for the
first time he wished he was back on Greater Spyre where he could still climb treeslike aboy. Alonedl
those years, he had reached an accommodation with himsdlf and his past; there’ d been days when he
enjoyed himsdf asif he redly were ayouth again. And then the woman who now stalked down the
center of the avenue ahead of him had appeared, like aburning crossin the sky, and proceeded to turn
hissolitary life upside down.

He' d thought about abandoning V enera dozens of times. She was self-rliance personified, after al. She
wouldn’t misshim. Once or twice he had gotten asfar as stepping out the door of the Buridan estate.

L ooking down those haf-familiar, secretive streets, he had redized that he had nowhere to
go—nowhere, that is, unless he could find Selene, the daughter of the woman whose love had caused
Gath'sexile

Logic told him that now was the time. VVenerawas bound to lose this foolish war she d started with
Sacrus. The prudent course for Garth would be to run and hide, lick hiswoundsin secret and then...

Ah. It wasthis and then that was the problem. He had found Selene, and she had turned him over to
Sacrus. She was theirs—arecruit, like the ones Moss claimed had left many of Spyre’ s sovereign lands.
Sacrus had promised Selene something, had lied to her; they must have. But Garth wastoo old to fight
them and too old to think of dl the clever and true words that might win his daughter’ s heart.



Sdlene, hiskin, had betrayed him. And V enera Fanning, who owed him nothing, had risked her lifeto
savehis.

He pushed himsdf off from the wall and struggled to catch up to her.

A man ran down the broad steps of the Justice ministry. He waved hisarms over his head. “Don’t go that
way! Not safel”

Venera paused and glanced a him. “Y ou're one of Bryce's”

“That | am, Miss Thrace-Guiles.” Garth half smiled at the man’'s bravado; these democrats refused to
address people by their titles. Veneradidn’t seem to notice, and they had a hurried conversation that
Garth couldn’t hear.

“Thereyou are.” Heturned to find the preservationist, Thinblood, sauntering up behind him. He grinned
at Garth. “Y ou ran off like a startled hare when she came out of the council chamber.”

Garth grunted. Thinblood seemed to have decided he was an old man who needed coddling. It was
annoying. He had to admit to himsdlf that it was ardlief to have him here, though. Therest of thismotley
party consisted mostly of Venerd s other freed prisoners and they made for bad company, for much the
same reasons as Garth supposed he did. They al looked apprehensive and tired. It didn’t help that their
presence at council didn’t seem to have made adent in Sacrus s support.

Garth and Thinblood had been talking under an awning across the street when V enera Fanning appeared
at the officid’ s entrance to the council chamber. She backed out dowly, her posture strange. As she
emerged further it became clear that she was holding agun and aming it at someone. That someone had
turned out to be Jacoby Sarto.

Before he knew it Garth was by her sde. “What are you doing?’ he heard himsdf shouting. She' d merdly
grimaced and kept backing up.

“Thingsdidn't go our way,” she' d said. Past Sarto, the council guards were lining up with their rifles
amed a her. At the sametime, the commoners doors around the long curve of the building were thrown
open. A hoard of people spilled out, some of them fighting openly. Venera s supportersran to her sde as
Bryce s agents appeared from nowhere to act as crowd control. And then a gasp went up from the
watching crowd as Principe Guineveraand Pamela Anseratte pushed the council guards asde and came
to stand at Venera sside.

“Thelines have been drawn,” Anseratte said to the council guards. “ Sacrusis not on the council’ sside.
Stand down.”

Reuctantly, the guards lowered thelr rifles.
Garth leaned close to Venera. “Did hetdl them your... secret?’ But she shook her head.

Maybe it was having Thinblood' s reassuring hand on his shoulder, but asVeneraargued now with
Bryce s spy, the fog of fatigue and pain lifted enough for Garth to begin to wonder about that. Jacoby
Sarto had not told the council who Veneraredly was? That made no sense. Right now Amandera
Thrace-Guiles was the darling of the old countries. She was the resurrected victim of Sacrus s higtorical
arrogance; she was a champion. If Sarto wanted to deflate Sacrus' s opposition al he had to do was
reveal that shewasafake.

“Why did shedo it?" he wondered aoud. Thinblood laughed.



“Y ou're trying to second-guess our Amandera?’ He shook his head. “ Shel sgot too much firein her
blood, that’ s clear enough. Obvioudy, she saw a chance to take Sarto and she went with it.”

Garth shook his head. “Thewoman | know wouldn’'t see Sarto as a prize to be taken. She'd think him a
burden and be happy to berid of him. And if he'sa prisoner why doesn’t he seem more concerned?’
Sarto was standing with his arms crossed, waiting patiently for Venerato finish her conversation. He
seemed more to be with her than taken by her. Garth seemed to be the only one who had noticed this.

“Attention!” Veneraraised her pistol and for amoment he thought she was abouit to fire off around. She
dready had the attention of everyonein sight, though, and seemed to redizeit. “Buridan isunder Sege!”
shecried. “Our ancient house is surrounded by Sacrus' s people. We can’t go back there.”

Garth hurried over. “What are we going to do? They’ ve moved faster than we anticipated.”

She nodded grimly. “ Apparently, their ground forces are moving to surround the elevator cables—the
onesthey can get to, that is.”

“Most of our dliesare on Greater Spyre,” he said. If Sacrusisolated them up herein the city, they would
have to rely on the preservationists, and afew clearheaded |eaders such as Moss, to organize the forces
down there.

For amoment that thought filled Garth with hope. If Venerawas sidelined at this stage, she might be able
to avoid being drawn into the heart of the coming conflagration. A checkmated Buridan might survive
with honor, no matter who won.

Clearly Venerahad no intention of going down that road. “We need to get down there,” she was saying.
“Sacrus doesn't control al the elevators. Pamela, your country’ sline, whereisit?’

Anseratte shook her head. “It’ stwo whedls away from here. We might makeit, but if Sacrusdready has
men in the Streets they’ ve probably taken the axis cable cars as well.”

Guineverashook his head aswell. “Our line comes down about amile from Carrangate. They’rean old
ally of Sacrus. They could use usfor target practice on our way down.”

“What about Liris?’ It was one of Moss s men, standing dertly with aproud look in hiseye. “Lady, we
arethe only nation in Spyre that has recently fought awar. There may not be many of us, but...”

She turned adazzling smile on the man. “Thank you. Y es—but your eevator isabovethe Fair, isn'tit?’
“And the Fair, m’'lady, is six blocks up the whed, that way.” He pointed off to the left.

“Thisway!” Veneragestured for Sarto to precede her, then stalked toward the distant pile of buttresses
and roofsthat was the Fair.

Garth followed, but asthe fog of exhaustion and pain dowly lifted from him he found himsdlf considering
their chances. It wasfolly for Venerato involve hersef in thiswar. Sddined, she might be safe.

Sacrus had known what to reveal about her to draw her fangs, but they had chosen not to reved it. The
only person on thisside of the conflict who knew was Garth himsdlf. If word got out, Venerawould
naturally assume that it was Sacrus sdoing. It would be so smple...

Troubled but determined to follow thisthought to its conclusion, Garth put an extraeffort into his
footsteps and kept up with Venera as she made for the Fair.



* * % %

Liris perched on the very lip of the abyss. At sunoff the building’ s roof was soaked with light, al golds
and purple and rose. The sky that opened beyond the battlement was open to al sides; Veneracould
amost imagine that she was back in the provinces of Meridian where the town whedswere small and
manageable and you could fly through the free air whenever you chose. She leaned out, the better to lose
hersdf in theradiance.

Tents had been set up on the rooftop behind her, and Moss was holding court to awild variety of Spyre
dignitaries. They camein al shapes and sizes, masked and unmasked, lords and ladies and diplomats and
generalissmos. United by their fear of Sacrusand itsdlies, they were hastily assembling a battle plan
whilether tiny armiestraveled here from across Greater Spyre. Venerahad looked for those armies
earlier—but who could spot adozen men here or there making their way between the mazelike walls of
the estates?

It would be an eeriejourney, she knew. Garth had shown her the overgrown gates to estates whose
windows were dathered with black paint, whose occupants had not been seen in generations. Smoke
drifted from their chimneys, someone was home. The soldiers of her dliance might stop at one or two of
those gateways and shout and rattle theiron, hoping to find alieswithin. But there would be no answer,
unlessit bearifle shot from behind awall.

For thefirgt timein days, Venerafound hersdf idle. She wastoo tired to look for something to do, and
S0 as she gazed out a the endless skies that familiar degp melancholy stole over her. Thistime, shelet it

happen.

She wanted Chaison back. It wastime to admit it. There were many moments every day when Venera
longed to turn to him and grin and say, “Look what | did!” or “Have you ever seen anything like it?’

She' d had such amoment only an hour ago, asthefirst of the Ddi horseswere led into their new
paddock in the far corner of Liris slot. The spindly steeds had been trained to be ridden, and she had
mounted up hersdlf and trotted onein acircle. Oh, she' d wanted to catch someone' s eye at that moment!
But she was Amandera Thrace-Guiles now. There was no one to gpped to, not even Garth, who was
making himsdlf scarce sncethear arriva.

She heard afootstep behind her. Bryce leaned on the stones and casually reached out to take her hand.
She damogt snatched it back, but his touch awoke something in her. Thiswas not the man she wanted,
but there was some vaue in him wanting her. She smiled a him.

“All the pawns and knightsarein play,” he said. His thumb rubbed the back of her hand. “1t’ s our
opponent’s move. What would you like to do while we wait?’

Venera s pulse quickened. His strong fingers were kneading her hand now, amost painfully.
“Uh...” shesad, then before she could talk hersdf out of it, “ They’ ve given me an actud room thistime.”
“Wdl.” Hesmiled ironicdly. “ That’ san honor. Let’ sgo try it out.”

Hewalked toward the gairs. Venera hesitated, turning to look out at the dimming sky. No: the pang was
gtill there, and no amount of time with Bryce was going to make it go away. But what was sheto do?

Venerafollowed him down the sairs, her excitement mounting. Severa people hailed her, but she smply
waved and hurried past. “ Thisway,” she said, grabbing Bryce' s arm as he made to descend the main
gairs. She dragged him through a doorway hidden behind afaded tapestry. Thisled to anarrow and
dusty little corridor with severa doorsleading off of it. Herswas at the end.



She barely had time to open the door before his arms were around her waist. He kissed her with
passionate force and together they staggered back to the bed under its little pebbled-glass window.

“Shut the door!” she gasped, and as he went to comply she undid her blouse. As he knelt on the bed she
guided his hand under the silk. They kept their mouths locked together as they undressed one another,
then she took his cock in her hands and didn’t let go asthey sank back onto the cushions.

Later asthey sprawled across the demolished bed, he turned to her and said, “ Are we partners?’

Venerablinked a him for amoment. Her mind had been entirely e sswhere—or more exactly, nowhere.
“What?’

He shrugged onto hisside and hishand casually fell on her hip. “Am | your employee? Or arewe
pursuing pardld interests?’

“Oh. Wdll, that’ syour decision, isn't it?’

“Hmm.” He amiled, but she could tell he wasn't satisfied with that reply. “My people have been acting as
your spiesfor the past few weeks. They’ re not happy about it. Truth to tell, Amandera, I’m not happy
about it.”

“Aaahhh...” She gtretched and leaned back. “ So the past hour was your way of softening me up for this
conversaion?’

“Wall, no, but if there’ s going to be agood Strategic moment to raise the issue, thishas got to beit.” She
laughed at his audacity. He was no longer smiling, though.

“You'd be mistaken if you thought | was picking Sdesinthiswar,” hesaid. “1 don’t give adamn whether
it's Sacrus or your faction that wins. It' s il titled nobles, and it’ Il make no difference to the common

people.”
Now she sat up. “Y ou want your printing press.”

“I' have my printing press. | forged your signature on some orders and it was delivered yesterday. Those
of my peoplewho aren't in thefield right now are running it. Turning out bills by the thousands.”

She examined hisfacein the candldight. “So... how many of your peopleredly are inthefidd?’
“A hdf dozen.”

“Y ou told methey were dl out!” Sheglared at him asaknife of pain shot up her jaw. “A haf dozen?Is
thiswhy we had no warning that the estate was being attacked? Because you were keegping a handful of
people where they’ d be visble to me?>—So I d think they were dl out?’

“That' sabout the size of it, yes.”
She punched himin the chest. “Y ou lost me my estate! My house! What €lse have you given to Sacrus?’

“Sacrusisnot my affair,” he said. Bryce was deadly earnest now. Clearly she had migudged him.
“Restoring emergent democracy in Virgaismy only interest,” hesaid. “But | don't want you to diein this
war, and I’'m sorry about your housg, if it’sany consolation. But what choice did | have? If everything
descendsinto chaos, when am | going to get my ink? My paper? When were you going to do what |
needed you to do? Look mein the eye and tell meit wasapriority for you.”

Veneragroaned. “Oh, Bryce. Thisisthe worst possibletime...”



“—Theonly timel havel”

“All right, dl right, | seeyour point.” She glowered at the plaster ceiling. “What if... what if | send some
of my peopleinto run the press? We don't need trained insurgents to do that. All | want isto get your
people out inthefied! I'll give you as much ink and paper as you want.”

Heflopped onto his back. “I’ll think about that.”
Therewasabrief slence.

“Y ou could have asked,” she said.

“1 did"”

Venerawas trying to think of some way to reply to that when there was aloud bang and she found
hersdlf ingde astorm of glass, shouting in surprise and trying to jump out of theway, banging her chin
while shards like claws scrawled up her ribs and aong her thigh.

Scratched and stunned, she sat up to find herself on the floor. Bryce was knedling next to her. The candle
had gone out, and she sensed rather than saw the carpet of broken glass between her and her boots. The
little window gaped, the leading bent and twisted to let in a puff of cold night air. “What was...” Now she
heard gunfire.

“Oh shit.” Bryce stood up and reached down to draw her to her feet. “We ve got to get out there.
“Sacrushasarrived.”

* * % %

18

Therewas till asplinter inthe ball of her foot, but VVenerahad no timeto find it and dig it out. She and
Bryceraced up the stairsto the roof as shouts and thundering feet began to sound on the steps below.

They reached the roof, and Bryce immediately ran off somewhereto theright. “1 need to get to the
semaphore!l” he shouted before disappearing into the gloom. All the lanterns had been put out, Venera
realized; she could just see the silhouettes of the tents where her people had been meeting. The black
cut-out shapes of men roved to and fro, and she made out the gleam of arifle barrel here and there. It
was strangely quiet, though.

She found the flgp to the main tent more by ingtinct than anything e se, and stepped in. Lanterns were il
lit here, and Thinblood, Pamela Anseratte, Principe Guinevera, Moss, and the other leaderswere dll
standing around amap table. They al looked over as she entered.

“Ah, thereyou are,” said Guineverain agtrangely jovia tone. “We think we know whét they’ re up to.”

She moved over to the table to look at the map. Little counters representing Sacrus s forces were
scattered around the unrolled rectangle of Greater Spyre. A big handful of tokens was clustered at the
very edge of the sheet, where Lirishad its land.

“It'san insane amount of men,” said Thinblood. He appeared strangdly nervous. “Wethink over a
thousand. Never seen anything likeit in Spyre.”

Guinevera snorted. “ Obvioudy they hope to capture our entire command al a once and end the war
beforeit begins. And it looks like they stand a good chance of succeeding. What do you think, Venera?’



“Wdl, I—" Shefroze.
They weredl staring at her. All slent.

Guineverareached into his brocaded coat and drew out a sheet of paper. With shocking violence he
dammed it down on thetable in front of her. Venerafound hersdf looking at a poor likeness of
hersalf—with her former hairstyle—on aposter that said, Wanted for Extradition to Gehellen,
VENERA FANNING.

“Soit’strue” said Guinevera. His voice was husky with anger, and his hand, till flattening the poster,
was shaking.

She chewed her lip and tried to stare him down. “Thisis hardly the time—"

“Thisisthetime!” hebellowed. “ You have started a war!”

“Sacrus darted it,” she said. “ They started it when they—"

But he'd struck her full acrossthe face, and she spun to the floor.

She tasted blood in her mouth. Where was Bryce? Why wasn't Moss rushing to her defense?
Why wasn't Chaison here?

Guineverareared over her, his dense mass making her flinch back. “Don'’t try to blame others for what
you've done! Y ou brought this catastrophe on us, imposter! | say we hang her over the battlement and
let Sacrus use her for target practice.” He reached down to take her arm as Venera scrambled to get her
feet under her.

Light knifed through the tent’ s entrance flap and then miraculoudy the whole tent lifted up asthough
tugged off theroof by agiant. The giant’ s cough was till echoing in Venera sears asthe tent sailed into
the permanent mael strom at the edge of the world, and was snatched away like atorn kerchief.

Another bright explosion, and everyone ducked. Then everyone was running and shouting at once and
soldiers were popping up to fire their blunderbusses, then squatting to refill them astrails of smoke and
fire corkscrewed overhead. Venera s ears were il ringing, everything strangely aoof as she stood up
and watched the big map on the table lift in the sudden breeze and dide horizontally into the night.

Who had it been? she wondered dimly. Had Maoss turned on her? Or had Odess said something
injudicious? Probably some soldier or servant of Liris had spoken out of turn... But then, maybe Jacoby
Sarto had become bored of his confinement and decided to liven things up a bit.

Venerawas haf aware that the squat cube of Liriswas surrounded on three sides by an arcing
congtdlation of torches. Thered light served to illuminate the grim faces of the soldiers rushing past her.
Sheraised her hand to stop one of them, then thought better of it. What if Guinevera had remembered to
order her arrest?—QOr death? As she thought about her new situation, Venera began to be afraid.

Maybe she should go inside. Liris had stout walls, and she il had friends there—she was dmost sure of
that. She could, what—go chat with Jacoby Sarto in hiscel?

And where was Bryce? Semaphore, that was it; he’' d gone to send a semaphore. She forced herself to
think: the semaphore station was over there... Where abig gap now yawned in the side of the
battlement. Some soldierswere laying planks acrossit.



“Ohno.” No no no.

Deep insde Veneraaquiet snide voice that had aways been there was saying, * Of course, of course.
They dl abandon you intheend.” She shouldn’t be surprised at thisturn of events; she had even planned
for it, in the days following her confirmation. It shouldn’t come asashock to her. So it seemed strange to
watch hersdf, asif from outside, as she hunkered down next to the elevator mechanism at the center of
the roof, and wrapped her arms around hersdlf and cried.

| don’t do this. She wiped at her face. | don't.

Maybe she did, though; she couldn’t clearly remember those minutesin Candesce after she had killed
Aubri Mahdlan and she had been done. Hayden Griffin had pulled Mahdlan’ sbody out of sight, leaving
afew bright drops of blood to twirl in the weightless air. Griffin was her only way out of Candesce, and
Venerahad just killed hislover. It hardly mattered that she' d done it to save the world from Mahalan
and her allies. No one would ever know, and she was certain she would die there; she had only to wait
for Candesce to open itsfusion eyes and bring morning to the world.

Griffin had asked her to come with him. He had said he wouldn’t kill her; Venerahadn't believed him. It
was too big arisk. In the end she had snuck after him and ridden out of Candesce on the cargo net he
was towing. Now the thought of running to the stairs and throwing herself on the mercy of her former
compatriotsfilled her with asmilar dread. Better to make hersdlf very small here and risk being found by
Guineveraor his men than to find out that even Liris now rejected her.

“Therethey arel” someone pointed excitedly. Staccato runs of gunfire sounded in the distance—they
were oddly distant, in fact. If Venerahad cared about anything at that moment she might have stood up
to look.

“WEe re gonnaoutflank them!”

Something blew up on the outskirts of Liris sterritory. The orange mushroom lit the whole world for a
moment, aflicker of estates and ornamenta ponds overhead. Her ground forces must have madeit here
just after Sacrus's.

Well. Not her forces, shethought bitterly. Not anymore.

“Theresheid” Venerajerked and tried to back up, but she was dready pressed againg the elevator
platform. A squat silhouette reared up in front of her and something whipped toward her.

She cringed. Nothing happened; after amoment she looked up.

An open hand hovered afew inches above her. A distant flicker of red lit the extended hand and behind
it, the toadish features of Samson Odess. His broad face wore an expression of concern. “Venera, are
you hurt?’

“N-no...” Suspicioudly, shereached to take his hand. He drew her to her feet and draped an arm across
her shoulder.

“Quickly now,” he said ashe drew her toward the sairs. “While everyone sbusy.”
“What—" She was having trouble finding words. “What are you doing?’
He stopped, reared back, and stared at her. “I' m taking you home.”

“Home? Whose home?”



“Yours, you slly woman. Liris”
“But why are you helping me?’

Now he looked annoyed. “Y ou never ceased to be acitizen of Liris, Venera. And technicaly, | never
stopped being your boss. Y ou're still my responsibility, you know. Come on.”

She paused at the top of the steps and |ooked around. The soldiers who had crowded the roof all
seemed to be legping off one Sde, in momentary slhouetted flashes showing an arm brandishing a
blunderbuss, another waving asword. There wasfighting down in the bramble-choked lot that
surrounded Liris. Farther out, she glimpsed squads of men running back and forth, some piling up debris
to form barricades, othersraising archaic wegpons.

“Venera Get off the roof!” She blinked and turned to follow Odess.

They descended severd levelsand Venerafound hersdlf entering, of al places, the gpartments of the
former botanist. The furniture and art that had borne the stamp of Margit of Sacrus was gone, and there
were gtill burn marks on the walls and celling. Someone had moved in new couches and chairs, and one
particularly charred wall was covered with a crepuscular tapestry depicting cherry trees shooting beams
of light al over an idedlized tableau of dryadsand fairies.

Venerasat down under adryad and looked around. Eilen wasthere, and the rest of the diplomatic
corps. “Bring ablanket,” said Odess, “and astiff drink. She'sin shock.” Eilen ran to fetch acomforter,
and somebody else shoved atumbler of amber liquid into Venera s hand. She stared at it for a moment,
then drank.

For afew minutes she listened without comprehension to their conversation; then, asif a switch had been
thrown somewhere inside her, she realized where she must be and she understood something. She
looked a Odess. “Thisisyour new office,” shesaid.

They al stopped talking. Odess cameto sit next to her. “That’ sright,” he said. “ The diplomatic corps has
been exated snceyou left.”

Eilen laughed. “We rethe new stars of Lirisl Not that the cherry trees are any lessimportant, but—"

“Moss understands that we need to open up to the outside world,” interrupted Odess. “It could never
have happened under Margit.”

Venerahdf smiled. “I suppose | can take some credit for making that possible.”

“My dear lady!” Odess patted her hand. “The creditisdl yours! Liris has come dive again because of
you. Y ou don't think we would abandon you in your hour of need, do you?’

“You will dways have aplace here” said Eilen.

Venera started to cry.

* % % %

“Wewould never havetold,” Odess said afew minuteslater. “None of us.”

Veneragrimaced. She stood at amirror where she was dabbing at her eyes, trying to erase the evidence
of tears. Shedidn’'t know what had come over her. A momentary madness; at least it was only the
Lirisanswho had witnessed her little breakdown. “1 supposeit was Sarto,” she said. “It hardly matters



now. | can’t show my face up there without Guinevera putting abullet in me.”

Odess hmmphed, wrapping hisarms around his barrel chest and pacing. “ Guineverahasimpressed no
one snce he arrived. Why should any of your other dliesligento him?’

Sheturned, raising an eyebrow. “Because he' sthe ruler of acouncil nation?’
Odess made aflicking motion. “Asde from that.”

With a shake of her head Venerareturned to the divan. She could hear gunfire and shouting through the
opened window, but it was filtered through the roar of the world-edge winds that tumbled above the
courtyard shaft. Y ou could amost ignoreiit.

In smilar fashion, Venera could amost ignore the emations overflowing her. She' d dways survived
through keeping acool head, and thiswas no time to have that desert her. It was inconvenient that she
felt so abandoned and lost. Inconvenient to fed so grateful for the smple company of her former
coworkers. She needed to recover her poise, and then act in her own interests as she aways had before.

There was acommoation in the corridor, then someone burst through the doors. He was covered in soot
and dugt, hishair ashock, the left arm of hisjacket in tatters.

Veneralegped to her feet. “Garth!”
“Thereyou are!” He rushed over and hugged her fiercely. “You' re divel”
“I"'m—oof! Fine. But what happened to you?’

He stepped back, keeping his hands on her arms. Garth had a crazed look in his eye she’ d never seen
before. He wouldn’t meet her gaze. “| was looking for you,” he said. “Outside. The rest of them, they're
al out there, fighting around the foot of the building. Sacrus hasringed us, they want something here very
badly, and our relief forceistrying to bresk through from the outside. So Anseratte and Thinblood are
leading the Liris squadsin an attempt to break out—make a corridor...”

Veneranodded. Theirony wasthat this fight was dmost certainly about her, but Anseratte and the others
wouldn’t know it. Sacrus wanted the key, and they knew Venerawas here. Naturally, they would throw
whatever they had at Liristo get it.

If Guinevera had tossed her off the roof half an hour ago, the battle would aready be over.

Garth toyed with the ripped fringe of his coat for amoment, then burst out with, “Venera, | am s, so
sorry!”

“What?" She shook her head, uncomprehending. “ Things aren’t so bad. Or do you mean...?" She
thought of Bryce, who might be lying twisted and broken at the foot of thewadll. “Oh,” she said, atwigting
feding running through her.

He had just opened his mouth—doubtlessto tell her that Bryce was dead—when the noises outside
changed. The gunfire, which had been muffled with distance and indirection, suddenly sounded loud and
close. Shouts and screams rang through the open windows.

Veneraran over, and with Odess and Eilen craned her neck to look up the shaft of the courtyard. There
were people on the roof.

She and Odess exchanged alook. “Arethose our...?’ she started to say, but the answer was clear.



“Sacrusisingdethewadls!” The cry was taken up by the others and suddenly everyone was running for
the doors, streaming past Garth Diamandis who was speaking but inaudible through the jumble of shouts.

Venera paused long enough to shrug at him, then grabbed hisarm and hauled him after her into the
corridor.

Thewhole population of Liriswas running up the Sairs. They carried pikes, kitchen knives, makeshift
shields, and clubs. None had on more than the clothing they normally wore, but that meant they were
formidably armored. There were one or two soldiersin the mix—yprobably the men who had been
guarding Jacoby Sarto. They were franticdly trying to keep order in the pushing mass of people.

Garth stared at the crowd and shook his head. “WEe |l never get through that.”
Veneraeyed thewindow. “| have anidea.”

Asshedung her leg over thelintel Garth poked his head out next to her and looked up. “It’ srisky,” he
said. “ Somebody could just kick us off before we can get to our feet.”

“Inthisgravity, you're looking a asprained ankle. Come on.” She climbed rapidly, emerging into the
light of flares and the sound of gunfire. Half the country was struggling with something &t the far end of the
roof. Venerablinked and squinted, and realized what it was: they were trying to didodge a stout |adder
that had been swung against the battlements. Even asthat came clear to her, she saw the gray crosshatch
of another emerge from the darkness to thud against the stonework.

Withering fire from below prevented the Lirisans from getting near the things. They wereforced to
crouch afew feet back and poke at them with their pikes.

A third ladder appeared, and suddenly men were swarming onto the roof. The Lirisans stood up. Venera
saw Eilen raise arusted old sword as afigurein red-painted iron armor reared above her.

Veneraraised her pistol and fired. She waked toward Eilen, firing steadily until the man who'd
threatened her friend fell. He wasn't dead—his armor was so thick that the bullets probably hadn’t
penetrated—but she' d rattled his skull for sure.

She wasfivefeet away when her pistal clicked empty. Thiswasthe gun Corinne had given her; she had
no ideawhether it took the same caliber of bullets as anything the Lirisans used. Examining it quickly, she
decided she didn’t even know how to breach it to check. At that moment two men like metal beetles
surmounted the battlement, firdight glistening off their cargpaces.

Shetripped Eilen, and when the woman had fallen behind her, Venera stepped between her and the two
men. She drop-kicked the leader and he windmilled his armsfor amoment before faling back. The force
of her kick had propelled Venera back ten feet. She landed badly, located Eilen, and shouted, “ Come
on!”

Moss straight-armed a pike into the helmet of the other man. Beside him Odess shoved alighted torch at
athird who was stepping off the ladder. Gunfire sounded and somebody fell, but she couldn’t seewho
through the press of bodies.

She grabbed Eilen’sarm. “We need guns! Are there morein the lockers?’
Eilen shook her head. “We barely had enough for the soldiers. There' sthat.” She pointed.

Around the corner of the courtyard shaft, the ancient, filigreed morning gun still sat on atripod under its
little canopy. Venera started to laugh, but the sound died in her throat. “ Come on!”



Thetwo women wrestled the wegpon off its stand. It was amassive thing, and though it weighed littlein
this gravity, it was difficult to maneuver. “Do we have shells?’ Venera asked.

“Bullets, no shdls” said Eilen. “There sblack powder in that bin.”

Venera opened the gun’ s breach. It was of apointlesdy primitive design. Y ou poured black powder into
it and then inserted the bullet and closed the breach. It had a spark whedl instead of a percussion trigger.
“Wall, then, come on.” Eilen grabbed up the box of bullets and asack of powder, and they ran dong the
inner edge of the roof. In the darkness and confusion Eilen ssumbled, and Venerawatched as the bullets

spilled out into the air over the courtyard. Eilen screamed in frustration.

One bullet spun on the flagstones a Venera sfeet. Cradling the gun, she bent to pick up the metd dug. A
wave of cold prickles swept over her shoulders and up her neck.

This bullet wasidentical to the one that nestled inside her jacket—identical savefor thefact that it had
never been fired.

She couldn’t believeit. The bullet she carried—that had sailed athousand miles through the airsand
clouds of Virga, avoiding cities and farms, adeptly swerving to avoid fish and rocks and oceanic bals of
water, this bullet that had lined up on Sipsiream and the city of Rush and the window in the admiralty
where Venera stood so innocently; had smashed the glassin a split-second and buried itslf in her jaw,
gpinning her around and nailing a sense of injured outrage to Veneraforever—it had come from here. It
had not been fired in combat. Not in spite. Not for any murderous purpose, but for tradition, and to
celebrate the cdmness of amorning like any other.

Venera had fantas zed about this moment many times. She had rehearsed what she would say to the
owner of the gun when shefindly found him. It was ahigh, grand, and glorious speech that, in her
imagination, ways ended with her putting abullet in the villain. Cradling this picture of revenge to hersdlf
had gotten her through many nights, many cocktail parties where out of the corner of her eye she could
seetheladies of the admirdty pointing to her scar and murmuring to one another behind their fans.

“Huh,” shesad.
“Venera? Areyou dl right?’

Venerashook her head violently. “Powder. Quick!” She held out the gun, and Eilenfilled it. Then she
jammed the clean new bullet into the breach and closed it. Shelofted the gun and spun the whesd!.

“Everybody down!” Nobody heard her, but luckily a gap opened intheline at the last second. The gun
made a huge noise and nearly blew Venera off the roof. When the vast plume of smoke cleared she saw
nearly everybody in sght recovering from having ducked.

It might not be powerful or accurate, but the thing was loud. That fact might just save them.

Sheran toward the Lirisians. “ The cannong! Start shouting stuff abbout cannons!” She breached the
smoking weapon and handed it to Eilen. “Reload.”

“But welost the rest of the bullets.”

“We ve got one.” Shereached into her jacket pocket. Thereit was, its contours familiar from years of
touching. She brought out her bullet. Her fingers trembled now as she held it up to thered flare light.

“Damn you anyway,” shewhispered toiit.



Eilen glanced up, said, “Oh,” and held up the gun. There was no time for ceremony; Veneradid the
hated dug into the breach and it fit perfectly. She clicked it shuit.

“Out of my way!” She crossed the roof in great bounding steps, dodging between fighting men to reach
the battlement where the ladders jutted up. The gunfire from below had stopped; the snipers didn’t want
to hit their own men asthey topped the wall. Venerahopped up onto a crend and sighted nearly straight
down. She saw the startled eyes of a Sacrus soldier between her feet, and half adozen heads below his.
She spun the spark whesd!.

The explosion lifted her off her feet. Everything disappeared behind abdl of smoke. When she staggered
to her feet some yards away, Venerafound herself surrounded by cheering people. Severa of Sacrus's
soldiers were being thrown off the roof, and for the moment no more were appearing. Asthe smoke
cleared she saw that the top of the ladder she' d fired down was missing.

“Keepfillingit,” shesad, thrugting the gun at Eilen. “Bullets don’t matter—as long asit’ s bright and
loud.”

Moss sgrinning face emerged from the gloom. “ They' re hesitating!”

She nodded. Sacrus didn’t have so many people that they could afford to sacrifice them in wave attacks.
The darkness and confusion would hel p; and though they had probably heard it every day of their lives,
the thunderous sound of the morning gun at this close range would give pause to the men holding the
ladders.

“It'snot going to keep them at bay for long, though,” she said. “Where are the rest of our people?’

Now Moss frowned. “ T-trapped, | fear. Guineveral-led them into an ambush. Now they have their
backsto the open air.” He pointed toward the edge of the world and the night skies beyond.

Venera hopped up on the edge of the elevator platform and took aquick look around. Sacrus's people
were spread in athin line around two of the approachesto Liris. On their third side, ragged girdersand
scoured metal jutted off the end of the world. And on the fourth—behind her—ajumble of brambles,
thorn-bushes, and broken masonry formed a natural barrier that Sacrus wasn't bothering to police.

In the darkness beyond, hundreds of torches it the contours of an army small by Venera s standards, but
huge for Spyre. There might be no more than athousand men there, but that was dl the forces that
opposed Sacrus on thisworld.

Spreading away behind that army was the maze of estates that made up Greater Spyre. Somewhere out
there was the long low building where the hollowed bomb hung, with its promise of escape.

Sheturned to Moss. “Y ou need to break through Sacrus slines. Otherwise, they’ll overwhelm us, and
then they can turn and face our army with a secure fortress behind them.”

He nodded. “But all our leaders arét-trapped.”

“Wdl, not dl.” She strode across the roof to the battlements that overlooked the bramble-choked acres.
He cameto stand at her sde. Together they gazed out at the army that lay tantaizingly out of reach.

“If the semaphore were working—" She stopped, remembering Bryce. Moss shook his head anyway.
“S-Sacrus has encircled the't-tower. They would read every letter.”

“But we need to coordinate an attack—from outside and insde at the sametime. To break through...”



He shrugged. “ Simple matter. If we c-can get one p-person through the lines.”

She speculated. If she showed up there among the brambles, would the generals of that army have her
arrested? How far had news of her deceptions spread?

“Get them ready,” she said. “ Everyone into armor, everyone armed. I’ll be back in two minutes.” She
headed for the stairs.

“Where areyou g-going?’

She shot him agrim smile. “To check in on our bargaining chip.”

* * % %

Veneraran through empty hdlsto the old prison on the main floor.

As she' d suspected, the guards had deserted their posts when the roof was attacked. The main door was
gar; Veneradowed when she saw this. Warily, she toed it open and aimed her pistol through. Therewas
nobody in the antechamber. Sheddledin.

“Hdlo?’ That was Jacoby Sarto’svoice. Venerahad never heard him sound worried, but he was clearly
rattled by what was happening. He's never been in a battle before, she redlized—nor had any of these
people. It was shocking to think that she was the veteran here.

Venerawent on her tiptoesto look through the door’ slittle window into the green-walled reception
room. Sarto was the sole occupant of abench designed to seet thirty; he sat in the very center of aroom
that could have held ahundred. He squinted at the door, then said, “Fanning?’

She threw open the door and stepped in. “ Did you tell them?’
He appeared puzzled. “ Tell who what?’

She showed him her pistol; he wouldn't know it was empty. “Don’t play games, Sarto. Someonetold
Guineverawho | redlly am. Wasit you?’

He smiled with atrace of his usua arrogance. He stood up and adjusted the deeves of the formal shirt he
gill wore. “Things hot going your way out there?’

“Two points,” said Venera, holding up two fingers. “Firg: I'm holding agun on you. Second: you're
rapidly becoming expendable.”

“All right, dl right,” he said irritably. “Don’t be so prickly. After dl, | came here of my own freewill.”
“And that’ s supposed to impress me?’ She leaned on the doorjamb and crossed her arms.

“Think about it,” hesaid. “What do | have to gain from revedling who you are?’

“| don’t know. Suppose you tell me?’

Now he scowled & her, asif she were some common servant girl who' d had the temerity to interrupt him
while hewastalking. “1 have spent thirty-two yearslearning theins and outs of council politics. All that
time, becoming an expert—maybe the expert—on Spyre, learning who is beholden to whom, who's
ambitious and who just wantsto keep their heads down. | have been the public face of Sacrusfor much
of that time, their most important operative, because for dl those years, Spyre spoliticswas al that
mattered. But look at what’ s happening.” He waved ahand to indicate the siege and battle going on



beyond Liris sthick wals. “Everything that made me vauable is being swept away.”

Thiswas not what Venera had been expecting to hear from him. She came into the room and sat down
on abench facing Sarto. He looked at her levelly and said, “ Change isinconcelvable to most peoplein
Spyre; to them a catastrophe isatreefaling acrosstheir fence. A vast political upheava would be
somebody snubbing somebody else at aparty. That’ sthe system | was bred and trained to work in. But
my masters have dways known that there' s much bigger game out there. They’ ve been biding their time,
lo these many centuries. Now they finally havein their grasp atool with which to conquer the
world—the real world, not just this squalid imitation we' re standing in. On the scale of Sacrus s new
ambitions, al of my accomplishments count for nothing.”

Veneranodded dowly. “ Spyreishaving dl its borders redrawn around you. Even if they never get the
key from me, Sacruswill be facing anew Spyre once the fighting stops. I'll bet they’ ve been grooming
someone young and malleable to take your place in that new world.”

He grimaced. “No one likesto be discarded. | could seeit coming, though. It wasinevitable, redlly,
unless...”

“Unlessyou could prove your continuing usefulnessto your masters,” she said. “ Say, by persondly
bringing them the key?’

He shrugged. “Y esterday’ s council meeting would otherwise have been my last public performance. At
least here, asyour, uh, guest, | might have the opportunity to act as Sacrus s negotiator. Think about
it—you'’ re surrounded, outgunned, you' re gpproaching the point where you have to admit you're going
to lose. But | cantell you the semaphore codes to signal our commanders that we' ve reached an
accommodation. Aslong as you had power here, you could have functioned as the perfect traitor. A few
bad orders, your forces ordered into atrap, then it’ sover thewall for you and I, the key safely into my
magter’ s hands, you on your way home to wherever it isyou came from.”

Veneratamped down on her anger. Sarto was used to dealing in cold political equations; so was she, for
that matter. What he was proposing shouldn’t shock her. “But if I'm disgraced, | can't betray my

people.”

“Y our usefulness plummets,” he said with anod. “So, no, | didn’t tattle on you. Y ou're hardly of any
vaue now, areyou? All you've got isthe key. If your own side sturned againgt you, your only remaining
option isto throw yourself on the mercy of Sacrus. Which might win me some pointsif I'm the onewho
bringsyou in, but not as much, and—"

“—And | have no reason to expect good trestment from them,” shefinished. “So why should | do it?’

He stood up—dowly, mindful of her gun—and walked alittle distance away. He gazed up at theroom’s
little windows. “What other option do you have?’ he asked.

She thought at first that he’ d said this rhetoricaly, but something about histone... 1t had sounded like a
genuine question.

Venerasat therefor awhile, thinking. She went over the incident with the council members on the roof;
who could have outted her? Everything depended on that—and on when it had happened. Sarto said
nothing, merely waited patiently with hisarms crossed, saring idly up at the little window.

Finaly she nodded and stood up. “All right,” she said. “ Jacoby, | think we can gtill cometo an...
accommodation. Here' swhat I'm thinking...”



* * % %

19

As sometimes happened at the worst of moments, Veneralost her sense of gravity just before she hit the
ground. The upthrusting spears of brush and stunted trees flipped around and became abstract
decorations on avast wall she was gpproaching. Her feet dangled over sdeways buildings and the pikes
of soldiers. Then thewall hit her, and she bounced and tumbled like arag doll. Strangely, it didn’t hurt at
all—perhaps not so strangdly, granted that she was swaddled in armor.

She unscrewed her helmet and looked up into a couple of dozen gun barrels. They were dl different, like
amuseum display taken down and offered to her; in her dazed state she almost reached to grab one. But
there were hands holding them tightly and grim men behind the hands.

When she and Sarto had reached the rooftop of Liris, they found athestrical jumble of bodies, torn
tenting, and brazier fires surrounded by huddling men in outlandish armor. At the center of it dl, the thick
meta cablethat rose up and out of sight into the turbulent mists; that cable glowed gold now as distant
Candesce awoke.

She had spotted Moss and headed over, keeping her head down in case there were snipers. He looked
up, lines of exhaustion apparent around his eyes. Glancing past her, he spotted Sarto. “What' sthis?’

“We need to bresk thissiege. I’'m going over thewall, and Sarto is coming with me.”
Moss blinked, but his permanently shocked expression reveded none of histhoughts. “What for?’

“I don’t know whether the commanders of our encircling force have been told that I’ m an imposter and
traitor. | need to bring Jacoby Sartoin casel need a... ticket, | suppose you could cadl it... into their
good graces.”

He nodded rdluctantly. “ And how do you p-propose to reach our force? S-Sacrus is between us and
them.”

Now she grinned. “Well, you couldn’t do thiswith al of us, but | propose that we jump.”

Of coursethey’ d had help from an ancient catapult that Liris had once used to fire mail and parcels over
an enemy nation to an aly some three milesaway. Venerahad seen it on her second day here; with a
little effort, it had been refitted to seat two people. But nobody, least of al her, knew whether it would
gtill work. Her only consolation had been the low gravity in Spyre.

Now Venerahad two possible scripts she could follow, one if these were soldiers of the Council
Alliance, oneif they owed their alegiance to Sacrus. But which were they? Thefdl had been so
disorienting that she couldn’t tell where they’ d ended up. So she merdly put up her hands and smiled and
sd, “Hdlo.”

Beside her Jacoby Sarto groaned and rolled over. Ingtantly another dozen gunsaimed at him. “I think
we' re not that much of athreat,” Venerasaid mildly. She received akick in the back (which she barely
fdt through the metd) for her humor.

A throb of pain shot through her jawv—and an odd thing happened. Such spasms of pain had plagued her
for years, ever sncethe day she woke up in Rush’ s military infirmary, her head bandaged like addicate
vase about to be shipped viathe postal system. Each stab of pain had come with its own little thought,
whose content varied somewhat but always trandated roughly to either I’'mall alone or I’'m going to
kill them. Fear and fury, they stabbed her repeatedly throughout each day. The fierce headaches that



often built over the hoursjust added to her meanness.

But she' d taken the bullet that struck her jaw and blown it back out the very same gun that had shot her.
So, when her jaw cramped thistime, instead of her usud misery, Venerahad aflash of memory: the
morning gun going off with atremendous explosion in her hands, bucking and kicking and sending her
flying backward into the Lirisans. She had no ideawhat the feding accompanying that had been, but she
likedit.

So she grinned crookedly and stood up. Dusting hersdlf off, she said with dignity, “1 am Amandera
Thrace-Guiles, and thisis Jacoby Sarto of the Spyre Council. We need to talk to your commanders.”

* k% k% %

“Y ou have areputation for being foolhardy,” said the army commander, his gray mustaches waggling.
“But that wasridiculous.”

It turned out that they’ d nearly overshot both Sacrus and Council Alliance positions. Luckily, severd
hundred pairs of eyes had tracked their progress across the rolled-up sky of Spyre and it was her army
that had gotten to Veneraand Jacoby first. Sarto didn’t seem too upset about the outcome, which was
telling. What was even more significant was that everyone was calling her “Lady Thrace-Guiles” which
meant that word of her deceptions hadn’t madeit out of Liris. Here, Venerawas ill arespected leader.

She preened at the commander’ s backhanded compliment. He stood with his back to abrick wall, a
swaying lamp nodding shadows across the buttons of hisjacket. Aides and colond s bustled about, some
shoving little counters across the map board, others reading or writing dispatches.

Venerasmdled engine oil and wet cement. The dliance army had set up its headquartersin a
preservationist roundhouse about amile from Liris; these wallswere thick enough to stop anything Sacrus
had so far fired. For thefirgt timein days, Venerafdt alittle safe.

“I wouldn’'t have had to be foolhardy if the Situation weren’t so dire,” she said. It was tempting to upbraid
thisman for hesitating to send hisforcesto relieve Liris, but Venerafound hersalf uninterested anymorein
taking such familiar pleasures. She merely said, “ Tell mewhat’ s been happening out here.”

The commander leaned over the board and began pointing at the little wooden counters. “ There ve been
engagements al across Greater Spyre,” he said. “ Sacrus has won most of them.”

“So what are they doing? Conquering countries?’

“In one or two cases, yes. Mogtly they’ ve been cutting the preservationist’ srailway lines. And they’ ve
taken or severed all the elevator cables.”

“Severed?’ Even to an outsider like her thiswas a startling devel opment.

One of the aides shrugged. “Easy enough to do. They just use them for target practice—except for the
ones at the edge of theworld, like Liris. The winds around those lines deflect the bullets.”

Sheraised her eyebrows. “Why don’t they just use more high-powered guns on them?’ The aide shook
his head.

“Ancient treaty. Places limits on muzzle velocities. It' sto prevent accidenta punctures of theworld's
in”

“—Not sgnificant, anyway,” said the commander with an impatient gesture. “The war will be decided



here on Greater Spyre. The city will just haveto wait it out.”
“No, it can't wait,” shesaid. “That’ swhat thisisal about. Not the city, but the docks.”
“The docks?’ The commander Stared at her. “ That’ sthe last thing we' re going to worry about.”

“I know, and Sacrusis counting on that.” She glared at him. “Everything that’ s happening down hereisa
diverson from their redl target. Everything except...” Shenodded at Liris.

Now they were looking at each other with faintly embarrassed unease. “Lady Thrace-Guiles,” said the
commander, “war isavery particular art. Perhaps you should leave such detail s to those who' ve made it
their careers”

Veneraopened her mouth to yell at him, thought better, and took a deep bregth instead. “ Can we at least
be agreed that we need to break Sacrus shold on Liris?’

“Yes,” hesaid with avigorous nod. “We need to ensure the safety of our leadership. For that purpose,”
he pointed at thetable, “1 am advocating adirect assault dong the innermost wall.”

A moment of great temptation made Venera hesitate. The commander was proposing to go straight for
the walls and leave the group trapped at the world' s edge to itsfate. He didn’t know that his objective
was actudly there. They’ d made themsalves her enemiesand Veneracould just... forget to tell him.
Leave Guineveraand the othersto Sacrus s mercy now that she had thearmy.

She couldn’'t claim not to have known, though, unlessthe Lirisanswent dong with it. And shewastired
of deceptions. She sighed and said, “Lirisisacritica objective, yes, but the rest of our leadership is
actually trapped with the Lirisan army at the edge of theworld.” There were startled looks up and down
thetable. “ Y es—Master Thinblood, Principe Guinevera, and Pamela Anseratte, among others, are
among those pinned down in the hurricane zone.”

The commander frowned down at the map. Onit, Liriswas asquare encircled by red wooden tokens
representing Sacrus sarmy. This circle squashed aknot of blue tokens againgt the bottom edge of the
map: the Lirisan army, trapped at the edge of the world. Léeft of the encirclement was ano-man’sland of
tough brush that had so far resisted burning. Left of that, the preservationist Sding and army encampment
where they now stood.

“Thisisaproblem,” said the commander. He thought for amoment, then said, “ There are certain snakes
that coil around their victims and choke them to death.” Sheraised an eyebrow, but he continued, “One
of their characteridtics, so I’ ve been told, isthat if you try to remove them they tighten their grip. Right
now Sacrus has both Lirisand our leadersinits coils, and if wetry to break through to one they will
amply strangle the other.”

TordievetheLirisan army, they would have to force awedge under Liris, with the edge of the world at
their right Sde. To do thisthey would trade off their ability to threasten Sacrus dong the inner sides of
Liris—freeing those troops up to assault thewalls of Liris. Conversdly, the best way to relieve Liris
would be to come at it from the top, which meant swinging the army away from the world' s edge—thus
giving Sacrus afree hand against the trapped force.

Veneraexamined the map. “We have to fool them into making the wrong choice,” she sad.

“Y es, but how are we going to do that?’ He shook his head. “ Even if we did, they can maneuver just as
fast aswe can. They have less ground to cover than we do to redeploy their forces.”

“Asto how we'll fool the snakeinto uncoiling,” she said, “it helpsto have your own snake to consult



with.” Sheturned and waved to some figures standing afew yards away. Jacoby Sarto emerged from the
shadows, he was a slhouette againgt Klieg lightsthat pinioned apair of hulking locomotivesin the center
of the roundhouse. He was accompanied by two armed soldiers and amember of Bryce' s underground.

The commander bowed to Sarto, but then said, “1I’ m afraid we cannot trust this man. Heis of the

“Lord Sarto has seen thelight,” said Venera. “He has agreed to help us.”
“Pahl” The commander sneered. “ Sacrus are masters of deception. How can we trust him?’

“The paliticsare complex,” she said. “ But we have very good reasonsto trust him. | do. That iswhy |
brought him.”

There were more glances thrown between the colonels and the aides. The commander twitched afrown
for just amoment, then said, “No—I understand the dilemmawe rein, but my sovereign and
commanding officer is Principe Guinevera, and he' sin danger. Palitically, saving our leadership hasto
be the priority. I'll not countenance any plan that weakens our chance of doing that.”

Jacoby Sarto laughed. It was an ugly, contemptuous sound, delivered by aman who had spent decades
using hisvoice to wither other men’s courage. The commander glared at him. “1 fail to seethe humor in
any of this, Lord Sarto.”

“Forgivable,” said Sarto dryly, “asyou're not aware of Sacrus' s objectives. They want Liris, not your
management. They haven’t crushed the soldiers pinned down at the world' s edge because they’re
dangling them asbait.”

“What could they possibly want with Liris?’

“Me,” sad Venera, “because they surdly think I’ m gtill there—and the elevator cable. They need to cut it.
All they haveto do is capture me or make it impossble for me to leave Greater Spyre. Then they’ve
won. It will just be ametter of time.”

Now it was the commander’ sturn to laugh. “1 think you vastly overrate your own vaue, and underrate
the potentid of thisarmy,” he said, sweeping hisarm to indicate the patry hundreds gathered in the
cavernous shed. “ Y ou adone can't hold this aliance together, Lady Thrace-Guiles. And | said it before,
the elevator cables are of little strategic interest.”

Venerawas furious. She wanted to tell him that she’ d seen more men gathered at circusesin Rush than
he had in his vaunted army. But, remembering how she had thrown alighted lamp at Garth in anger and
his gentle chiding after, she bit back on what she wanted to say, and instead said, “Y ou’ |l change your
mind once you know the true strategic Situation. Sacrus wants—" She stopped as Sarto touched her
am.

He was shaking hishead. “Thisisnot theright audience,” he said quietly.

“Um.” Inaningant her understanding of the situation flipped around. When she had walked in here she
had seen this knot of officersin one corner of the roundhouse and assumed that they were debating their
plan of attack. But that was't what they were doing at al. They had been huddling here, asfar as
possible from the men they must command. They weren't planning; they were hesitating.

“Hmmm...” She quirked atrangparently fase amile at the commander. “If you men will excuse mefor a
few minutes?’ He looked puzzled, then annoyed, then amused. Veneratook Sarto’sarm and led him
away from thetable.



“What are you going to do?’ he asked.

She stopped in an area of blank floor stained over the decades by engine oil and grease. At first Venera
didn’t meet Sarto’s eyes. She was looking around at the towering wrought-iron pillars, the tessdllated
windowsin the ceiling, the smoky beams of light thet intersected on the black backs of the locomotives.
A deep knot of some kind, loosened when she cried in Eilen’ sarms, was unraveling.

“They talk about places as being our homes,” she mused. “It’ s not the place, redly, but the people.”

“I'msurel don't know what you mean,” he said. Hisdry irony had no effect on Venera. She merdly
shrugged.

“You wereright,” she said. He cocked his head to one side, crossing hisarms, and waited. “ After the
confirmation, when you said | was dtill Sacrus's,” shewent on. “And in the council chamber, even when
wetaked in your cdl earlier tonight. Even now. Aslong as| wanted to leave Spyre, | wastheirs. Aslong
asthey’ ve known what to danglein front of me, there was nothing | could do but what they wanted me
todo.”

“Haven't | said that repeatedly?’ He sounded annoyed.

“All dong, there' s been away to break their hold on me,” she said. | just haven't had the courage to do
it”

Hegrumbled, “I’d like to think | made the right choice by throwing in with you. Takes you long enough
to cometo adecison, though.”

Veneralaughed. “All right. Let’sdo this.” She started to walk toward the locomotives.
“Thereyou are!l” Venerastumbled, cursed, and then flung out her arms.

“Brycel” He hugged her, but hesitantly—and she knew not to display too much enthusiasm hersdf. No
one knew they were lovers; that knowledge would be one more piece of leverage against them. So she
disengaged from him quickly and stepped back. “What happened? | saw the semaphore station blown

up. Weadl assumed you were...”

He shook his head. In the second-hand light he did look abit disheveled and soot stained. “A bunch of
us got knocked off the roof, but none of uswere hurt.” He laughed. “We landed in the brambles and then
had to claw our way through with Sacrus s boysfiring at our arses al the way. Damn near got shot by
our own side aswell, before we convinced them who we were.”

Now she did hug him and damn the consequences. “Have you been able to contact any of our—your
people?’

He nodded. “ There' s a semaphore station on the roof. The whole Buridan network’ sin contact. Do you
have orders?’

AsVeneraredlized what was possible, she grinned. “Yes!” Shetook Bryce by one arm and Sarto by the
other and dragged them acrossthefloor. “I think | know away to bresk the siege and save the other
commanders. Y ou need to get up there and get Buridan to send us something. Jacoby, you get up there
too. Y ou need to convince Sacrusthat I’'m ready to double-cross my people.” She pushed them both

avay.
“And what are you going to do?’ asked Bryce.



She smiled past the throbbing in her jaw. “What | do best,” shesaid. “I'll set the ball rolling.”

Venerastaked over to the black, bedewed snout of alocomotive and pulled hersdf up to stand in front
of its headlamp. She was drenched in light from it and the overhead spots, aware that her pale face and
hands must be as bright as lantern flames against the dark metal surrounding her. Sheraised her arms.

“Itis thtime!”

She screamed it with al her might, squeezed al the anger and the pain from her twisted family and
poisonous intrigues of her youth, the indifferent bullet and her loss of her husband Chaison, the blood on
her hands after she stabbed Aubri Mahdlan, the smoke from her pistols as she shot men and women
aike, dl of it into that one word. Asthe echoes subsided everyonein the roundhouse came to their feet.
All eyeswere on her and that was exactly right, exactly how it should be.

“Today the old debts will be settled! Two hundred years and more the truth has waited in Buridan
tower—the truth of what Sacrusis and what they have done! Nearly too late, but not too late, because
you, heretoday, will be the onesto settle those debts and at the sametime, prevent Sacrus from ever
committing such arocitiesagain!

“Let me describe my home. Let me describe Buridan tower!” Out of the corner of her eye she saw the
army commanders running from their map table, but they had to shoulder their way through hundreds of
soldiersto reach her, and the soldiers were raptly attentive to her done. “Like avast musica instrument,
aflutethrust into the sky and played on by the ceasdless hurricane winds of the airfall. Cold, its corridors
decorated with grit and wavering, torn ribbons that once were tapestries. Wet, with nothing to burn
except the feathers of birds. Never silent, never gill asthe beamsit stands on sway under the ondaught
of air. A roaring tomb, that is Buridan tower! That iswhat Sacrus made. It iswhat they promise to make
of your homes aswdl, make no mistake.

“That'sright,” she nodded. “Y ou’ refighting for far more than you may know. Thisisn't just ameatter of
historical grudges, nor isit askirmish over Sacrus s kidnapping and torture of your women and children.
Thisisabout your future. Do you want al of Spyre to become like Buridan, an empty tomb, acapricious
playground for the winds? Because that iswhat Sacrus has planned for Spyre.”

The officers had stopped at the head of the crowd. She could see that the commander was about to
order her to be taken off her perch, so Venerahurried on to her main point. “Y ou have not been told the
truth about thiswar! Before we leave this place you need to know why Sacrus has moved againgt usdll.
It is because they believe they have outgrown Spyre the way awasp outgrows its cocoon. Centuries ago
they attacked and destroyed Buridan to gain atreasure from us. They failed to capture it, but never gave
up their ambition. Ever snce Buridan'sfal they have bided their time, awaiting the chance to get their
hands on something Buridan has guarded for the sake of Spyre, sSince the very beginning of time.” She
was redly winding hersalf up now, and for the moment the officers had stopped, curious no doubt about
what she was about to say.

“Since the creation of Spyre, my family has guarded one of the most powerful relicsin theworld! It was
for the sake of thistrust that we kept to Buridan tower for generations, not venturing out because we
feared Sacruswould learn that the tower is not the empty shell they believed—afraid they would learn
that it can be entered. The thing we guarded is so dangerous that my brothers and sisters, my parents,
grandparents, and their grandparents, al sacrificed their livesto prevent even ahint of its existence from
escaping our walls.

“Time came when we could no longer sustain oursalves,” she said more softly, “and | had to venture
forth.” Dimly, Venerawondered at this grand fib she was making up on the spot; it was arousing sory,



and if it proved rousing enough, then nobody would believe Guineveraif he survived to accuse her of
being animpoger.

“Assoon asl| cameforth,” she sad, “ Sacrus knew that Buridan had survived, and they knew why we
had stayed hidden. They knew that | carried with methelast key to Candesce!”

She stopped, |etting the echoes reverberate. Crossing her arms, she gazed out at the army, waiting. Two
seconds, five, ten, and then they were muttering, talking, turning to one another with frowns and nods.
Some who prided themselves on knowing old legends told the men standing next to them about the keys,
word began to spread through the ranks. In the front row, the officers were looking at one another in
congternation.

Veneraraised ahand for silence. “That iswhat thiswar isabout,” she said.  Sacrus has known of the
exisgence of thiskey for centuries. They tried to takeit once, and Buridan and its alies resisted. Now
they are after it again. If they get it, they will no longer need Spyre. Tothemi it islike the hated chrysalis
that has confined them for generations. They will shed it, and they don't careif it unravelsin piecesas
they fly toward the light. At best, Spyre will prove agood capitd for the world-spanning empire they
plan—once they’ ve scoured it clean of dl the old etates, that is. Y es, this cylinder will make afine park
for the paace of Virga snew rulers. They’ [l need room for the governors of their new provinces, for
prisoners, daves, treasure houses, and barracks. They might not knock down all the buildings. But you
and yours... well, | hope you have reativesin one of the principdities, because rabble like uswon't be
dlowed to live here anymore.”

The soldiers were starting to argue and shout. Belatedly the officers had redlized that they weren'tin
control any more; several darted at the locomotive, but Venera crouched and glared at them, asif she
was ready to pounce. They backed away.

She stood up onto her tip-toes as she flung one fist high over her head. “We have to stop them! The key
must be protected, for without it, Spyreitsdf is doomed. Y ou fight for more than your lives—more than
your homes. You are dl that stands between Sacrus and the dow strangulation of the very world!

“Will you stop them?’ They shouted yes. “ Will you?’ They screamed it.

Venera had never seen anyone give a speech like this, but she' d heard Chaison work a crowd and had
read about such momentsin books. It al took her back to those romantic stories she’d devoured asa
little girl in her pink bedroom. Outrageous thestricaity, but none of these men had ever seenitslike
either; few had probably ever been in atheater. For most, this roundhouse was the farthest they had ever
been from home, and the looming locomotive was something they had only ever glimpsed in thefar
distance. They stood among peers, who before today had been dots seen through telescopes, and they
were learning that however strange and foreign they were, dl were united in their loyalty to Spyreitself.
Of course the moment made them mad.

Fis still raised, Venerasmiled down at the commander who shook his head in defest.

Bryce and Jacoby Sarto clambered along the side of the locomotiveto join her. “What' sthe news?” she
asked over theroar of thearmy at her feet.

Bryce blinked at the scene. “Uh... they’re on their way.”

Sarto nodded. “I semaphored the Sacrus army commander. Told him you redize your Stuationis
hopel ess, that you' re going to lead your army into atrap.”

Shegrinned. “Good.” She turned back to the crowd and raised her fist again.



“lt—is—tatuudme!”

* * % %

20

The sound of bullets hitting Liris swalls reminded Garth Diamandis of those occasiona big dropsthet fall
from trees after arain. Silence, then a pat followed in this case by the distant sound of a shot. From the
gundit where he was watching he could see the army of the Council Alliance assembling next to the
rust-streaked roundhouse. In the early morning light it seemed like adark carpet moving, in ominous
dlence, inthedirection of Liris. Little puffs of smoke arose from the Sacrusline, but the firing was
undisciplined.

“Come away fromthere,” said Venerd sfriend Eilen. They sood in amusty closet crammed with door
lintels, broken drawers, cracked table legs: useless junk, but impossible for atiny nation like Liristo
throw away. Lantern light from the corridor shone through Eilen’ s hair. She could have been attractive, a
habitua part of hismind noted. At onetime, he could have helped her with that.

“I have agood view of the Sacrus camp,” he said. “And it’ stoo dangerous to be on the roof right now.”

“You'll get abulletintheeye” she said. He grunted and turned back to the view, and after amoment he
heard her leave.

He couldn’t tell her that he had recognized one of the uniformed figures moving down there—maybe two
of them, he couldn’t be sure. Garth was sure that Eilen would tell him he was suffering an old man’s
delusonsif he said he' d recognized his daughter among the hundreds of crimson uniforms.

He could beimagining it. He' d had scant moments to absorb the sight of her before she' d signaled her
superiors and Sacrus sthugs had moved in on him. Y et Garth had an eye for women, was ableto recall
the smallest detail about how this or that one moved or held hersdlf. He could deduce much about
character and vulnerability by awoman’s stlance and habitua gestures, and he damned well knew how to
recognize one a adistance. That was Selene standing hipshot by that tent, he was sure of it.

Garth cursed under his breath. He' d never been one to probe at sore spots, but ever since they’ d thrown
him into that gtinking cell in the Gray Infirmary, histhoughts had pivoted around the moment of Selene's
betrayd.

He had told her that he was her father, just before she betrayed him. In the seconds between, he' d seen
the doubt in her eye—and then the mad-eyed woman with the pink hair had come to stand next to
Sdene.

“Hesad he' smy father,” Sdene murmured as the soldiers cuffed Garth. The pink-hared woman behind
her laughed.

“And who knows?’ she'd said. “Hemight well be.” She had laughed again, and Garth had glimpsed a
terrible light in his daughter’ s eye just before he was hauled out of her sight.

Thereit was again, that mop of blossom-colored hair poking out from under agray army cap. She was
an officer. The last time Garth had seen her had been in abizarre fever dream where Venerawas
whispering his name urgently. Thiswoman had been there, among glass cases, but she was naked and
laved with crimson from head to toe. Venera had spoken her name then, but Garth didn’t remember it.

The sound of firing suddenly intensified. Garth craned his neck to ook in the direction of the roundhouse.
Sacrus s forces were moving out to engage the council troops on theingde of Liris. Behind him, though,



he could see an equally large contingent of Sacrus s soldiers circling back around the building—headed
toward the edge of the world.

Garth had someinkling of what the council army was doing. They were pressing up againg the no-man’'s
land of thorn and tumbled masonry, a scant hundred yards from the walls of Liris. From there they could
turn left or right—inward or toward world’ s edge—at a moment’ s notice. Sacrus would have to split
their forcesinto two to guard against both possibilities.

It was an intelligent plan and for amoment Garth’s spiritslifted. Then he saw more of Sacrus' smen
abandon their positions below him. They were leaving anoisy and smoke-wreathed band of some two
hundred men to defend the inward sde while the rest of their forces marched behind Liris and out of sght
from the roundhouse. They clearly expected the council army to split right and try to relieve Guinevera
and Anseratte at the hurricane-wracked world' s edge. But how did they know what the council was

planning?

He cursed and jumped down off the ancient credenza he' d been perched upon. The corridors were
stuffed with armed people, old men and women mostly (strange how he thought of other people hisage
asold, but not himself). He ebowed hisway through them cardesdly. “Where the hdl isMoss?’

Someone pointed down anarrow, packed hallway. Liris s new botanist was deep in discussion with the
only one of Bryce smen left insdethewalls. “1 need semaphoreflags,” Garth shouted over two
shoulders. “We have to warn the troops what Sacrusis doing!”

To hiscredit, Mossdidn’t even blink. He raised a hand, pointed to one man, then held up two fingers.
“Forward stores,” he said. He pointed to another man and then at Garth. “ Go with.”

It took precious minutesfor Garth and his new helper to locate the flags. Then they had to fight their way
to the gairs. They emerged outside to the mind-numbing roar of the winds and an almost continuous
sound of gunfire. Ducking low, they ran for the edge of the roof.

* * % %

“They expect you to act asif you don’t know about the key,” Venerawas explaining for the tenth time.
She was surrounded by nervous officers and staffers; the gray-mustachioed army commander stood with
his arms crossed, glowering as she drew on the ground with agtick. “1f you don’t know about it, then the
obvious strategic god isto relieve Guinevera sforce. Jacoby Sarto hastold them that we are going to do
that. Thisfrees Sacrusto take Liris, thelr red objective.”

The commander nodded reluctantly. A bullet whined past somewhere too near for comfort. They stood
behind a screen of brush on the edge of no-man’ sland. An arc of soldiers surrounded them, far too few
for Venerd staste. Thisforce would hardly qualify asacompany in Chaison’sarmy. Y et Sacrusdidn’t
have much more.

“S0,” she continued. “Wefeint right, then strike left. | humbly suggest that we start with sustained fire into
Sacrus s position on the edge side of no-man’sland.”

There was some talk among the officers—far too much of it to suit her—then the commander said, “It's
too risky. And | remain skeptical about your story.”

Hedidn't believe the key wasred. Venerawas tempted to takeit out and show it to him, but that might
backfire. Who could believe awhole war would be fought over an ivory wand?

While she and the commander were scowling a one another Bryce ran up, puffing. “They’re herel”



Veneraturned to look where he pointed.

She turned back, grinning broadly. “Commander, would you be more amenable to my plan if you had a
secret wegpon to help with it?’

The commander and dl the officersfell slent asthey saw what was gpproaching. Sowly, the commander
began to amile.

* * % %

“Damnit, they'reignoring usl” Garth ducked as another volley of fire from below raked the edge of the
roof. His assistant dumped onto the flagstones next to him, shaking his head.

“Maybethey don’'t seeus,” he said.

“Oh, they seeusall right. They just don’t believe us.” Garth risked a glance over the stones. The council
army was pressing hard againgt the barricades hastily thrown up by Sacrus on theinward side of Liris.
The bulk of their army was hovering on the far sde of the building, ready to speed toward the edge as
soon as they were given the word.

Another ladder thunked againgt the wall. That made four in as many seconds. Garth pushed his
companion. “Back to the stairs!” Sacrus was moving to take Liris. There was nothing anyone could do to
stop them.

Garth stood up to run, and hesitated for just a second. He couldn’t stop himself from looking down
through the gunfire and smoke to find his daughter. The ground around Liriswas boiling with men; he
couldn’t see her.

Something hit him hard and he spun around, toppling to the flagstones. A bullet—was he dead? Garth
clawed at his shoulder, saw abright scar on the metal of hisarmor but no hole.

“Sr!” Damn him, his hel per was running back to save him. “No, get to the stairs dammit!” Garth yelled,
but it wastoo late. A dozen bullets hit the man and some of those went right through hisarmor. Hefell
and did forward, and died at Garth’ sfest.

Garth had never even learned his name.

Up they came now, soldier after soldier hopping onto Liris s roof. Oneloped forward, ignoring riflefire
from the stairs, and pitched afirebomb into the central courtyard. The cherry trees were protected under
asegeroof, but afew more of those and they would burn.

Swearing, hetried to stand. Something hit him again and he fell back. Thistime when helooked up, it
was to see the black globe of a Sacrus helmet hovering above him, and arifle barrel inches from hisface.

Garth fell back, groaning, and closed hiseyes.

* * % %

“We ve lost our momentum,” said Bryce. He and V enerawere crouched behind an upthrust block of
brickwork from some ancient, abandoned building. A hundred feet ahead of them, men weredyingina
futile attack on the Sacrus barricade.

She nodded, but the council officers were dready ordering aretreat. For afew seconds she watched the
soldiers scampering back under relentlessfire. Then she cocked an eyebrow at Bryce, and grinned.



“We've logt our momentum?When did you decide thiswas your fight?’

“Peopleare dying,” he said angrily. “ Anyway, if what you say istrue, there sfar more at stake than any
of usknew.” She shrugged and glanced again at the retreeat, but then noticed he was saring & her.

“Whet?’
“Who areyou, redly? Surely not Amandera Thrace-Guiles?’

Veneralaughed. He hadn’t been there for her moment of humiliation at the feet of Guinevera—had, in
fact, been flying through the air over brambles and scrub just about then.

She stuck out her hand for him to shake. “Venera Fanning. Pleased to meet you.”

He shook it, apuzzled expression on hisface, but then anew commotion distracted him. “Look! Y our
friends...”

Through the drifting smoke, she could see a dozen spindly ladders waobbling againgt the building’ swalls.
Men were swarming up them and there was fighting on the roof. In seconds she could |ose the people
who had become most preciousto her. “Come on!”

They braved riflefire and ran back. The army commander was crouched over amap. He looked up
grimly as Venera gpproached. “ Can you fed it?” When she frowned, he pointed down at the ground.
Now sheredlized that for some time now, she had been fedling adow, dmost sublimina sensation of
risng and faling. It wasthekind of faint instability of weight that you sometimesfdt whenatown’'s
engines were working to spin it back up to speed.

“I think Sacrus cut one too many cables.”

“Let the preservationists ded with it when we' refinished,” she said. “Right now we need to cut down
those ladders.”

He shook hishead. “Don’'t you understand? Thisis more than just a piece or two fdling off the world.
Something' s happened. It—we...” Sheredlized that he was very, very frightened. So were the officers
kneding with him.

Venerafdt it again, that long dow waver, unsettling to theinner ear. Way out past the smoke, it seemed
like the curving landscape of Spyre was crawling, somehow, like theitchy skin of agiant beast twitching
indow mation.

“We can’'t do anything about that,” she said. “We have to focus on saving lives here and now! Look, |
don’t think there’s more than three dozen men on those barricades. The rest of their men are waiting on
thefar ddefor ustotry to reieve Guinevera”

With an effort he pulled himsdlf together. “Y our plan... Canyou do it?’

“They’ll start to pull back as soon asthey realize we' re concentrating here,” she said. “When they do,
we |l havethem.”

“All right. We haveto... do something.” He got to his feet and began issuing orders. The frightened
officers sprinted off in dl directions. Veneraand Bryce ran back in the direction of the roundhouse and as
they passed the fringe of the no-man’sland she saw scores of men standing up from conceament in the
bushes. Suddenly they were dl bellowing and as more popped up from unexpected places Venerafound
hersdf being swept back by avast mob of howling armored men. She and Bryce fought their way



forward as hundreds of bodies plunged past them. She had no time to look back but could imagine the
Sacrus barricades being overwhelmed in seconds; the ladders would tremble and fall, and when they
rose again it would be council soldiers climbing them.

A small copse of trees stood at the end of no-man’sland; bedraggled and haf-burnt, they still made a
good screen for what hid behind them. Venerasmelled the things before she saw them, and her spirits
soared as she heard their nervous snorting and stamping.

With murmurs and an outstretched hand, she approached her Dali horse. A dozen others stood huddled
together, flanks twitching, their heads a dozen feet off the earth. All were saddled and some of the
horsemen were dready mounted.

Bryce stopped short, awondering expression on hisface. Venera put her hand on the rope ladder that
led up to her beast’ s saddle, then looked back at him. “ See to your people,” she said. “Run your
presses. If | live, I'll seeyou after.”

He amiled and for amoment looked boyishly mischievous. “ The presses have been running for days, and
I"ve sent my messages. But just in case... here”” He dug inside hisjacket and handed her a
cloth-wrapped square. Venera unwrapped it, puzzled, then laughed out loud. It was a brand-new copy
of the book Rights Currencies. Sheraised it to her nose and smelled the fresh ink, then stuffed it in her
own jacket.

She laughed again as Bryce stepped back and the rest of her force mounted up behind her. Venera
turned and waved to them, and as Bryce ran back toward the roundhouse and safety, sheyelled, “Come
on! They're not going to be expecting this!”

* * % %

Garth could seeit dl. They’ d tied his hands behind him and stood him near the body of the man who'd
comewith him to the roof. From behind him came the sounds of Sacrus s forces mopping up on the
lower floors of Liris. Prisoners were being led onto the roof under the direction of the pink-haired
woman, whose name, he now remembered, was Margit. She had climbed up the ladder with ferocious
energy afew minutes before.

Garth had turned away when his daughter stepped onto the roof behind her.

Turning, he saw what was devel oping under the shadow of the building, and despite dl the tragedy it
madehim amile.

A dozen horses, each one at least ten feet tall at the shoulder, were stepping daintily but rapidly through
no-man’sland. The closely packed thorn bushes and tumbled masonry were no barrier to them at al.
Each mount held two riders except the one in the lead. V enera Fanning rode that one, arifle held high
over her head. Garth could see that her mouth was wide open—Mother of Virga, was she howling some
outlandish baitle cry? Garth had to laugh.

“What'sso funny, you?” A soldier cuffed him on the side of his head. Garth looked himin theeye and
nodded in Venera sdirection.

“That,” he said.

After hefinished swearing, the man ran toward Margit, shouting, “Sir! Sir!” Garth turned back to the
view.

Sacrus had taken Liriswith acomparatively smal force, and was now depleted on the Spyre side of the



building. The bulk of the council army waswhedling in that direction, pushing back the few defenderson
the barricades. They’ d take the Siege ladders on that Sdein no time. It shouldn’'t have been aproblem
for Sacrus; they now held the roof and could lower ladders, ropes, and platformsto relieve their own
forcesfrom the other side of the building. Now that they knew where the council army was going, their
ground forces had started running back in that direction from theworld’ s edge. This seemed safe
because they had alarge force below no-man’sland to block any access from the direction of the
roundhouse.

But Venera scavary had just crossed over no-man’sland and were now stepping into the strip of
cleared land next to the building. Without hesitation they turned right and galloped at the rear of the
Sacrusline. S multaneoudy, those council troops fronting the roundhouse assaulted them head-on.

A hysterica laugh pierced the air. Garth turned to see Margit perched atop the wall. She was staring
down at the horseswith awild look in her eye. “I’'m seeing things in broad daylight now,” she said, and
laughed again. “ Thisisa strange dream, thisone. Thingswith four legs... tdler thanaman...”

Selene reached up to take Margit' s arm, but the former botanist batted her hand aside. Stepping back,
her face full of doubt, Selene looked around—and her eyes met Garth’s. He frowned and shook his head
dowly.

Angrily, sheturned away.

The twelve horses stepped over a barricade while their riders shot the men behind it. The horseswere
armored, Garth saw, athough he was sure it wouldn’t prove too effective under direct fire. Sacrus' smen
weren't firing, though. They were too amazed at what they were seeing. The beasts towered over them,
huge masses of muscle on impaossibly long legs, festooned with sheet metd barding that haf hid their giant
eyes and broad teeth. The monsters were overtop and past and whedling before the defenders could
organize. And by then bullets and flicking hooves were finding them, and they dl fell.

Margit stood there and watched while the commanders on the ground shouted and waved. The other
men on the rooftop stared at the fiasco unfolding below them, then looked to Margit. The seconds
dragged.

In that time the horses reached a point midway between the bottled-up council leadership and the Sacrus
force below no-man’ sland. Now they split into two squads of six. Veneraled hersin athunderous
charge directly at the men who had pinned down Guineveraand the Lirisarmy.

Selene jJumped onto the wall beside Margit. She stared for a second, then cursed and whirling, shouted,
“Shoot! Shoat, you idiots! They’re going to—"

Margit seemed to wake out of her trance. She stepped grandly down from thewall and frowned at the
line of prisonersthat had been led onto the roof. She strolled over, loosening apistol at her belt.

“WhereisVeneraFanning?’ she shouted.

A sck fedling came over Garth. He watched Margit walk up and down the line, saw her pause before
Moss, sneer at Samson Odess, and findly stop in front of Eilen.

“Youwere her friend,” shesaid. “You'll know where sheis.” Sheraised the pistol and aimed it between
Eilen'seyes.

Garth tried to run over to her, but asoldier kicked hislegs out from under him and only the light gravity
saved him from bresking his nose as he fell. “ She' sright there!” Garth hollered at Margit. “Riding a



horse! Y ou werejust looking at her.”

Margit glanced back. Her eyes found Garth lying prone on the flagstones.
“Don’'t beridiculous,” she said with asmile. “Thosethingsweren't real ”
She shot Eilen in the head.

Venera sfriend flopped to the rooftop in atumble of limbs. The other captives screamed and quailed.
“Whereisshe?" shrieked Margit, waving the pistol. Now, too late, Selene was running to her sde. The
younger woman put her hand on Margit’sarm, spoke in her ear, tugged her away from the prisoners.

Assheled Margit away Selene glanced over at Garth. It was histurn to look away.

Therewasalot of running and shouting then, though little shooting because, he supposed, the men on the
roof were afraid of hitting their own men. Garth didn’t care. Helay on his ssomach with his cheek
pressed againgt the cold stone and cried.

Someone hauled him to hisfeet. Dimly he redlized that a great roaring sound was coming from beyond
the roof’ s edge. Now the men on the roof did start firing—and cursing, and looking at one another
hdplesdy.

Garth knew exactly what had happened. Venera had broken the line around Guinevera s men. They
were pouring out of their defensive position and attacking Sacrus' s force beneath no-man’sland. That
group was now itself isolated and surrounded.

Hewouldn't be surprised if Venerahersdf had moved on, perhaps circling the building to connect up
with the main bulk of the council army. If she did that, then none of the ladders and elevator platformsto
thisroof would be safe for Sacrus.

“Comeon.” Garth was hauled to hisfeet and pushed to the middle of the roof. He coughed and realized
that smoke was pouring up from the courtyard. The prisoners were wailing and screaming.

Margit' s soldiers had set the cherry trees dight.

“Get on the platform or I [l shoot you.” Garth blinked and saw that he was standing next to the elevator
that climbed Liris s cable. Margit and Selene were aready on the platform, with acrowd of soldiersand
severd Liris prisonersincluding Moss and Odess.

He climbed aboard.

Margit smiled with supreme confidence. “This,” shesaid asif to no onein particular, “iswherewe'l|
defest her.”

* * % %

Veneralooked down from her saddle at Guinevera, who stared at her with his bloody sword half raised.
“Y ou spoke out of turn, Principe,” she caled down. “Even if | wasn't Buridan before, | am now.”

He ducked his head dightly, conceding the point. “We re grateful, Fanning,” he said.

Venerafinadly let hersdf fed her triumph and relief, and dumped abit in her saddle. Fragmentary
memories of the past minutes came and went; who would have thought that the skin of Spyre would
bounce under the gallop of ahorse?



Scattered gunfire echoed around the corner of the building, but Sacrus sarmy wasin full retreet. Their
force below no-man’ s land had surrendered. No one had any stomach for fighting anyway; Sacrus and
council soldiers stood side by side, exchanging uneasy glances as another long dow undulation moved
through the ground. Council troops were swarming up the sides of Liris, but there was no sound from up
there, and an ominousflag of smoke was fluttering from the roof line.

Seeing that, Venera s anxiety about her friends returned. Garth, Eilen, and Moss—what had become of
them during Sacrus s brief occupation? Her eyes were drawn to the cable that stretched from Lirisup to
Lesser Spyre. It seemed oddly dack, and somehow that tiny detail filled her with more fear than anything
€lse she'd seen today.

Closer at hand, she spotted Jacoby Sarto walking, unescorted, past ranks of huddling Sacrus prisoners.
Helooked up at her, hisface € oquently expressing the unease she too felt.

Another undulation, stronger thistime. She saw trees sway and asharp crack! echoed from Liris's
masonry wall. Some of the soldiers cried out.

Guineveralooked around. Ever the dramatist, hisflorid lips quivered as he said, “ This should have been
our moment of triumph. But what have we won? What have we done to Spyre?’

Veneradid her best to look unimpressed, though she was worried too. “Look, there’ s no way to know,”
shesad. That wasalie: she could fed it, they dl could. Something was wrong.

A captain ran up. He saluted them both, but it was amost an afterthought. “Ma am,” he said to Venera.
“It's... they’ rewaiting for you. On the roof.”

A cold fedling came over her. For just a second she remembered lying on the marble floor of the Rush
admirdlty, bleeding from the mouth and sure she would die there lone. And then, curled around herself
insde Candesce, feding the Sun of Suns cometo life, minutesto go before she was burnt aive. She'd
amogt logt it dl. Shecould loseit dl now.

She flipped down the little ladder attached to her saddle and climbed down. Her thighs and lower back
gpasmed with pain, but there was no echo from her jaw. She wouldn't have cared if there had been. Asa
tremor ran through the earth, Jacoby Sarto reached to steady her. Shelooked him inthe eye.

“If you comewith me,” shesaid, “whose sidewill you be on?’

He shrugged and staggered as the ground lurched again. “I don't think sides matter anymore,” he said.
“Then come.” They ran for the ladders.

21

All across Spyre, metal that had been without voice for athousand years was groaning. The distant moan
seemed haf red to Venera, here a the world' s edge where the roar of the wind was perpetud, but it
was there. Spyre waswaking, trembling, and dying. Everybody knew it.

She put one hand over the other and tried to focus on the rungs above her. She could see the peaked
helmets of some of Guinevera s men up there and was pathetically glad that she wouldn't have to face
thisaone.

Sarto was climbing aladder next to hers. Even amonth ago, the very ideaof trusting him would have



seemed insane to her. And anyway, if she were some romantic heroine and this were the sort of story
that would turn out well, it would be her lover Bryce offering to go into danger at her sde—not aman
who until recently she would have been perfectly happy to see skewered on apike.

“Pfah,” shesaid, and climbed out onto the roof.

Thick smoke crawled out of the broad square opening in the center of the roof. Ominous, it billowed up
twenty feet and then was torn to ribbons by the world’ s-edge hurricanes. The smoke made an undulating
tapestry behind Margit, her soldiers, and their hostages.

The devator platform had been raised six feet. It was closaly ringed by council troops whose weapons
were aimed at Margit and her people. Venerarecognized Garth Diamandis, Moss, and little Samson
Odess among the captives. All had gun muzzles pressed againgt their cheeks.,

A young woman in auniform stood next to Margit. With Garth’ s face hovering just behind her own,
Veneracould bein no doubt as to who she was, she had the same high cheekbones and gray eyes as her
father.

Her gaze wasfixed on Margit, her face expressionless.

“Comecloser, Venera,” called Margit. She held apistol and had propped her elbow on her hip, aiming it
casudly upward. “Don’t be shy.”

Veneracursed under her breath. Margit had managed to corra al of her friends—no, not al. Where was
Eilen? She glanced around the roof, not seeing her among the other newly freed Lirisans. Maybe she
was downgairs fighting thefires; that was probably it...

Her eye was drawn despite herself to ahuddled figure lying on the roof. Freed of life, Eilen was difficult
to recognize; her clothes were no longer clothes but some odd drapes of cloth covering a shape whose
limbs weren't bent in any human pose. She stared straight up, her face a blank under the burnt wound in
her forehead.

“Ohno...” Veneraran to her and knelt. She reached out, hesitated, then looked up at Margit.

Smoke roiled behind the former botanist of Liris. She smiled triumphantly. “ Always wanted an excuse to
do that,” shesaid. “And I’d love an excuse to do the same to these.” Her pistol waved at the prisoners
behind her. “But that’ s not going to happen, isit? Because you'regoing to...” She seemed to lose the
thread of what she was saying, staring off into the distance for afew seconds. Then, starting, she looked
a Veneraagain and said, “ Going to give me the key to Candesce.”

Veneraglanced behind her. None of the army staff who knew about the key were here. Neither was
Guineveranor PamedaAnseratte. There was no oneto prevent her from making such aded.

Margit barked asurprised laugh. “Isthis your solution?Y ou thought to do atrade, did you?’ Jacoby
Sarto had stepped into view, paces behind Venera Margit was sneering at him with undisguised
contempt.

“That man-shaped thing might have been va uable once, but not anymore. It' s not worth the least of
thesefools.” Sheflipped up the pistol and fired; instantly hundreds of weapons rose across the roof,
hammers cocking, men straining. Venera s heart was thudding painfully in her chest; sheraised ahand,
lowered it dowly. Gratefully, she saw the council soldiers obey her gesture and relax dightly.

She ventured alook behind her. Jacoby Sarto was staring down at a hole in the rooftop, right between
his feet. Hisface was dark with anger, but his shoulders were dumped in defeat. He had nothing now,



and heknew it.

“Y our choiceisclear, oh would-be queen of Candesce,” shouted Margit over the shuddering of the
wind. “Y ou can keep your trophy, and maybe even useit again if you can evade us. Maybe these
soldierswill follow you al the way to Candesce, though | doubt it. But go ahead: dl you havetodois
givethe order and they’ll fire. I'll be dead—and so will your friends. But you can walk away with your
trinket.

“Or,” shesad with rdish, “you can hand it to me now. Then I'll let your friends go—well, dl save one,
maybe. | need some guarantee that you won't have us shot on our way up to the docks. But | promise
I’ let the last one go when we get there. Sacrus keepsiits promises.”

Veneraplayed for time. “And who's going to use the key when you get to Candesce? Not you.”

Margit shrugged. “They are wise, those that made me and healed me &fter you...” Her browsknit as
though she were trying to remember something. “Y ou... Those that made me—yes, those ones, not this
one and hisformer cronies,” she nodded to Sarto. “No, Sacrus underwent a... change of government...
some weeks ago. People with afar better understanding of what the key represents, and who we might
bargain with usng it arein charge now. Their glory shal extend beyond merely cowing the principaities
with some show of force from the Sun of Suns. The bargain they’ ve struck. .. the forces they’ ve struck it
with... well, sufficeit to say, Virgaitsalf will be our toy when they’ re done.”

An ugly suspicion wasforming in Venera s mind. “ Do these forces have aname? Maybe—Artificia
Nature?’

Margit shrugged again, looking pleased. “A lady doesn't tell.” Then her expression hardened. She
extended her hand. “Hand it over. Now. We have alot to do, and you're wasting my time.”

The rooftop trembled under Venera sfeet. Past the pall of smoke, Spyreitsaf shimmered likea
dissolving dream.

She' d amost had the power she needed, power to take revenge againg the Filot of Slipstream for the
death of her husband. Enough wedlth to set herself up somewherein independence. Maybe she was even
growing past the need for vengeance. It was possible she could have stayed here with her newfound
friends, maybe in the mansion of Buridan in Lesser Spyre. Such possibilities had trembled just out of
reach ever since her arrival among these baroque, ancient, and inward-turned people. It had al been
within her grasp.

And Margit wasright: she could till turn away. The key was hers and with it, untold power and richesiif
she choseto exerciseit. True, she would have to move immediately to secure her own safety, esethe
council would try to take it from her. But she was sure she could do that, with Sarto’ s help and Bryce's.
Maybe Spyre would survive, if they spun itsrotation down in time and repaired it under lesser gravity.
She could till have Buridan, her place on the council, and power. All she had to do was give up the
prisoners who stood watching her now.

The Venera Fanning who had woken in Garth Diamandis s bed those scant weeks ago could have done
that.

She reached dowly into her jacket and brought out the dim white wand that had caused so much
grief—and doubtless would be the cause of much more. Step by step she closed the distance between
hersdlf and Margit’ s outstretched hand. Veneraraised her hand and Margit leaned forward, but Venera
would not look her inthe eye.



Sdlene Diamandis put her foot in Margit’ s lower back and pushed.

Asthe former botanist sprawled onto Venera, bringing them both down, Sdlene pulled her own pistol
and amed it at the face of the man whose gun was touching Garth’ sear. * Father, jump!” she cried.

Margit snarled and punched Venerain the chin. The explosion of pain was nothing compared to the
gpasms she usualy got there so Veneradidn’t even blink. She grabbed Margit’ swrist and the two rolled
over and away from the platform.

“Lower your guns,” Selene was shouting. Venera caught aconfused glimpse of men and women stepping
out of the way as she and Margit tumbled to the edge of the roof by the courtyard. Nobody moved to
help her—if anyone laid ahand on either her or Margit, everyone would start shooting.

Margit elbowed Venerain the face and her head snapped back. She had an upside-down view of the
courtyard below; it was an inferno.

“That red looks good on the trees, don’t you think?” Margit muttered. She struck Venera again. Dazed,
Veneracouldn't recover fast enough and suddenly found Margit standing over her, pistol aimed &t her.

“Thekey,” shesad, “or you die

A shadow flickered from overhead. Margit glanced up, said, “What—" and then Moss collided with her
and the two of them sailed off theroof. In the blink of an eye they were gone, disappearing sllently into
the smoke.

No one spoke. On her knees, gazing into the fire, Veneraredized that she was waiting like everyone else
for the end: a scream, acrash, or some other evidence that Margit and Moss had landed. It didn’t come.

There was only the dry crackle of the flames. Someone coughed and the spell was broken. Veneratook

aproffered arm and stood up.

It was Samson Odess who had helped her to her feet. A short distance away Garth Diamandis was
hugging his daughter fiercely asthe remaining Sacrus troops climbed down from the platform. The
building was swaying, its stones cracking and grinding now. The whole landscape of Spyre was
transforming astreesfell and buildings quivered on the verge of collapse. Soldiers and officers of both
sdeslooked a one another in wonder and terror. Their aliances suddenly didn’t matter.

Odess pointed to the grandly spinning town-wheels miles overhead. “ Come on,” he said. “Lesser Spyre
will survive when the world comes gpart. It'll dl fall away from the town-wheds”

Venerafollowed his gaze, then looked around. The little elevator platform might hold twelve or fifteen
people; she could save her friends. Then what? Repeat the stand-off she’ d just undergone, thistime at
the docks? Sacrus s leaders were there. They probably held the entire city by now.

“Who are you going to save, Samson?’ she asked him. “These are your people now. Y ou' re the senior
officid in Liris—you' re the new botanist now, do you understand? These people are your responsibility.”

She saw the redlization hit him, but the result wasn't what she might have expected. Samson seemed to
gsand alittletaller. His eyes, which had dways darted around nervoudy, were now steady. He walked
over to where Eilen lay crumpled. Knedling, he arranged her limbs and closed her eyes, so that it looked
like she was deeping with her cheek and the palm of one hand pressed againgt the stones of Liris. Then
he looked up a Venera “We haveto savethem dll,” he said.

It seemed hopeless, if the very fabric of Spyre was about to come gpart around them. Even burying the
dead in the thin earth of their ancestral home seemed pointless. In hours or minutes they would be



emptied into theairsof Virga. The dternative for theliving wasto rise to the city, to probably become
prisonersin Lesser Spyre.

Theair...
“I know what to do,” Venerasad. “ Gather dl your people. We might just makeit if we go now.”
“Where?' he asked. “If the whole world' s coming apart—"

“Fin,” she shouted as she ran to the edge of the roof. “We haveto get to Fin!”

* * % %

She mounted her horse and led them at awalk. At first only atrickle of people followed, just those who
had been on the rooftop, but soon soldiers of Liris and Sacrus threw down their weapons and joined the
crowd. Their officerstrailed them. Guineveraand Anseratte gppeared, but they were silent when anyone
asked them what to do.

Asthey passed the roundhouse Bryce emerged with some of his own followers. They fdl into step next
to Venerd s horse but, while their eyes met, they exchanged no words. Both knew that their time together
had ended, as certainly as Spyre's.

Inthe clear daylight, Venerawas able to behold the intricacies of Greater Spyre' s etates for the first and
last time. Always before she had skulked past them at night or raced aong the few awning-covered
roads that were tolerated by this paranoid civilization. Now, astride aten-foot-tall beast walking the
narrow strip of no-man’ s land running between the walls, she could seeit dl. Shewas glad she had never
known before what lay here.

Thework of untold ages, of countless lives, had gone into the making of Spyre. There was not asquare
inch of it that was untouched by some lifetime of contemplation and planning. Any garden corner or low
sonewall could tell athousand tales of loverswho’ d met there, children who built forts or cried aone, of
petty disputes with neighbors settled there with blood or marriage. Time had never stopped in Spyre, but
it had dowed like the duggish blood of some fantastically old beast, and now for generations the people
hed lived nearly identicd lives. Their hopes and dreams were channeled by the walls under which they
walked—influenced by the same storybooks, paintings, and music astheir ancestors—until they had
become gray copies of their parents or grandparents. Each had added perhaps one smdl item to Spyre's
vast stockpile of bric-a-brac, unknowingly placing one more barrier before any thoughts of flight their
own children might nurture. Strange languages never spoken by more than a dozen people thrived.
Venera had been told how the lightless inner rooms of some estates had become bizarre shrines as

bel oved patriarchs died and because of tradition or fear no one could touch the body. More than one
nation had died, too, asits own mausoleum ate it from theinsde, itslast inhabitantsliving out their livesin
an ivy-srangled gatehouse without once stepping beyond thewalls.

Now the staggered rows of hedge and wall were toppling. From the half-hidden buildings lurking beyond
came the sound of glass shattering as pillars shifted. Doors unopened for centuries suddenly gaped
revealing blackness or sghtsthat seared themsalvesinto memory but not the understanding—glimpses, as
they were, of cultures and rituals gone so insular and self-referentia asto be forever opaque to outsiders.

And now the people were visible, running outside as the ground quaked and the metal skin of Spyre
groaned beneath them. They were like grubs g ected from awasp’ s nest split by some indifferent boy;
many lay thrashing on the ground, unable to cope with the strangeness of the greater world they had been
thrown into. Others ran screaming, or tore at themselves or one another, or stood mutely, or laughed.



As amany-verandaed manor collgpsed in onitself Veneracaught aglimpse of the people till insde: the
very old, parchment hands crossed over their laps as they sat unmoved beneath their collapsing cellings,
and the panicked who stood staring wide eyed at open fields where walls had been. The building’ sfloors
came down one atop the other, pancaking in awallop of dust, and they were al gone.

“Liris s cable has snapped,” someone said. Veneradidn’t look around. She felt strangely calm; after dl,
what lay ahead of them all but areturn to the skies of Virga? She knew those skies, had flown in them
many times. There, of course, lay theirony: for those who fell into the air with the cascading pieces of the
great whed, thiswould not be the end, but a beginning. Few, if any, could comprehend that. So she said
nothing.

And for her? She had saved hersdf from her scheming sisters and her father’ shomicidal court by
marrying adashing admiral. In the end, he had lived up to her expectations, but he had aso died. Venera
had been taught exactly one way to deal with such crises, which was through vengeance. Now she patted
the front of her jacket, where the key to Candesce nestled once again in itsinner pocket. It was a useless
trinket, she redlized; nothing worthwhile had come of using it and nothing would.

For her, what was ending here was the luxury of being able to hide within hersdf. If shewasto survive,
she would have to begin to take other peopl€e’ s emotions serioudly. Lacking power, she must
accommodate.

Glancing affectionately at Garth, who wastaking intensdy with hisred-uniformed daughter, Venera had
to admit that the progpect wasn't so frightening asit used to be.

It became harder to walk as gravity began to vary between nearly nothing and something crushingly more
than one g. Her horse balked, and V enera had to dismount; and when he ran off, she shrugged and fell
into step next to Bryce and Sarto who were arguing politics to distract themsalves. They paused to smile
at her, then continued. Slowly, with many pauses and some panicked milling about as gaps appeared in
the land ahead, they made their way to Fin.

They were nearly there when Buridan findly consgned itsdf to the air. The shouting and pointing made
Veneralift her eyesfrom the splitting soil, and she was in time to see the black tower fold its spiderweb
of girders around itself like aman spinning arobe over his shoulders. Then it lowered itself in sately

mg ety through the gaping rent in theland until only blue sky remained.

She looked a Bryce. He shrugged. “ They knew it might happen. | told them to scatter al the copies of
the book and currency to thewindsiif they fell. They’ re to seed the skies of Virgawith democracy. |
hope that’ s a good enough task to keep them sane for the next few minutes, and then, maybe, they’ll be
ableto seeto their own safety.”

The tower would quickly disintegrate asit arrowed through the skies. Its pieces would become missiles
that might do vast harm to the houses and farms of the neighboring principdities; so much more so would
bethelarger shreds of Spyreitsalf when it al finally went. That wastragic, but the new citizens of
Buridan, and the men and women of Bryce s organization, would soon find themselves gliding through a
warm blue sky. They might kick their way from stone to tumbling stone and so make their way out of the
wreckage. And then they would be like everyone esein theworld: sunlit and freein an endless sky.

Venerasmiled. Ahead she saw the doors of the low bunker that led to Fin, and broke into arun. “We're
therel”

Her logic had been smple. Fin was awing, aerodynamic like nothing elsein Spyre. Of dl the partsthat
might come loose and fall in the next little while, it was bound to travel fastest and farthest. So, it would
amogt certainly outrun the rest of the wreckage. And Venera had a hunch that Fin' sinhabitants had given



thought, over the centuries, about what they would do when Spyre died.

She wasright. Although the guards at the door were initialy reluctant to let in the mob, Corinne appeared
and ordered them to stand down. Asthe motley collection of soldiers and citizens streamed down the
steps, sheturned to Veneraand grinned, just alittle hystericaly. “We have parachutes,” she said. “And
the fin can be detached and let drop. It was aways our plan of last resort if we ever got invaded.
Now...” She shrugged.

“But do you have boats? Bikes? Any means of traveling oncewe reintheair?’ Corinne grinned and
nodded, and Veneralet out asigh of relief. She had led her peopleto the right place.

Spyre' sfind death agony began asthe last were sumbling inside. Venera stood with Corinne, Bryce,
and Sarto at the top of the stairs and watched a bright line tart at the rim of the world, high up past the
sedately spinning wheels of Lesser Spyre. Theline became avisible split, itsedges pulling in treesand
buildings, and Spyre peded apart from that point. Its ancient fusion engines had proven incapable of
dowing it safely—it might have been the stress they generated as much as centripetal force that finaly did
in the titanium structure. The details didn’'t matter. All that Venera saw was athousand ancient cultures
ending in one stroke of burgeoning sunlight.

A trembling shockwave raced around the curve of the world. It was beautiful in the blued distance but
Veneraknew it was headed straight for her. She should go inside before it arrived. She didn’t move.

Other splits appeared in the peding halves of the world, and now the land simply shredded like paper. A
roar like the how! of afurious god was approaching, and atremble went through the ground as gravity
faled for good.

Just before Bryce grabbed her wrist and hauled her insde, Venerasaw aherd of Ddi horses gallop with
grace and courage off the rim of the world.

They would survive, shewas sure. Kicking and neighing, they would sail through the skies of Virga until
they landed in the lap of someone unsuspecting. Gravity would be found for them, somewhere; they were
too mythic and beautiful to beleft to die.

Corinne s men threw the leversthat detached Fin from the rest of Spyre. Suddenly weightless, Venera
hovered in the open doorway and watched awall of speed-ivy recede very quickly, and disappear
behind acloud.

Nobody spoke as she drifted insde. Hollow-eyed men and women glanced at one another, al crowded
together in the thin antechamber of thetiny nation. They were dl refugees now; it was clear from their
facesthat they expected someterrible fate to befal them, perhaps within the next few minutes. None
could imagine what that might be, of course, and seeing that confusion, Veneradidn’t know whether to
laugh or cry for them.

“Relax,” she said to aweeping woman. “Thisisatimeto hope, not to despair. You'll likewherewe' re
going.”

Silence. Then somebody said, “And whereisthat?’
Somebody esesad, “Home.”
Veneralooked over, puzzled. The voice hadn’t been familiar, but the accent. ..

A man was looking back at her steadily. He held one of Fin’smeta stanchions with one hand but
otherwise looked quite comfortable in freefal. She did recognize the rags he was wearing, though—they



marked him as one of the prisoners she had liberated from the Gray Infirmary.

“You're not from here,” she said.

He grinned. “And you' re not Amandera Thrace-Guiles,” he said. “Y ou'rethe admird’ swife.”
A shock went through her. “What?’

“I only saw you from a distance when they rescued us,” said the man. “ And then lost sight of you when
we got hereto Fin. Everyone was talking about the mysterious lady of Buridan. But now | see you up
close, | know you.”

“Y our accent,” shesaid. “It's Sipstream.”

He nodded. “I was part of the expedition, ma am—aboard the Arrest. | wastherefor the big battle,
when we defeated Falcon Formation. When your husband defeated them. | saw him plunge the Rook
into the enemy’ s dreadnought like aknife into another man’ s heart. Had time to watch the bastard blow
up, before they netted me out of the air and threw meinto prison.” He grimaced in anger.

Venegd sheart wasin her throat. “You saw... Chaison die?’

“Die?" Theex-airman looked at her increduloudly. “ Die? He' snot dead. | spent two weeksin the same
cdl with him before Falcon traded me to Sacrus like asack of grain.”

Venerd svison grayed and she would have falen over had she been under gravity. Oblivious, the other
continued: “I might’ awished he were dead a couple times over those weeks. It' s hard sharing your space
with another man, particularly one you' ve respected. Y ou cometo seedl hisfaults”

Venerarecovered enough to croak, “Yes, | know how he can be.” Then she turned away to hide her
tears.

The giant metal wing shuddered asit knifed through the air. Past the opened doorway, where Bryce and
Sarto were silhouetted, the sky seemed to be bailing. Cloud and air were being torn by the shattering of a
world. The sound of it findly caught up with Fin, acacophony like abelfry being blown up that went on
and on. It was akndll that should warn the principditiesin time for them to mount some sort of
emergency response. Nothing could be done, though, if square miles of metd skin wereto plow into a
town-whedl somewhere.

To Venera, the churning air and the noise of it all seemed to originate in her own heart. Hewas divel
Absurdly, theimage cameto her of how shewould tell him this story—tell him about Garth rescuing her,
about her first impressions of Spyre as seen from aroofless crumbling cube of stone, about Lesser Spyre
and Sacrus and Buridan tower. Moments ago they had been mere facts, memories of a confused and
drifting time. With the possibility that she could tel him about them, they suddenly became episodes of a
great drama, arousing tale she would laugh and cry to tell.

Sheturned to Garth, grinning wildly. “Did you hear that? He' sdivel”
Garth smiled weskly.

Venerashook him by the shoulders. “Don’t you understand? Thereisaplace for you, for dl of you, if
you' ve the courage to get there. Come with me. Cometo Slipstream, and on to Falcon, where he's
imprisoned. We' Il free him and then you' Il have ahome again. | sweer it.”

Hedidn't move, just kept his grip on his daughter while the wind whistled through Fin and the rest of the



refugees looked from him to Veneraand back again.
“Well, what are you scared of 7’ she demanded. “ Areyou afraid | can’t do what | say?’
Now Garth smiled ruefully and shook his head. “No, Venera,” hesaid. “I’m afraid that you can.”

She laughed and went to the door. Bracing her hands and feet on the cold metal she looked out. The
gray turbulence of Spyre' s destruction was fading with the distance. In its place was endless blue.

“You'll see” shesaidinto therushingair. “It'll al work out.
“I'll meke sure of it.”
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