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Book One: The Burning Sky



Day One



Chapter 1. Taziri


“Once more around the Middle Sea!” Taziri swept up her tiny daughter and carried her around the dining room, through the kitchen, and back again. Menna giggled and waved her chubby arms. After several minutes of dashing around the house, Taziri gently crashed her baby onto a pile of cushions in the corner of the dining room. “And back home to Marrakesh!” Taziri groaned as she straightened up and rubbed her back. “She’s getting heavy.”
Yuba finished setting the table. “You always say that when you come back. You know, she’ll be walking soon,” he said quietly.
“Time flies.” She stroked Menna’s cheek. Time flies, Menna grows, and you, Yuba, what about you? What’s happening to you? His once glorious mane was gone, shaved during her last trip as yet another surprise to come home to. They were all doing that now, everywhere she went. The men were changing. Some things were small, like the shaved heads. Other things were more troubling, like their missing veils.
Yuba paused in the doorway. “I went by the university again this morning. My work is backing up. Trees to move, gardens to plant, and a new fountain to build. They asked when I’ll be back full time, again, but I think they’re just going to replace me soon.”
Taziri sighed. Please, Yuba. Just one evening together as a family without an argument. She said, “I told you, as long as I’m a flight officer, I don’t get to decide my schedule. I’m sorry, but you might just have to let that job go, at least until Menna’s older.”
As Yuba came back into the dining room with the steaming tajine, a booming detonation thundered through the house. Plates and glasses crashed to the floor. Lights flickered. Neighbors screamed. Taziri held her baby girl close to her chest as she knelt down under the dining room table. The ground shuddered again. “Yuba, down here!”
He ducked down beside her and together they huddled around their crying child, listening to the muffled sounds of frightened children and frantic parents in nearby houses. After a moment, Yuba leaned back and surveyed the room, one hand absently stroking his daughter’s hair. “I think it stopped.”
Taziri ran to the front door and looked outside. Uphill to her right she saw townhouses huddled close to the street, their pale brick faces painted red by the setting sun. Spidery cracks lined most of the windows and many nervous faces poked out through open doorways. Above the homes rose the temple and the slender towers of the governor’s mansion gazing out over the city of Tingis. Downhill to her left, Taziri saw the evening sky filling with black smoke rising from the long arching hangars beside the railway station.
“It’s the airships!” Taziri dashed back into the house and knelt by her husband. “Are you all right? Yes? Let me see her. She seems fine. Just let me look at her. I think she’s fine. Right, Yuba, listen, I need to get down there. If the fire spreads…”
“I know.” He avoided her eyes. “Go on. We’re fine here.”
“Just let me get this.” She grabbed the bottom half of a broken glass and began gathering up the smaller shards into it.
Yuba raised an eyebrow. “I said go.”
“You’re sure?” She set the glass on the table.
“Yes.” He stood, their teary-eyed baby on his hip. He cleared his throat and she thought he was going to say something, but then he frowned and turned away. “Go do what you need to do. We’re fine here.”
She kissed them both. “I love you.”
“I know.” Yuba carried Menna back to the bedroom.
Taziri snatched her jacket from its hook by the door and struggled into it as she bolted down the stone-paved street, her steel-toed boots pounding out the rhythm of her strides. She passed men in blue shirts and women in red and green dresses standing in doorways, all gazing down the hill at the angry blaze vomiting a column of smoke into the sky. Some people moved slowly down the street, some even jogged after Taziri, but none kept pace with her.
At the next intersection, she dashed around a motionless trolley filled with gawkers. The electric cables overhead hummed their last faint hums of the evening as the sun vanished, taking their power with it. A tired old siren wailed in the distance and somewhere behind her a bell was ringing. More people were standing in the road now shouting about water and hoses, arguing about pumps and buckets. She ran past them all.
Houses gave way to shops, which gave way to warehouses. Rooftops covered in solar sheets and heavy wires glinted dully in the fading light, and windmills of all shapes and sizes rattled and creaked as they choked on winds laced with smoke and peppered with ash. She almost didn’t see the two homeless men lying in the shadows near an alleyway entrance, and she vaulted over them to avoid tripping and falling. Taziri ran faster, she ran until her lungs burned and her legs burned, and then she was through the gates of the airfield where the air itself burned, clawing at her throat and stinging her eyes.
“My God.”
The field danced with yellow and white flames that rippled and roared as the cool sea breezes swept up the hillside. To her left, the shapes of the train station platform and clock tower stood black against the purpling sky. Smoke and steam billowed ever upward all around her while glowing cinders fluttered down over the grassy field, swirling on the hot winds. Slowing to a walk, Taziri yanked her flight cap from the strap on her shoulder, pulled the padded headgear tight over her head, and wound her dangling blue scarf across her mouth and nose. She lowered the circular lenses of her flight goggles over her eyes and scanned the area. “Hello! Is there anyone here? Hello!”
Three massive hangars stood before her, built wall to wall. The flames and smoke danced and growled somewhere farther down the row, perhaps on the second or third building. As she entered the first hangar, Taziri plunged into a darkness broken only by the dull orange glow prying through the cracks in the wall, bleeding around the windows and doorframes. Even in the shadows, she could clearly see every line and curve of her airship Halcyon filling the chamber. For a moment she paused, staring up at the long gas envelope above and feeling the waves of heat rolling through the hangar.
“Taziri?”
“Ma’am?” She turned with a start to see a woman wearing an aviator’s orange jacket and goggles identical to her own. Taziri had barely heard her over the growling and roaring of the fire. “Captain?”
“You got here fast.” Isoke Geroubi pushed her goggles up to her forehead. “What happened?”
“Maybe it’s the Crake?” Taziri pointed to the door to the next hangar and they both approached it cautiously as the sounds of falling debris echoed beyond the wall. “No, it’s probably the Grebe. They were due in at sunset. Something must have happened when they landed. A crash. Look, the sprinklers aren’t working! And the fire brigade is taking its damn time. Where’s the ground crew? We need to keep the fire from spreading in here. If we open the hangar doors to cool the chamber, the wind could fan the flames. But once the temperature of the air in here gets high enough, the seals on the Halcyon ’s envelope will crack apart anyway and then, well, boom.”
Isoke grinned. “You engineers are all pessimists, you know that?”
In the distance, something metallic keened and crashed to the ground.
“Yes, ma’am. I suppose you just want to fly Halcyon out of here?” Taziri coughed into her scarf. “I wish you could, but no one could control an airship with all this heat and wind, not even you.”
Isoke winked at her. “Life is full of small challenges.”
“If the fire brigade is on strike-”
“Firefighters can’t go on strike. Not legally, anyway.” Isoke slowly crossed the Halcyon ’s hangar, her eyes darting all about. “One thing at a time. First, let’s see how bad it really is.”
She waved Taziri to follow her to the door. The boiling air shimmered and the sharp cracking of wood echoed in the next hangar. Isoke touched the door handle, then yanked her hand away and shook her head. She motioned Taziri back and kicked the door. It rattled in its frame, but held. She kicked again and the latch snapped free. The door swung wide and smoke belched through the opening, creeping up along the walls of Halcyon ’s hangar. Isoke replaced her goggles and stepped through the doorway. Taziri stood just behind her, peering into the filthy air, struggling to breathe as a warm sweat trickled down her neck.
A sharp cough punctuated the dull roaring and a tall man stumbled toward them out of the smoke. Gray fumes curled off his tattered black coat. The right side of his shaved head and beardless face was a black and red ruin of weeping cuts and scorched skin. His right eye was shut, if it still existed, but his left eye stared at them, a single blot of white in the dark haze. Isoke reached out to catch him as he approached the open doorway.
The firelight flashed on something in the man’s hand as he swung at the pilot. Isoke shrieked, her hands pressed to her face as dark blood spilled over her fingers. She dropped to her knees, and then the floor, her head thumping on the concrete. Her wheezing, gurgling noises barely rose above the roaring flames. Taziri darted toward her, but then froze when she saw the burned man holding the bloody knife at his side. The man lunged forward and Taziri fell back, crashing into the edge of a workbench and knocking a toolbox to the ground. Steel handles and round head attachments clattered across the concrete floor. She grabbed a heavy wrench in her shaking hand and rose to her feet.
Taziri glanced at Isoke still shivering and gasping on the floor, still covering her face with both hands as the pool of blood around her head expanded, and she hurled her wrench at the man. It flew past his head, several hand spans to one side. The brute stiffened as the tool flashed past, and he turned his head slightly but the scorched flesh of his neck refuse to twist that way and he cried out in agony, his empty hand flying up to cover the burnt skin. In that instant Taziri leapt forward and tackled the man to the ground, landing awkwardly across his body. She crawled up to sit on the man’s chest and planted one boot on the hand holding the knife covered in Isoke’s blood.
Taziri drove her fist down into the man’s face. As his head bounced off the concrete floor, a hideous vibration tore up Taziri’s arm, and she slid to one side, cradling her hand against her chest. The burned man lay still.
Coughing so hard her throat went raw, Taziri crawled through the filthy haze toward Isoke. The smoke stung her eyes until they gushed tears, and she tasted only ash and dust in her mouth. The sounds of wood cracking and flames roaring echoed through the hangar, and something heavy fell on her left arm.
The world faded into smears of gray and white.
The world snapped back into focus as hands grabbed Taziri by the arms and jacket, hauling her up and away from the ground. She heard voices all around her now, women and men, all shouting about hoses and pumps. Jets of water hissed in the air and boots pounded the concrete floor. Two men carried her backward across the hangar and outside onto the grass. They pulled off her goggles and scarf and she felt the cool air on her skin. The stars overhead hid behind waves of smoke and bright cinders rained down upon the earth.
Taziri sat coughing on the grass while the two men hovered over her, talking in low voices. She focused on just breathing, on the sting in her eyes and the ache in her chest. Her left arm throbbed dully and her little finger hummed with a slight numbness, feeling fat and rubbery. She stared at her blackened sleeve. I need to tell them something, something very important. There was something they should do, but she couldn’t remember what it was. Something she had left behind.
A moment later the pair stiffened sharply, boot heels clicking, and Taziri looked up to see a young woman approaching. The woman ignored the men’s salutes and knelt down in front of Taziri, peering into her eyes, wiping her face with a damp cloth, asking her questions in a professional monotone. Taziri muttered back her name, her birthday, the queen’s name. Rank and service number? When did you get here? Do you know anything about the two people in the hangar? A man and a woman?
A woman?
“Isoke! He stabbed her! You have to go back for her, you have to help her!” Taziri tried to stand but her legs wouldn’t lift her and the two men on either side wouldn’t let her, and she fell back on her rear, stunned. “I couldn’t reach her! Where is she?”
“They’re working on her now.” The young woman nodded off to her right.
Taziri followed her gaze and saw people in uniforms swarming around a lump on the ground wrapped in blankets. They were all talking at once so she couldn’t tell what they were saying, and they kept blocking her view so she couldn’t see what they were doing. She’s in there, lying on the ground, with strangers tearing off her clothes to try to fix her, like some machine. A wagon backed up to the medics. The uniforms stood, carrying the bundle of blankets between them, and then suddenly they were all on the wagon and it was racing away across the field, turning the corner onto the street and vanishing into the city. Taziri went on staring at the street, blinking dry eyes, swallowing rapidly, and feeling hollow and cold.
“Is she going to be all right?” She looked up but the young woman had already moved on, taking the two men with her. So Taziri sat there, breathing hard, watching the hangar burn as she rested her left arm in her lap and massaged her numb finger. She watched two dozen men pull Halcyon out the opposite end of the hangar and tether it to a mooring mast far from the flames. They ran left and right, shouting at each other, dragging smoking debris, pointing at smoldering furniture. It was all just a stone’s throw away, but it felt like a distant dream, familiar and yet unreal. As the minutes passed, the airfield continued filling with people and equipment while the walls of the hangars gradually disintegrated and collapsed. The fire brigade’s wagons rolled onto the field behind teams of oxen, sooty pumps began cycling, and the men in yellow coats uncoiled the hoses. Water arched through the air and fresh steam blossomed everywhere, filling the field with a new flavor of wet burnt filth. Slowly, the heat faded and the smoke thinned. In just a few minutes, the entire scene was transformed. Flaming havoc receded into the mundane work of dragging debris, dousing blackened objects, and inspecting melted equipment.
Chaotic shouting broke out across the field and Taziri looked up to see a dozen firefighters wrestling frantically with one of the water pump engines. The pistons were cycling furiously, the entire apparatus shaking violently as the pumps worked faster and faster. High-pitched voices barked orders over the screams of two men rolling on the ground, pressing their gloved hands against their bright red, peeling faces.
Taziri was on her feet in an instant, jogging toward the panicking crowd around the engine. The machine hissed and groaned as the pressure built inside it. She broke into a run and snatched up a firefighter’s axe lying in the grass. People shouted, a cacophony of panic and white noise punctuated by the cries of the two men still ignored on the ground. As Taziri reached the outer edge of the circle of firefighters, one of them glanced over his shoulder and they locked eyes for a moment.
“Everybody back!” The man yelled. Half the firefighters stumbled back and craned over each others’ heads to see what was happening, while the other half pushed forward to wave the intruder off.
Taziri plowed through the objectors and lifted her axe above the wagon. She swung once across the main line and smashed a gauge off the pipe. A scalding white jet erupted into the air from the headless junction. Without pausing, she dashed to the end of the wagon, hollered, “Get back!” and brought the axe straight down on the boiler’s drain cap. The small iron lid shattered, releasing a small torrent beneath the wagon, and steam erupted from the withering grass.
The firefighters leapt away from the boiling pool spreading across the ground, and even as the engine cycled slower and quieter behind them, they shouted, “What do you think you’re doing?”
Taziri was already a dozen paces away, heading back toward the grassy patch where she had been sitting a moment earlier. She tossed the axe aside and shouted over her shoulder, “Medic! See to those men!”
A single fire chief still trailed after her. “Lieutenant! You just destroyed my engine!” She pointed back at the machine bathing in its own steam.
Taziri paused to glare back at her. “I broke the two cheapest parts. I’m sure you’ll have it working again within the hour, but those men will be harder to replace unless you see to their injuries, Captain. ”
The fire chief turned away to bark more orders and point at her damaged equipment.
Taziri sighed, feeling all the heat and tension in her back flooding away, draining her, leaving her cold and tired. She walked back toward the spot on the grass where they had put her before, where she had watched them take Isoke away. There was no reason to be there now, but there was no reason to be anywhere now. Not yet. She couldn’t think yet. She stopped to stare at the smoking hangar.
“Lieutenant Taziri Ohana?”
To her left, Taziri saw a middle-aged man in a blood-red coat decorated with brass studs and bars striding toward her. She cleared her throat and dragged a filthy glove through her hair. “Yes?”
“I’m Major Syfax Zidane, Security Section Two, royal marshals. I’m here to oversee the investigation.” He glanced at the hangar. “Sorry for your loss.”
“My loss?” She stared at him as though he had spoken a foreign language. Did he mean Isoke? Or…no, oh no. The other airship crews? Or the ground crew? Or all of them? All of them dead? Taziri wiped a dirty hand across her sweaty face and took a long breath. “Is there something I can do for you, sir?”
“I need to ask you a few questions about what happened here.” He had a deep voice and he spoke just a little too slowly, as though he were just waking up from a deep sleep, or as though he didn’t find the burning airfield particularly interesting.
“Uhm.” Taziri looked away, her eyes itching. She looked back at him, a huge thick-necked man with a sleepy-eyed squint. Since when are men promoted above captain? He must be part of some special transfer program with the army. “Can it wait until tomorrow? I’d really like to go home to my family right now.”
“I’ll get you home as soon as I can.”
She swallowed and nodded. “All right, sir.”



Chapter 2. Syfax


The major frowned at the aviator. She looked like hell. Exhausted, sweaty, red-eyed. Better keep it short and simple before she gets all loopy on me. “We’ve identified the man who attacked you as Medur Hamuy, personal bodyguard to Ambassador Barika Chaou. Do you know either of them?”
Taziri stared past him at the hangar. “No, I don’t.”
“Apparently, they were regular passengers to Espana. Spent a lot of time on trains, steamers, and airships. You ever fly them around?”
Taziri blinked up at him. “No, Espana is the Crake ’s usual run. Isoke and I do the eastern route. Ikosim, Hippo, and Carthage. The Numidian coast.”
“I see.” Syfax glared at the hundreds of people trampling his crime scene. Where the hell is Kenan? Lazy kid.
“Was it the Grebe or the Crake?”
Syfax turned back to the aviator. “What was that?”
“Which ship exploded, sir?”
“Oh. It was the Gilded Grebe. The Copper Crake isn’t here.”
Taziri said, “She should be. The Crake was scheduled to leave in the morning. It was heading back north to Espana, I think.”
Syfax frowned. “Well, it’s not here now.” He glanced left and saw his aide jogging toward him. Corporal Kenan Agyeman barely came up to the major’s shoulder, he had arms like kindling, and he grinned too much. He was grinning now. Syfax turned his back to the aviator and said in a low voice, “Where the hell have you been?”
“Helping the medics, sir.”
“Oh, come on, kid, we talked about this,” Syfax said. “Stick to the job or the general’ll have you back on the frontier guarding rocks by the end of the day.”
“Yes, sir.”
“So what do you have?”
Kenan held out some papers. “Report from Lady Damya’s office. Looks like Ambassador Chaou didn’t show at dinner tonight. No one’s seen her in several hours. And a telegram from Zili. The watchtower just sighted an airship heading south along the coast, but there wasn’t anything scheduled to pass that way tonight.”
“Might be our missing Crake.” The major scanned the reports. “How did you get these if you were helping the medics?”
Kenan pointed across the field. “Well, the telegraph office is right next to the rail station and they still have wounded on the platform there so I thought I should-”
“Kid! I don’t care. Just don’t do it again. Go check on Hamuy. He’s your only priority right now.” Syfax sighed and turned back to the aviator.
Taziri was staring across the airfield. She said, “What happened at the train station?”
Crap, she doesn’t know. Syfax thumbed his nose and said, “About ten minutes before the Grebe exploded, one of the steam engines ruptured in the station. We’ve got passenger cars on their side, chunks of metal everywhere, and twisted up rails. Lots of wounded, mostly people waiting for the eight-fifteen to Port Chellah. No real evidence yet, but I’m looking forward to asking our new prisoner all about it.”
“Lots of wounded?” Taziri continued to stare at the train station roof just visible beyond the airfield fence and hedge wall.
“Lieutenant Ohana.” Syfax leaned forward to catch her attention. “My aide says Ambassador Chaou’s disappeared and we found your missing airship heading south over Zili. So I’m guessing it’s not heading to Espana.” He glanced to the northern sea sparkling in the darkness beyond the train station and the docks at the bottom of the hill. “Any idea where it might be going?”
Taziri shook her head. “If they stick to the coast, then maybe to Port Chellah or Maroqez. I’m sorry. I really couldn’t guess where the Crake is going.”
“But Hamuy might.”
“Hamuy. So, he’s all right?” Taziri’s gloved hands curled into fists.
“Yeah, I’ll be interrogating him soon.” Over her head, Syfax spotted a small commotion by the airfield gates around a pale little man in a gray coat and hat. “Who’s that?”
Taziri looked over her shoulder. “Oh. Our passenger from Carthage. Mine and Isoke’s, I mean. I suppose he saw the fire. We were just stopping here for the night. We’re scheduled to take him to Orossa in the morning.”
“Well, he’s gonna be delayed.” Syfax glanced down at the small pad in his hand. One airship destroyed, one missing, and the surviving captain is in the hospital. Great. “ Ohana, it says here you’re an engineer, but you’re also a qualified pilot, right?”
“What?” The woman looked up at him as though he’d just grown a third eye. “I mean, yes, I am. Why?”
“I’m going after the Copper Crake. Right now. With the station wrecked, the trains can’t get from the sheds out onto the main lines. I’ll wire the marshals in Port Chellah to be on the lookout, but that airship can go anywhere, so I’m commandeering the Halcyon. And you’ll be flying her.”
“I will?” Taziri’s eyes darted around the field at the firefighters, the engines, the piles of debris. She glanced down at her left hand and began rubbing her fingers. “I’ve never made a solo flight, sir. I’m sure there’s somebody else better qualified.”
Syfax frowned at the burned patch of her sleeve. Nah, the medics cleared her, she’s just being fidgety. Come on lady, we don’t have time for this. “Listen, there isn’t anybody else. The Crake’ s crew is flying south and the crew of the Grebe died in that hangar tonight with the ground crew. Look, if you can’t fly the Halcyon, then I’ll just have to get one of my people do it. Kenan’s got some training.”
“No, I’ll do it,” Taziri said quickly. She turned to look up at the city, scanning the grid of roads and roofs. “Right now?”
“Right now.” Syfax gestured toward the Halcyon.
“Can one of your people tell my husband where I am?”
“Sure.” Syfax waved a gray-uniformed police officer forward to collect the address and message.
Taziri gave her the information, then turned and walked woodenly across the grass toward the airship, casting brief glances back toward the street.
Syfax followed her gaze up and across the city, but all he saw were strings of tiny lights twinkling like stars as the last wisps of smoke vanished into the night sky. The electric lights faded quickly and the gas lamps flickered to life, trading one shade of amber light for another.
“Excuse me? Excuse me! What is going on here?” demanded a shrill male voice.
Syfax intercepted the old man in the gray coat and hat. “Crime scene. You’ll have to leave.”
“Crime scene!” The man swerved around the major. “What happened here? Was anyone hurt?”
Taziri said, “Yes.”
“Well, I am a doctor, you know. Where am I needed?”
Syfax raised an eyebrow. “A doctor? Really?”
“Yes. Evander of Athens, physician and surgeon.”
A Hellan doctor? Better than nothing. “Great, doc, I’ve got a patient for you.” Syfax clamped a strong hand on the doctor’s shoulder and steered him to a nearby stretcher surrounded by armed men. “He was burned and beaten. Can you fix him up?”
Evander knelt by the body and began probing inside the shredded jacket and shirt where some crumpled rags and gauze fluttered in the wind. “This is some nice field world. Very nice. Tell me, exactly how much lard did you slather on this man before you tried stitching him back together like an old shoe? What is this, twine?” He glared up at the officers gathered around him.
Kenan winced and looked away.
“Doc, I need to speak to this man as soon as possible.” Syfax knelt beside him. “Can you wake him up?”
“If you wish to hear a great deal of screaming, then yes, yes I can.” The Hellan nodded seriously. “These burns are extensive. I will need to treat them before I even try to wake him. The pain would be unbearable. The shock could even stop his heart.”
Syfax thumbed his nose and frowned. “Then we’ll take him with us and talk to him later. And you too, doc.”
“With you? Where? What’s going on here?” Evander frowned. “I was summoned to your capital by Her Highness, the queen herself. We are leaving first thing in the morning. I’m not going anywhere but Orossa. The matter is quite urgent, which is the only reason why I’m traveling in these damned flying ships.”
“Well, your airship is coming with me and there won’t be a train to Orossa any time soon, so you can come with me now or go find yourself a mule.” Syfax stepped back from the crowd around Hamuy and raised his voice. “This is a matter of national security, and we are wasting time. Kenan!”
The corporal jogged forward.
“Get the prisoner onto the airship. Ohana, prep for takeoff. Doc, I’d like you on board, but I can’t order you to. You can come with us or go the old fashioned way. It should only take a week or so.”
“A week? The old fashioned way? I don’t have time for any of that.” The little man sputtered under his breath in Hellan, and then snapped, “If I it means getting to the capital any quicker, then I’ll come with you.”
Syfax wasn’t paying attention. Of course he’s coming with us. He watched Kenan struggle with the unconscious Hamuy for a moment, then reached down and helped haul the body across the field and through the narrow door of the Halcyon ’s gondola.
Dark wood panels and dark brass trim lined the edges of the narrow cabin with tiny electric lights gleaming and reflecting in every little nook and corner. They dumped Hamuy on the hard deck with a thump as the doctor shuffled in behind them and slid back onto one of the upholstered benches in the rear of the cabin.
And how are you doing, little lady? Syfax stared at the back of the woman’s head in the pilot’s seat. Taziri wasn’t moving. The lieutenant sat with one hand on the throttle and one on the flight stick, feet flat on the pedals. A faint hum ran through the cabin, but no steam engine huffed and no heat rolled off the rear wall. Aw crap, she’s a zombie.
Syfax stepped over Hamuy and leaned his head into the cockpit. “We’re ready to go whenever you are, lieutenant.”
“I’m ready. We’ll be lifting off on my mark,” she said. The men outside lashed the lines to the Halcyon ’s outer rails and jogged away. Taziri settled back into the seat and flexed the pedals, rotating the forward propellers back and forth just outside the cockpit windows. She wrapped her scarf loosely over her mouth and nose with one hand as she flipped a few switches on the engineer’s station with the other. Then she angled the propellers down and eased the throttle forward. “Mark.”
As the grass lay down in rippling waves behind the wash of the propellers, the world dropped out from beneath the ship and the bright chaos of the airfield shrank and vanished amidst the countless tiny lights of Tingis. Syfax glanced from the dozens of wavering needles in the gauges to the silk tell-tales flapping outside the cabin, and let his feet feel for the tremors in the hull as the wind buffeted and whirled around the airship. Smooth ride. Maybe she’s going to be all right after all.
Taziri dimmed the overhead cockpit lights, leaving only the instruments glowing, and their eyes began to adjust to the darkness. The compass needle in front of her spun lazily. “Major, we’re coming about to proceed south to Zili.”
“Good. Get this thing up to full speed and keep an eye out for the Copper Crake.”
Taziri nodded and eased the throttles forward. Syfax stepped carefully back into the cabin, one hand always gripping the overhead rails for balance. The floor shuddered and shifted ever so slightly with the wind and the irregular surges from the engines.
“Now.” The old Hellan reached under his seat and pulled out a black leather bag. “Let’s see about this wretch.” He knelt beside Hamuy and began pulling out his supplies. “I can treat the burns, somewhat. He’ll be horribly disfigured, but he may live. Maybe. The bruises are ugly too. We can assume a concussion, at least.”
“When can I talk to him?” Syfax peered down at them.
The doctor rolled up his sleeves. “Ask me again in an hour.”
Syfax caught Kenan’s eye and pointed at him to stay with the doctor. Then the major returned to the cockpit and squeezed into the empty engineer’s seat. The glowing needles on the console shivered behind their glass faces and the tools stowed in the netting swung silently overhead. “This must be the quietest airship I’ve ever been on.”
“We hear that a lot.” Taziri glanced at him. “Please don’t touch anything, sir.”
He grunted and took his arm off the console. “Quick to launch, too.”
Taziri nodded. “Major, if you don’t mind my asking, what exactly is the plan? Even if we find the Copper Crake, I can’t force them to land.”
“I know. That’s why I only brought one man with me.” Syfax stared out through the wide windows at the perfect blackness outside. The cockpit lights were just bright enough to keep his eyes from focusing on whatever lay below them. “We’re just backup at this point. I’m counting on the police in Port Chellah to spot the Crake and intercept the ambassador.”
“Do you think the ambassador was kidnapped?”
“Maybe. Maybe Hamuy turned on her. Or maybe he was following her orders. Too early to say, really. Blowing up a few engines and killing a bunch of passengers is a good way to scare people, keep them from traveling, that sort of thing. Standard terror tactic these days. We had something similar down in Acra a few months ago. Pastoral extremists.”
Taziri looked up to her right at the small mirror mounted on the wall where she could see the cabin behind her. “Back in the hangar, he didn’t even say anything.”
Syfax nodded slowly. Here it comes.
“He just walked up to her and stabbed her. He didn’t even hesitate. He just stabbed her. She wasn’t even armed.” Taziri took a long, deep breath and exhaled against her scarf. “You hear about these things happening in Persia or Songhai. But it doesn’t happen here. Not even in the riots. Stabbing a woman in the face? You don’t see that. You don’t even hear about that. Ever.”
“I know.”
“I’m sure you do, major.” She looked back at him.
“Listen, I want you to put Hamuy out of your mind, Ohana.”
“Out of…?” Her hands shook above the controls for a brief moment, snapping into fists, and then gripping the sticks again. “He’s lying right there. He’s right there behind me. The man who…and I-”
Syfax nodded. “Ohana, I get it. Trust me. There’ll be plenty of time for Hamuy later. He’s not going anywhere, and your captain has the best doctors in Tingis patching her up as we speak. But right now I need you to focus on flying this boat. Can you do that for me?”
She swallowed. “Yes, sir.”
“Good. How’s that arm?” He nodded at her left hand.
She wiggled her fingers on the throttle. “Fine, sir.”
They sat together in silence, staring out into the darkness below the wide curve of the gas envelope. Grassy hills and swaying trees slid past them to port while the distant glitter of moonlit waves to starboard revealed the Atlanteen Ocean churning and foaming from the shore out to the end of the world. When his eyes finally adjusted, Syfax picked out the pale line of the railway snaking along the coast and the flickers of light in cottage windows on the slopes above the beaches. Small fishing boats dotted the sands, their mooring lines stretching up to the rocks. A few clouds hid patches of stars, but he could see well enough to tell that the Crake was nowhere in sight.
Less than an hour passed before the doctor thumped up behind them and sniffed loudly. Evander wiped at the stains on his fingers with a filthy rag. “I’ve done all I can for the moment. He’ll live, for a while at least. How long, I can’t say. In a hospital, maybe a few weeks. Here?” The doctor shrugged. “I gave him something for the pain.”
Taziri looked back. “He’s not in any pain?”
“I didn’t say that.” Evander smirked. “He’s conscious, more or less. You can try talking to him, for what it’s worth.”
“Thanks, doc.” Syfax stepped back into the cabin. Hamuy’s good eye wasn’t quite open, his breathing was quick and shallow, and his fingers were trembling. As Syfax knelt down, he pressed his palm against his prisoner’s chest. “Medur Hamuy, I’m Major Zidane.”
The man grunted. “Redcoat.” His voice was all phlegm and gravel.
“That’s right. I bet you don’t like Redcoats, do you?”
“Don’t like any of the queen’s dogs. Least of all you, Zidane. I heard about you. What the hell are you doing in that coat? Not enough girls ordering you around in the army?” Medur grinned, and then suddenly screamed, his bloodshot eyes bulging from their sockets and he twisted to stare at his right hand.
“Kenan.” Syfax glanced over his shoulder. “Watch where you’re stepping.”
“Sorry, sir.” The corporal removed his boot from Medur’s bandaged fingers and grinned sheepishly. “I guess I wasn’t looking.”
Did he do that on purpose? I still can’t tell if this kid’s a goofball or a serious player. Syfax turned his attention back to the man on the floor. “Now, Medur, tell me about what happened tonight. The train station. The airfield. You gone all pastoral now? Down with the machine menace and all that?”
“What do you think, Zidane?” Hamuy stared dully at the ceiling, wheezing. “It was a job. A little fire, a little wet work. Easy money.”
“Not easy enough. You should see your face,” Syfax said. “You killed a dozen civilians and put three dozen more in the hospital. All the trains are stuck behind a pile of twisted steel and only this airship survived. Who paid you? Ambassador Chaou? What was the big plan?”
“Yeah, she paid me. Not enough for this shit though.” Hamuy coughed, his whole body convulsing with each hack and gasp. “I dunno what her plan was, but my plan was to get away and get paid. Didn’t plan to get roasted.”
“Nah, I guess not.” Syfax watched the man’s trembling fingers. How much of this is an act? How dangerous is he still? Well, if the reports from Numidia are anything to go by, pretty dangerous. Syfax considered the thin cords wrapped around Hamuy’s wrists. “Tell you what. How’s about we get you into something less comfortable?” He tugged a pair of steel handcuffs from his coat pocket. “Doc, stand back. Kenan, roll him over. Lieutenant Ohana?”
She looked up at him in the mirror by her head. “Major?”
“We could use a hand back here.” Syfax pointed at the man under his knee.
Taziri took her time extracting herself from the pilot’s seat and stepping back into the cabin. She said, “I should really stay at the controls.”
“I’m just switching his cords for cuffs. It’ll only take a second.” Syfax leaned back. “Kenan?”
Kenan grabbed the prisoner’s arm and flipped him over to lie face down. The corporal leaned forward, putting his full weight on Hamuy’s shoulders. The prisoner grunted and coughed. “Ready here, sir.”
Syfax yanked Hamuy’s hands up and pulled a thick bladed knife from his belt. “Ohana, sit on his legs.”
Taziri nodded and pinned Hamuy’s feet to the floor. “Okay.”
Syfax cut away the cords to reveal two bruised wrists. In that same instant, the legs beneath Taziri’s knee snapped up and she toppled forward into Syfax and the two fell over onto Kenan. Hamuy bucked at the waist and again at the knees, flopping like a fish on the deck while two men and a woman scrambled and tumbled on his head and back. It only took him a moment to get his hands under him and the prisoner surged up from beneath all three of his jailers, roaring. Syfax shoved Taziri toward the back of the cabin as he stood up and buried his fist in Hamuy’s stomach. The burned man folded, but grabbed the major’s coat to hold himself up. He swung at Syfax’s head, but Syfax grabbed the fist in midair and twisted it around behind Hamuy’s back. The prisoner screamed and Syfax felt the sickening crustiness of the man’s burned flesh sliding between his fingers. He slapped his other hand across Hamuy’s forehead and bent his head back, baring his burnt throat.
The major was just thinking it might be time to back off when Taziri yanked a wrench off the engineer’s console and smashed it across Hamuy’s jaw. The force of the blow sent Taziri stumbling across the cabin as Hamuy dropped to the deck in a heap of twisted, bloody limbs. Syfax let him fall and in the seconds that followed all he could hear were three people gasping for breath.
“Ohana.” Syfax wiped his hand on his coat. “You almost killed my prisoner.”
Taziri turned to stare up at him. “That’s unfortunate, sir.”
She’s still in revenge mode. That’s the last thing I need. “You mean it’s unfortunate that he almost died, or that he didn’t quite die?” Syfax knelt down and cuffed Hamuy’s hands behind his back. “Get back in the cockpit, lieutenant.”
She went back to her seat in silence. Syfax made sure Kenan still had his head on straight and left him to guard the unconscious prisoner. With Evander lying across the upholstered bench at the back of the cabin and snoring violently, Syfax found a shortage of seats so he went back up to sit in the engineer’s chair.
Hours passed. The ship shuddered, the engines droned, and the clouds parted to reveal a sea of stars ahead, as much as could be seen around the edge of the gas envelope. The landscape below offered only dim and ragged shapes that might be trees and snaking lines that might be roads. The ghostly outlines of Zili and Lixus came and went, along with other smaller fishing villages. And from time to time, they would pass over the tiny blue light of a marker tower leading the way south along the coast.
“What’s that?”
Syfax looked back and saw a sleepy-eyed Evander kneeling on the padded bench and pressing his face to the window. “That right there. That light. What is that?”
Syfax leaned across the cockpit to peer at the dull orange glow on the ground. It flickered once, twice. “A fire. A big one.”



Chapter 3. Taziri


Ever so gently, Taziri eased the Halcyon to port to pass over the wavering firelight blazing half a mile from the coast line. As they came closer, Syfax stuck his large shaven head into the cockpit beside her and said, “Take us down. I wanna check that out.”
She frowned behind her scarf. With each passing second, the shadowy shapes on the ground became more distinct and suddenly she recognized the broken lines of an airship gondola on the hillside. “Major, I’d rather not get too close. I can’t see the ground clearly and there could be trees.” Taziri began easing back the throttles. “Maybe we should come back in the morning.”
He looked sharply at her. “Not a chance. If that’s the Crake, then the ambassador can’t be far away. Land the ship, Ohana.”
Taziri nodded. “Yes, sir.” She worked the pedals and the throttle, and after a quarter hour of gently sinking down over the rocky slope, she flipped the propellers over and pinned the airship to the ground. There weren’t any trees nearby but she did see several jagged stones poking up from the earth, large enough to pierce a gondola deck by several feet. She stared at one particularly sharp rock a few yards to her left. “If the wind picks up, we’re going to slide around on this gravel, sir, and that would be a very bad thing.”
“I’ll be quick.” Syfax unlocked the door and stepped out onto the earth.
“Watch out for the bats!” Taziri watched him through the open doorway. He swayed and grabbed the side of the gondola and the aviator smiled. He’s landsick.
“What bats?” Evander asked.
“Oh, she means the flying foxes,” Kenan said. “They can be a little nasty, but the fire should keep them away from us here.”
“Flying foxes?” The Hellan stared. “Am I misunderstanding you? Foxes?”
“No, they’re just big reddish bats that look like foxes. They eat birds, mostly.” Kenan held out his hands a meter apart. “About that big.”
The doctor shuddered.
Taziri smiled as she watched Syfax jog up the slope into the wreckage where the flames were already burning low and dim. She slid over to her seat at the engineer’s console and busied herself with routine system checks. Her hands glided across the dials and lights. Everything was fine. Everything was just the way it should be, except for the empty seat beside her. She scratched at the tip of her little finger, but felt almost nothing. I can’t remember if that’s good or bad. Hopefully the major will turn me loose soon so I can get the Halcyon home and under lock and key, and then get to a doctor. She glanced back at Evander. My doctor.
Taziri climbed back into the pilot’s chair and fiddled with the throttles and fans to hold the airship steady against the stiffening night breezes coming in off the ocean. Behind her, Evander snorted in his sleep and Kenan chuckled softly at the old man. “I wish I could fall asleep that fast.”
Syfax shouted from the darkness, “Doc!”
Taziri jerked upright and twisted around in her seat. “Doctor? Doctor? The major wants you out there. Doctor?”
Without moving from his prisoner’s side, Kenan leaned over and shook the Hellan’s foot. Evander snorted and opened his eyes. “What?”
“Major Zidane needs you out there.” Taziri pointed at the burning debris outside.
The old man grabbed his bag and shuffled out the door into the night. She watched him trudge up the hill and disappear behind the bulk of the wreckage. A long minute passed in silence. Taziri glanced at Kenan but couldn’t think of anything worthwhile to say, and the sight of Hamuy sleeping peacefully on the floor just a few feet away made her stomach turn.
When she looked outside again, the doctor was leading the major down the hillside toward the Halcyon at a brisk jog. Syfax had a body lying across his arms. Both of them were glancing up at the sky and the major was shouting, “Move it, move it!”
The doctor coughed as he stepped inside and Taziri watched the marshal set a young woman in an orange jacket down on the floor just behind her. “Ghanima!” She leapt out of her seat and knelt over the unconscious girl to wipe the soot from her face. Taziri glanced at the doctor. “How is she?”
“Fine.” Evander dropped back into his seat, dabbing at the perspiration on his brow with a small cloth. “Not even a bruise, I don’t think. Just that lump on her forehead. She’ll wake up in the morning right as rain. The damn bats were only interested in her dead friend.”
Taziri looked from one man to the other. “Bats? Major?”
Syfax shrugged. “Yeah, half a dozen of the bloodsuckers were out there. Real nasty ones, too. They’d already gotten to the other pilot. We’re done here. You can lift off.” He followed her into the cockpit and sat beside her. “The extra weight won’t be an issue, will it? I know you have limits on these things.”
“No,” she said, turning the propellers over and easing the throttle forward. “We’re still well below maximum. You didn’t find the ambassador?”
“Nah, she’s gone, and no hope of tracking her without a dog.” Syfax shook his head. “Your friend here was awake when I found her. She said the ambassador shot the Crake ’s captain just before they crashed.” Syfax thumbed his nose and leaned back into his seat. “I waved off the bats long enough to get a look at the captain, too. She was shot in the back, so I’m guessing there wasn’t much of a struggle. The girl here must have dragged her body out of the wreck after the crash.”
“Ambassador Chaou shot the captain?” Taziri stared at the Copper Crake as it slowly dropped down out of sight and then she peered out over the dark landscape in search of a figure, a woman running away, a woman that she could land the Halcyon on. “Why would the ambassador steal an airship? She flies all the time. The Crake was practically her personal airship anyway.”
“Yeah, I know,” Syfax said. “Chaou must have stolen the gun from one of Lady Damya’s guards to commandeer the airship, probably just before she had Hamuy start the fireworks.”
“But why? Why blow up the train station? Why kill all those people? Is she a pastoralist?” Taziri asked.
“All good questions. She might be working with the Bafours. Hell, she might even be a Bafour. God knows we’ve got plenty in country. Or maybe she was heading for the Songhai Empire when things went sideways.” Syfax thumbed his nose. “She might have even shot the captain by accident. Never forget your SCARFs, lieutenant.”
“Scarves? What’s that mean?”
“Stupid, Crazy, And Random Factors,” Kenan answered from the cabin. “Crimes that just don’t make any sense.”
Taziri digested that for a moment. It’s bad enough that people are dying on purpose. But by accident? The thought of her life being snuffed out by an evil killer was tragic, yet somehow it was a possibility she could live with. But the thought of having her whole world and future snatched away forever because of some idiot making a mistake? A hard pain formed in her chest and she thought of little Menna giggling and clapping her chubby hands. “So, major, where do we go from here?”
“Where is here?”
Taziri tapped the map pinned to the wall beside her. “Here, just past Marker Seven. Nothing but grass and sand between here and Port Chellah.”
Syfax nodded. “SCARFs aside, maybe Chaou wanted to ditch the airship here outside the city. She figured we’d be looking for it and for her. She forced the captain to land, then shot her and the balloon, and went the rest of the way on foot.”
Taziri shook her head. “No, she had an airship. She could go anywhere in the country in a matter of hours, and anywhere in North Ifrica in a matter of days. I doubt she was worried that someone in Port Chellah would point up in the sky and say, I think that’s her!” Inwardly, she winced. Damn it, this isn’t just another chat with Isoke. He’s a major.
But the major didn’t seem to notice or care. “Yeah. So there must be something in Port Chellah that she needs more than she needs an airship.”
“Maybe,” said Taziri. “It’s still a long way to walk on terrain like this. It’s pretty hilly down there. Lots of gravelly, sandy slopes. Easy to break an ankle in the dark.”
“Then get us to Port Chellah and we’ll catch her as she stumbles back into civilization.”
“Will do.” She pressed the throttles forward and the propellers droned louder.
“You still holding up all right, Ohana?”
“Professional counseling, sir?” Taziri glanced at him out of the corner of her eye and managed a wry grin. “It’s under control, really. I’m fine.”
“Of course you’re not fine,” he said. “Hell, you just watched your boss get knifed in a burning building a few hours ago. But I’m not talking about Hamuy or your friend. It’s getting late and you weren’t expecting to be flying tonight. You must be tired.”
“Hungry, mostly.” A sudden cramp in her thigh made her twist her leg and she grimaced. The pain slowly receded and she tried to relax her muscles. “I’m fine.”
“We’ll set you up in a hotel as soon as we get to town. Dinner’s on me.”
“Is that before or after we catch Chaou?”
“We? No.” Syfax shook his head. “Once we land, Kenan and I will deal with Hamuy and Chaou. Tomorrow, you can take the doc to Orossa and get back to your regular routine.”
Taziri nodded, and then frowned. “I didn’t know there was a marshal’s office in Port Chellah.”
“There isn’t, not yet anyway, but the local police answer to us in emergency situations. I’ll rally the troops to catch Chaou. Sometimes it pays to be Section Two.”
“I guess so.”
“Speaking of rallying.” Syfax stood. “I think I’d like another word with Mister Hamuy. He was almost helpful earlier. He might be again.” The major stepped back into the cabin.
Taziri focused on the dark shapes below where the shadow of the Halcyon swam in the depths of the night. She heard a soft footfall behind her and in the mirror overhead she saw Kenan peering out through the cockpit windows over her shoulder. “I thought you’d be helping your boss with his questions.”
“He doesn’t need my help.” The corporal sat down and offered a thin, squinty-eyed smile. “At least, not with that sort of thing.”
“I can believe that.”
“Hey, don’t tell the major, but thanks for your help before, with the wrench.” Kenan ran a thumb along his sharp jaw line. “Hamuy is one nasty customer. He’s got a reputation, you know. A real shady history in the army, among other things.”
“What’s so shady about being in the army?”
“It wasn’t our army.” Kenan’s eyes flicked around the cockpit. “These airships are crazy things, aren’t they?”
“You don’t like flying?”
“Are you kidding? I love it. Dreamed about it since I was a kid. It’s why I applied to the Air Corps, twice.” He shrugged. “But you know how that goes. So how did you get this job? Did you know someone who knows someone?”
Taziri blinked hard, feeling the chill of her tired eyes beneath her lids. “No, actually, I didn’t even apply. I was drafted, sort of. I had just finished school. Electrical engineering. I got a letter that same week.”
“Must have been some letter,” Kenan said.
“Yeah.” Taziri glanced at the needles shuddering in the gauges behind the corporal. “They needed an electrician, and someone read a paper I published. By the end of the month, I was working on the Halcyon. Been on board ever since. Over a year building her and almost five years flying her now.”
“Must have been some paper.” Kenan grinned. “Do you like it? The job?”
“It’s a job.” Taziri looked up and saw the earnest, hungry look in the young man’s eyes. “But it has its moments. I’ve seen a lot of the world in a way most people never will. I’ve seen the topsides of clouds, and shipwrecks at the bottom of the sea, and whole cities laid out like drawings on the ground. But it keeps me away from my family more than I’d like. And there’s always the possibility of instant retirement.”
“What’s that mean?”
Taziri raised one finger to point up at the Halcyon ’s gas envelope looming overhead.
“Oh.” Kenan leaned back in his seat. “I see.”
“Don’t look so worried. We’re perfectly safe.” She shrugged. “More or less. And besides, we’re about to have one of those moments I was just talking about.”
Kenan leaned forward to peer through the windows. “Wow. That’s really something.”
As the last ridge fell away behind them, the lights of Port Chellah emerged from the darkness, a thousand tiny flickers of warm yellows and fiery oranges cascading down the mountainside to the sea. The iron mines offered only a few scattered twinkles half-hidden by the trees, but as civilization traced its way eastward along dirt tracks and steel railways, larger and larger clusters of earthbound stars drew the ragged shapes of factories and workers’ lodges. Tiny red lights glowed on the tops of smokestacks that stood like naked trees in the night, staring at the heavens with their bloodshot eyes. The city spread out across the flatlands, up and down the shore. In the harbor, a hundred barges and yachts and fishing boats bobbed as the sea breezes rippled through a hundred tiny flags and pennants on their masts, all but invisible in the late night gloom.
Taziri stared out over the city. “Yeah, it’s something.”



Chapter 4. Qhora


A thin haze of smoke still hung in the air under the train station roof and police officers dashed from body to body calling for medics and dragging heavy debris into piles. In all the confusion, Qhora walked serenely through the wrought iron gates with Atoq at her side. The huge kirumichi, the saber-toothed cat as the Espani called them, sniffed and cast his unblinking gaze at the dead bodies but he never strayed from her side. Qhora wove a path across the long tiled platform strewn with twisted, blackened bits of metal and wood. Oil lamps flickered on either side of each iron column, throwing waves of amber light across the scene. Women and men in gray and red uniforms stood over the debris, speaking in low voices and pointing at this or that bit of burned trash. The air tasted of ash and char.
Qhora walked along the back of the platform away from the train tracks with Atoq padding silently beside her. At the center of the platform, she stopped to study the blasted remains of the long black machine lying across the tracks. The rails themselves had been bent and snapped and the wooden ties lay tumbled on the side of the line. She knelt down to knead the back of Atoq’s neck. “Do you smell something, boy?”
“He probably smells the blood, my lady.”
Qhora looked up and saw Don Lorenzo Quesada de Gadir striding across the platform toward her. In the deep night shadows, the young hidalgo almost vanished in his long black coat and boots, and his wide-brimmed hat shadowed his pale face. It was moments like this that he was at his most dashing, his most mysterious, and his most exotic. Sometimes Qhora asked herself whether she was only attracted to the man because he was so foreign, so pale, so thin and sharp and cold. Have I merely fetishized him? Would I love the man within if he did not look so alien? Does it even matter anymore? She turned away. After all, he only loves his three-faced god now.
The Espani swordsman circled the huge cat and stood beside Qhora with his hands clasped behind his back. “The police say the explosion killed over twenty people and injured forty others. The station will be closed for several days while they clean this up and repair the rails and other machines.”
“Days?” Qhora stood up as a cold breeze played through her feathered cloak. If we had been early to the station, as I had wanted, we would be lying dead on this platform too. Perhaps there is a time and place for being late. But no. That is no way for a lady to behave. “If we wait that long, then we will arrive late, Enzo. I don’t like to be late. It’s rude.”
“Of course,” Lorenzo said. “But it can’t be helped. The trains can’t leave until the tracks are repaired and the police allow the station to open. The men at the gate say that this was not an accident.”
“This was an attack?” Qhora frowned. These easterners rely too much on their machines. They’re forever breaking down. Even when they work, they need to be pampered like babies with oil and water and coal and fire. Are they so afraid to ride a living creature? “Why would someone want to destroy a train? Or did they mean to kill someone? To kill us?”
“I don’t know, but I don’t think so.” Lorenzo removed his hat and his limp black hair fluttered in the wind against his shoulders. “The people here are all angry at one company or another because there isn’t enough work. There are many poor and starving people in Marrakesh.”
“Not enough work?” The phrase made no sense to her. There is always work. If you need a home, you work to build it. If you are hungry, you work to feed yourself. Life is work. These easterners are fools. Qhora shook her head. “In Espana, everyone says Marrakesh is wealthy. So far, I am not impressed.”
“No, it’s nothing like Jisquntin Suyu, I agree. And Tingis is an overgrown fishing village compared to Cusco. But the Incan Empire is very different from the nations of the Middle Sea.” Lorenzo gestured back toward the gate. “We should return to the hotel, my love.”
He still calls me that, but there is no light in his eyes, no fire in his blood. His soul belongs to his churches and ghosts now, not me. She allowed him to lead her out of the train station. “Enzo, I want to leave immediately. How else can we reach the capital?”
The young hidalgo frowned. “The airships were all damaged in the explosion, I believe, not that we could take Atoq and Wayra in an airship. We might be able to charter a steamer to take us down the coast to Port Chellah where the trains will be running.”
Qhora touched his arm and he fell instantly silent. For all the strangeness of the Espani, for all their primitive ghost-worship and rituals and elaborate clothing, they were extraordinarily disciplined. He was waiting for her to speak, and she wondered how long he might stand there in perfect respectful silence. Lorenzo seemed even more selfless and controlled than his countrymen, though that may have only been due to his youth. Will his zeal and dedication tarnish with age? Qhora shook her head. “No more machines. No more ships or trains. We will ride to the capital and we will arrive on time.”
Lorenzo nodded slowly. “I think we can manage that if we take the old highway due south instead of the coastal route. I’ll see to the horses tonight. We’ll need a small cart for the cages and trunks. Will you need a horse, my lady?”
“No. Wayra is the only mount I need.”
He nodded again. “Xiuhcoatl should be happy, at least. I doubt he would appreciate spending any more time at sea.”
Qhora smiled. The aging Aztec was fearsome on the battlefield, but at sea he was as helpless as a child. She had watched him cling to the railing of the steamer that brought them from Tartessos to Tingis. The memory might have amused her more if it was not accompanied by the foul stench of his vomit on the wind. “I agree.”
They turned left from the train station gates and returned back down the hill to their hotel overlooking the harbor. Dozens of huge steamships lay at anchor like manmade islands in the darkness, but the small fishing boats bobbed and splashed, their rigging clattering in the wind. Angry clouds gathered overhead to swallow up the stars and a light rain began to patter on the cobbled streets. Lorenzo offered her his hat, which she refused. He covered his head, once again hiding his face and becoming a figure of living shadow at her side. She pulled her feathered cloak tighter around her shoulders, but let the drops fall on her hair and face. The water was cold and clean. As the air filled with rain, the smell of the city faded and she inhaled her first breath of fresh air since arriving in this filthy place earlier in the day.
“Did you notice the ambassador’s face this afternoon?” she asked.
“You mean when you showed her the cubs?”
“Yes. She turned white as a sheet. I’ve never seen a person so terrified. She was stammering and shaking. Honestly, they’re only a pair of babies, and caged at that,” Qhora said. “I can’t believe Prince Valero wanted to send a giant armadillo. What sort of gift is that for a queen? No imagination, no respect. He probably wanted to send it just because it’s big, but what use is that? Can you imagine a queen with a giant armadillo lumbering around her palace? I suppose the children could ride it. But the cubs are proper gifts. Once they grow up, they will serve the royal family as bodyguards, hunters, and even gentle pets if that is what the queen wants. Thank goodness I was there to change the arrangements in time.”
Suddenly she sensed an absence. The huge cat was no longer by her side. Qhora slapped her thigh. “Atoq! Here!”
A low growl answered from behind her and she turned to see Atoq standing at the mouth of a narrow alleyway, his head low, his hackles bristling, his massive fangs bared at the darkness. The great cat shifted and hissed, his broad paws silently kneading up and down as he settled into a crouch, ready to strike. The patter of the rain rose to drum louder on the tin and slate roofs overhead.
Qhora drew her dagger from her belt, but Lorenzo swept past her to block the alleyway. He called out, “Who’s there?”
The rain applauded on the street behind them, drowning out all other sounds.
Qhora circled the saber-toothed cat to look into the dark hollow between the two buildings, but she saw nothing, only a black veil shimmering with silvery rain.
Lorenzo stepped back, his breath steaming faintly in the darkness. “Get back!” His slender espada flashed in his hand and he lunged into the alley, vanishing into the deeper shadows. Atoq roared and leapt after him.
Qhora stood in the street clutching her dagger and listening to the hidalgo shout and the giant cat roar. Something wooden cracked and the splinters clattered on the ground. And then all was silence.
Lorenzo emerged from the gloom, his sword sheathed and hidden within the folds of his long black coat. “It was nothing, my lady. Atoq must have smelled an animal or the garbage. Although, I…” He looked back.
“You what?”
“I’m sorry. I could have sworn there was someone in that alley,” Lorenzo said.
She saw the strange glint in his eyes as he stared down the street and over the harbor. “You mean your guardian angel said so?”
He exhaled slowly, his breath no longer visible in the darkness. “I thought I might have heard her whisper something, but with the rain and Atoq growling, I suppose I just heard what I wanted to hear. It’s been weeks since I’ve seen Ariel.” He straightened up and folded his hands behind his back, and suddenly he was her hidalgo again. “I’m sorry, my love. Let’s get you out of the rain.”
Atoq trotted out into the street where he stood and stretched, licking his teeth.
Ariel. What use are ghosts if they cannot even warn you of an enemy? Qhora shrugged and resumed walking. She’d only taken a few steps when three men stepped out from the next alleyway down the street. Through the rain and shadows, the three figures appeared only in shades of gray, charcoal men in colorless clothes. Lorenzo’s espada whisked through the air as he drew it and the young hidalgo stepped in front of her for the second time. Qhora yanked her dagger from her belt and glanced behind them. Two more men stepped out with long jagged clubs in their hands.
“Five of them, Enzo,” she said. “We’re surrounded.”
Atoq growled.
“Yes, we are.” Lorenzo called out to the men in Mazigh, “What do you want?”
One of them yelled back over the hiss of the rain, “Everything you have. On the ground. Now. Or we kill you.”
Qhora barely understood the man over the noise. The Mazigh language was not difficult, but after mastering four tongues of the Incan Empire and then Espani, she was finding it harder and harder to learn new ones. And she hadn’t even tried Hellan or Persian yet.
“We have nothing to give you,” Lorenzo answered. “No money. No jewelry.”
The men didn’t answer. Qhora moved to stand back to back with Lorenzo. Atoq paced forward and the two men on the high side of the street hesitated, glancing at each other. Without turning her head, Qhora said Lorenzo, “Can you fight three men at once?”
“Yes.” There was no pride in his voice, only certainty. In Espana, the young hidalgo was counted among the finest diestros of his generation, a fencing prodigy. She had seen him duel and acknowledged his skill with the tiny espada, but this was no duel and an espada could be snapped by a man with the courage to grab it. For a moment, Qhora wished that Xiuhcoatl had been the one to follow her to train station. Even after two years together, and despite everything else she felt for him, she still hesitated to trust Enzo’s skill over other men’s strength.
Lorenzo dashed from her side down the street but she didn’t dare look back. The two men above her raced forward, both angling toward Atoq with their clubs raised. The beast crouched, snarling, and then he leapt. The man on the right vanished under eight hundred pounds of wet fur and fangs. The man on the left stumbled around the cat and swung his broken board at Qhora’s head. With practiced grace, she whirled her soaking feathered cloak at his face to blind him with a sudden spray of water, then whirled back in the opposite direction, ducking under the club and burying her dagger in his throat as he stumbled past. He collapsed to the ground, choking and clawing at his neck. A moment later he lay still and Qhora yanked her dagger free, unable to tell the blood from the black puddles of filthy street water in the darkness. She looked up to see Atoq padding away from his kill with blood dripping from his fangs and she glanced at the remains of the other man, his shredded belly and intestines spilled across the cobblestones. Atoq sat down and began licking his drenched paw to wash his face.
Turning, she saw the dark figure of Lorenzo standing beside three bodies, his sword already sheathed and hidden in the folds of his greatcoat. The rain fell harder and colder, drumming on her bare head. Qhora slipped her dagger back into her belt and pulled her feathered cloak tight around her shoulders as she walked over to him to look at the men. Clad in patched trousers and stained shirts, armed only with scrap wood and rusted pig iron rods, they lay in a neat pile at the side of the road. Briefly, she wondered if Lorenzo had moved the bodies or somehow contrived to kill them in such a way that they all fell on top of each other. Both seemed equally likely as she knew how much Lorenzo valued cleanliness. She asked, “Are you hurt?”
“No. Are you?”
“No. Who are they?”
He paused before saying, “Desperados. Men who can’t find work, I suppose. It’s not uncommon here. We should not be out so late. It isn’t safe.”
Qhora nodded slowly. “I had noticed that.”
They resumed their unhurried walk through the rain to the hotel. Atoq followed behind them, sniffing about in the gutters and puddles along the way.
“Enzo, I owe you an apology,” she said.
Lorenzo stopped abruptly and snatched the wide-brimmed hat from his head. He stared at her, eyes wide with a strange mixture of horror and confusion. She studied his thin, pale face as the rainwater ran down over his sharp nose and cheeks. Once he had worn a tanned skin and a ready smile, and he was as likely to be laughing as singing when she found him. But now he was merely this, merely a thin figure, dark and quiet, anxious and uncertain. The lines around his eyes had deepened so much in the last few months, aging him beyond what had once been a youthful twenty-five. The rough stubble on his cheeks added a few years of their own.
She said, “I’ve been unkind to you, my love. Over the last year, you’ve done nothing but serve me with great skill and greater patience. And I’ve done nothing but complain. I complain about your boring priests and your bland food, your ghost stories, and even the weather.”
He nodded slowly, his face a blank. “It is very cold in Espana, my lady.”
“But what good does it do to complain about it?” Qhora shivered as a trickle of freezing rain snaked down from her hair along the curve of her spine. “I realize that I’ve been comparing Espana to Jisquntin Suyu, which is unfair. Espana is a strange place, but it is beautiful too in its own way. And your people have many fine qualities. Loyalty, devotion, discipline. Beyond that of my own people, I admit.”
“No, my love.” Lorenzo wiped his gloved hand across his face to push his soaked hair back. “We’re only people, no better or worse than any other.”
“Of course you’re better than others.” Qhora tried not to snap too sharply at him. Sometimes his humility goes too far. “You’re better than these Mazighs. You’ve sung their praises to me for the last two weeks, and here I find a filthy city full of vagrants and killers. No. I’m sorry, Enzo. The Espani are a fine and noble people and I am grateful that you took me in when I had no place to go. And I will be just as grateful to be done with this errand and back in Tartessos, listening to your hymns and ghost stories again. And with a much more grateful heart.”
“I know it’s been difficult for you. Maybe, after we go home, we can find a way to make things more comfortable for you.” He smiled faintly as he replaced his hat and they continued walking, the saber-toothed cat always just a few paces away. “Tonight may count as a ghost story, you know. If Ariel hadn’t warned me, we might have been unprepared. We might have been hurt.”
Qhora pressed her lips for a moment before answering. “Yes, Enzo. But the next time your little ghost friend warns us about something, please have her be more specific about where the enemy is hiding.”
He said, “I will do that.”
They rounded the corner and saw the dark windows of their hotel reflecting the light of the oil lamps hanging across the street.
“Have your horses ready at dawn,” Qhora said. “I want to be on the road as soon as possible. And be certain they give Wayra fresh meat. I don’t trust these Mazighs to keep their filth out of our food.”
“Yes, my love.”
She saw his hand resting on his chest, on the medallion hanging around his neck beneath his shirt, as he stared up at the moon. He isn’t even here, is he? He’s off with his god and his ghosts, hating this life and dreaming of the next one. Enzo, when did I lose you?



Chapter 5. Sade


The porter brought the telegram just as Lady Sade began thinking that it was time to go to bed. She took the envelope, dismissed the man, and went to sit at her desk in the corner of her study. The message was from a certain young woman who worked in the customs office in Tingis, a young woman with the good fortune to receive a second paycheck in return for sending daily reports to her benefactor in Arafez.
Lady Sade sighed as she unlocked the bottom desk drawer and pulled out the translation key. It took half an hour to decipher the telegram’s handful of words and she spent most of that time wondering if this elaborate means of security was really worth the effort and trouble.
Of course it is. The stakes are too high.
The translated message read, “Morning. Copper prices still rising. Storms reported to west. Persian steamer seen in Strait. Afternoon. Chaou met envoys. Brought two fanged cats. Chaou upset. Evening. Train explosion. Airship explosion. Many dead. Hamuy arrested. Chaou missing.”
Lady Sade frowned at those last words. Arrested. Missing.
Damn it, Barika.
She rang a small bell on her desk and a moment later her secretary entered. “Yes, madam?”
“I need a cat, Izza. Two would be ideal, but one will do.”
“Any particular type, madam?”
“Something with large fangs, if possible. Something Espani would be best. At the very least, it must be foreign and about this large.” She held up her hands two feet apart.
“Yes, madam,” Izza said. “I’m not sure how long it will take to secure an exotic animal. When do you need it?”
“Noon tomorrow.” Lady Sade watched the young woman hesitate, swallow, and wet her lips. “Have the cage loaded on my steam carriage, out of sight.”
Izza nodded. “Of course, madam. I’ll see to it immediately. Will this impact your meeting with the police detective? You have that scheduled at noon as well.”
I forgot. I never forget. I’m relying too much on Izza these days. Lady Sade paused. “No, that’s fine. I’ll just bring the detective with me. Two birds with one stone. She doesn’t speak Espani, does she? No, I can’t imagine she does, so that won’t be a problem.”
Lady Sade picked up her translation of the telegram again.
Train explosion. That could mean anything. Damn it, Barika.
“And Izza, we will need to pay a quick visit to the North Station first thing after breakfast tomorrow. I need to see about a train.”
“Of course, madam.”
“Thank you, Izza.”
Izza curtsied and left. Lady Sade leaned back in her chair, idly wondering what lengths the poor girl would go to in finding the animal. I really should get her a gift, or maybe give her an afternoon off sometime. She’s been looking a little tired lately.



Chapter 6. Syfax


“I can’t wait for your captain all night.” Syfax paced the length of the front desk of the Port Chellah central police station. It was a short walk. “I’ve got a prisoner I need to get off the airfield into a cell, and a murderer about to enter the city on foot. You.” He pointed at the young woman at the desk. “Get up. You’re coming with me. Now.”
“Sorry, sir. But I’m the only one here and I can’t go anywhere without Captain Aknin’s order.” The sergeant in gray folded her hands on the desk.
Are you kidding me, kid? Syfax pointed at the bars on his shoulder. “I outrank your captain.”
“And I appreciate that, but you’re outside my chain of command, sir. You’re Security Section Two, we’re Section Five.” The sergeant swallowed, her thumbs fidgeting. “It’s protocol. My hands are tied until my captain gets here.”
“And when will that be? You sent for her over half an hour ago.”
She shrugged and dropped her gaze to her hands. “I assume she’ll be here soon, sir. You know as much as I do. All I can tell you is that the captain was definitely home earlier tonight when I brought her the evening mail.”
Syfax thumbed his nose and crossed his arms. “The mail?”
“Yes, the late correspondence. We usually get a few messages after the day shift has left. There were a couple of telegrams from Tingis tonight.”
“That’s probably my general telling your captain that I’m coming,” Syfax said. “You said a couple of telegrams? What was the other one?”
The sergeant flipped through the papers on her desk. “Here’s the receipt I have from the telegraph office. Two messages, both from Tingis. One from the marshals’ office. One from Lady Damya’s estate.”
“Lady Damya?” Syfax snatched the receipt to read it, but it offered no more information. “What would the governor of Tingis want with a police captain in Port Chellah?”
“I don’t know. It was sealed, of course. I just delivered them.” The sergeant blinked and sat up a little straighter. “Why? What do you think it means, sir?”
Anyone in the house could have sent that telegram, including a certain dinner guest. “I think it means we need to see your captain right now. Let’s go. Now.” Syfax pointed at the door. This time, the sergeant leapt up and led the way out into the night. Striding side by side, their boots clacked on the cobblestones and the sound echoed down the empty streets beneath the silent gaze of dark windows and locked doors. Streetlamps hung only at the intersections, leaving the avenues in between drenched in shadows, and the dim haze that hovered over the city obscured all but the brightest stars.
“It’s just one more block this way.” The sergeant pointed to the left.
Turning the corner they saw a strange shape on the ground, and they sprinted toward the body half hidden in the shadows of a narrow alley. Only one hand lay out upon the street, its outstretched fingers clawing feebly at the circle of lamplight just out of reach. The sergeant knelt at the man’s side and Syfax saw his face, the face of the young officer they had sent out to find the captain half an hour ago. His breathing was faint and ragged and watery. Blood trickled from his lip. When the sergeant took his hand, he showed no sign that he noticed.
The major squatted down to study him. A single gunshot wound in the stomach, a wide pool of blood on the ground already beginning to congeal. Syfax leaned in closer to speak into the young man’s ear, “Hey kid, looks like you tried to take on the whole Songhai army by yourself. You bucking for an early promotion?”
The officer’s lip twitched. “Guess I should have…called for backup, sir.”
“Yeah, looks like,” Syfax said. “What happened?”
“…caught her…leaving…” He mouthed the words as much as whispered them, his eyes already vacant and dull.
“Who?” The sergeant squeezed his hand. “Who did this?”
“Captain Aknin.”
Why am I not surprised? Syfax squinted at the man’s mouth to make sure he caught every word clearly. “Why?”
“…said…mess… clean…” The officer whimpered and gasped. “It hurts.”
“I know, kid.” Syfax grabbed the woman’s arm and tugged her away from her partner. “Have you seen a wound like that before?”
She nodded as the tears spilled down her cheeks.
“Then you know he’s only got a little time left. We can’t save him.”
She nodded again.
“But we can help him.” He raised his eyebrows to emphasize the word help.
Her eyes went wide. “No, we can’t!”
“Look at him again,” Syfax said. “He’s all torn up, his insides are burning, his arms and legs are shaking, and he’s coughing up blood. It’s the right thing to do.”
“It’s…okay,” the man whispered. “Please.”
The sergeant pulled back, sat down against the wall, and covered her eyes. Syfax knelt by the young man’s shoulders and took his head in his lap. The major whispered to him, “Look to your left.”
The officer turned his head and mumbled, “Thanks, sir.”
“On the count of three. Okay?” Syfax placed one hand on the youth’s cheek and the other hand on the back of his head, and pulled sharply. “Three.”
The young man went limp and the sergeant wailed softly at his feet. Syfax closed the man’s eyes and backed away from the alley, leaving the sergeant with her dead comrade in the shadows.
I can’t believe I had to do that. Again. Syfax took a deep breath and tasted the iron and copper tang of blood that hung heavy in the sultry air. These people better pray I don’t catch up to them in some dark alley.
He meant to give her a full minute while he considered his options. After ten seconds, he leaned over her and said, “Sergeant, I need a horse. Now.”
The sergeant nodded and staggered away from the alley, stared around at the empty street for a moment, and then set out to the right. Syfax followed close at her side. “Sergeant, I need your help. I need you to tell me everything you know about this Captain Aknin. Friends, relations, politics, vices, money problems, family problems.”
“I’m sorry, sir.” She sniffed. “I only transferred here last month. I don’t really know anything about her.”
“What about her work? Her routine? Her habits?” He tried to keep his voice low, to avoid barking at her. “Where does she eat? Where does she make the most arrests? Where does she avoid going? What policies has she set for your station? Anything strange at all?”
“Wait.” The sergeant stopped in the middle of the street with a frown.
Syfax crossed his arms and tried to dig the answer out of her head by staring at it. Come on kid, spit it out. He glanced down the road. You really can’t think and walk at the same time? We’ve got killers on the loose. “Well?”
She nodded. “The old tombs down near the beach, along the north shore. When I first started here last month, she had me doing patrols out there to make sure no one was squatting in the mausoleums. Half of them have been broken open by thieves and sometimes people sleep in them now. I’ve had to toss a few people out. The area is too large for the caretaker to watch all of it himself. But last week, Captain Aknin started doing the patrols herself. She said it was too important to let us do it.” The sergeant peered up at him. “That’s strange, isn’t it?”
“Great work, kid.” He beamed as he grabbed her shoulders and got her walking again. “Now get me that horse.”
The stable wasn’t far and the hostler proved a light sleeper. Moments later, Syfax was in the saddle and galloping away with the sergeant still negotiating for the horse on behalf of the Port Chellah police force. When Syfax arrived at the airfield, Kenan stepped out of the Halcyon ’s gondola to stare at the horse. “Major?”
Syfax reined up beside him. “Give your gun to the pilot.”
“My gun?” Kenan frowned over his shoulder at the woman in the cockpit. “Yes, sir.” Two soft snaps released his belt and holster, the heavy revolver dangling from the thick leather strap like a hanged man. Kenan ducked back into the cabin and shoved the belt at Taziri. “The major said to give this to you.”
“What?” The pilot took the belt with a glare and strode out into the night air. “What do I need a gun for? What’s going on?”
Syfax shrugged. “I don’t know what’s going on, Ohana, but people are still getting killed so I don’t want anyone getting on or off that airship until I get back. You’re in charge until then. Kenan, get up here.”
The corporal swung up onto the horse behind Syfax.
Syfax said, “Listen, all I know is that someone in Tingis sent a telegram to the police captain here, and then she killed one of her own officers less than an hour ago. Maybe Ambassador Chaou and the captain are working together. Either way, killing folks in the service is a bad sign.” Syfax paused. “Ohana, if I don’t come back for some reason, I want you to fly straight back to Tingis and report everything that happened tonight to the Marshal General yourself, in person. Understood?”
Taziri looked at the gun belt in her hand, held some distance away from her body. “I’ve never shot anyone before.”
“Hopefully, that won’t change tonight.” Syfax snapped the reins and the horse bolted across the grassy field and onto a cobblestone lane.
Kenan held on to the major as the dark faces of the houses and market stalls flowed past them, leaping into view beneath the streetlamps and vanishing into the shadows a moment later. “Sir? What’s the plan?”
“I hate this crap. Why can’t it just be a straight fight? Why does it always have to be a chase? Huh?” Syfax raised his voice over the clattering of the hooves on the paving stones. “Plan? Arrest Chaou and Aknin. And anyone else working with them.”
“Like who? More police officers?”
“I don’t know. Anyone. Chaou could have contacts or partners in every town in the country. She has money and influence, and she travels everywhere. She’s the worst type of suspect to nail down. All we know is her bodyguard is a terrorist, and Port Chellah’s chief of police just killed a fellow officer for her. Right now, everyone’s a suspect.”
“Are you saying…the Marshal General? The military? The governors?” Kenan asked. “We can’t suspect everyone. That’s paranoid. That’s crazy.”
“Yeah, it is. But that’s the job.”
“So where are we going now?”
Syfax grinned. “A necropolis.”
After only a few wrong turns, they found their way out of the winding maze of the residential neighborhoods and down to the coastal road that shadowed the rail line. Passing the last few brick warehouses, their windows shattered and foundations bristling with weeds and uncut grass, Syfax turned his mare onto a narrow side street that angled down across the tracks to a flat gravelly strip of earth just behind the first few grassy dunes. The street became a winding lane that followed the contours of the land, weaving side to side with an occasional glimpse of the sparkling darkness of the ocean to their left beyond the dunes.
The first tomb stood on their right where the paved lane became a sandy path. It rose like a man-made hill of earth and stone, a round foundation sloping up to a rough cone covered in loose earth and a few wisps of grass shuddering in the wind. Syfax circled the tomb and found the only entrance still sealed with ancient stones and mortar. “Not here.” He kicked the mare into yet another mad dash along the edge of the beach.
Flanking the path were several crumbling stone columns covered in ancient carvings that could no longer be read, except for the vague human figures drawn near the bases. They rode beneath broad stone arches and petrified timbers suspended between the columns, and above the trees to their right the occasional broken tower stood black against the starry sky. A wolf howled and Syfax felt Kenan twisting around behind him, no doubt looking for the animal.
A paved street emerged briefly from the sand, an avenue of pale stones on which the mare’s hooves clicked and clacked loudly, the echoes shuddering between the columns and half-fallen walls that stood between nowhere and nothing, dividing the grassy dunes into meaningless courtyards and rooms. Once the honored dead of the Phoenician princes and priests had lain in this silent city by the sea, but when the Mazigh warlords and queens retook their country they had built a grander walled city for their fallen lords and ladies, leaving the old tombs by the sea all but forgotten. There had been no new additions to this neighborhood in over a thousand years, and treasure hunters had made paupers of the skeletal remains in the great mausoleums. Now, only homeless wanderers and miserable poets visited the dead, and many of them never left.
The second tomb loomed out of the darkness, its entrance black and gaping. Syfax shoved Kenan off and dropped down beside him. With his revolver drawn, he slipped around the wall and inside the burial chamber. The thin light of the stars cast a faint silvery glow over the floor just inside the doorway, but the rest of the space remained hidden. The major heard his footsteps echoing on all sides and in his mind an image of the room formed. Just another empty dome. Beside him, Kenan exhaled slowly, his breath curling in faint white wisps of vapor.
“I hear every single person in Espana has seen a ghost at least once in his life,” the corporal said. “Especially when it’s so cold you can see your breath.”
“In Espana, it’s always so cold you can see your breath. Come on.” Syfax jogged back to the horse and barely waited for Kenan to climb up behind him before they were off down the sandy streets of the dead city.
The light from the third tomb’s entrance cast a long golden banner across the backs of the dunes, illuminating the waving grasses and shivering bushes in the hard-packed sand. A single horse stood behind the mound, half-hidden in the shadows of a stunted and gnarled tree.
Syfax dropped to the ground, yanked Kenan down beside him, and led the mare away from the path, leaving the corporal to find something to hitch her to. The major strode silently up to the mausoleum and peeked around the front. Muffled voices were debating something inside, and judging from how long-winded one of the voices was, Syfax guessed the other person was getting an earful that wasn’t entirely complimentary.
When the corporal sidled up next to him, Syfax gestured around at the front door of the tomb. Kenan nodded. Syfax pulled out his service revolver with a frown. Damn it. The kid’s unarmed. He shoved his gun at the corporal and ignored Kenan’s confused expression.
Syfax drew the wide-bladed knife from his right boot and jogged out to the front of the tomb. Through the open entrance he glimpsed two figures, and one of them was definitely wearing a grey jacket with silver bars on the shoulder. Good enough for government work. He strode past the threshold and Kenan dashed in behind him brandishing the revolver. “Hands up! Royal Marshals! No one move!”
The two women froze. One was shorter and older wearing expensive shoes. The other was wearing a police captain’s uniform. Syfax relieved her of her sidearm. “Good evening, Captain Aknin. Have a seat.” He pointed at a large, jagged rock just behind her.
Captain Aknin sighed and raised her hands in a half-hearted gesture of surrender. “I think I’ll stand, sir.”
“I wasn’t asking.” He shoved her down onto the rock as he checked her revolver. “Kenan, search our other friend.”
“Yes, sir.” Kenan lowered his weapon and approached the older woman in the green dress and gold jacket. “Ambassador Chaou, yes? Where’s your gun, ma’am?” He quickly patted down her jacket pockets and slid his hand around her belt. “The gun you used to shoot the Crake ’s pilot, where is it?” The woman stood quite still, staring across at the major while Kenan searched her.
Syfax saw the twitch in her hand. “Kid, get back!”
The ambassador lurched back to put the seated police captain between her and Syfax. He saw her hand flash through her inner jacket and he heard the click of a revolver’s hammer. The gun emerged in a shaking hand, pointed loosely at the major.
“Officers! Please!” Her voice trembled. “No need for violence, surely. I am Barika Chaou, senior ambassador from Her Royal Highness Din Nasin to the Prince of Espana, His Royal Highness Argenti Valero. My associate here is Captain Aknin of the Port Chellah police.”
“I know all that.” Syfax rested his knife on the captain’s shoulder, his fingers gripping the woman’s collar with the blade close to her throat. He thumbed the hammer on his new revolver and leveled it at Chaou. “I also know you shot a pilot in the back and your bodyguard blew up a couple dozen civilians. And your buddy Aknin here killed one of her own officers tonight,” Syfax said. “It sort of makes me think you two aren’t really cut out for civil service. Drop the gun and show me your hands. Now.”
“No. I’m sorry, marshal. Major, is it?” The gun shook in her hand at her waist, the barrel pointed vaguely at Syfax’s belly and Aknin’s back.
“Major Zidane.” Syfax dropped his own gun as he lunged forward to grab the barrel of the ambassador’s revolver with his right hand while his left hand remained firmly planted on the knife and the captain’s collar.
The ambassador stumbled back but the major held the gun fixed in midair, and as the old woman fell backwards she pulled the trigger. Syfax tried to twist aside as he heard the cylinder turn and the bullwhip crack of the gunshot filled his ears. A hot sting sliced across his belly and Aknin’s head snapped forward. He shuffled back, releasing the revolver to grab at his stomach. Blinking and clutching his bloody shirt, he felt his breath still coming soft and easy. It just grazed me. I’m fine. He looked up and saw Chaou shoving Kenan back into the wall, her gun pressed to his stomach. The corporal’s gun lay on the floor. When did he drop that?
Then the ambassador was gone and Kenan was staring back at him with wide white eyes. He pointed at Aknin. “Her f-face!”
The major pulled back the captain’s head to see the gaping bloody hole where the woman’s nose and eye used to be. “Yeah, that’s not pretty.” Syfax snatched up his own gun as he lunged toward the open doorway. “Wake up, kid! Move it!”
Outside he heard the waves crash on the beach and hiss softly as they slipped back out into the ocean. A horse whickered.
Syfax ran around the side of the tomb in time to see Chaou galloping up the sandy path back to Port Chellah. He bolted through the tall grass up the path and found his own horse where Kenan had tied her up in a thicket. He yanked the cords free, climbed into the saddle, and whipped the mare’s flank. “Hya!”
Syfax glanced over his shoulder at the dark figure standing beside the mausoleum. Sorry kid, looks like you’re walking.



Chapter 7. Taziri


“You’re very quiet, doctor.” Taziri wiped at her eyes with her left hand while her right hand rested on the gun in her lap. She blinked hard and glanced over at the Hellan, who sat with arms crossed and brows furrowed, staring at a blank spot on the floor. Ghanima snored softly on the bench across from him. Hamuy snored loudly on the floor.
Evander yawned. “What am I supposed to say? Clearly this whole country has gone mad and I’m to be treated as a common prisoner along with these murderers and arsonists. It’s your own fault, of course. These machines of yours. You have the power to travel the sky, to kill with a flick of your finger. You’re walking the paths of Icarus and Prometheus. And we all know what happened to them.”
“Not really, no. What happened to them?”
Evander glared at the floor a little harder. “Bad things. Very bad things.”
“Oh.” Taziri blinked hard again and suppressed a yawn. “So how many gods do you people have?”
“You people?”
“Sorry,” Taziri said. “Europans, I mean.”
“In Hellas, we honor the one true God and His three aspects, and all of His attendant saints and angels. How you Mazighs survive without a proper faith is beyond me.”
“Well, we get by.” Taziri offered what she thought was a polite smile. Passengers. So full of opinions, always trying to sound clever, always trying to come across as just another working-class friend with a sincere interest in airships. Except this one, apparently. Taziri wondered if any working-class people had ever even set foot in an airship. And here was a man trying to tell her about God, of all things. Taziri resolved to play nice. “But I suppose I can sort of see the appeal of having all those different characters, with different names and symbols and things. I mean, it doesn’t seem to really reflect the divine unity of the universe, but I’m just an electrician.” She let her mouth run as she looked back over her dark gauges in the cockpit. “Although, it’s probably much easier to explain to your children. I know I’m not looking forward to trying to talk about the holy mysteries with my little girl.” Menna’s chubby little face danced through her mind and her smile warmed.
“Characters?” The doctor screwed up his face into a wrinkly grimace. “Children?”
Taziri winced as she replayed her words in her mind. “Oh! No, I just meant, well, it’s very different, obviously, and I’m sure it works very well for your people in Europa.”
Evander looked up, wide-eyed. “Europa isn’t a country, you know. It’s a vast continent, filled with many different nations and peoples, languages, and religions!”
“Really?” Taziri ran her tongue around her teeth, thinking. “There’s a special airship we built just for exploring Europa, the Frost Finch, specially equipped for the cold weather. I’ve read about their expeditions in the journals. They only found a few villages scattered along the northern coasts, I think. I got the impression there were only a few tribes in Europa north of Hellas and Italia. Big pale brutes like giant albinos, wearing furs and eating bones up on the glaciers.” She paused. “We lost the Finch a few winters ago. They were supposed to survey an island somewhere, but they never came back.”
“Well, I don’t know about any of that. But the cities of Hellas, Italia, and Espana are no mean little villages. And they’re much prettier than this place, I assure you.”
Taziri nodded. “You’re from a city called Dens, right?”
“Athens!”
The engineer continued bobbing her head. “Ah, that’s right. Sorry, my captain is the one who’s good with names. I’m better with wrenches.”
“I’ll take your word for it.” Evander squinted at her. “I’ve a question for you, since we’ve nothing better to do. If you’re not a soldier, why do you wear all that armor?”
Taziri glanced down at her orange flight jacket. The small steel plates were stitched into the lining of the chest, back, and sleeves. Rolling her shoulders, she felt the weight of the thing dragging her down, making her back ache, and always keeping her just a bit too warm. But for all its faults, she couldn’t imagine being on an airship without it. “It’s just for protection.”
“Protection from what?”
“The engine.”
The doctor slowly turned to look at the silent bulk of the machinery behind him. The maze of chambers and shafts slept in the shadows, visible only as faint metallic glimmers and reflections of the distant streetlamps and starlight. “Why do you need protection from the engine? And more importantly, why don’t I have any protection from it?”
Taziri shrugged. “A steam engine is a lot of moving metal parts, under pressure, very hot. There’s always a small danger of something popping loose, or bursting, or exploding.”
“Exploding?!” Evander sat up straight, his eyes wide beneath his bushy brows. “You never said anything about it exploding! And I was sitting right here, right next to it, all the way from Carthage!”
“Shhh.” Taziri waved wearily at him and nodded at the young pilot sleeping on the bench. “There’s no need to worry. There hasn’t been an accident on a Mazigh airship in over six years. That’s thousands of hours of flight time. We’re very good at what we do. And frankly, the jackets are just to keep the safety inspectors happy. Regulations and all. I doubt they would do much good in a real emergency anyway.”
“Oh, really? What happened six years ago?”
Taziri winced. The two accounts of the disaster played simultaneously through her mind, the official story in the press release versus the contents of the inspector’s report. Duty demanded the official story: “Faulty assembly. The main line valve sealed shut so the pressure in the boiler kept increasing until it burst. The explosion shredded the cabin with all sorts of debris. Shrapnel killed the engineer instantly and injured the pilot, but not badly. No one else was on board.”
The doctor massaged his temples. “You’re all mad.”
Taziri stared blankly at the shackled man on the floor. “Some of us more than others.” She gestured at Ghanima. “How is she doing?” Taziri massaged her eyes again. They were screaming at her for sleep, for darkness, for relief from the cold dry air and the invisible traces of smoke that clung to her jacket.
The doctor knelt down beside the young pilot to examine her. “Sleeping just fine.” Evander shoved himself up on a creaking knee and returned to his seat. “Do you know her?”
“Not really. About as well as anyone else in the Northern Air Corps.” Taziri glanced at the pilot for the hundredth time. She looked so young, her cheeks and nose still ever so slightly plump, her dark brown hair sprinkled with glimmers of gold and crimson, her full lips parted, and a small puddle of drool on the seat cushion under her head. Someone’s wife, or mother, or daughter. “I’m just glad she wasn’t hurt.”
“I’m sure you are.” Medur Hamuy rolled over onto his back and grinned up at them.
“Oh good,” Taziri muttered. “You’re awake.” She showed the gun to the bandaged man on the floor. “Let’s behave, shall we?”
Hamuy contorted the raw flesh around his mouth into a grin. “Where’s the Redcoat?”
“Lonely already?” Taziri kept her eyes on the dark window on the opposite side of the cabin. “Maybe you’d rather have a few more women to cut up.” Her words seized in her throat and her eyes burned and brimmed. A dull heat washed through her skin, yet she shivered.
“Huh. So, flygirl, are you having fun tonight?” Hamuy grunted as he tried to sit up. After several seconds of trying, he gave up and thumped his head on the floor.
Taziri swallowed and blinked, keeping her eyes on the night-shrouded airfield outside. “I’ve had better days,” she said evenly.
“Huh? Oh, right, all the burning and the killing. No, I guess a clever girl like you doesn’t see much of that, do you?” Hamuy shivered. “You should get out more. See the world. The real world. I highly recommend Persia, if you ever have the chance. A man can go far in Persia. In fact, a man can go wherever he wants in Persia. Taverns. Whorehouses.”
“Can a man in Persia go to work without being set on fire or being stabbed to death?” Taziri slowly let her gaze slip down the far wall to the ruined flesh beneath the gauze wrapped around the prisoner’s head. The words falling out of her mouth were dry, lifeless things. Half of her wanted to explode with rage, but the other half didn’t have the energy to move, so she stayed very still and tried not to feel or think too much. “Because lately that’s become something a concern of mine. Dying.”
Hamuy chuckled and then shuddered. “Dying?” He clucked his tongue. “Don’t see much dying either, do you? I guess you’re more of a talker, eh? Just like the queen, all words and no fight. You like words, don’t you?”
“Not right now, I don’t.” Taziri let her finger slip a little closer to the trigger.
“Mm. You’re still angry about your little friends back in that hangar, aren’t you? Well, if it makes you feel any better, it wasn’t personal. Just a job.” He shivered.
Taziri blinked hard again. “Doctor? Why is he shaking like that?”
The older man roused himself slightly and muttered, “The burns. Nerve damage. Burns can get progressively worse if not properly treated. As the minor burns spread, the pain will get worse. As the major burns spread, the pain will fade away as the nerves die.”
“Oh.” The engineer wiggled her numb finger. “Hey. Hey you.” She kicked Hamuy’s boot and the man looked up. “You can talk all you want but I’m not going to shoot you. I’m going to sit here and watch you twitch. You’re probably going to die soon, one way or another. And whether the marshals throw you in prison, or you just shiver and bleed to death on the floor there in a puddle of your own filth, is fine with me.”
“You know, it must be really nice for you,” Hamuy said. “Nice to have all these other people to take care of things for you. Redcoats, police, soldiers. People in uniforms all over the place, all to tell you what to do. To make the hard calls. To get their hands dirty. For you.”
Taziri looked down at the weapon she was petting. A steel barrel, steel cylinder, hammer, trigger, shells, handle, little scratches and dings here and there, a clear fingerprint where her thumb had been a moment earlier. Cold steel. Only three moving parts, because bullets don’t count. It was all wrong. No warm brass, no clicking gears, no buzzing wires. She wanted copper, shades of sunfire and sand. She wanted power and motion, useful things puttering and whirring, gauge needles turning and signals whistling. The gun offered none of those things, none of the images or sounds or smells she loved about machines. It was too simple. It was a cold, dead thing. Closing her eyes, Taziri tore the gun apart in her mind. It was easy, just like her days in school. All machines are nothing more than their parts, arranged in sequence. Before her mind’s eye, the gun came undone. The screws spiraled backward, plates separated, shells slid out, powder spilled upwards. Then the bits hovered in her mind, lonely and harmless. But she couldn’t hold the image of the pieces apart, she had nothing else to do with them and years of training and habits die hard, and so the pieces slid back together and before she could stop it the image of the gun was complete and it was spewing bullets. At people. At Menna.
Her eyes snapped open and she shoved the revolver off her lap onto the seat beside her with a shaking hand. The old Hellan was snoring again. Taziri slowly let her gaze wander to the bench where Ghanima lay on her side, and then to Hamuy, who was lifting his legs up and preparing to kick the sleeping girl in the head.
Taziri’s hand snatched up the revolver, thumbed the hammer, and leveled the barrel at the prisoner’s chest. “Get away from her!”
Hamuy only grinned and in the darkness Taziri thought she saw his boot move.
The bark of the gun snapped Evander and Ghanima up to sit and stare at each other, their hands clutching the edge of the bench cushions. Hamuy fell on his back, a tiny wisp of smoke rising from his chest. Then he groaned and slowly sat back up.
Incredulous, Taziri stood and shuffled closer. Ghanima turned, looking lost and sick, and then she scrambled down the bench away from the prisoner. Taziri reached up and flicked the cabin light on. Hamuy grinned and coughed. Taziri kept the gun pointed at the man’s chest as she knelt down, still staring and frowning. Behind the wisp of smoke was a dark hole in Hamuy’s shirt, and behind the hole was a ring of light brown skin, and in that ring of flesh was a crushed bullet and the bright silver gleam of steel.
“What is that? What’s under your skin?”
“That?” Hamuy’s grin melted into a cold, flat stare. “That’s the future, girl. And it’s nothing compared to what they did to Chaou.”



Day Two



Chapter 8. Lorenzo


The hidalgo sat high in the saddle, his black greatcoat draped over the horse’s rump, the brim of his hat shielding his eyes from the glare of the sun rising above the rim of the Atlas Mountains on his left. After only a few minutes on the road, they were already beyond the last of the small cottages of Tingis. The cobbled street became a broad dusty highway where a glance to the right revealed the thin black line of the ocean beyond the hills but to look anywhere else was to stare into an endless sea of grass and dust. Stunted trees and gnarled shrubs clustered around the rocky dips in the hills and the occasional spoor on the side of road betrayed the recent passage of rabbits and wild dogs, but to Lorenzo Quesada the wind-stroked plain was as alien and treacherous as the jungles of the New World.
No snow, no ice. Animals everywhere, but no tracks anywhere. He sipped from his water skin and unbuttoned his coat, revealing his white shirt and dark blue vest to the warming air. The pommel and swept-hilt guard of his espada bobbed along at his hip, the blade sheathed in supple oiled leather with a tuft of fur at the mouth to protect the steel from snow and rain, though he did not expect either to fall anytime soon.
To his right and several paces behind rode Lady Qhora astride her monstrous Wayra. The Inca called them hatun-ankas, the great eagles. Striding as fast as a horse could trot and towering nine feet above the ground on its massive talons, the animal bore little similarity to any bird Lorenzo had ever seen. But the beasts were feathered and beaked, and they screamed like eagles well enough. Below the neck their plumage was drab browns and grays, but around the head they wore crowns and masks and collars of red and blue and green, as garish as they were hideous. He had once met a man from Carthage who claimed that there were similar striding birds in the east called ostriches, though they were thin-legged and clumsy. The thought of more of these creatures elsewhere around the world was not comforting to him.
Wayra was not clumsy or delicate. She moved with the same powerful grace as her rider, trotting proudly down the road, her head snapping from side to side so she could study the world with her massive black eyes. Lorenzo guessed Wayra’s beak to be three hand-spans long and half that in width, though he had never dared to measure it. In the Empire he had seen Incan warriors riding the hatun-ankas into battle, the feathered monsters screaming as they raced through the forests and across the hills, their stunted wings held tight against their bodies. When they leapt upon the Espani cavalry, the horses were crushed into the dust beneath talons as cruel as sabers and the riders were torn to pieces by iron beaks that could crush a skull or snap a ribcage in a single thrust. And then the hatun-ankas would feed, bright red blood streaming across their pale golden beaks.
Lorenzo nudged his nervous mare a bit farther to the left. In Espana, Wayra had been confined to a corner of a stable where he had rarely been forced near her. The journey across the Strait in the Mazigh steamer had been tense but brief, and the journey to the capital at Orossa should have been similarly swift aboard the train. But now he counted the hours and days of riding that stretched out before him, hours and days of sitting with his head only a few feet from Wayra’s beak.
With some satisfaction, he saw that Lady Qhora was wearing the dark green dress he had given her last winter. White silk and lace covered her neck and chest and rustled at her wrists, ensuring that no man might see more than was proper. But she refused to ride side-saddle, and so the skirts lay in wrinkled disarray across her lap, revealing her soft riding boots nearly to her knees. She had not cut her hair since coming to Espana and now it hung decadently past her shoulders to mingle with the brilliant golds and greens and blues of her feathered cloak. The princess glanced at him and he looked away quickly. I am not a boy any more. If Ariel could tend to thieves and lepers, the least I can do is not lust after Qhora. Love can be chaste and pure. I must try harder. I must pray harder.
Behind them both, Xiuhcoatl drove the wagon carrying their small bags, the two cages, and the sleeping saber-toothed cat. Atoq had leapt into the cart the moment Lorenzo brought it to the hotel, and after sniffing about in the straw and circling several times, the great cat had collapsed in a huff and was soon dreaming, his paws scratching gently at the floorboards.
The old Aztec warrior had shown little interest in the news that the train had been destroyed, or that the airship had been destroyed, or that dozens of people had been killed, or that they now faced a much longer journey across Marrakesh. Nothing ever seemed to interest or trouble the man, but Lorenzo didn’t think anything of it. Xiuhcoatl had left his homeland in some northern province to serve in the great wars in Jisquntin Suyu, and then pledged his service to a young Incan princess only days before she had been forced to flee the city, the country, and then across the sea to Espana. The Aztec did not speak Quechua, though he seemed to understand enough to obey Lady Qhora’s orders. And he certainly didn’t speak Espani or any other language of the Middle Sea kingdoms. Lorenzo didn’t think anything of that either. But he sometimes envied the solitude that the Aztec must have enjoyed behind the wall of his strange language and his jaguar-skin cloak.
No one gives him a second look, thinking him some dull savage. And no one demands anything of him, except for my lady, Lorenzo reflected. To have such clarity of purpose. To be truly free to ignore the world and all its base distractions, to be totally dedicated to a single task in life. What a paradise that must be.
Ahead, the road angled up slightly and Lorenzo nudged his mare into a canter to reach the top of the rise and look ahead. The highway speared across the plains with uncanny precision, drawn by proud engineers and carved across the land by even prouder engines.
Even their roads are unnatural.
A dozen yards to the right, the train tracks shadowed the road with the same precision, the two rails gleaming in the morning light. Lorenzo tugged the mare’s head over so he could look back at the short distance they had traveled already. Tingis still appeared on the horizon, the spires of the temple and the governor’s estate rising proudly against the pale pink sky. He watched the winds play through the tall grasses for a minute as Lady Qhora rode past, and he was about to turn and follow her when a shimmer in the grass caught his eye.
The wind gusted from left to right, from the sea toward the mountains, and the grasses laid down like willing supplicants, except for one place just a few yards from the edge of the road. Down in the drainage ditch, the grass was rippling from north to south. It was bending toward him. Toward his Qhora.
As the horse-drawn wagon rolled by, Lorenzo said in his broken and unpracticed Quechua, “Xiuhcoatl, there are men following us. Be ready.”
The old Aztec nodded ever so slightly as he drove past, and Lorenzo saw him lift the blanket off the seat beside him to reveal his sword. The hidalgo grimaced at the sight of it. It wasn’t a sword at all, only a wooden club studded with obsidian spikes to create a sort of crude blade along its edges. It weighed half a dozen pounds, requiring both hands even from its grim-faced master, and at its fastest it was still as slow as the moon compared to the shooting star of Lorenzo’s espada. But he had seen men dismembered by that sword, their bones crushed, their flesh shredded, their hot blood gushing in a dozen places at once. Lady Qhora called the obsidian sword a macuahuitl. He had never asked what the word meant.
Lorenzo touched the medallion under his shirt. May the Father, the Mother, and the Son spare me such a fate as the macuahuitl.
As the wagon rolled past, he looked over the side at the sleeping mound of Atoq. The great cat would sleep most of the day before wandering out at evening to hunt. Beside him and their bags of clothing and food, the two small cages clacked and thumped against the far side of the wagon. Inside them, the two saber-toothed cubs swatted at each other through the bars. Behind them, Lorenzo saw the strange ripple in the grassy ditch still bending toward them against the wind.
Who can it be now? Do they mean to rob us, or worse?
Ariel’s pale face drifted across his mind’s eye, and for a moment he couldn’t tell if he had really seen her or only imagined it. He swallowed and blinked back the sudden tears.
Ariel, can you see me? Are you watching over me in this strange land?
Only the wind answered him. Lorenzo turned his mare back up the road and came alongside Qhora. “I’d like to put some distance between us and the city before the morning travelers come out. I’d rather they not see us. They might be tempted to rob us, and I’d rather not leave a trail bodies from Tingis to Orossa.”
“If the queen of Marrakesh knew how to provide for her people, or how to police her people, we wouldn’t have to leave a trail of bodies wherever we go,” Qhora said. She glanced at him and her face softened. “But we are here in the name of Prince Valero. For his sake, we will try not to kill too many Mazighs.”
“Thank you, my love.” He nudged his mare into a quick trot just as Wayra broke into a sprint and dashed away down the road with a squawk and a hiss. Glancing back, he saw Xiuhcoatl whip his draft horse into a slightly quicker pace, which would leave him far behind both the hidalgo and the princess in just a few minutes. Lorenzo sighed and lashed his mare into a gallop. “Qhora!”
It took almost three minutes to catch up to the giant bird and catch the princess’s attention. She reined in Wayra and stared down at her escort as he explained the need to stay together with the wagon. As he spoke, he could see the impatience and frustration in her narrowed eyes and pressed lips, but she did not argue as she turned back to join the wagon, which was now hidden by another rise in the highway.
A deep-throated growl echoed across the plain and Lorenzo kicked his horse into another gallop as they passed back over the last hill and saw the old Aztec standing in the wagon’s seat, his obsidian sword glinting in the early morning light. The saber-toothed cat crouched on the ground beside the wagon, terrifying the draft horse into a constant stream of whinnies and sidesteps, slowly pulling the wagon away to escape the growling cat. At the opposite side of the road, two men in faded brown uniforms stood knee-deep in the grass with shining revolvers in their hands.
Lorenzo swallowed. Guns. “Qhora, stay back!” He charged down the hillside and whipped his espada free. Oh Ariel, if I survive this I swear I will never leave home again!
Xiuhcoatl shouted something in Nahuatl that no one within four thousand miles could understand as he jumped down to the ground beside Atoq, brandishing his weapon in a two-handed grip. The huge cat dashed forward to swipe at the first gunman, who stumbled back and fell into the ditch, disappearing under the tall grass. Atoq snarled and paced back to the wagon.
The yards quickly vanished beneath his horse’s hooves and Lorenzo passed his sword to his left hand. With a flick of his wrist, the hidalgo slashed the gunman’s shoulder as he galloped by and heard the revolver clatter on the hard-packed dirt and gravel of the road. Wheeling around, Lorenzo saw the man clutching his arm and jumping back down into the ditch, and the two men scrambled back the way they had come through the waving grasses. When they were out of sight, Lorenzo sheathed his espada and trotted back to the wagon, pausing to hop down and retrieve the dropped revolver. Xiuhcoatl was roughly stroking the cat’s head and patting his side. Atoq purred, butting his head against the man’s hand. And then the cat circled to the back of the wagon, leapt up into the straw, and flopped down again beside the caged cubs.
To his relief, Lorenzo saw that the princess had stayed at the top of the hill, sitting in her strange saddle on her strange beast, the feathers of her cloak fluttering in the cool morning breeze.
The old Aztec warrior dropped onto his seat, picked up the reins, and got the wagon moving again. Lorenzo rode beside him to the top of the rise and Lady Qhora fell into step beside him.
After a moment she said, “They had guns.”
“Soldiers, judging from their uniforms,” he said. “Deserters, maybe.”
“They had guns, Enzo.” She glanced at him. “They might have killed you. We’ve talked about this. You need to be more careful. You can’t fight guns with a sword.”
He said, “No, but I can fight men with a sword.”
“You didn’t kill them. You should have.” Her voice quavered, or at least he thought it did. “Deserters are traitors. Killing them would have been a service to the Mazigh queen.”
Was she this bloodthirsty when we first met? I don’t remember. But that was another life for both of us, in another world. So much has happened, so much has changed. I could never explain to her why I spared these two, or those three men last night. She wouldn’t understand.
Lorenzo reached up to touch the triquetra medallion beneath his shirt. “Perhaps.”
She saw his hand on his chest. “Does it trouble your faith to kill these people? They’re not your people. And they’re not even decent people.”
“It troubles my faith to kill any people. And they are decent people. They’re just going through a difficult time,” Lorenzo said. Do I even believe that? I’ve been hungry, cold, and frightened. I lived on the streets of Tartessos, in the winter, surviving on the charity of others for half a year and never robbed anyone. I crawled through ten miles of vermin-infested jungle with a bullet in my leg and never robbed anyone. “The last time I came here, ten years ago, it was to sing in a choir in Port Chellah. It was different then.”
“You were a boy then. You saw it differently. I doubt the country itself has changed at all.”
He nodded. “You’re probably right. More’s the pity.”
As they continued down the highway, Lorenzo caught sight of a few plowed fields high in the hills to his left, and a few delicate tendrils of smoke from some farmer’s house. Far from the madness of politics. The hidalgo dropped his hand from his medallion. How did life ever become so complicated?
If only I hadn’t met her. He stole a glimpse of Qhora and couldn’t help but smile at the young lady’s profile glowing in the morning sunlight. No, I can’t imagine that.
If only I hadn’t brought her back with me. No, her cousin would have sacrificed her.
If only she would convert, then I could marry her. But that would keep me at court. I would have to keep fighting, and teaching others to fight, and finding myself in these places, forced to kill or be killed.
If only Ariel had never come to me, had never shown me the true path, had never shown me the brokenness of my old life. I could have gone on living with Qhora, loving her, enjoying her, blissful in our sin.
If only.
His eyes darted over to the young woman beside him, her beautiful face so proud and defiant, her glorious feathered cloak shining in the early morning light.
How can I choose between her and Ariel? Between the real world and a holy life? Between happiness and holiness? Between love and God?
How can anyone? He sighed. I suppose most people don’t have to, do they?



Chapter 9. Taziri


After two hours lying on the bench with her eyes closed praying for sleep, Taziri was still unable to drift off knowing that she had only the doctor and the girl to deal with Hamuy. So she lay very still and over the lip of the far window she watched dawn break over Port Chellah, a dim and muted awakening out beyond the eastern ridge that shifted the darkness of night into a world of slate blues and pale morning mists. The gloomy half-light cast the cabin’s interior in a hundred shades of gray that revealed hints of the people around her. An old Hellan man with an enormous nose. A shackled prisoner with a burned face and a metal plate in his chest. And Ghanima, sitting beside the hatch with the gun belt around her waist, peering out across the airfield at something Taziri could not see.
A steady rhythm of footfalls in the thick grass outside drew her gaze to the window. Kenan jogged up to the gondola, little more than a boy in a long red coat, his face sweaty and breathing labored. Taziri sighed. I’m going to have to sit up now. But she didn’t move yet. Five more minutes, please.
Ghanima stepped into the open hatchway. “What’s your name?” Her fingers rested lightly on the butt of the gun.
“Did the major come back?” he asked breathlessly.
“Name first.” Ghanima’s thumb slipped down to the snap on the holster.
“Corporal Kenan Agyeman.” The young marshal stopped, still breathing heavily. “That’s my gun you’re wearing.”
“I know.” She smiled brightly as she returned his weapon. “Taziri told me to expect you.”
“Where is she?”
“Sleeping. I woke up a few hours ago and she explained what was going on. And she needed the sleep more than I did. She mentioned the major, too. He saved my life.” Ghanima glanced across the empty field. “Is he all right?”
“I don’t know.” Kenan peered over her head at the prisoner as he slipped on his gun belt. “We got separated. There was a fight. Ambassador Chaou killed the police captain and took off on a horse, and the major went after her on our horse. I tried to follow them, but they were gone. I’ve been looking for him all night.”
Taziri grimaced as she lay on the bench. Now what? Am I really supposed to take Hamuy back to Tingis and report to the Marshal General? Or should I wait for the major?
“So what do we do now?” Ghanima stepped back into the shadows of the cabin. “Do you have any idea where to look for him?”
“No.” Kenan sat down on the lip of the open hatch and rubbed his eyes. “I don’t know. He told Ohana to report back to Tingis if he didn’t make it back. I never thought he wouldn’t make it back. Or that I would if he didn’t.” He squinted over his shoulder at her. “I guess we should go then, but…we can’t just go. The major is here somewhere. We have to find him. And the ambassador.”
“Then that’s exactly what we’re going to do.” Taziri groaned as she slowly sat up on the bench. “We’ll find them both.”
Ghanima nodded. “Well, that’s fine, but what about the major’s orders?”
Taziri shrugged. “He’s Section Two. We’re Section Four. Technically, he can’t give us orders anyway.”
“That’s true,” Kenan said. “Technically. Although, I bet the Board of Generals would see it differently.”
Ghanima raised an eyebrow. “Okay, but where does that leave us? We have a dangerous prisoner and only one gun, and we don’t know where to look, and apparently the police are as corrupt as the diplomats.”
“Exactly,” said Kenan. “We can’t trust anyone right now. We need to find the major, fast.”
“Wait. We?” Ghanima pointed at the man on the floor. “What about him? What about the airship? We’re not police. We’re not even armed.”
Taziri sighed. “Life is full of small challenges.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It’s just something Isoke says.” Taziri thought for a moment. There’s no good way to do this, is there? “Well, one of us needs to stay on the Halcyon and the other can go with Kenan to look for the major. I know this ship better than you. Are you up for helping him?”
Ghanima nodded. “Absolutely. Besides, I’ve got the best eyes in the Air Corps. Who better for a search detail? Kenan, do you know this town at all?”
“I should. I was born here,” he said.
“Good. Where did you last see the major?”
Kenan pointed out across the field to the west where the streets flowed downhill to the waterfront. “They rode into town along the coast road. I saw them go into the older warehouses and I searched for hours before I decided to come back here. I was hoping he’d be back already.”
“Okay, then we’ll start looking there.”
“But that’s an entire city district, dozens of blocks with hundreds of buildings. Where do we actually start?”
Ghanima smiled. “The closest teahouse. They’ll have heard or seen something, I’m sure.”
Taziri watched them jog away across the airfield and disappear around a distant corner onto some dawn-kissed side street. Alone, she sat and listened to the two men snore until her belly began to grumble and she gently woke the old doctor.
He sat up and yawned. “Is it over?”
“No. I was hoping you might get us breakfast.”
“Oh.” He frowned and wiped at his eyes. “Fine.”
Evander was gone almost an hour, long enough for Taziri to begin worrying what might have happened to him when the little figure in gray appeared at the airfield gates. She took a small paper bundle from the doctor as he stepped inside. “What did you find?”
Evander sat down in his seat at the back of the cabin. “I don’t know. Some sort of tavern, I suppose. What do you call them?”
“A cafe. There aren’t any taverns in Marrakesh.”
“Whatever it was, it was a mile from here and my hip is aching. This was the only thing they had that I recognized. Leftovers from last night, they said.”
Taziri opened the bulging flatbread and found cold yams, rice, and peas. “Thank you for this.” She eased back into her seat, closed her eyes, and began to eat.
“So, do we feed him or is that against the rules?” The doctor pointed at the unconscious man on the floor as he began to shovel food into the gap in his beard.
Dear God, please give me five minutes of silence. Just five. Taziri raised an eyebrow, shook her head slightly, and continued eating.
“Did you hear me? I said-oh, sorry, I forgot you people don’t talk during meals.” Evander sniffed at his breakfast, and then resumed shoveling. “Well, I hope you don’t mind listening while you eat.”
Taziri sighed and tried to focus on biting, chewing, and tasting. Each warm mouthful slipped down into her belly and quelled the angry demons that had been plaguing her since she first leapt up from the supper table the night before. She thought about each fiber and seed entering her body, all the simple mysteries of plants, water, earth, and sunlight flowing into her flesh, the divine energy sweeping through her blood. The infinite names and faces of God traveling from one form of life to another-
“…don’t understand why these things keep happening to me. That’s the curse of being a doctor, you see, you’re too valuable to everyone. Everyone needs a doctor, sooner or later, and if you’re too good then everyone wants you personally, and you end up sailing or flying all over the world to do look at boils and infections and bloody, maggoty messes…”
Taziri slowly swallowed what was in her mouth, turned a little farther away from Evander, and continued eating with her eyes closed.
“…wasn’t so bad in those days, but after the wars with the Persians, well, you can imagine, my services were needed everywhere. They wanted me for everything, every little thing! Stabbings, burnings, limbs hacked off, some clean as a butcher’s stroke, some all torn up and ragged…”
Taziri quickly finished her breakfast and wiped her hand on her pants. “That’s a wonderful story, doctor. I’m sure you’ll do a wonderful job in Orossa.”
“If we ever get there!” Evander wiped his sleeve through his beard, removing some but not all of the food from his face. “I was hoping to arrive by noon today. Clearly, that is not going to happen. Maybe I need to find a train or something.”
“Maybe.” Taziri stood and stretched, and a shadow of movement outside caught her eye. Two men were approaching the airship from the field gates. “Doctor, stay there.” She picked up her long wrench, the one she had identified just a few hours earlier as her new favorite. The strangers were plainly dressed and clean shaven, and Taziri began to relax slightly. Then she saw long knives poking out of the men’s boots.
Evander knelt on the bench and stared through the window. “Trouble?”
“Well, they’re not the ground crew.” Taziri waited until the men were closer and then called out, “Can I help you gentlemen? I’m sorry, but we’re not taking on passengers here. You’ll need to speak to someone at the office over there to arrange tickets. I’m sure something will be available later in the week.” Then she thought of the Grebe and the Crake and realized there probably wouldn’t be another airship in Port Chellah for quite some time unless they came from the Southern Air Corps in Maroqez.
“Medur!” The men paused in the grass to shout. “You in there?”
Hamuy shuddered awake with a sharp grunt. “Eh?”
“Medur! The old cow sent us. Medur!”
Taziri glared down at the man and tried to force him to keep his teeth together with a silent prayer, but a sinking weight in her stomach told her that God wasn’t going to weld her prisoner’s mouth shut.
“Eh?” Hamuy rolled onto his side, squinting and coughing. “Baako? Is that you, you ugly sack of crap?” He grinned at the floor. “I’m in here!”
The men started forward again and Taziri grabbed the hatch and slammed it shut, spinning the lock until it clanged tight.
“What are we going to do?” The doctor pushed away from the window and sat down on the opposite side of the cabin, his back shoved against the wall.
“The only thing we can do.” Taziri fell into the pilot’s seat and started flipping switches. As the electric motors whirred to life, the two men pounded on the hatch, demanding to be let in.
“But we’re tied down to those metal pins in the ground.” Evander pointed to the mooring lines outside. “We can’t possibly take off.”
“Of course we can.” Taziri grabbed one of the heavy levers under her seat and yanked it up. With a sharp click, the mooring rings on the gondola snapped open and the ropes fell to the ground. In that instant, a brisk morning breeze caught the Halcyon, lifting it roughly from the earth and propelling it sideways across the field, away from the men, and straight toward a row of small storage buildings lining the airfield a hundred yards away.
“Uhm…” The doctor began tapping on the window as he stared at the white-washed stone structures rushing toward them. “Up? Up. More up. Up now. Go up!”
“I’m working on it!” Taziri opened the throttles and spun the propellers down. The ship bucked as the engines tried to hurl the cabin up against the huge gas envelope, and after a moment’s struggle against the forces of inertia, the craft began to rise.
“More! Up more!” As though buoyed by the Hellan’s cries, the airship clawed upward foot by foot and suddenly the grass rushing by beneath them gave way to gravel and pavement. And then a rooftop.
A demonic scream of metal scraping on stone filled the cabin as the Halcyon shuddered and rocked. The floor vibrated as the scream stretched out longer and louder. The ship twisted to starboard, shaking harder as the hull ground across the slate tiles and crashed into brick chimneys and copper stovepipes. Taziri clenched her jaw, gripping the throttles tighter and tighter, shoving them against the stops with all her strength. Her left arm shuddered and for a moment her left hand lost its grip, but she forced her fingers closed and held on. Halcyon shrieked louder.
And then all was silence and stillness. They glided effortlessly over the rooftops, and gradually the dull drone of the propellers reasserted itself in Taziri’s ears. Behind them, the airfield had already been reduced to a small green patch amidst the gray roads and pale stone buildings.
“We’re safe.” Taziri released her death grip on the controls and cradled her left hand in her lap. She massaged the feeling back into her palm, though her little finger remained numb and her ring finger was tingling slightly. “No one can touch us now.”
“Lovely.” Evander slumped down on his seat. “Except we’re up here with this bastard and all your friends are down there somewhere.”
Taziri sighed and nodded. “One disaster at a time, please.”
Hamuy snorted, then winced and shuddered, and lay back down flat on the floor.



Chapter 10. Syfax


The major crouched in a dark corner of the warehouse. Leaning against a wooden crate, he felt a splinter pricking him in the back. Around the corner some twenty yards away, Barika Chaou was speaking in a voice too low to hear. There were at least three other people in the building, two men and a woman. Chaou was doing most of the talking. Syfax crept forward and picked out a few words.
Telegraph. Shifrah. Arafez.
The ambassador’s stolen horse whickered softly from some unseen corner. Syfax wondered absently what would happen to his own horse, which he left tied in front of a dingy excuse for a cafe at the edge of the district. Chaou had proven remarkably capable in the saddle, leaving the marshal clattering noisily up and down the empty pre-dawn streets of Port Chellah all alone. A quiet hour’s search on foot had proven more productive.
Syfax held his revolver lightly as he tried to gauge the nature of the conversation that he couldn’t hear. Short sentences with no real discussion, like a commander giving orders. Maybe they’ll break up in a few minutes and leave the ambassador alone. Vulnerable. We can always pick up the small fry later when I’m not outnumbered.
The soft murmuring ended. Footsteps echoed faintly throughout the warehouse, though none approached the marshal’s hiding place. Syfax peeked out and saw no one. He stood cautiously, then crept forward down the narrow space between the stacks of crates and surveyed the area. Nothing. The horse whickered again and the major dashed toward the sound. He rounded a corner, stepping out into the street, and leveled his gun at the small woman about to mount the horse. “Ambassador. Long time no see.”
The older woman froze, and then slowly turned around with hands raised. “Major Zidane.”
“Sorry I’m late, had a little horse trouble on the way over. Why don’t you step back and lie down on the ground for me? Right over there, in that mud.”
Chaou stepped back from the horse. “I really wish you weren’t quite so persistent. You might force me to do something unfortunate. I don’t like hurting people, but I am capable of it, as poor Captain Aknin learned a short while ago.”
“Don’t forget the captain of the Crake. You put a bullet in her, too.”
“I’m not forgetting.” Chaou shook her head sharply. “Just not counting. If it hadn’t been for that stupid girl trying to be a hero, no one would have been hurt and the Crake would still be in one piece. And I wouldn’t have had to spend half the night walking through the woods.”
Syfax scowled. “Seriously? You’re blaming the pilot girl?”
“Please, major. Let’s not get caught up in details. Besides, that’s all in the past now. And as long as you’re pointing a gun at me, I’d like to talk to you about the future. Your future and the future of Marrakesh.” The ambassador leaned back against a crate, but quickly pushed away from it with a frown. “Dirt everywhere, you know. Anyway, as I was saying, I’ve heard your name quite a few times while staying with Lady Damya in Tingis. Everyone seems very impressed with you. So many arrests. But an unusual number of kills. Frankly, the brass seem a little concerned about what would happen if they promote you, but even more concerned about what would happen if they leave you on the street. Does that sound right?”
“It sounds like you really like to hear yourself talk, lady. Now turn around and put your hands at the small of your back, slowly.” He fished around in his pockets for a set of cuffs.
“I’d rather not.” Chaou didn’t move. “Does it seem right to you that your career has stalled because you are, essentially, too good at your job?”
“I don’t question my superiors. They do their job, I do mine. Quick question for you. Who or what is a shifrah? I couldn’t help overhearing you a minute ago.”
Chaou shook her head. “I don’t recognize the word. You must have misheard.”
“Sure I did. Turn around or I might shoot you. Accidentally, of course.” He thumbed the hammer back.
The ambassador gazed steadily up at him. “There is a problem with this country. We have the most powerful machines in the world, nearly limitless natural resources, and the most talented work force in history, and yet we bow to Darius in Persia and curry the favor of the Songhai lords. We go to endless lengths to placate the Bafours, the Kanemi, the Kel Ahaggar, Rome, Carthage, and even the slobbering Silver Prince in Espana. We pay them, we feed them, and we even arm them. Why?”
“I don’t follow international politics. I’m more of a boxing fan.” Syfax rested his finger gently on the trigger. Is she actually trying to talk her way out of this? Or is she just stalling, hoping one of her little friends comes back? “And right now, I’m more concerned with local affairs. Speaking of which, where is your gun?”
“I gave it to one of my friends, someone who can make better use of it than I can. I’m not very comfortable with firearms.”
“Heh. Me neither.” Syfax grinned as he roughly searched the ambassador’s pockets, her belt, her boots, even her hair. “So you really did handoff your gun? Well, I’ll just add weapons trafficking to the list of charges.” He holstered his gun, pulled a set of handcuffs free of his pocket, and closed one of the rings around the woman’s wrist.
Chaou smiled thinly. “Regarding your career, major, I’ll come to the point. I’m prepared to offer you a colonel’s bars on that uniform of yours, a substantial increase in salary, and a position on the Marshal General’s personal staff.”
Syfax grinned in spite of himself. “That is, without question, the single best bribe I have ever been offered. The last scumbag was only willing to spread her legs for me. But I don’t think an ambassador can give me a promotion.”
“No, but the Marshal General can, and I can assure you that she’ll be prepared to deliver whatever I promise.” Chaou tilted her head to one side, bird-like. “Does the offer interest you?”
“I’m still waiting to hear what all this generosity will cost me.” Syfax held the open cuff in his fist, wondering if it made more sense to cuff her hands together or to cuff her to himself.
“Well, it involves you walking out of this place, alive and well, and leaving me and my associates to conduct our business in peace. And of course, I may expect some small favors from you, in your official capacity, from time to time. Naturally.”
“Naturally.” Syfax listened for any sign of a returning associate. They seemed to be alone. “But you recently shot one of your buddies in the back of the head, so I’m not really enthusiastic about being your friend right now.” She’s really doing this. She’s really trying to recruit me. Idiot.
“A fair criticism.” Chaou nodded slowly. “But in my defense, you scared me back at the tomb, and frankly I’m not one for unexpected situations. It’s against my nature. I prefer plans, and alternate plans, and backup plans, and contingency plans. Improvisation is not my strong suit. Successful negotiations with foreign governments are not about tact or grace, they are about planning. Anticipating. Preparing. Which is my way of saying that it is highly unlikely that I would ever shoot you in the back of the head. Although admittedly, not impossible.”
“Well, that much I can believe.”
“You see, major, I’m not in the business of making enemies. I much prefer making allies. We have enough enemies already.”
“If you say so.” He was getting tired of standing around. Cuff her hands together. Definitely. If her friends do show up, I don’t need the dead weight on my arm. Syfax twisted the cuff around, trying to line it up with her free wrist but there was a kink in the little chain.
“Major? Major Zidane!” The shout echoed from the far end of the warehouse.
Syfax froze. Who the hell could that be?
The ambassador raised an eyebrow. “It seems someone is looking for you.”
“It does sound that way.” He flicked the open cuff back and forth in his free hand as he tried to identify the stranger. The yelling voice was closer now, louder and clearer. It was a woman’s voice.
“I can only hope my friends don’t come back to see who is yelling. It poses a dilemma for both of us. A bloody shoot-out would be in no one’s best interests. But if you agree to my terms, everyone walks away in one piece,” Chaou said. “But I’m worried that I can’t really trust you right now, major.”
“Then we’ll just have to risk a little bloodbath.” Syfax dropped the open cuff and reached for his revolver.
The ambassador snaked her hand away and the marshal felt a tiny stinging sensation in his fingertips. A blade? A razor between her fingers? Syfax glanced down but didn’t see any cuts or blood on his hand.
Chaou smiled. “Something the matter, major?”
Syfax shook his hand to throw off the strange tingling under his skin and then he reached for the ambassador again. The older woman smiled and held out her own hand as though to shake his. Frowning, Syfax closed his fingers tightly around Chaou’s outstretched hand.
Pain blossomed through Syfax’s arm and shoulder and neck. Every nerve buzzed and burned and the major tasted copper and oil in his empty mouth. Tiny lights danced across his vision, orange and green and purple. He yanked his hand back and lashed out with his other fist to knock the ambassador’s arm away. Syfax succeeded in hitting the older woman’s forearm as he collapsed to his side, clutching his arm and grinding his teeth, trying to blink his eyes clear of the lights. He opened his mouth, working his jaw to pop his ears. Dimly, he saw and heard Chaou mount her horse and gallop away down the street.
“Major!” Boots thumped and Kenan dashed into view. “Major!”
The corporal dropped to one knee and helped Syfax sit up. The orange and green spots faded and the numb buzzing in his arm gave way to a more painful and distracting ache. Syfax blinked and groaned, and spat. The street spun drunkenly to the left. He swallowed hard and blinked hard, trying to force his body into working properly.
“Major? Are you all right?”
“Mmm.” He nodded. Better not to use words, not yet. He gestured upward and Kenan helped him to his feet. He blinked a few more times and let the world resolve back into the shadowy shapes of warehouses and streetlights and horse dung.
“Major, what happened?” Kenan’s voice was loud, too loud.
Syfax rubbed his ear. “It felt like being stung by a thousand bees, on fire, on the inside. Where is she? Where’s Chaou?” He led the corporal into the street.
“I didn’t see her.” Kenan fell into step behind him. “We came in through the other end of the warehouse.”
“We? You brought Ohana?” Syfax stared down the road in the direction Chaou had ridden. “Where is she?”
“No, she’s back on the airship. I brought Ghanima, the pilot you found in the wreck.” Kenan indicated the figure just jogging out of the warehouse behind them. “I think it was the right choice.”
“Do you?” It wasn’t a question. The kid’s had half the night to come up with a plan and find me, and this is the best he could do?
“She’s really something.”
He glanced at his aide and saw the corporal’s grin. “Kid, we don’t drag civilians into an investigation unless they have something to contribute.”
“Well, technically she’s not a civilian.” He massaged his head and kept grinning. “I mean, she’s in the Air Corps. Security Section Four. Transportation.”
Syfax snapped his fingers in front of the corporal’s face. “Hey. This is not a debate.”
Kenan stopped grinning. “Yes, sir. Won’t happen again, sir.”
“See that it doesn’t.” Syfax studied the young woman in the orange jacket. The girl had her arms crossed and was absently tapping her foot as she glanced around the deserted road. Young, impatient, cocky. All I need right now. “Ghanima, right?”
“Yes, major. We saw two people leaving the warehouse on the other side.” She pointed back over her shoulder. “Kenan wanted to follow them, but I thought where they’d been might be more interesting than where they were going.”
“Good thinking.” Syfax forced a smile.
“That’s when I started calling your name.”
“Not good thinking.” Syfax stopped smiling. “Did you see which way Chaou went?”
“No, sir.”
“Fine.” The major glanced around at the empty street. “This warehouse was probably just a meeting place, not a center of operations.”
“What kind of operations?” Kenan asked. “Did the ambassador say what she’s doing?”
“She spouted some nationalistic gibberish. Nothing concrete. Either of you ever hear the word shifrah? Any idea what that means?”
“No.” Ghanima said, “So where does that leave us?”
“Nowhere, that’s where.” Syfax started walking. “I think Chaou electrocuted me with her hand. How the hell did she do that?”
Kenan cleared his throat. “Actually, we might know the answer to that one.”
“What do you mean?” Syfax kept his eyes on the road, scanning for recent hoof marks.
“Back at the airship, Hamuy got a little out of hand and Taziri shot him, but it didn’t kill him,” Ghanima said. “Hamuy’s got a metal plate under his skin. Armor, surgically inserted. And he said that Chaou had something done to her as well. This must be what he meant.”
Syfax squinted. Armor and electricity under the skin? That’s new. I hate new. “I assume Lieutenant Ohana had a good reason for shooting my prisoner.”
Ghanima nodded. “To save me, sir.”
“Fair enough,” Syfax said. “So, what did you do with him? Toss him in a jail cell? I mean, Hamuy’s not still on the airship with Ohana now, right? You didn’t leave them alone together?” The young officers were very quiet. Syfax glared at them. “Right?”



Chapter 11. Taziri


She kept one eye on her gauges and needles and the sweeping views of the city slowly turning beneath the Halcyon. Taziri kept the other eye on the mirror’s image of Medur Hamuy lying on the floor behind her. “Doctor? How are you doing back there?”
“Hm? What?” Evander sat up and scratched his beard. “What’s going on?”
“I said-oh, never mind.” For the third time that hour, the view of the city below rotated to show her Port Chellah’s harbor. The waves sparkled like diamonds, bright and piercing.
The doctor grumbled something in Hellan before saying, “Have you come up with a plan yet? Some place to go? Someone to talk to?”
Hamuy grunted. “Of course she hasn’t. The idiot is just floating around up here, waiting for someone to come along and tell her what to do.”
Taziri gripped the throttles a little tighter. Her eyes flicked over to the wrench lying on the engineer’s console.
“I’m right, aren’t I?” Hamuy chuckled. “Pathetic.”
Ignore him. “Doctor.” Taziri beckoned Evander to come up to the cockpit with a flick of her fingers. The older man crept around Hamuy and poked over the engineer’s shoulder. “Doctor, we may be up here for a while.”
“How long is a while?”
“I don’t know. The rest of the day?” Taziri shrugged.
“What happens then? We fall out of the sky?” Evander’s eyes opened wide. “We’re going to die, aren’t we? We’re going to fall into the sea!”
Taziri clamped her hand to her eyes and began rubbing them vigorously. “No, we’re not going to fall into the sea. We’re going to find Ghanima and the major.”
“How? From up here, people look like…I can’t even see people from up here.”
“Neither can I. But they can see us and that’s good enough,” Taziri said.
“Oh.” The doctor’s wiry eyebrows rose. “Oh, I see.”
Hamuy snorted. “Yeah, I see, you’re going to wait around until someone comes and finds you. Bravo, little girl. Good plan. Big stones on you. Your husband must be so pr-”
Taziri knelt on the floor, crushing her wrench into the burned man’s throat. She had no memory of leaving her seat or grabbing the tool, and she had no idea what she was doing now, but her blood was screaming, her belly was screaming, her heart was screaming at her to kill the killer lying shackled on the floor. Her hands trembled.
Why did he mention my husband? Does he know where he is? Do his friends know? Are they going to kill Yuba and Menna because I got involved? What do I do? Am I putting them in danger right now?
A breathless gurgle escaped Hamuy’s throat.
“Well?” Evander asked. “Are you going to kill him this time or not? Because frankly, I don’t think you have it in you.”
“I’m one of only six flight officers in the Northern Air Corps. It will take his friends all of an hour to find out who I am and where I live, and less than a day to show up at my home!” Taziri leapt to her feet and threw her wrench aside. “What am I supposed to do? I have a family. He’s a killer! He kills innocent people for money!”
“Lots of people kill.” The doctor spoke quietly. “Lots of people are killed. Every day, out there, back home. Border wars, trade wars, blood feuds. On and on.”
“I don’t care what other people do! I care what he did! He killed Isoke! He killed her!”
“Your captain? From what I heard, you don’t know that she’s dead.” Evander shook his head. “I don’t care. So kill him, or don’t. Whatever gets me to Orossa as soon as possible.”
“We’re not going anywhere.” Taziri paced the length of the cabin. “Hamuy’s already killed dozens of people. Ghanima, Kenan, and the major might be dead, too. All for what? For what?!” She spun and buried her boot in Hamuy’s belly.
The prisoner tried to groan as he doubled up, but he had no breath.
“I sincerely doubt that torture is the road to truth,” Evander muttered. “He’ll just lie. And I doubt they train you pilots how to interrogate prisoners.”
“No.” Taziri ran her fingers through her hair. People are dying. People are really dying. I could die today. They could get to Yuba and Menna tomorrow. What do I do? Why isn’t there someone here to help me? She stared at the empty pilot’s seat. “No, they just train us to fly. But flying should do just fine.” She ducked down and grabbed an iron hook stowed beside the hatch. Yanking the hook, she unspooled a steel cable from a small winch, and Taziri quickly looped the line around the heavy shackles binding Hamuy’s arms behind his back.
“What are you doing?” Evander sat up a little straighter.
“Getting answers.”
Hamuy grunted. “I won’t talk.”
“Because you’re loyal to Ambassador Chaou?”
“Hardly,” Hamuy said. “It’s bad business. If you get her, I don’t get paid.”
Taziri slipped back into the cockpit, her face blank and eyes dull. With a few rough kicks against the pedals and shoves on the throttles, she drove the Halcyon down out of the sky below the smokestacks and towers, sweeping low over the water so that the masts of the fishing boats whisked by just beneath the airship’s belly.
Then the engineer stalked back into the cabin and wrenched the hatch open. A blast of cold, salty air whirled through the cabin, whipping clothing and hair into wild torrents. Taziri stepped over the prisoner, bent down, and began shoving.
“What are you doing?” Hamuy shouted over the wail of the wind.
“Asking questions.” Taziri shoved the heavy man across the floor to the hatch. “I want to know why there’s a plate in your chest. I want to know why Chaou stole an airship. I want to know where the major is.”
“Go to hell!”
Taziri planted her boot against Hamuy’s back and stared out the open hatch at the sparkling waves of the harbor below. She turned to look the doctor in the eye. “I…I’m only doing this to help the others.”
Evander shrugged.
Taziri swallowed and kicked the prisoner over the hatch threshold. The winch cable snapped taut, dangling the man just below the gondola. Taziri laid her hand on the winch switch, and began flicking the release off and on, and off, and on. She watched as Hamuy fell a few feet and stopped short, fell a few more and stopped again. Each time his head and legs flopped violently, until he was hanging far below the ship, flying just above the water, his body folded in half with his shackled hands and rear end in the air and his face and feet in the briny spray.
“I’m waiting!” Taziri hollered out the open hatch.
A babble of noises answered her, any one of which might have been a man’s voice or the crash of a wave. Taziri locked the winch and paced back to the cockpit where she took the controls and began reviewing the needles on her gauges and meters. A moment later, she felt a tap on her shoulder. “Hm?”
“Aren’t you going to pull him up and see what he says?” Evander asked. “You know. Lower him, raise him, threaten him. I’ve seen such things before. Up and down.”
“No, I think down is best for now.” Taziri watched the corridor of steamers and yachts crisscrossing the bay. She tried to focus on guiding the airship gently around the harbor traffic below, and she tried not to think about Isoke clutching her face with blood-soaked hands. Her mind danced from one person to another. Yuba and Menna. Syfax and Ghanima. All in danger, from fire and knives and guns, and psychopaths.
“You know, miss.” Evander eased down into the engineer’s seat beside her. “All that salty water is going to aggravate his burns. Terribly. The painkiller I gave him last night probably wore off quite a while ago.”
“Oh.” Taziri glanced down at the narrow window by her feet, usually consulted during takeoffs and landings. Now it showed her the man dangling just above the water. A white-tipped wave reached up and slapped the man’s head, leaving him spinning wildly on the slender cable. Hamuy screamed. That should bother me. But it doesn’t. Taziri nodded. “I see.”
Ahead, the golden line of a beach grew larger and dark specks of driftwood took shape on it. Taziri throttled up and throttled back, her fingers playing restlessly on the handles. Finally, the last sailboat fell behind them and the water’s blue grew paler and brighter. Taziri kicked the pedals and the Halcyon nosed up. As the drone of the propellers faded to a whisper, the airship came to float high above a sandy strip of beach speckled with rocks and flotsam and gulls.
Taziri sat and absently rubbed the two numb fingers of her left hand as she stared out over the railways and grassy fields to the south. To the east, the hills rippled up beneath forests into the rocky ridges around the canal. Looking down, she flexed her hand and found her wrist didn’t quite bend all the way forward or back. It felt a bit cold and hollow. Taziri gently shifted her burnt sleeve, but felt no particular pains in her arm. It can’t be that bad. As soon as this is over, I’ll take a look. As soon as Halcyon is safe back at home.
The engineer stood, straightened her jacket, and shuffled back to the open hatch. She flicked the winch switch and listened to the tiny motor winding up the steel cable until a dull thump signaled the arrival of Medur Hamuy against the gondola’s hull. Taziri locked the winch again and squatted down by the hatch where she could see her prisoner’s soaked back pressed up against the hatchway. “So. Whenever you’re ready.”
At first, there was nothing. Then she heard some coughing and spitting. Eventually, Hamuy stuttered, “Th-they’ll…k-k-kill…m-me.”
Taziri squinted out across the bay. “We can do it again. We can do it all day, actually. I’ve got nothing else to do right now.”
Silence. The engineer and doctor exchanged a dull look. Taziri felt her insides quivering like a frightened bird. What the hell am I doing? Dragging a man through the bay?
He killed all those people! He could kill more. And he knows who I am, where I’m from. Yuba and Menna…
Taziri swallowed the lump in her throat and exhaled slowly.
Yuba and Menna.
The whirlwind in her head subsided.
Yuba and Menna.
They could die. She could come home and find them dead, murdered by a monster just like Hamuy.
They have to be stopped. All the monsters have to be stopped.
A cold steeliness calmed her hands and steadied her voice. “How’s that salt feel?”
“There’s…l-lots…of th-them.” Hamuy’s voice shook. “Rich. P-Powerful.”
“And?”
“I don’t know! Th-th-they hate foreigners, b-but they h-hate the queen more.” Hamuy wheezed for a moment. “I just, I just work for Chaou.”
“All right. So where are they?”
“I don’t know!” Hamuy whined. “I–I just w-w-work for Chaou.”
Taziri rubbed her eyes, trying to decide what to ask. “Well, where does Chaou go when she visits Port Chellah? Any special friends?”
Silence.
“Where does she go?”
“N-nowhere!” Hamuy’s voice was almost lost to the wind. “We don’t c-come here. She’s the ambassador to Espana. We’re either up north or down at the capital.”
Taziri frowned. You’re an engineer, so be an engineer. Pick the problem apart to find the solution. We need more information. “Tell me about the metal plate in your chest. I assume you were there when they put it in.”
Silence.
The doctor leaned forward to look at the prisoner’s back. “He may be unconscious.”
“Medur?” Taziri reach down to slap his wet shoulder. “Who put the plate in your chest? A doctor? A friend of Chaou’s? Give me the name.”
After a bit of retching, Hamuy said, “An Espani called Medina. Elena Medina.”
“Where?”
“Arafez.”
Taziri stood and hit the winch switch. The little motor whined as it hauled its load up over the hatch’s lip and into the cabin. Hamuy howled as his raw arm and shoulder dragged over the threshold. The winch clicked off, leaving the prisoner to huff and wheeze and shudder on the floor.
“That’s a start.” Taziri rubbed her eyes, then leaned out and pulled the hatch shut. The cabin suddenly plunged into a warm silence as the cool sea breezes vanished. She avoided looking at the shivering mound of cloth and flesh on the cabin floor. “We’re missing something. I doubt Chaou murdered her way out of Tingis just to visit Port Chellah. Crashing the Crake was a mistake or an accident. She must be going somewhere else, somewhere in the south, and without an airship she’ll need a train or a boat. Maybe a private yacht to Acra or the ferry going up the canal to Nahiz.”
“If Nahiz is on the way to Orossa, then I endorse that theory.” Evander twisted about to peer out the window at the harbor below. “But I see a lot of boats down there. Your ambassador might be on any of them. Or none of them.”
“I know.” Taziri slipped back into the cockpit and gripped the throttles. “And we can’t check them all, or even find them all. But there’s only one ferry and it leaves at noon. So we have a little time.”
“To do what?” Evander asked. “We’re alone up here.”
“I know that too. That’s why we’re going down there.” The engines hummed a little louder and the shadows inside the cabin began shifting and sliding as Taziri turned the airship back toward the city. “The ferry lands at the pier next to the harbor master’s office. That office has a lighthouse tower with a flagpole on top. I’ve always thought that flagpole would make an excellent airship mooring mast. Let’s go find out. We’ll watch the pier. If we spot Chaou, maybe we can find the marshals, too.”
The doctor said, “What if Hamuy’s friends from the airfield find us? This flying monstrosity is hardly subtle or discreet. And what if they have guns? What if they shoot at the balloon?”
Taziri glanced over her shoulder at the Hellan. “Early retirement.”
“Unacceptable!”
“I agree,” Taziri muttered. She remembered the soft touch of her daughter’s fat cheeks and the strength of Yuba’s arms around her. “But we’ll just have to take whatever God gives us.”



Chapter 12. Syfax


Striding down the harbor-side road, the major glared up at the sky. He didn’t know whether to be more concerned or angry.
What is that woman doing? Why did she leave the airfield? Why is she racing around the bay? Or did someone kill Ohana and steal the ship?
Anger or concern? He chose to be optimistic. “What the hell is she doing?”
Ghanima sped up to walk beside him. “She might be looking for us.”
“Why? She can’t possibly think she can spot three people from a thousand feet overhead.”
Kenan squinted into the midmorning sun. “We’ve been gone for a while. She probably started to worry about us. All of us.”
“That I believe,” Syfax said. “I shouldn’t have brought her. She was too emotional in Tingis, moody and distracted all night. Probably thinking about her family the whole time.”
“Major, look!” Ghanima pointed up. “She’s coming down over the harbor. Over there!”
Syfax watched the long silvery airship and its dark gondola sweeping in low over the inner harbor, the distant drone of its propellers just barely reaching his ears. “What’s she doing now?”
“Maybe she crossed the bay to get our attention and now she’s going to wait for us.” Kenan glanced around them at the carts and merchants and dockworkers and freight trolleys bustling up and down the lane. The high sun and the rippling waters conspired to flood the city with light, and the smell of salt hung heavy in the air, tinged with hints of factory waste and gull droppings.
“Maybe.” Syfax scanned back and forth across the endless surge of faces around them, hungry for a glimpse of a small woman in a gold coat. None appeared. “Maybe not. Either way, we have to go check it out.”
They continued past warehouses with doors flung open to reveal mounds of ore, piles of crude beams, refined metal sheets, palettes of bricks and ingots, and barrels of powder. Filthy, sweaty men from every nation on the continent groaned beneath or behind some load that gleamed of dull gray, burnt orange, or silvery white. Armored trolleys dark with rust rolled down their tracks along the waterfront behind puffing steam engines. The high-pitched whistles and squeals of brakes punctuated the low murmurs of labor and the chaos of the ships creeping in and out of the quays with engines rumbling and sails luffing in the shifting winds.
On their left they passed a strange calm in the storm of industry. Through the open doorways of one warehouse they saw dozens of men standing in a tight knot. A woman in a green suit was speaking to them, and suddenly they burst into angry shouts, shaking their fists. As the marshals moved on, they heard the crash of a trolley overturned. Syfax glanced back and saw the woman in green running from the warehouse as the men spilled out into the street, hollering at her about hours, wages, and children.
Kenan nodded back at the crowd, but Syfax shook his head. “Leave it.”
As the threesome approached the harbor master’s office, the drab world of industry shifted abruptly into a bright tableau of signs and flags, banners and lights, all welcoming new arrivals to Port Chellah and beckoning them toward inns, restaurants, teahouses, and a hundred shops peddling silly baubles to remind the buyer of their visit. The miserable grunts and shouts of work became happy calls to enter, to buy, to enjoy, and the soft sighs of string instruments escaped from countless doorways. And under the joyful noise was the almost rhythmic entreaties of the panhandlers begging and blessing the passersby.
Syfax frowned at the press of tourists and the colorful snares erected to catch their money. The bureaucratic block of the harbor master’s office squatted between two piers crowded with old fishermen. At the center of the southern pier, little children ran about the carousel that slowly spun and tooted an old song in time with its old huffing engine. A slender white tower rose from one end of the harbormaster’s office to support a glassy sphere where a pale blue light slowly rotated, almost invisible beneath the glare of the sun. And above the lighthouse, lashed to a flagpole, the Halcyon floated serenely as though suspended from the heavens with invisible strings. Then Syfax’s gaze slipped down to the long red and white paddle ship moored just beside the office. A young man in a white uniform stood at the ship’s gangway, smiling very widely and asking people if they were planning to take the noon ferry, which would be departing shortly, as he reminded them.
“Kenan, you and Ghanima go check the airship. If that’s Ohana up there, find out why she left the airfield. And if it’s not Ohana, arrest the piece of shit who stole our airship.”
“Yes, sir.” Kenan started to leave, then paused. “You’ll be waiting here, sir?”
“I think I’ll take a look around and check a few of these boats.” A steady trickle of women and men broke away from the crowded street to display their tickets, trudge up the ramp, and vanish into the ferry. “Don’t do anything stupid, Kenan.”
“Will do.” He blinked. “I mean, I won’t. I mean, yes, sir.”
Syfax watched the corporal lead the young pilot across the street and into the harbor master’s office. When they were gone, Syfax began moving slowly across the stream of pedestrians. At the base of the ferry’s gangway, he muttered a few discrete words to the suddenly anxious attendant, who stepped aside and let him board without a ticket. The cabin was a single chamber that ran almost the entire length of the ship, lined wall to wall with wooden seats half-filled with families, groups of students, lone business travelers, and more bags and cases than he could count. He slipped aside and allowed the travelers to continue streaming in past him.
A woman spoke in his ear. “I would love to believe that you followed me all this way to accept my generous offer.”
Syfax felt something small and sharp dig into his back. Too small for a gun. A knife? Or something electrical?
“But somehow, I doubt that’s why you’re here.” Chaou tugged on his sleeve. “Let’s sit down over there, out of the way, hm?”
Syfax scanned the indicated corner for an asset, an ally, a weapon, or an escape route, but the only people nearby were two old men reading books and tugging at their beards. The major grinned. Hell, it’s only a knife. I can grab the knife and snap her wrist before she can scratch my coat. So let’s see what the old bat has to say.
Dragging his feet, Syfax came to the end of the row and sat down by the window. Outside and far below, the little waves played and rolled between the piers, slapping lightly against the pilings with a thousand tiny bits of trash bobbing around them.
Chaou sat beside him. “You seem to have recovered rather quickly from our little encounter earlier. God must like you.”
Syfax pursed his lips and looked at the smaller woman sitting beside her. Chaou had wrapped a black cloak around her shoulders and only her golden cuffs peeked out from beneath it. “I think God just likes kicking me around.”
“You think so?” Chaou nodded. “And who decides what God likes? Priests, I suppose. Or sometimes queens, or generals, hm? They’re all just people, no wiser than anyone else.”
“Seriously? A sermon?” Syfax turned his attention back to the water where the rainbow rings of oil mingled with the white islands of foam. “I haven’t had a criminal preach at me in over a year. You killers are very spiritual folks.”
Chaou shifted in her seat. “I wasn’t trying to preach. And I’ll thank you not to refer to me as a criminal or a murderer. Yes, yes, I’ve broken laws and people have died.” She sighed. “But now is not the time to dwell on logistics or administrative details. I have larger concerns. And you, I imagine, have one very small concern at this moment.”
Syfax felt the knife point gently nudge his ribs. Around him, the empty seats were quickly filling and the general murmur of excited children, tired parents, and impatient businesswomen continued to grow. “So tell me about these larger concerns of yours. You said something before about our foreign policy?”
“Don’t patronize me, major. I know you’re not alone here.” The ambassador gave him a tired look. “I’m sure you’d like nothing better than to draw me out into some dry, academic debate while your associates discover that you are missing and storm the ship to save you for the second time today. But I’ve sent two of my less lovely employees to ensure our privacy. I’m afraid your friends won’t be interrupting us again.”
“Good.” Syfax matched her look and tone of boredom and annoyance. “My kid wouldn’t let it go to his head, but I’m sure the pilot girl would be a real pain in the ass. That much success in one day, nah, I don’t think so.”
“I’m glad we agree.”
Syfax felt the jab in his side disappear, and in that instant he grabbed Chaou’s wrist and yanked her arm free of the black cloak. The major saw the sleeve of the gold coat and a hand the color of dark sand, and snaking across the lined palm he saw two veins of copper that hid almost perfectly in the creases of the ambassador’s skin. “What the hell is that?”
Chaou’s hand snapped down and pressed tightly against the marshal’s fingers. Syfax stiffened as the burst of electric current buzzed through his flesh. His head snapped back and his skull cracked against the window frame just before the world faded into a bright white haze.
Syfax blinked, trying to refocus his eyes. The world was dim and filled with a dull whisper of many people talking and moving. He remembered the ferry.
Chaou!
A hand clamped down on his own, pressing it onto the armrest. “Good evening, major, I’m glad you could rejoin us.”
“How long was I out?”
“About six hours.”
Syfax sat up sharply, squinting at the shadowy figures around him, fighting with his weary eyes to understand what the bright dots and lines were in the distance. Chaou laughed and Syfax heard the soft hiss of something sliding, and suddenly the world was quite bright again. The ambassador had raised the window shade and Syfax stared out at the blue water sparkling beneath the midday sun.
“Did I say six hours? I can be so careless about the time. You have my heartfelt apologies. I’m afraid you’ve only been unconscious for a few moments.” She patted Syfax’s hand. “Not to worry, you didn’t miss very much. After I relieved you of your sidearm, the ferry captain made a brief announcement, and there was some banging around on deck, and then the ship started rumbling and vibrating a bit. But it’s all settled down now that we’re under way.”
Under way? Syfax glared out the window at the little anchor buoys and crab pot markers slowly gliding past them, rocking as the wake of the ferry rolled up beneath them. The harbor was well behind them already and the open water of the Atlanteen rippled darkly out to the horizon. “Where are we going?”
“The ferry is going up the Zemmour Canal to Nahiz.” Chaou smiled briefly. “I haven’t decided yet where you’re going. My associates would have wanted to throw you into the middle of the harbor, but they’re not here. I dislike killing, especially our own people. Obviously, using Hamuy was a poor decision on my part, from an ethical point of view. From a practical point of view, it seemed very reasonable to employ someone with his particular qualifications.” The woman sighed. “I pride myself on being an excellent judge of character and for knowing how to manage people. It’s necessary in diplomacy, naturally. But I must admit there is a certain class of people that I have some difficulty with. And Hamuy is of that class.”
Syfax gently massaged his temples with his right hand, then looked down at his left wrist, still in the ambassador’s grasp. “What the hell did you do to me?”
“Just a mild electric shock, nothing to worry about. Usually people just tense up when it happens, which is quite a convenient and understated way to respond to physical pain, especially in a public forum such as this. But the device is malfunctioning, thanks to your assault on my person this morning. You gave me quite a worry when you jerked about like that, knocking your head on the wall. You very nearly made a scene.”
“Well, we wouldn’t want that.” Syfax straightened up and studied the crowded deck, but after a moment he gave up hunting for the ambassador’s confederates. She must have more muscle somewhere. His head throbbed, mostly behind his right eye. “I take it you still want me to work for you.”
“Oh, don’t make it sound so formal and dry. It’s more than a business arrangement or career advancement.” Chaou shook her head. “No, it’s much more than that. It’s an opportunity to serve your country in a more noble capacity, to right wrongs on a national scale, in ways that speak directly to the preservation of our way of life.”
“Why do you people always talk in riddles about the evils in society, and your epic solutions that only you can make happen?” Syfax turned his attention to the window and a seagull bobbing on the waves. “I cornered a bomber a few years ago. Pastoralist. He hated machines because they made people lazy. But he couldn’t just come out and say that. We spent three hours in the hot afternoon sun pointing guns at each other and negotiating for hostages, all while listening to him babble on and on about the nobility of labor, the divine calling to sweat and bleed, the purity of living at the edge of survival. Blah blah blah.”
“What happened to him?”
“I shot him.”
“How terrible for you. For everyone.”
“You’re telling me. I don’t like guns. Never did,” Syfax said. “Shooting people doesn’t sit right with me. There’s something weak about it. And I’m not a fan of other people shooting people either. I’m more of a knife man. Any idiot can pull a trigger. But it takes guts to slice a human being open right in front of you.”
Chaou winced. “Yes, well, to return to my original point, your bomber was trying to stop progress, and he was as effective as any person standing in front of a locomotive. I have no such interest in hindering or harming our people. Quite the opposite. I intend to see Marrakesh elevated to much greater heights of power in every sphere of human endeavor.”
Syfax scanned the shifting wavelets, watching for the next yacht, the next fishing boat, the next opportunity to catch someone’s eye and… and what? He frowned and tried to focus on finding Chaou’s backup in the crowd, but there were too many candidates. People sitting quietly by themselves, people chatting, people glancing nervously around, and at least four people who seemed to be staring directly at him at any given time, though two were sleepy-eyed mothers cradling babies in their arms.
“So why did you join the service, major? Was your father in law enforcement? Or were you the victim of some unfortunate crime and vowed to never let such a thing happen again?” Chaou eased her grip on Syfax’s wrist for a brief moment to pat his hand gently, then gripped it again. “You’d be surprised how many people answer one of those two things.”
“Actually, I started in the army, hoping to see some real action. But after a few years, that clearly wasn’t going to happen since we never seem to actually go to war with anyone. So I transferred into Security Section Two.” Syfax kept an even tone as he mentally flipped through the negotiator’s handbook. Keep her talking. Build a rapport. “The pay is good and the work is interesting. Sometimes more than others.”
“And that’s important to you? Being interested?”
“I guess so,” Syfax said. “Killing bad guys is good for the soul, but it helps to keep your head in the game too. Otherwise, after a while, you start to lose focus on what’s important.”
“You’re wrong.” Chaou stared out the window past him. “I feel as passionate about my ideals as I did forty years ago. If anything, the time has only served to sharpen my resolve.”
Syfax glanced down at the ambassador’s wired fingers and said, “I can see that. So what’s the story with your hand? Did you get tired of not having a bunch of wires under your skin? I can see how that might bug you.”
“Hm. You’ve been quite patient and polite about bringing it up, major.” Chaou smiled briefly. “But I’m not going to tell you anything very useful. Suffice it to say, my organization has many enterprises, including medical and scientific research. The device implanted in my arm, well, you’ve felt its effects. There’s nothing more to say about it.”
Syfax’s basic training in electricity had not held his attention as well as weapons, tactics, and criminal psychology, but he managed to dredge up a few facts. “I suppose it’s insulated to protect you from being electrocuted all the time?”
“Yes, of course,” she said. “No, the breakthrough being tested was something else entirely. Something new, at the time.”
“Yeah, sure.” What would someone want to test something inside a person’s body? “How long have you had it?”
“Several years. It’s not uncomfortable, actually. But my associate has moved on to bigger and better things since then, and this little device would look like a child’s toy compared to her latest projects.”
“Such as?”
Chaou sighed. “I suppose it would be hoping too much to expect you to stop trying to interrogate me. It is your duty, of course. I respect that, more than you know. You provide a vital service for our people, protecting their lives. I can’t tell you how much I regret everything that happened last night. I had a plan, of course. A very good plan.”
“Right.” Syfax chuckled. They always have a plan. “So what went wrong?”
“My informants were misinformed. Something arrived in Tingis that was not supposed to be there. The plan fell apart and I did not have a contingency. I told Hamuy to make certain no one left Tingis after I departed in the airship. I never thought he would destroy whole engines or airships, or kill all of those innocent travelers.” Chaou swallowed. “The whole night was a dreadful fiasco and I take full responsibility for it. But good people died and now I must continue on or else those deaths are meaningless.”
“Continue on to do what?”
Chaou grimaced and shook her head.
So, she’s a patriotic lunatic, she’s recruiting, and she’s not a big fan of the queen. Delusions of grandeur and dreams of regicide. Always nice when they stick to the classics. Syfax glanced out the window to see the ferry was just entering the mouth of the Zemmour Canal and bearing east to Nahiz. Well, that’s enough of this crap. Time to go.



Chapter 13. Taziri


Kenan yelled over the droning propellers, “We’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Taziri waved and watched him and Ghanima climb back down the spiral stairs inside the lighthouse, thumping on wrought iron steps that rang and clanged with every footfall.
“Now where are they going?” Evander asked. “We finally find them and they just run off again. We’re never going to get to Orossa at this rate.”
“They’re just going to get the major,” Taziri said. “It won’t kill you to wait a few more minutes. When they get back, I’m sure they’ll take Hamuy and we’ll be free to go. We’ll tell them about the doctor in Arafez and let them deal with it. All right?”
“Fine.”
Two minutes later, Taziri heard the wrought iron stairs rattling again and the two young officers leapt up onto the landing. Kenan waved sharply, gesturing for them to come closer to the lighthouse. Evander pointed at the marshal and said, “What’s he want now?”
“I think they need a ride. Right now.” Taziri steered the Halcyon closer to the tower and then stepped back to the open hatch and kicked the rolled rope ladder over the threshold. “Climb up!” she yelled into the wind. As Ghanima began scrambling up the wriggling ladder, Taziri heard a new pounding and rattling on the spiral stairs behind the marshal. “Kenan! Climb up with her! I can carry you both away on the ladder!”
But the corporal remained on the landing, glancing back over his shoulder at the stairs. As Taziri pulled Ghanima up over the lip of the hatch, Kenan stepped out onto the ladder and yelled, “Go!”
A man’s head appeared at the top of the stairs. He squinted into the sunlight and shouted, “Hey, they’re taking off!”
“Taziri! Go-go-go!” Kenan kicked away from the railing and the rope ladder swung out from the lighthouse as two men dashed out onto the landing. One pulled a short knife from his sleeve while the other drew a gun. “Taziri! Go!”
She dashed to the cockpit to find that Ghanima was already in the pilot’s seat and wrestling with the controls. The young aviator threw a frown over her shoulder. “What is this? It’s all different from the Crake.”
“Move!” Taziri slid into the seat and shoved the throttle forward as the propellers flipped over to thrust down and away from the lighthouse tower. She peered down through the window by her feet to get a glimpse of the corporal, but the ladder swung out of view. “Ghanima, take over. Just hold the flight stick steady and get us into open air. Don’t touch anything else.”
The young pilot took back the seat with an anxious nod. Taziri ran back to the open hatch, noting that the doctor was sitting in the far corner with both hands clutching the handrail by his shoulder. The Hellan’s boot rested on the still-soaking shoulder of the unconscious man on the floor.
Looking down the ladder, Taziri saw they were still perilously close to the tower as the Halcyon ’s engine battled with a light breeze coming in off the sea. The brute with the gun leaned far over the railing trying to grab Kenan’s legs while his friend slashed at the empty air, trying to skewer the dangling marshal.
“Hold on,” said Ghanima. “I’m going to try something.” Halcyon juddered and shook, throwing Taziri to her knees and she grabbed a rail to stop herself from falling out the open hatch. The deck tilted suddenly as the airship began nosing up and Taziri saw the harbor master’s office falling away faster and faster. The rope ladder swung wide and Kenan swung with it toward the great glass eye of the lighthouse lantern. He kicked one of the men on the landing as he crashed into the stone wall beside the lantern and the second man leapt up to grab Kenan’s feet. The marshal yelped and fell several feet before he wrapped both arms around the bottom rung. As the airship rose, the two men rose with it. Kenan shrieked as he was dragged up across the jagged roof tiles and the man hanging on his leg lost his grip and fell back to the landing. Taziri winced as she watched the marshal’s shoulder crash into the flag pole at the top of the roof, and then they were free in the open air.
“Oh no, his arm. He can’t climb!” Taziri fumbled for the winch rope, yanking it free and hurling it down beside the ladder. For a moment, Kenan looked up and she saw how little was left in him. His eyes couldn’t quite focus and his mouth hung open, gasping for breath. As he reached for the winch cable, Taziri almost thought he would fall, but Kenan jammed the cable hook into his belt. She hit the winch switch and the marshal flew up into the hatch. He rolled into the cabin and Taziri slammed the hatch shut with the ladder still dangling outside. “Doctor!”
Evander grunted and knelt at Kenan’s side with his black bag. Taziri got out of his way, hesitated, then went up to the cockpit. “Ghanima, let me take over. Help the doctor. And get the ladder up.”
“Right.” The pilot moved aside and gestured at the switchboard. “You’re going to have to tell me what all this does sometime.”
Taziri took the controls and glanced up at the mirror where she saw the doctor and Ghanima bent over Kenan. Ghanima held Kenan steady and Evander pulled on the soldier’s arm. Kenan gasped and groaned as his shoulder shifted and popped back where it belonged, and then he fell quiet as the doctor fabricated a sling out of bandages.
With restless feet on the pedals and anxious fingers drumming on the throttles, Taziri waited for the marshal to sit up. Through the windows, she saw the harbor waters glittering blue and white around the gray and brown shapes of boats. “Are you all right back there?”
Kenan grunted and nodded.
“Well, we’re going to need a plan, and fast. The major is still down there somewhere, and those two heavies may be looking for him right now. What do we do?”
Kenan-in-the-mirror shook his sweaty head. “I don’t know.”
“Kenan, we have no time.” Taziri looked back over her shoulder. “The major is in danger every minute that we’re up here and he’s outnumbered down there. You said you just left him, so where is he? Where did he go?”
Ghanima slipped into the cockpit and sat down beside her. “We left him near the ferry. He said he was going to check the ships.”
“The ferry.” Taziri unbalanced the throttles and the Halcyon spun a long and lazy half-circle. The view of the harbor below rotated to reveal the lighthouse, the pier, and the empty slip beside it. “Where is it?”
“There!” Ghanima pointed across the water to the far side of the harbor, where the white bulk of the ferry was slowly churning its way into the mouth of the Bou Regreg River heading toward the Zemmour Canal.
“Well, that’s just perfect,” Taziri said. “So either he’s still wandering the docks, or he’s sailing inland, or he’s somewhere else entirely.”
“I think we should go back to Tingis and tell the marshals. Let them figure it out.” Ghanima raised her hands in a helpless gesture. “We’re just pilots. They should have a whole team of marshals and police officers tracking down the ambassador and the major. We should get out of this mess.”
“There’s nothing I’d like more,” Taziri muttered. Menna. Yuba. Isoke. My arm. So many reasons. “Which is why this is so hard to do.” She turned the propellers up and eased the throttles forward, driving the ship down.
“What are you doing?” Ghanima rose from her seat, eyes darting from window to window. “We can’t land there!”
“Of course we can. We shouldn’t. We really, really shouldn’t. But we can.” Taziri watched the shapes below resolve from toys into ships and the ants evolve into women and men. Directly below them, a slender brown finger sharpened into the broad wooden pier where dozens of people, many brandishing fishing poles, were pointing upward or jogging back toward the street. In the center of the pier a ring of bizarre figures became a carousel of tiny wooden sailboats and airships rotating around a central engine, all dressed in waving flags and painted in garish blues, yellows, and reds.
The propellers flipped back down and the Halcyon roared, cavitating violently as the engines chewed through their own downwash, and then the tires thumped down on the pier, which creaked and groaned beneath them.
Taziri winced at the noise. “Now we just need to hold still for a bit without breaking the pier and falling into the water. How about it? Think you’re up for a little parking management?”
Ghanima nodded and quickly took the pilot’s seat as Taziri slipped back into the cabin and spun the hatch wheel to unlock it. “Kenan, I think I might need that gun of yours again. May I?”
The marshal paused, his eyes fixed on the hatch, his hand resting on his holster. With a sigh, he came to life again and pulled out the revolver. “Keep it out of sight, if you can.”
“That’s the plan.” Taziri shoved the gun into her jacket’s inner pocket and ducked out the hatch onto the pier. There was no one nearby, only a few fish in a bucket beside an abandoned net and pole. She jogged up the pier toward the shore, toward the small crowd of gawkers gathered at the edge of the street near the harbor master’s office. As Taziri neared them she scanned their faces, young and old, light and dark, hair and hats and…there they were. Two men shouldering their way through the crowd. The two heavies from the lighthouse, the same pair from the airfield a few hours earlier.
For a brief moment, their eyes met. Then the two men pushed out of the crowd and strode down the pier.
Taziri stopped just beside the carousel, her hand going to the metallic lump inside her jacket. Her mind raced for options as her gaze came to rest on the little wooden airship on the carousel beside her and she frowned. The toy’s design was all wrong, distorted to create a space for a child to sit in the middle of the balloon.
The heavies reached the far side of the empty amusement ride, their weapons held low. They were muttering to each other.
Taziri closed her hand around the gun in her pocket. “Are you working for Ambassador Chaou?”
The men snorted and exchanged another look. “A little slow, aren’t you?” The taller one shouted over the low huffing of the carousel engine.
“So it is her.” Taziri called back, “Where is Major Zidane?”
“Is that what you came back for?” The shorter one with the gun shook his head. “God, Medur must really hate you by now. Coming back for a Redcoat. How stupid are you? You got away, and then you came straight back here for him?” He grinned. “Girl, you are just begging for a bullet.”
“Where is he?” Taziri thumbed the revolver’s hammer.
The two men sauntered around the carousel. The tall one with the knife called out, “I think he’s a few miles back that way.” He pointed at the canal. “Don’t worry. Chaou will keep him company. In fact, she sent us to keep you company, too.”
That little old woman is holding the major? That’s ridiculous, unless… “Is Zidane still alive?”
“Chaou’s got him.” The tall one shrugged. “That little bitch is pretty tough, what with that thing in her arm. I bet she’s zapped the marshal a dozen times by now.”
“Zapped? You mean electrocuted?” Taziri’s mind raced as the fragments of conversation slowly fell into place together.
Wait, what did Hamuy say about Chaou? The doctor did something to her, and it’s in her arm. And it’s something that can electrocute a man as large as the major? A powerful electrical device housed inside a human body. The voltage needed to injure a person would require far more energy than could be stored in any conventional battery. She felt her stomach plummeting into oblivion and her numb fingers suddenly felt cold. She could only come up with one explanation.
“Yeah, she did it to me once.” The tall one winced. “Or twice.”
“Stop right there.” Taziri drew the revolver and leveled it at the two men. “Just get out of here. Walk away now or I start shooting.”
The knife man said, “Take it easy, flygirl. I think we both know you’re not going to shoot anyone. In fact, I’ll bet that’s the first time you’ve ever held a gun, isn’t it?”
“Actually, it’s the second.” Taziri swung the weapon to the center of the carousel and started firing. Bullets pinged and thumped against the engine, and one of them burst the oil pan into a small fireball, and another shot ruptured the boiler. The metal barrel tore apart and a roaring gust of steam rushed out directly into the rising curtain of flaming oil. The burning wave swept across the carousel, igniting the rotating dais and all of the tiny wooden ships on its rim.
The men’s eyes went wide as the crimson flare painted their faces in red and yellow. They dove over the railing to plummet into the harbor below as the flaming thunderhead rolled across the pier and set fire to the rail. Taziri threw up an arm to shield her face from the heat as she stumbled back down the pier. She paused to watch the little wooden airships crackle and snap, bathed in flames and spitting cinders. Then she put the gun away and jogged back to the Halcyon.
She leapt into the cabin, ignoring Kenan’s demands for his gun and the doctor’s mad sputtering in Hellan. Taziri crossed the cabin and put her boot on Hamuy’s crusty black hand. “You said before that they did something to Chaou. They put something electrical in her, didn’t they? When did they put it in her? When? ”
Hamuy grimaced and looked up through heavy lids. His face shone with sweat and his eyes twitched. “Four or five years back, maybe?”
Taziri straightened up and backed away. Without looking at the marshal, she handed back the warm revolver. In the cockpit, she took the pilot’s seat and slowly draped her scarf across her face as she took the controls.
“Taziri?” Ghanima leaned over her shoulder. “What was that all about? What does it mean?”
“It means this is my fault and I have to fix it.” She shoved the throttles forward and the Halcyon rose off the pier to the very soft droning of its propellers. The view spun quickly to the left as they turned toward the walled canal. Taziri kept her eyes on her instruments. The view below shifted slowly from the sparkling blue of the harbor to the gray tiled roofs of the city to the green fields that lined the canal, while above them a white sun baked the sky into a vast and colorless expanse.
Ghanima tapped softly on the engineer’s console. “How exactly is this your fault?”
“Not everything.” Taziri tensed. “Or maybe everything. I don’t know. But the major is in danger because of me.”
“All right. And that has something to do with the shock gizmo in Chaou’s hand, I get that. But what does that have to do with you, exactly?”
“To incapacitate a big gorilla like Zidane, you would need a huge shock. So that device must have a high-capacity battery.” Taziri swallowed. “And the only person who’s published a design for a high-capacity battery in the last five years is me.”
“What? How do you know?”
“You don’t follow the journals, do you?” Taziri frowned and ran her tongue around her teeth. “Do you know what happened to the Silver Shearwater?”
“It exploded over the Tingis harbor. Some sort of engine problem.”
She smiled sadly. Close enough. “I was just finishing school when it happened. I was studying electrical engineering. For my final thesis, I wrote a paper proposing a new type of high-capacity battery design. It got shouted down in the journals by several big names at the university, but a few weeks later I got a letter from Isoke Geroubi, captain of what was left of the Shearwater. She read my paper and wanted me on the team rebuilding her ship. After the primary construction was complete, she dismissed the rest of the crew, and she and I built the engine by ourselves.”
Ghanima shook her head. “Why would she want an electrician? I mean, no offense, but there isn’t that much in the way of electrics on a…” She snapped around to stare at the outline of the engine behind the cabin, and then slowly turned back to look at her. “What did you do?”
Taziri said, “We perfected my battery idea. It wasn’t cheap, but it turned out to be fairly easy. The new battery provides enough power to drive the electric motors on the propellers for days.” She cleared her throat. “It works. No dangerous boiler, no waiting for it to heat up. Instant acceleration, high torque. And with a large array of solar sheets on the top of the balloon, you can charge the battery all day long and fly forever without landing.”
Ghanima pointed to the back. “But you do have a boiler. It’s too small, but it’s right there.”
Taziri shook her head. “That’s just a decoy for the safety inspectors. Although, we did realize that we can use the turbine as an emergency generator to recharge the battery in a pinch. So it’s not completely useless. But there’s no water in it right now. Too much weight.”
“And you’ve been keeping it a secret this whole time? Why?”
“It was all part of Isoke’s plan. After the Shearwater disaster, she wanted to make airships safer by getting rid of the whole steam engine. But since the Air Corps wanted to downplay any talk about airships being dangerous, no one in the Corps was willing to help her. Politics. So she went outside the bureaucracy and recruited me. In fact, she was the only person who thought my battery might work. Isoke thought they might pay attention to the idea if we proved it, so we were going to keep the Halcyon ’s engine a secret at first, and then after a few years we would unveil it as a proven prototype with thousands of hours of flight time. No one would be able to question our track record,” Taziri said. “We just needed another few months. She was so excited about it. She was working on a speech for the big unveiling.”
Ghanima nodded slowly and cast her a few brief, uncomfortable glances. “I’m sorry. I don’t know her, but…I’m sorry. I hope she’s all right. At least she was right about the idea. I mean, the Halcyon works, right? You can still unveil it and change the Air Corps.” She rattled her orange flight jacket. “And if the engine can’t explode, then maybe we can stop wearing all this heavy armor, right?”
Taziri smiled again briefly. Smiling felt wrong when talking about Isoke. Her throat began to ache. “I don’t know, I haven’t had time to think about it. But one way or another, the secret’s going to come out when a new captain is assigned to the Halcyon. I mean, if. If she’s not-you know, it doesn’t really matter right now.”
“Right.” Ghanima sighed and picked at an old oil spot on her trousers. “And Chaou?”
“Yeah,” Taziri said. “Well, I guess Isoke wasn’t the only one who took my battery idea seriously.”
“So you think someone put your battery inside Chaou so she can electrocute people?”
Taziri grimaced. “Apparently. The timing is right, five years ago. And they also put that armor in Hamuy. It’s got to be some sort of coated metal to not get infected under the skin. How much would you bet they found the idea for that coating in the journals, too?”
“Yeah, but if these are such great inventions, then how come there aren’t high-capacity batteries and armored soldiers all over the place?”
“My battery got shot down in all the journals.” Taziri chewed her lip. “Or was it? New stuff gets refuted in the journals all the time, but what if these people go around publicly discrediting new ideas so they can privately control the actual inventions for themselves?”
“Maybe, but why? Who is ‘they’? And what do they want?”
“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Taziri said. “We need to get to the major, and then we need to find the doctor performing these operations. Hamuy mentioned an Espani called Medina in Arafez. That’s where we start.”
“So we’re not going back to Tingis?” Ghanima pouted.
“So we’re not going on to Orossa?” Evander glared.



Chapter 14. Qhora


As the sun reached its zenith, Qhora began to finally feel some faint heat creeping in through her feathered cloak and Espani dress. The warmth cradled her, breathing life into her flesh, life she had almost forgotten in the frozen fortresses and churches of Espana. She felt like standing and stretching and running, or at the very least casting off her garments to bathe in the sun. But she couldn’t remove her dress now, and she wouldn’t remove her cloak and be mistaken for an Espani, so she sat in her soft saddle atop her beautiful Wayra and silently prayed to Inti that his heavenly fires would never die.
The Mazigh highway bored her. There were no forests, no rivers, no flocks of colorful birds, no screaming troupes of monkeys, no ponderous ground sloths lumbering through the jungles, no giant armadillos huddled at the waters’ edge, and not a hint of civilization. In the Empire, one could not travel a thousand paces without seeing a shrine festooned with flowers, or an ancient stone monument to some wise sage, or at least a traveler’s marker to tell the distance from one place to another. Lorenzo claimed he could see farms on the distant eastern hills, but here, caught between the towering Atlas Mountains and the restless Atlanteen Ocean, there was nothing but the dead gravel road and the dead metal rails lying in the sun-baked plains.
“We should stop to eat, Enzo,” she said. “Wayra needs a rest.”
“As you wish.” Lorenzo headed back to the wagon.
A high-pitched whistle pierced the stillness of the plain, a steam-powered shriek that echoed across the vast sea of grass. Qhora peered into the distance and saw the black blot on the horizon, just to her right where the two steel rails converged at the bottom of the sky. “Enzo, it looks like we’ll finally get to see one of these trains of theirs after all.”
The hidalgo frowned. “I suppose so. Although, I hadn’t expected to see one here. I assumed they would telegraph the other cities and tell the trains not to come to Tingis with the station and rails destroyed. Clearly, I was wrong.”
“That’s not a crime. Being wrong.” Qhora smiled at him and then turned to watch the distant black dot grow larger and sharper, white steam streaming above it as the clickety-clack of its wheels echoed off the cloudless sky. Wayra swayed beneath her, squawking and hissing at the machine huffing toward them. Qhora patted the hatun-anka’s neck. “Shh, girl. Steady.”
The clopping of hooves told her that Enzo was not preparing her food. “Is there a problem?” she asked without turning.
“Yes.” He drew up beside her again and pointed at the approaching train. “Well, maybe. It’s not a whole train. Only an engine.”
“What’s wrong with that?”
“Why would Arafez send a single engine to Tingis? I would expect a train full of materials to repair the station, or maybe food, or even soldiers. But why just an engine?”
Qhora didn’t care about the engine. But she saw the anxiety in the young Espani’s eyes and heard the iron creeping into his voice. Over the last year she had all but forgotten who he had been when they first met. Lorenzo Quesada had come to her country full of passion and joy, his tiny whip of a sword as devastating as lightning. He had been loud and brash, his eyes bright, his lips eager to smile, a young man with the sun in his blood. But then they had returned to his homeland, a colorless wasteland of ice and snow where the only sounds were the howls of the wind and wolves.
The Silver Prince had bestowed on him the rank of hidalgo, which had seemed grander before she learned it brought no wealth or lands, only an empty title and exemption from the Prince’s taxes. But that was when the light went out of him. Thereafter, she had promenaded for Enzo’s gaunt and grim courts, and sat through the endless sermons of his dismal priests, and eaten his tasteless food. And all the while, she had seen him retreat into a quiet and colorless shell of a man, old before his time, a passionless servant who whispered to ghosts and despaired at the cruel realities of the world. Injustices that once drove him to great deeds now drove him into dark church corners to light candles and mutter to his three-faced god.
“Enzo, do you still love me?”
He swallowed. “I don’t think this is the time or place.”
She looked around. “We’re alone in the middle of nowhere with nothing else to do for the rest of the day. When would be a better time? Perhaps when we arrive in the capital. We can include the queen. What shall I say? Your Royal Highness, I, Lady Qhora Yupanqui of the Jisquntin Suyu Empire, cousin to His Imperial Highness Manco Inca, have ridden the length of your fine kingdom and killed many of your wretched subjects to bring you a birthday gift on behalf of His Excellency, Prince Argenti Valero of Espana. Behold these two young kirumichi hunting cats from my homeland. And may I introduce my escort, Don Lorenzo Quesada de Gadir, a renowned diestro and my lover of the past two years who has recently found religion and now refuses to share my bed. Have you any wisdom that might resolve our impasse, Your Highness?”
Qhora saw the shame in Lorenzo’s eyes just before he looked away. She almost apologized, but she was still angry enough to continue. “He won’t talk to me, except to mutter about his imaginary friend, Ariel, who was so holy and perfect when she was supposedly alive that now he can’t stand anything about his own life.”
“I meant…” Lorenzo broke off to clear his throat and steady his voice. “I meant, we should be more concerned with this engine and why it’s out here, alone.”
Nothing. He gives me nothing. Not even anger. His heart is as cold and dead as his country. She shrugged and turned away from him. “Perhaps we will see the reason when it passes.”
He nodded. “Or maybe we should move off the road until it passes.”
He’s terrified of everything now, even a little machine in the distance. “Is this your ghost talking again? Is she telling you that we need to hide from this engine?”
“No,” he whispered. “It’s too bright, too hot today. I can’t hear her or see her here. I wish I could.” He blinked and looked her in the eye, something he rarely dared now, though he had dared often enough in the beginning.
It’s time I stopped indulging his fears. She said, “No, Enzo, I’m not going to hide in a ditch. We will stay here and watch it pass. You will see. It’s nothing but a machine and a few men, not some unholy monster. And then we will eat.” Qhora folded her hands on her knee and sat as tall as she could.
Behind her, she knew Xiuhcoatl would be sitting just as calmly as she was. He may be old and he may not speak much, but at least I can rely on him. Wayra clucked and hissed, her huge head darting playfully at Enzo’s horse. The mare skittered back a few steps before the hidalgo got her under control. Qhora smiled a little. And at least I can rely on you, Wayra.
The steam engine was much closer now, close enough for her to see its black funnel and gray boiler, and the gleaming steel railings and fittings along its side. The clacking wheels measured out the seconds as the engine roared along, accompanied now by the deep puffing and chuffing of the steam. But just as the engine came near enough for her to see two faces staring back at her from the cab, there was a stutter in the rhythm. She was about to wave to them when she heard the clacking of the wheels and the huffing of the steam begin to slow. A series of short steely squeals burst from under the engine and Qhora saw the wheels locking and shuddering as the train decelerated.
“Qhora?” Lorenzo glanced at her.
She shook her head. “I’m sure they only want to ask for the news, or to see if we need any help. They’re just engineers, Enzo, not soldiers.”
The train squealed to a stop just a few yards from them and three men leapt out with long-barreled rifles in their hands.
Lorenzo’s espada appeared in his hand as if by magic but she reached out to catch the shoulder of his coat, and cried, “No, Enzo! They’ll shoot you!”
He looked at her, his eyes wide. “I don’t care if they do. Run, Qhora. Ride!”
Qhora yanked the man’s arm back and nudged Wayra sideways to drag the mare stumbling away from the side of the road. As Lorenzo shook himself free of her, she leaned over even farther and pulled from his belt the revolver he had taken from the soldiers that morning. She straightened up and got her fingers around the handle. This doesn’t look so hard. Just point the barrel and pull the trigger. She aimed for the center rifleman, still a dozen yards from the edge of the highway.
The man stumbled to a dead stop and held up his hands, clutching his rifle by the barrel. He shouted at her in Mazigh, but he spoke too fast and she couldn’t understand him. “Enzo?”
The hidalgo let his sword fall to his side and he slumped a bit in his saddle. “He says they are soldiers from Arafez. They were sent to escort us back to the city with them.” Lorenzo sheathed his sword. “Lady Sade sent them.”
Slowly, Qhora lowered the gun. Finally, some semblance of order in this country. Perhaps this Lady Sade is a person worth knowing. “Thank them for me, please.”
The three men jogged up the embankment to the road and shook hands with Lorenzo and saluted Qhora. Their leader spoke, this time slow enough for her to follow. “My lady, we have come to bring you to Arafez. If you will join us in the engine, we will be in the city shortly.” He gestured to the locomotive.
She flicked her eyes to the small cab where a sooty engineer was leaning against the railing. She said, “Sir, I thank you for your generous offer, but your engine cannot carry my guards, or my mount, or my gifts for the queen. I will not leave them behind. Please send your engine away. I will come to the city soon enough.” At least, that is what she meant to say. Qhora knew she had conjugated some of the verbs incorrectly and had probably mispronounced some other words as well. It was one thing to impress a foreigner by mastering his language and another thing entirely to appear an ignorant savage who garbles her words.
Better to let Enzo speak for me in the future. Better to appear aloof in my silence than stupid in my speech.
The soldier frowned. “You are certain, my lady?”
She nodded.
“Then we will send the engine back, but remain at your side to ensure your safety.” He snapped another salute and sent one of his men to tell the engineer he could leave. Moments later, the engine was huffing slowly back the way it had come and Enzo was preparing a cold lunch for her and her new guards.
The sergeant called himself Berkan, probably. It had sounded like Berkan, at any rate. His two privates introduced themselves too quickly for her to guess what their names might have been. So she nodded and smiled demurely and allowed Lorenzo to carry the conversation as they ate. A handful of oats went to the horses and a fistful of salted beef was tossed to Wayra, who snatched it out of the air and swallowed it whole. Minutes later their rest was over and Qhora climbed up onto Wayra’s shoulders. Berkan sat beside Xiuhcoatl, apparently unimpressed or unconcerned by the older man’s jaguar cloak or obsidian sword. The two privates climbed into the back of the wagon, discovered what was sleeping in the straw, and clambered up to the front to sit just behind their sergeant, both of them staring pale-faced at the great fanged cat snoring at their feet.
They had only been moving again for a quarter hour when a small rumble echoed across the plain. Qhora looked up, expecting to see dark clouds gathering on the horizon, but there were no thunderheads.
“There. What is that?” Lorenzo pointed to the south.
A small puff of black smoke rose from the sea of grass just to the right of the highway, and Qhora saw an angular jumble of brown shapes crouched beside the tracks and the road. Buildings? A town, out here in the middle of nowhere?
“The train?” Berkan called from the wagon. “Is it the train?”
“I think so,” Lorenzo answered. “The engineer may be hurt. I’ll go.” He lashed his mare into a gallop and dashed away down the dusty highway.
Qhora let Wayra carry her forward a few more paces before her curiosity overwhelmed her and she clucked the great eagle into a sprint. She heard the sergeant call out to her, but she couldn’t understand him and she knew he was only telling her not to go.
Wayra ran swiftly, but not as swiftly as Qhora knew she could run. She wondered if the poor bird had grown weaker after the long months in the cold Espani stable, but then she thought that the hard gravel road might be the real problem. With a nudge to the right side of the highway, Wayra leapt down the embankment, across the drainage ditch, and onto the grassy flat beside the railway. Now they began to sprint, to race the wind. Wayra dug her cruel talons into the soft earth and come as close to flying as she ever would. Qhora let the wind catch her hair and cloak and felt them flapping behind her. She wanted to tear the lace from her throat and the skirts from her legs and ride, ride, ride to the ends of the earth as she had as a little girl in the highlands of a faraway land where men tamed beasts instead of machines.
All too soon, the smoking remains of the engine appeared before her and she pulled Wayra back into a heavy-footed strut. To her left, she saw four long buildings rotting in the midday sun. The windows and doorways hung open and empty, revealing the long dusty hollows of the little market.
Perhaps the farmers in the hills once used this place to sell their produce to travelers or merchants on the road. How long have they stood empty like this?
They thumped through the tall grass toward the smoking wreckage and Wayra lowered her head, hissing. Lorenzo appeared at the edge of the road above them. He dismounted and ran down to stand beside her.
“Do you see him? The engineer?” Enzo jogged around the far side the engine to search.
Qhora let Wayra stalk forward slowly, picking her path carefully around the sharp bits of metal hiding in the grass and the boiling puddles that steamed in the mud.
She smells something. Is it the engineer? Is it blood?
The gray engine looked mostly intact except for the thin gashes in the boiler where the steaming water was trickling out. But as she approached the cab, the full extent of the damage was revealed. A second engine with a smaller black boiler had crashed into the gray locomotive. The black engine’s huge cow-catcher had split the back of the gray engine’s cab in half, peeling the steel open all the way up to the back of the boiler where the gauges and levers now stood nose to nose with the black engine’s head lamp.
The sooty-faced engineer lay slumped over the twisted metal rail, blood dripping from the tips of his outstretched fingers. Qhora whistled for Enzo and continued past the body along the black engine to a much larger cab where she found another unconscious engineer, two groaning men in pale yellow jackets, and a woman in a long white coat lying in the grass.
“Enzo?”
“The engineer is dead,” he called from the gray engine.
She nodded. Of course he is. That’s what happens to everyone in this country. Well, most of them. She pointed to the men in yellow who looked to be breathing. “These two survived.”
“Who?” He jogged up beside her, then climbed into the black engine’s cab to check on the motionless driver. “He’s dead, too.”
“Check the other men.” Wayra stalked past the engine toward the figure in white spread-eagled in the waving green grass. The woman had a prominent nose, sharp cheeks, wide lips, and a thick mane of black hair bound in a heavy braid. There was a dry and leathery texture to the lines around her mouth and eyes. Qhora decided to risk her broken Mazigh a bit more. “Hello? Are you alive?”
The woman twitched, her eyes fluttered, and she groaned.
Qhora frowned and looked back. Lorenzo was helping one of the men in yellow to sit up. On the road above them, the wagon rolled into view beside the deserted marketplace. Berkan and his soldiers jumped down from the wagon and trudged down the embankment toward the wreck. Qhora turned back to the woman in white and saw that her eyes were open. The woman’s hand darted into her coat as she sat up and a long thin knife caught the sun’s light.
This is getting tiresome. Qhora tore her dagger free of her belt and cried, “Enzo!”



Chapter 15. Lorenzo


Two bullets pinged off the gray engine’s boiler just above his head and Lorenzo ducked back again, clutching his slender sword in one hand and squinting at the wide expanse of grass that offered everywhere to run and nowhere to hide. He scrambled around the front of the engine across the railway tracks and looked up the embankment at the wagon standing in the shadow of the decaying marketplace. Berkan and his soldiers were crouched in the tall grass, rifles at their shoulders, firing carefully at the gunmen hiding in the black train engine. But Lorenzo could not see Xiuhcoatl or the huge fanged cat. And he couldn’t see Qhora.
After a burst of rifle fire, the hidalgo leapt from his hiding place, dashed across the grass, and threw himself down into the dusty drainage ditch a moment later. He paused to catch his breath and listen to the guns bark and crack, the sounds echoing off the pale and cloudless sky. Peering out through the grass, he could just barely see the two gunmen hiding in the cab of the black engine.
It had all happened so fast. The men in yellow woke up. The woman in white woke up. Shouting. Guns. Knives. Running. There hadn’t been a moment to speak or even to think, only time enough to run away and hide, and to listen to the pounding of his own heart.
These are no desperados. These aren’t thieves or even murderers. No common criminal could have taken a train engine from Arafez. No, they’re something else. Mercenaries. Assassins. Someone wants us dead. Someone wants Qhora dead.
He sheathed his sword and scrambled up the slope to the gravel road and then dashed behind the rotting remains of the market plaza. Berkan shouted at his men, and through a crack in the wooden wall Lorenzo watched the soldiers crawl forward down the embankment toward the engine and the men in yellow.
“Qhora?” He scanned the dusty yard between the abandoned buildings, but there was no sign of life. Drawing his espada once more, he crossed the square and began skirting each stable and stall, looking for footprints and listening for footfalls.
She has to be here somewhere. Somewhere close. Dear God, let her be alive.
A man shouted off to the right and Lorenzo ran in that direction. It was Xiuhcoatl’s shout, one the hidalgo had heard before in the New World on the killing fields of Cartagena. He rounded the last market stall and saw the old Aztec slashing his obsidian sword at a tall woman in white. The woman danced back and forth, easily slipping beyond the macuahuitl’s reach. She held a stiletto in each hand, one by the handle and the other by the blade.
Beyond the fighters, Lorenzo saw Lady Qhora mounted on Wayra with the revolver in her hand. She was aiming at the woman in white, but every few seconds she would put her hand down and shout at Xiuhcoatl in Quechua, “Move! Get away from her!”
Lorenzo jogged out from the shadows into the bright afternoon sun with his espada at the ready, and he yelled, “My lady! Don’t shoot!”
He saw her frown at him, but to his relief she lowered the gun into her lap.
Then Xiuhcoatl screamed and Lorenzo saw the thin dagger buried in his throat. He dashed forward even faster. No! When did that happen? How is that possible? The old warrior clutched at his neck with one hand as he tried to swing his heavy sword in the other. He staggered off balance, gurgling, blood streaming from his mouth.
“No!” Qhora kicked her mount into a sprint. With an eagle’s piercing scream, Wayra darted toward the woman in white.
“Qhora, no!” Lorenzo raced toward the killer. “You! Don’t you touch her!”
The stranger drew another stiletto from her belt to replace the one in Xiuhcoatl’s neck and she pointed both blades at him. Lorenzo gauged the distance between them, measuring it out in paces and lunges, in circles of attack, and at the last moment he slid into a sideways stance and thrust his espada at the woman in white. He snaked his left hand around his back to grab at his long black coat and pull it up and away from his legs in a flourish of wool and fox fur. The woman whirled back, dropping her hands to her sides as her heavy black braid and long white coat swirled around her slender figure.
A deep snarling and growling almost drew Lorenzo’s attention, but he remained focused on his opponent. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lady Qhora turn and look in the direction of the trains. “Atoq is among them. It will be over in a moment,” she said.
From the same direction, a man cried out, “Shifrah! Shifrah!” And then his words dissolved into screams, which cut off suddenly, leaving them in silence.
The woman in white flinched at the man’s cries. She shook her head and smirked at Lorenzo. “You’re an Espani diestro, aren’t you?”
“Si, senora.” He nodded curtly. She’s from the east and she’s familiar with professional swordplay. She’ll be more dangerous than any Mazigh soldier. “Have you studied destreza?”
“In Rome, I met a man who fights with a small sword. He taught me a few things. In Italia, they call him some sort of genius with a blade,” she said. “And I admit, his small sword was more impressive than his small sword.”
“Did this man have a name?” he asked. Don’t say Capoferro. Please, God, don’t say Ridolfo Capoferro. Any name but his.
“Fabris. Salvator Fabris.”
Oh, dear God. Lorenzo swallowed. Ridolfo would have been a blessing. If she was trained by Salvator Fabris, then I am a dead man.
The woman lunged at him, swiping at his blade with her knives to close the distance and come inside his striking range. The sight of her flashing hands and weapons emptied his mind of everything he had ever learned. All he could think was:
Salvator Fabris trains princes and generals. Salvator Fabris once slaughtered twelve diestros in a quarter of an hour. Salvator Fabris is the Supreme Knight of the Order of the Seven Hearts. I am a dead man.
“Enzo!” Qhora shouted.
He blinked.
But she is not Salvator Fabris.
Lorenzo slashed at the woman’s hands, pricking the soft olive blurs between the bright steel and the white coat. Splashes of red spattered her sleeves and the sun-scorched grass at their feet. His eyes never left her eyes as he pressed his advantage, driving her back, striding forward with the tail of his coat draped over the crook of his left arm and his sword-hand barely moving at all as the blade leapt like a viper at his command. The woman flinched, grunted and winced, and finally turned to dash back. One of her knives thumped in the dust as she clutched her bleeding hands.
“Do you yield?” Lorenzo asked. His sword arm felt light and fluid, as though the blade itself longed to strike her again and again. He dropped the point of his espada to the ground and let his coat tails fall free behind him to cool his blood and clear his mind.
The woman clutched her hands for a moment, her chest heaving as she struggled to catch her breath. She glanced up at the princess on the huge striding bird monster, and then back at the man holding a sword dripping with her blood. She ran.
Lorenzo watched her plunge into the tall grasses and disappear around the far corner of one of the market stalls. A thump drew his gaze back to the right and he saw Qhora kneeling over Xiuhcoatl. The Aztec lay still, his lips bloody and cracked, his eyes glassy and vacant.
The hidalgo pulled a cloth from his pocket to clean his blade before he sheathed it. He walked slowly to Qhora’s side and said, “I’m sorry, my love. He deserved better. I should have been faster.”
“No. He died fighting. It was what he wanted.” She closed his eyes and stood up. “This death will carry him to paradise. His paradise.” Qhora turned and walked away to look out over the trains. “It’s over. Atoq and Berkan have the engine. Burn his body. Now, please.”
Lorenzo stared after her. Is that all? Is that all you have to say over the body of a man who lived and died at your side? A man who followed you half way around the world, who gave up his people, his country, his gods, even his language to stand by you, to put his flesh between you and death countless times?
He swallowed and stared down at the weathered face lying still in the dust. His own reflection stared up from the dark pool of blood under the man’s head. Lorenzo nodded to himself. Then that’s all there is. He gathered dry planks from the marketplace and fistfuls of dead grass and soon had a small pyre built on the bare earth. He dragged the body onto the rough frame, placed the cruel macuahuitl in the older man’s hands, and draped the jaguar cloak over Xiuhcoatl’s head and chest.
“I’m sorry,” he said to the body, clutching the triquetra medallion around his neck. “I’m sorry I was not a better friend to you. Alone and friendless in a foreign land. I should have done more. There was always an excuse not to, some petty selfish reason to be busy, to be elsewhere. You deserved better. You were brave and faithful, and you died alone on the far side of the world with no one to say your own prayers over you. May you find better friends and fairer paths in the next world. Rest in peace. In the name of the Father, the Mother, and the Son. Amen.”
When the grass and wood was burning brightly, Lorenzo stalked warily around the empty stalls and stables in search of the woman in white, but her trail was masked by the waving grasses and there was no sign of her in or around the marketplace. The hidalgo stared out across the plains, knowing full well that the woman was still alive and still nearby. But if she really did study with Fabris, then perhaps she was wise enough to know when to fight and when to run.
The hidalgo returned to the black train where Wayra and Atoq were feeding on the men in yellow jackets, who lay in bloody pieces on the grass. He averted his eyes and helped Berkan to stand up. The sergeant had been shot in the shoulder, but seemed well enough otherwise. His two privates lay a few feet away, each with several bullets in their chests.
Lady Qhora stood in the cab of the black engine, studying the pressure valves and hand levers. “We can’t risk the highway any longer. Can we use this machine?”
Sergeant Berkan nodded and climbed up beside her with his one good arm. “Everything looks all right. I think the cow-catcher took the brunt of the collision. Here. If we can just get the pressure back up above the green line, we just change gears and release the brake, and we’ll be in Arafez in an hour or two.”
“Excellent. Enzo, please build up the fire, and then bring down the cages with the cubs. We’ll let Wayra and Atoq follow on their own. And turn the horses loose.” She waved him toward the shovel in the coal hopper. “Please.”
Lorenzo nodded slowly. She keeps saying “please.” She never says that. She’s grasping for help, for friends, for anything certain. And now Xiuhcoatl is gone. She must be feeling so alone and uncertain, and it’s my fault. My fault that I can’t decide what to do with my life. It’s not fair to her. Do I love her enough to let her go? Or do I love her so much I can’t live without her? Where is a priest or a ghost when you need one?
He took his place between the coal and the firebox, and bent to pick up the filthy shovel. “Yes, my lady.”
After enough shoveling to make his back ache and to send sweat pouring down his face, the hidalgo closed the firebox and trudged up the embankment to the wagon. He loosed the horses and hauled the two cages out of the bed. With a satchel of food slung over his shoulder, Lorenzo stumbled back down to the train with a cage in each hand. Berkan sat propped up against the hopper pointing out the various controls to the princess. Atoq lounged in the grass beside his kill, licking his teeth and yawning. Wayra strutted in the distance, clawing at the earth, whistling and squawking.
Lorenzo slid the caged cubs toward the sergeant and climbed up beside them. Berkan talked him through the steps to get the train moving and soon the black engine was huffing south toward Arafez. Lorenzo looked back at the marketplace one last time. Whoever you are, stay away from us. Please.



Chapter 16. Kella


Detective Kella Massi studied every detail of the work tables and bins of parts as she followed Lady Sade and her footman through the workshop. The front rooms had been orderly and sterile, almost resembling a hospital, but here in the back she found a mechanical abattoir of wooden legs, tin hands, glass eyes, and iron bones. A young woman by the window paused in her work to curtsy to the Lady, and Kella saw that she was building a false leg. A very small false leg.
Lady Sade led them through a door and down a hall to the top of a stair that angled down into a shadowy cellar. At the bottom of the stair was a narrow hall past several narrow store rooms behind leather curtains and ending in a massive door bound in iron. A small light bulb fizzled above the door, casting the portal in muted golds and browns. The footman stood to one side, a cage in his hand, a large cat in the cage.
“This is our private facility,” Lady Sade said. “Doctor Medina conducts some rather sensitive experiments here. Her work is taking us in leaps and bounds toward keeping our workforce working. The next generation of prosthetic limbs will be far more than peg-legs and hooks. Doctor Medina is creating mechanical hands and feet that move and grasp just like ones of flesh and blood.”
Kella glanced at the grimy door beneath the flickering light bulb. “I see. And she’s doing this groundbreaking work alone down here in the cellar?”
“She is.” If the Lady heard the detective’s doubting tone, she overlooked it. “And for a good reason. These experiments are unpleasant. The doctor is working with animals at the moment, and there are more than a few people, some in high places, who would strenuously object. They would call it torture.”
“And what would you call it?” Kella tried to sound disinterested.
“Necessary.” Lady Sade remained impassive. “Hundreds of skilled men are maimed in every city in the country every year. Workers on the railroad, in the mines, in the factories, in the quarries. They’re exhausted, eyes bleary, arms weak, fingers clumsy. If we do not find better ways to keep them working, then the number of poor, hungry, and homeless will continue to rise. And frankly, I do not wish to govern a city of cripples and vagrants any more than they want to be cripples and vagrants.”
That almost sounds sincere. Kella said, “So I can expect people to be reporting Doctor Medina for cruelty to animals or something along those lines. How would you like me to handle these complaints?”
“The same way that you handle all of my personal business. With discretion.” She tapped on the door. A moment later the lock clicked and the door swung in on silent, oiled hinges.
The woman inside bowed her head slightly. She was shorter than the Lady, shorter than Kella even, but much heavier. Her jet black hair was twisted up in a clumsy bun on top of her head, and a heavy leather apron hung like a solid column around her. “Lady Sade, it is a pleasure as always. Please, come in.”
Kella followed them into the laboratory, trying not to grimace too deeply at the smell of feces and urine, the slight stickiness of the stone floor, and the terrified squeals and hisses of tiny things in cages. And others not so tiny. Only the center of the room was well-lit and there she saw a large metal table, two stools, and a wheeled tray bearing small knives and needles that glinted in the light.
To her right she saw the bars and corners of the cages, half lost in shadows. Wings fluttered and forked tongues hissed. Small furred creatures whined and yipped. One very large cage in the back caught her eye and she saw an enormous shelled body shuffling in the dark and a heavy clubbed tail banged against the bars. To her left she noted a clutter of machines, great steel and brass cogs and leathery bellows, tubes and wires, vials and jars filled with bubbling fluids, and the faint buzz of electricity. But the machines were tucked back into the shadows, just as the cages were, and Kella couldn’t tell exactly what she was looking at. None of this looks all that dangerous. At the very least, they’re not building guns down here. Maybe this place is legitimate after all. Just disgusting.
The doctor smiled and wiped her hands on her stained smock. “My lady, I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.”
Lady Sade shifted into a lightly accented Espani, and Kella had to concentrate to follow the rest of the conversation but her self-taught Espani proved adequate. Sade said, “I know, but there’s been a development. We’ll need to adjust your work schedule, doctor.” Lady Sade gestured and her footman stepped forward to place the cage on the table. The white and gray cat cowered in the back corner away from the light.
Kella watched the two speaking. That’s pretty vague and awkward language. What aren’t they saying? And why am I here if they don’t feel comfortable talking openly in front of me?
“Of course, my lady.” Doctor Medina glanced at the cage. “I must point out, it’s quite a bit smaller than the other one. An Espani lynx, is it?”
“It is. And I know. Prepare it the same as the other.”
“Certainly. The same delivery date?”
“No,” Lady Sade said. “Tomorrow evening.”
The doctor hesitated and for the first time betrayed a moment of uncertainty. But she nodded and forced a smile. “Yes, my lady.”
Switching back to Mazigh, Lady Sade said, “And this is a new acquaintance of mine, Detective Kella Massi of the third district police. I thought you two should meet, just in case your paths cross again in the future.”
“Of course. A pleasure, detective.” Medina shook her hand. “Although, I hope we won’t be meeting too often in our professional capacities.”
“We can both hope.” Kella forced a smile.
“I also wanted both of you together to inform you of another problem. I’m sure you’re both aware of the attack on the train station in Tingis last night. Clearly a pastoralist attack,” Lady Sade said. “And later that same night, police officers found two men dead just a few streets away from the station. One appeared to have been mauled by a large animal. An officer said he saw several foreigners with a large dog at the station shortly after the explosion. These pastoralists could be on the move, detective. I’d like you to keep an eye out for any unusual faces in the district this week. It would be particularly terrible if they were to damage this facility or harm the good doctor here. I need her in one piece.” Lady Sade smiled. “We all do.”
“If these pastoralists do show up, it shouldn’t be too hard to spot them. We don’t have too many man-eating dogs in Arafez right now,” Kella said dryly.
“Very good. Well, doctor, I’ll leave you to this.” Lady Sade nodded at the caged lynx on the table. “Detective, if you’ll walk out with me, I have a friend to meet at the North Station.”
Kella nodded and glanced at the small brass clock on the far wall. The North Station? But all trains to Tingis were cancelled today. Unless she’s running a private line?
The detective studied the Lady’s back as they climbed the stairs back up to the warmer air on the ground floor and passed through the back workroom again.
Sade isn’t stupid. Is she feeding me information on purpose? Does she expect me to investigate this doctor, or the Tingis attack, or her friend at the train station? No.
Kella almost stopped when she realized.
She’s testing me. She doesn’t trust me, so she’s taunting me with coded conversations and shady business partners. And I’ll bet that any investigation into her business will end in a dark alley and a bullet in the back of my head.
Outside the prosthetics shop, Kella watched Lady Sade step up into a small coach of oiled teak and polished brass drawn by a massive spotted sivathera. The young woman atop the carriage shook the reins, the long-necked beast dipped its huge antlers, and the coach quickly rolled away down the street. Kella frowned at the enormous steaming pile in the road where the coach had waited, and she turned to join the foot traffic in the opposite direction.
Well, I guess that leaves me with three career-ending options, she thought. After all, anyone crass enough to drive through a working-class neighborhood with a sivathera is just begging for trouble. What sort of woman would I be if I didn’t oblige her?
It was a short walk back to the police station past the lines of people waiting outside the temple for a bowl of stew and a crust of bread, and past the lines of people waiting outside the offices of Othmani Mills for a job smelting brass or weaving cloth. The station house was unusually quiet when she arrived and Kella sat at her desk, staring at her ink-stained blotter and half-chewed pencils.
The man at the next desk said, “Hey Kella, how’d your meeting go?”
“Hey Usem,” she said. “It wasn’t quite what I thought it would be.”
“What’s that mean? She wants to pay you under the table for a little private security work?” Usem shrugged. “They’re all like that. I say, take the money and slack off on whatever she wants done. She’ll cut you loose after a few weeks and you walk away with a clear conscience and a pocket full of change.”
Kella raised an eyebrow. “I’m going to overlook how quickly you came up with that little nugget of advice. Just tell the captain that I may not be around for a few days. I’ve got to go keep an eye on a few people of interest.”
“Alone? All right.” Usem shrugged and leaned back in his chair. “Just watch your ass out there. You know what happened to last person who signed up to do odd jobs for Lady Sade.”
“Yeah, I know.” Kella grinned. “That’s why I volunteered for this.”



Chapter 17. Qhora


The first thing that Qhora noticed as they approached the North Station in Arafez was the huge animal standing in the street below the platform. Its shoulders bulged at the base of its long neck, and a knobby rack of antlers crowned its broad skull. Large brown spots covered its tawny hide, and the black harness belted around its belly glistened with fresh oil and polished brass studs. The coach behind the creature appeared just as costly as the harness and tack, though the driver perched atop the coach did not appear very pleased to be seated on it.
Finally, a touch of civilization, she thought.
As the little black engine chuffed and squealed into the station, Qhora noted the tall woman standing on the platform watching them pull in. She wore an elaborately wrapped dress of blue and green layers with a gold chain belt, gold bracelets, and gold bands in her billowing mane of brown and red hair. A young man in a blue suit stood behind her in the stiff pose and vacant expression that Qhora found common to all servants. She glanced at the soldier at her feet and asked, “Berkan?”
The soldier, still sitting on the floor of the cab, craned his neck around to look out. “It’s Lady Sade. I suppose she’s come to greet you, my lady. I think you’ll be staying with her tonight.”
Qhora nodded. At last, a friend. Someone who understands the proper exercise of power. Someone who understands the order of things. “Very good. Enzo, please bring the cubs. After we are settled, you’ll need to come back here to the edge of the city to wait for Wayra and Atoq and bring them to the Lady’s home.” She turned to look into his eyes. “Please.”
The hidalgo inclined his head, his eyes hidden by the brim of his hat.
For a moment she considered reaching out to him, touching his arm, his hand. Maybe look into his eyes to try to see what was going on in that head of his. He’s all I have left now, if I even have him at all anymore. I’ll need to find some time for him later. To apologize, at the very least. I can’t believe I said those things to him. To him!
When the train came to a full stop, Qhora stepped down and approached the tall woman as gracefully and demurely as any creature had ever moved. She smiled and bowed her head and in her clearest Mazigh said, “Good afternoon, Lady Sade.”
“Good afternoon, Lady Qhora.” Sade gestured to her servant and the young man stepped forward to help Lorenzo with the cages. She continued in Espani, “When I heard about the disaster in Tingis last night, I instantly thought of you and your precious gifts for our queen. I sent a telegram, but unfortunately by the time my messenger arrived at your hotel this morning you had already left, so I sent Sergeant Berkan to collect you in this engine. I’m sorry I was not able to arrange a passenger car as well, but there were none available on such short notice.”
“It was just fine. Thank you for your generosity.”
Lady Sade scanned the train behind the Incan princess. “I see only one of your servants and only one of my soldiers. Sergeant, you’re shot.” It was not an exclamation, merely a statement of fact.
“Yes, my lady.” Berkan stepped gingerly off the train and crossed the platform, clutching his arm to keep the weight off his shoulder. “A second engine crashed into ours shortly after we found Lady Qhora. Two men and a woman attacked us. They killed my men, and one of the Lady’s men, but I was able to subdue them, with some help.”
“My bodyguard fought the woman, but she escaped,” Qhora said. “I think we heard her name. What was it, Enzo?”
“Shifrah,” the hidalgo said.
“Unusual name,” Lady Sade said. “Well, Sergeant, I believe you should find your barracks physician as quickly as you are able. You have my heartfelt thanks for your valiant service today and my condolences on your losses. I’ll be certain to commend your performance to your commander when next I speak to him. Lady Qhora, you may join me in my coach. Your man may follow with my footman.”
Everyone bowed their heads and took the lady’s directions without comment. Qhora caught the tired but thoughtful look in Lorenzo’s eyes as he trudged past in silence with one of the caged cubs. Why won’t he look at me? He used to love looking at me.
She climbed into the coach and settled on the narrow velvet seat across from the governor of Arafez. The driver called out, “Yip yip!” and the huge spotted beast lowed in reply. A heavy hoof-step thundered through the floor boards as the coach jerked into motion. The vehicle shook and bounced as it rolled up and down the cobbled streets and only a sliver of light penetrated the velvet curtains covering the windows. Qhora sniffed and her eyes watered at the alcoholic sting of something unnaturally flowery in the air.
Dear gods, is that meant to be perfume?
“So, Lady Qhora, I understand you are a prominent figure in the court of Emperor Manco in the New World. I should very much like to visit your country some day.”
Qhora raised an eyebrow. “I would not advise it, Lady Sade. Most people from the east succumb to the Golden Death shortly after they visit our shores. My escort, Lorenzo, was one of the few men who survived it.”
“The Golden Death?” Sade asked. “It sounds more decadent than deadly.”
Aha! A bit of intelligent conversation should go far with this woman. Qhora smiled and said, “The Espani gave it that name. They said it was a curse from their god for trying to steal our gold. In truth, the disease turns the flesh red as the boils form and then burst. Blood runs from the eyes and ears. And shortly before death, green leaves and vines erupt from the skin and blood-red flowers begin to bloom. Perhaps it should be called the Red Death.”
Sade blanched. “How fortunate that this plague does not affect your own people.”
Qhora shook her head. “It did affect my ancestors long ago, but we cultivated an immunity to it over time. Our sages keep a pure strain of the original disease for ceremonial purposes in a family of small monkeys cloistered in a temple outside Cusco.” Qhora continued smiling. Perfect. Our scientific advances in medicine should certainly impress her.
“Fascinating.” Sade turned her attention to the narrow glimpses of the outside world through the waving velvet curtains. “I have heard that your escort is a well-known diestro. Don Lorenzo Quesada, yes? Was your other companion also an Espani fencing master?”
“No, he was an Aztec warrior. A knight of the Jaguar Order.” Qhora glanced down at her hands folded in her lap and began picking at the lace frills at her wrists.
Was that really what he wanted? To be burned and abandoned on a dusty plain, unmarked and unremembered? We should have discussed such things beforehand. I wonder if I should discuss them with Enzo soon. Just in case.
“Lady Sade, I believe that my life is in danger. I have been attacked three times since arriving in Marrakesh. If not for my companions, I would surely be dead at this moment. Enzo tells me that some of your people…” Careful! I can’t say that she rules over an impoverished mob at the brink of chaos. “…may not wish me to be here, in your country.”
“Ordinarily, I would call that utter nonsense. The people of Arafez, and indeed all of Marrakesh, have nothing but respect and admiration for our cousins across the sea.” Lady Sade gestured vaguely at the veiled window. “We adore the mighty creatures brought back from the New World. For instance, we have several dozen megatheras here in Arafez to power our mills. They’re so much larger and stronger than our native sivatheras. And the young men enjoy riding your nankas. They hold races just outside the city throughout the summer.”
“Nankas?” Qhora asked. “You mean hatun-ankas?” Not even Manco would sell a great eagle to an easterner, or give one as a gift. Only a thief could have brought them back here, and only as eggs or hatchlings. They’re all thieves in this land. “I should very much like to see your races one day. In my country, they are ridden only for war or protection, as befits their noble rank among all beasts and their savage nature as killers.”
“Perhaps we have tamed them,” Sade said. “After all, Marrakesh is a tame land. We have shaped the earth and water to our will. Hills and rivers have become foundations and canals. We have mastered the land, but not ourselves, I’m afraid.”
“Oh?” Qhora leaned forward.
“Well, my dear, for many years our queens have bought peace from the neighboring kingdoms with our machines, but our enemies no longer fear our science. They are building railways in Persia and sailing steamships across the Middle Sea. Soon the skies will be filled with Songhai airships as well. And when we have nothing left to sell, there will no longer be any reason for our enemies to leave us in peace. When they know all our secrets, we will be worthless to them.”
“You fear an invasion?”
“Of course. Marrakesh sits between mountains rich in ore and oceans rich in food. We control the shipping lanes through the Strait. But our ancient allies are weak. Espana, Italia, Numidia. They’re all shadows of what they once were. And we cannot trust anyone else to stand by us without pillaging our resources when our backs are turned. The Bafours and Kel Ahaggar harry our borders already. War is coming, my lady. A terrible war that will be fought with terrible machines.”
Qhora shrugged. “I’m sorry to hear this. I’m rather tired of war, myself. As a child in Cusco, I saw countless civil wars, several of which threatened to destroy my city and my family. As I grew older, the wars moved north and east as the Empire spread across the continent, swallowing up the savage kingdoms on our borders. It was once called the Tawantin Suyu Empire, for its four great nations. Now it is the Jisquntin Suyu Empire.”
“Meaning?”
“Nine nations,” Qhora said with only a hint of smile. “But then, three years ago, the Espani invasion began.”
“Yes, I’ve read of it. But your Empire triumphed, and quickly at that,” Sade said, her gaze fixed on a sliver of light between the waving curtains. “I suppose the Golden Death defeated your enemies for you.”
“Many of them, yes.” Qhora recalled the bloated and bleeding faces of the white soldiers, their skin bulging and oozing. “But there were still many battles. The Espani brought guns and armor on their ironclad ships, and they built little wooden castles by the sea. But their forces were slow and heavy and cautious. Our riders and hunters were swift and light and fearless. You don’t need swords or cannons to kill a man. A sharp thorn and a drop of venom will do just as well. The hatun-ankas are faster than any horse, and many times deadlier. And the Espani had nothing but little dogs to face the kirumichi.”
“Kiru…?” Lady Sade glanced at her, a quizzical look in her raised eyebrow.
“Kirumichi. The Espani call them saber-toothed cats. The same as the cubs we brought for your queen. Have you ever seen an adult, my lady?”
Sade shook her head.
Qhora beamed. “Then I look forward to introducing you to Atoq, my hunter. He is following us along the train tracks and should be here later this evening.”
Sade froze for an almost imperceptible moment, and then shifted her whole body to face the princess squarely and she leaned forward as she said, “You brought a man-eating war-cat to Marrakesh? Through Tingis?”
“Yes.” Qhora’s smiled faded. She’s afraid. “I assure you, he’s perfectly safe and obeys my every command. He would only kill to protect me, as he did today when the Shifrah woman attacked us.”
“I see.” Lady Sade continued to scrutinize her companion for several long moments, her forehead slightly creased and eyes slightly squinted and mouth slightly frowning. But then she blinked and the dark cloud over her vanished. “Lady Qhora, you clearly have a wealth of knowledge about the world. Few women of power have travelled as far and seen as much as you. Your wisdom and experience will no doubt impress Her Highness in Orossa. You must be looking forward to meeting her when you deliver your gifts from Prince Valero.”
“I am.” Qhora relaxed at the sudden change in the older lady’s demeanor. What just happened? Did she decide to befriend me, or not? Perhaps I can test her. “Although, I must confess, I had heard stirring descriptions of the wealth and power of her country, but thus far have not seen the same country that was described to me. The explosion at the train station, the bandits on the highway. You understand, of course.”
“Of course.” Lady Sade nodded knowingly. “These are difficult times, but all transitions are difficult. You must tear down the old to make room for the new. Everything in Marrakesh is changing, and for some people it is changing too rapidly. The cities, the factories, the jobs. It can be a bit overwhelming.” She smiled. “I know just the thing. I will invite several of my friends to supper with us tonight and we will show you the real Marrakesh, the Marrakesh of the future. And then tomorrow I will escort you myself to Orossa to introduce you to Her Highness. You will arrive refreshed as well as enlightened.”
Qhora smiled in return, but not too brightly. Almost too good to be true. She wants to give me everything I want, everything I might have asked for. Have I found a friend or just another sort of thief, another liar, another viper? Well, if so, then at least this viper doesn’t know that my fangs are sharper than hers. Qhora said, “I can’t thank you enough, my lady. You are as thoughtful as you are generous.”
A few minutes later, the coach rumbled to a halt and the driver opened the door to reveal a paved courtyard bordered by thousands of flowers blooming in freshly mulched beds and on blindingly whitewashed trellises. The house itself walled the courtyard on three sides and rose three stories above the street, three stories of pale granite and gleaming windows crowned with arched red roof tiles. Lady Sade led the way into the house and Qhora followed through room after room of marble tiled floors and lush Persian carpets, slender Hellan columns and dark hardwood stairs, enormous stone and iron fireplaces from Espana, stained glass doors and paper-thin screens, and more types of chairs and tables than she could name. The governor of Arafez deposited her guest in small bedroom on the second floor, promised to send refreshments and her hidalgo as soon as he arrived, and left her to stare at the plush upholstery surrounding her.
Qhora sat down on the edge of the bed, noting the five or six layers of blankets, each of a different color and cloth. Her body sank down into the bedding and she lay back and closed her eyes. Well, perhaps some of these people are wealthy after all.



Chapter 18. Syfax


Black slime and green moss covered the bottom half of the high stone walls of the Zemmour Canal. A golden sun hung high in the sky, bleaching the heavens into pastel blues and yellows. And while there was no spray from the ferry’s huge paddle wheel, the smells of salt and dead fish and wet birds were everywhere, sometimes faint but often with burning acuity. Only a handful of the other passengers had left the main cabin to walk about outside between the warm spring sun and the cold sea breeze, including quite a few elderly couples slowly pacing the length of the deck, their bare feet slapping softly on the warm metal deck plates. Syfax leaned forward on the rail and watched the foamy waves sliding past the steamer’s hull.
“So I’ve been wondering,” Syfax said. “Should I snap your wrist and arrest you now, and sit on you until we get to Nahiz, or should I just stand here and act scared of your little toy until we arrive? I’m not a big fan of babysitting.”
“Of course not.” Chaou stared out across the grassy fields beyond the canal walls. “You’ll do your duty, which leaves me to decide what to do with you now. I don’t want to kill you, major. I hope you believe that. I extended my offer to you more out of hope than anything else. Usually we approach people much more gently and carefully, developing a rapport over time. You understand. More diplomatically. But this has all been a complete fiasco. It’s all the Espani’s fault, really.”
Syfax tried to focus on anything other than the ambassador’s voice. Over the past hour, he had heard the same self-pitying whining and excuses again and again. Hamuy, politics, the queen, the Espani, the weather, the harvest, wages, strikes. At first he had hoped to coax out a few names or dates or plans, something specific so he could round up a few more of her friends, but so far she had been very careful in choosing her words and now Syfax was ready to dump her on someone else. As he listened to the endless shushing of the water against the hull and the low huffing of the steamer’s engine, a distant whine caught his ear. He looked up to the west and saw a small dark shape approaching high above them. “Here comes the cavalry,” he said.
“Probably not. And the next time I need an airship captured I will have to send more capable persons.” Chaou peered up, her hand still resting lightly on the major’s. “I’m sure the maneuver would be quite spectacular if attempted, but no airship could ever hope to land on a moving boat. At most, they could try to lower someone down with a rope, or lift you away with one, but that would mean flying very low and very close to this large pointy boat and all these trees for several minutes. No, I don’t think your comrades will risk that.”
Syfax glanced once at the small woman and then focused on the airship. What is Kenan up to? The airship continued to grow in size and detail, and attracted the excited waves and shouts of several children standing near the stern of the ferry, but as the minutes passed the Halcyon made no sign of descending or even angling toward the ship. It passed overhead half a mile to the north and proceeded east, the drone of its propellers fading as it cruised over a low ridge on its way to… where? Are they going to Nahiz or straight on to Khemisset?
“You see?” Chaou leaned against the rail, a gentle smile curling the corners of her mouth. “They must be going ahead to Nahiz to intercept us. It’s a small town, with no real means for us to blend into a crowd, so to speak. Especially if they’re standing on the pier, watching us disembark.”
“Yeah, well, unless you plan to hijack the ferry, it looks like your little adventure’s almost over, lady.” Syfax studied the older woman, wondering if she might actually try to hijack the ferry. The longer he looked at the grim-faced ambassador, the less ridiculous it sounded.
Chaou gestured to the people in the cabin. “And inconvenience all these hard-working women and men? Families and business travelers? I wouldn’t dream of it. No, the ferry will reach Nahiz on schedule. I shall simply have to arrange some other means of transportation before we arrive, that’s all.”
“Sure you will.”
“I’ll just have to make do with whatever is at hand.” Chaou turned slightly to study the little crane mechanism holding the ferry’s lifeboat just a few yards away.
Now she’s really getting squirrelly. Time to wrap this up. Syfax whipped his hand free of her grip and lunged at the bulge of his revolver in the ambassador’s coat pocket. His fingers fumbled against the hard edges of the grip, and then a brilliant spidery arc of light struck his arm. He pulled back, whipping his stunned hand to beat the feeling back into it.
“I’m running out of patience, major!” The little woman’s eyes flashed with rage, her lips trembled as she extended the two fingers tipped in copper. “You’re not special, you’re not clever, and you’re not going to trick me or even overpower me.”
Syfax beat his tingling hand against the metal rail and the feeling began to return. “Seriously, lady? I have bowel movements scarier than you. You really think you’ll make it past the marshals, and the police, and the Royal Guards? Oh, don’t look so surprised. I’ve heard all of your speeches before, from other killers and delusional psychopaths. You’re not the first person who wanted to kill the queen.”
Chaou blinked and swallowed.
“All that blather about foreign people and money and machines? You think I haven’t heard that before?” Syfax grimaced. “You’ll be caught, and probably killed. By now, half the country knows you’re missing and half of them probably suspect you caused the mess in Tingis. Dozens dead. Train blown to hell. Airship blown to hell. People don’t like being scared, you know. They’ll crawl through sewers to rip your head off just so they can all sleep better at night, knowing they got their precious justice. You’re living on borrowed time, ambassador. And your little toy can’t hurt what you can’t touch.” He rolled his hand into a heavy fist and smashed it into Chaou’s forearm, grabbed her wrist, and twisted her arm up behind her back nearly to her neck. She gasped and squealed.
Syfax tightened his grip and felt the ambassador weakening, losing her balance. When Chaou’s legs buckled, both of them stumbled forward and Syfax bumped Chaou’s hand against the railing. Instantly, a dozen sharp wails filled the air and Syfax shoved the ambassador away to scan for the source of the cries. It was the elderly couples. All of the little old men and women, the barefoot couples, who had been walking nearby had fallen to the deck, shuddering and wailing, their limbs flopping and twitching.
And then it was over and dozens of horrified and baffled onlookers were bending over the shaken couples, babbling and pointing, passing bottles of water and blankets among them.
“Back away, major.” Chaou stood panting, one hand massaging her neck while the other hovered over the metal railing. “I hated every instant of that, and I hate you for making me do it!” She screamed through a raw throat.
“Get away from the rail!” Syfax pointed at the woman’s hand. “Don’t touch it. You could kill them!”
“You’re the one killing them, major.” Chaou began edging backward, closer to the lifeboat. “Don’t come near me. Don’t do anything. As soon as I’m gone, you can take care of those poor old grannies. That would be best. But if you do anything, anything at all to stop me, I will shoot you.” She touched the bulge of the gun in her pocket.
Syfax raised his empty hands and watched the woman in black glance nervously at the little crane holding the lifeboat. She shook her head and banged her palm on the railing, making Syfax wince. “No,” she said.” You, over the side. Now. Into the water.”
The major cocked an eyebrow, then shrugged. He stepped to the railing and glanced down. Twenty feet into dark churning waters thick with algae and oil stains. Above them, the slick walls of the canal rose ten sheer feet above the water, and it was more miles than he could guess until the next landing or lock. Crap.
“By the time you find someone to fish you out, everything will be over,” Chaou said. “You’ll be working for a very different crown, and nothing you report will matter to anyone.”
His instinct was to make a smarmy retort about how her plan would fail, how stupid it was to leave him alive. Then again, maybe she’s planning to shoot me after I fall in the canal so she won’t have to deal with my body. Glaring at Chaou’s smug smile, he grabbed the railing, hurled himself over, and plunged boots first into the cold black slime of the Zemmour Canal. His last dry thought was, I think she was reaching for the gun.
When his head broke the surface, he felt the trickles of thick pond scum sliding down his scalp and neck. He tried not to think about the other things that might be thriving in the filthy, sluggish waters of the canal. Syfax reach across the oil-stained surface and began swimming, dragging himself up the canal toward the huge paddle wheel churning away to the east. His long red coat quickly swelled and clawed at the water like a sea anchor, and his boots became concrete blocks on his feet keeping his legs down beneath him. Unwilling to shed the weight, he fought across the canal to the sheer stone wall and jammed his fingers into the cracks between the blocks. But the cracks were only a hair deep, clotted and mortared with slick mossy gunk that denied him any hope of climbing out. The major pulled his broad knife from his boot and stabbed at the wall here and there, looking for a few spare inches of purchase. He worked his way left and right, and finally began lurching up out of the water to jab at the higher cracks that were drier and a bit deeper. Each time Syfax fell harder and deeper back into the canal. The stench of rotting wood and bird droppings and spent engine oil burned his nostrils and eyes.
He kicked about and found a sludgy bit of footing somewhere down in the dark at the wall’s edge. Planting his feet deep in the muck, he leapt up one more time. When he jammed his knife into the wall, it slid in to the hilt and stuck fast between two stones, holding the man up with only his legs dangling in the water. Syfax wiggled his naked toes in the cold water and rolled his eyes. “Damn it. I liked those boots.”
After several minutes of swearing and scrambling, he levered himself up on his knife handle and leapt for the top of the wall. He caught it on the second try and hauled himself up onto the warm dry grass. As he lay there, he tugged off his belt and then rolled back over to start fishing his knife out of the wall. It took several minutes and the knife nearly fell back into the canal at the last moment, but he caught the blade between two fingers and pulled it up. Well, that’s better than nothing.
He shrugged off his soaking, stinking coat and squeezed out as much of the canal as he could. Then he slung the coat over his shoulder on the hook of his finger and started walking. He’d only taken a few barefoot steps before he stopped short and looked across the canal at the outline of Port Chellah, far in the distance. Port Chellah, full of horses and trains. Port Chellah, on the other side of the canal.
“Aw, damn it!”
Across the water, a wide dirt road ran parallel to the canal and to his right Syfax spotted two young boys coming toward him. “Hey! Hey, kids!”
The boys stopped and waved. “What?”
“How do I get across?”
The boys looked at each other and shrugged. One of them pointed back toward the ocean and yelled, “Train bridge!”
To the west, the entrance to the canal at the mouth of the Bou Regreg River looked to be at least five miles back, judging by the hair-thin line of the Atlanteen Ocean beyond it. There was a faint arch across the canal back there that might have been the bridge.
An hour to run back there, another hour into town to get a horse, and then over sixty miles on winding roads from Port Chellah to Nahiz. The ferry probably only has forty miles to go.
But how far to the first lock?
Squinting into the east told him nothing except that the paddle wheeler was rounding a slight bend and bearing a bit to the south, judging by the trail of steam and smoke drifting above the canal. How fast do those things go?
He didn’t imagine he could outrun the ferry, especially barefoot. But if the lock is slow enough, then maybe…
Syfax balled up his coat around his belt and slung the whole bundle over his shoulder, and he took off running along the canal using the top of the stone wall as a path. The blocks were warm and smooth, with only the occasional pebble or rusty fish hook to make him swear and stumble. From time to time he would glance at the murky water below and glare.
Twenty years ago you could wade straight across the river in the summer. And now, this.



Chapter 19. Taziri


A steady westerly wind sped the Halcyon on its way and Taziri landed in a grassy field just outside Nahiz a little more than an hour after leaving Port Chellah. Kenan had lingered by the windows, staring down at the murky lane of the canal and the rustling tree tops, peering intently at the ferry as they passed over it. If he had seen anything, he did not mention it. The rest of the flight had been quiet.
Taziri shut down the engines and helped Ghanima lash the airship to a pair of old oak trees at the edge of the field. Kenan hovered in the open hatchway as Evander stumbled out onto the grass, groaning as he stretched his back.
“I guess I need to stay here and watch Hamuy,” Kenan said.
“I guess.” Taziri glanced up the road at the little village around the ferry landing. “It’ll be another few hours before the ship gets here. Is there anything we can do now?”
“Probably not.” He shrugged. “Sort of a hurry-up-and-wait situation. Happens all the time in police work. You can go get something to eat or get some rest.”
Taziri trudged over to him, her hands in her pockets. “Look, marshal, I realize we’re dealing with some very dangerous people, and I’m happy to help out, but I’m a pilot and I have my own responsibilities back home. I’d like to wrap this up as soon as possible. It’s been a long night and a long morning, and I’ve had enough excitement for this year. So is there anything you can do to help get me out of here?”
Kenan shook his head. “Nope. The major is on the ferry with the ambassador. The ferry is slow. We wait.” His face tensed slightly and he nodded toward the village. “Go get some lunch.”
For a minute, she wondered if she had the authority to throw him and his prisoner off her airship and just leave them. I need to deal with that doctor in Arafez. And Isoke needs me. Yuba and Menna need me. These Redcoats are just using me for a free ride and wasting my time. “Come on, Ghanima, let’s go get some food.”
The village of Nahiz had once overlooked the banks of the Bou Regreg River from a hillside several hundred yards away, but after the engineers and masons and dredges had done their work, the village found itself poised on the very edge of the Zemmour Canal. The fishermen had adapted readily enough, finding the stone lip of the canal walls more comfortable seating than the rocks along the old shore and installing makeshift ladders to help unfortunate or clumsy souls back up out of the water. A shaky rope bridge had been suspended between two wooden towers across the canal in the village itself, while a broad stone and iron bridge arched above the canal just south of town. The new landing and ticket office brought a steady flow of workers and peddlers through the village, some heading west for the wealth and promise of the big city, others fleeing east back to their family homes, their reasons and stories rarely offered to strangers.
As they entered Nahiz, Taziri strolled past the landing and confirmed that the ferry wasn’t expected for at least another two hours, and then they wandered up past the waiting horses and stage coaches to the long stone inn across the hillside where the smell of freshly brewed tea and crushed mint spilled out of the open windows. The innkeeper had a tajine simmering, and so they passed a quiet hour savoring lamb stewed with apricots, raisins, and honey dusted with turmeric, ginger, and saffron. They spoke little, and only to compliment the food or praise the bright clear skies above the dark canal.
Afterward, they sat outside with their tea and watched the hustle and bustle of Nahiz on a warm spring afternoon. At first, the stillness of the empty streets was disquieting. Then a single fisherman trudged up the road past them. A few minutes later the same man trudged back down past them to the canal.
“Is your hand all right?”
Taziri glanced down, unaware that she had been rubbing her numb fingers. Her wrist had felt shaky during lunch just trying to hold a glass. She slipped her hand into her pocket and said, “I’m sure it’s fine. I think something fell on my arm in the fire.”
Ghanima nodded. “You seem really eager to get home. Family?”
“My husband and daughter. You?”
“Just my sister. My twin, actually,” Ghanima said. “I’m a little worried. I don’t know what she knows yet about the Crake. I don’t want her to worry about me if someone reports the wreck.”
Taziri nodded. “As soon as we get to a town with a telegraph office, we’ll let the brass know where we are and what’s going on.”
“Okay.”
The small talk droned on for the next two hours as the sun inched lower in the sky and the fishermen sauntered up and down the lane in ones and twos, sometimes with a few perch, trout, or eels on a string. Finally, a soft toot in the distance announced the arrival of the ferry and the two pilots shuffled down to the landing to wait. When the steamer pulled in and the gangway was dragged into place, the passengers streamed off with bags and children in tow. A considerable crowd began to form along the canal-side road, but after resituating their belongings and waiting for their companions, the travelers quickly dispersed either into the village or down to the main road and the stone bridge.
Taziri and Ghanima studied every face and figure that passed them, and when the flow of passengers thinned out and finally stopped, they caught the attention of one of the deckhands to ask if there was anyone else left. The young man shrugged and invited them to look around, so they stepped aboard and made a quick circuit of the outer deck and the inner cabin and even tugged at the locked storage bins, but ultimately they were shooed off as the crew got ready to close up for an hour so the boiler could be refilled and the deckhands could get a quick meal.
“Were we wrong?” Ghanima asked. “Maybe those men at the pier lied. Maybe the major and the ambassador never got on the ferry at all.”
“Maybe. Or maybe they got off somewhere else.” Taziri jogged after the last deckhand. “Excuse me! I just wanted to ask a quick question. Did you notice a large man in a red coat with an older woman in a gold jacket?”
The boatman raised a tired eyebrow. “A what? I don’t know.”
“They were supposed to take the ferry in from Port Chellah to meet us here,” Taziri said, forcing a pleasant smile. “But they weren’t on board. Maybe they got off at one of the locks?”
The boatman sighed and appeared to actually give the matter a moment’s thought. “Maybe. I don’t remember a guy in a red coat, but I think an old lady got off at the second lock. I didn’t notice what she was wearing.”
“Oh hey.” A second deckhand, farther up the street, turned to call down to them. “I know who you mean. Yeah, I saw her get off. Second lock, just like he said. Silver hair, right? Black and gold jacket, green dress. I helped her off the gangway.”
“Oh really?” Taziri forced herself to keep smiling. “That’s funny. Did she mention where she was going?”
“Nah, but there’s only the one path over the ridge from there, up to the highway to Khemisset. It’s a long walk, unless she managed to catch the two-thirty stage coach from Chellah to Khem.” The deckhand shrugged. “Course, if she was going to do that, why the hell did she get on the ferry in the first place?”
The two men joined their comrades in the inn, leaving Taziri and Ghanima to exchange confused looks.
“Now what?” Ghanima asked.
Taziri said, “Chaou got off, but the major didn’t. I guess we have to trust that the major is still following her. The only alternative is that he’s lost or dead.”
“Dead? Him? That seems pretty unlikely.”
They began walking back toward the field where the Halcyon waited. Taziri said, “I think we need to stop playing cat-and-mouse with the ambassador. We’re just wasting time now. We’ll go to Arafez so Kenan can turn Hamuy over to the marshals and organize a proper search party.”
“What about the Espani doctor?” Ghanima glanced at her. “Are you turning that over to the marshals too?”
Taziri wiggled her numb fingers. “No. That’s something I have to see to myself.”
“It’s not your fault, you know,” Ghanima said. “Other people took your idea and did bad things with it. That makes them the bad guys, not you.”
“Yeah, I know but…after all those other articles shot down my battery design, I decided to put my notes in the university archive anyway. I figured that someone else might want to see my work. Maybe they could come up with something better.” Taziri squeezed her left hand into a fist. “And I wanted the copy fees. It’s only ten percent, but it’s better than nothing. I had this fantasy that hundreds of other students would buy the copies and fix my battery design and I’d make enough to buy a bigger house.” She shook her head. “I was so stupid. Only one person ever bought the notes. I guess now we know who.”
Ghanima shrugged. “It’s still not your fault that bad people are doing bad things. You need to get over it.”
Taziri nodded to herself. “I’ll try.”



Chapter 20. Syfax


Cicadas creaked on both sides of the canal, filling the forest with a soft white noise that throbbed like an arboreal heart beat. Syfax jogged along the canal wall, never slowing, never stumbling, just putting one foot in front of the other and waiting for something to appear around the next bend. The first lock appeared in the distance and he approached it cautiously, waving to catch the attention of the two older women in the control house. They said the ferry had passed by more than half an hour ago, so Syfax wobbled across the top of the lock gates to the north side of the canal and jogged on.
The second lock appeared suddenly around a sharp bend as the major pushed through some thick branches that tried to shove him back into the dark water below. The lock operators were a young man and a young woman who exchanged nervous smiles a little too often, and Syfax was about to hurry on after they reported the ferry was over an hour ahead of him when the woman said, “You know, you’re probably better off taking the road.”
Syfax glanced around at the thick forest pressing close along the sides of the canal. “What road? A road to Nahiz?”
“Oh no, the road to Khemisset. I mean, there’s nothing in Nahiz. You’re not actually trying to go to Nahiz, are you?”
“No, I’m trying to catch up to someone on the ferry.”
“Oh?” A momentary frown of confusion darkened her smile. “That’s…different.” She suppressed a giggle. “You couldn’t get a horse?”
“I fell off the damn ferry,” he barked.
She flinched and her young man glared at him. “Hey, she was just trying to help. Unless your friend is actually going to Nahiz, then he’ll probably be in Khem long before you catch the ferry. You should just take the path up to the road.” He pointed roughly at the dirt track running perpendicular to the canal up into the trees. “It’s an easy hike. An old lady went up it earlier.”
“What old lady?” Syfax glanced at the path as though expecting to see someone on it.
“Some old lady got off the ferry and took the path up to the road. I told her she was crazy, but she said she would catch the stage coach from Chellah, and I said whatever, and she hasn’t come back yet so I guess she caught the coach. Or she’s walking to Khem.” The young man scowled and went back into the lock operator’s house.
“What did this lady look like?”
The woman shrugged. “Old. Short. Fancy shoes. Little earrings.” She shrugged again and followed her friend inside.
Syfax clenched his fist as his mind raced back to the Phoenician tomb, and the warehouse, and the ferry. Yes, Chaou had worn fancy shoes. “Thanks.” He resettled his bundled coat over his shoulder and plunged into the forest, scrambling up the winding track and hoping that he didn’t plant a naked foot on anything meaner than an acorn.
After twenty minutes of crashing about in the shadows of the trees, he stumbled out into the sunlight at the edge of a grassy field and just a stone’s throw away he saw the broad dirt road running west to east up into the hills.
“How the hell did I end up barefoot in the middle of nowhere?” he muttered. Not seeing anything or anyone on the road, he turned right and set off for Khemisset. “And where’s that damn airship when I need it? There’s plenty of room for it to land out here.”
As the afternoon descended into evening and the major climbed into the hill country outside Khemisset, he saw the grape and olive arbors in the distance. By the time he arrived in the outskirts of the city, the sun was a crimson glimmer on the edge of the world and a sharp chill rode the westerly wind. Syfax trudged straight down the main thoroughfare, ignoring the occasional stares of the people sitting outside their front doors or shuffling home from the factories. He had only been to Khemisset twice before, and briefly each time. Everything looked the same, like every other town in the hills. Frowning, Syfax grabbed the arm of a passing man and asked, “Where does the stage coach from Chellah usually drop folks off?”
The man flinched and jerked his arm away. “Over there.” He pointed up the street at a small square around an old stone well. A single horse was tied to the post there.
“Thanks.” Syfax pulled the stiff bundle of cloth off his aching shoulder, slipped his belt back around his waist, and shook out his damp coat before pulling it on. It weighed twice what it should and stank slightly, but still looked like a marshal’s uniform and that was all that mattered. He marched up to the horse by the well. “Who’s running this operation?”
A middle-aged woman leaning over the well straightened up and nodded. “That’s me. You looking for the coach? It’ll be back in half an hour or so, and then we’ll be doing the evening trip to Port Chellah. You can wait here if you want.”
“I don’t care about the coach. I’m looking for the old lady you picked up on the road.”
The woman’s expression soured. “You a marshal?”
“Major Zidane. Where’s the woman?”
The woman shrugged. “Siman’s dropping her off in town.”
“Where?”
“Ibis Square. The Othmani house.”
“Of course it is.” Syfax grimaced. Only one of the wealthiest families in the whole damned country.
It took more than half an hour to find Ibis Square and Syfax saw the coach heading back to the well long before he got there. Another curbside interrogation of a weary pedestrian pointed him to the massive colonnaded estate house. The courtyard gate was open.
The major pounded on the door and wiggled his muddy toes on the doormat. The girl who answered the door wore a white apron over her gray dress and a weary expression on her young face. She winced at the sight of his feet. “Yes, sir?”
“I’m here to see Ambassador Barika Chaou. Older gal, about so tall.” He held out his hand palm-down. “Probably just arrived.” He peered over the girl’s head into the foyer and the hall beyond it.
“Yes, sir. If you will please wait here, I will speak to the lady of the house.” The maid started to close the door.
Syfax planted a dusty hand against the polished wood. “Nah, I think I’m going to claim a little probable cause and just invite myself in.” He padded across the threshold, across the cold tile floor, across the plush Persian carpets. Each sensation was ten thousand times better than the ten thousand steps that had carried him there from the wall of the canal. “Nice place. Where is she? In here?” He stomped through the dining room past a twenty-foot table beneath a three-tiered chandelier, past the entrance to the kitchen and into a warmly lit sitting room with half a dozen armchairs and lounges arranged around a massive iron fireplace decorated with dancing dragons breathing iron flames into wreathes of iron flowers. The fire was roaring and Syfax slowed as he plunged into the wave of dry hot air.
A rather young woman sat by the fire in a richly upholstered chair, a leathery old thing, massive and padded, that creaked just enough to declare it an antique but not enough to be intrusive. The table at her elbow was hand-carved teak with a marble disk inlaid in its top. A brass lamp adorned with endless filigrees and scrollwork glowed warmly on it. The woman wore a silk robe and slippers woven somewhere in the far east, and a heavy silver necklace of pagan knot-work from some barbarous place to the north, and on the bridge of her nose perched her gold-rimmed spectacles, undoubtedly crafted by the most skilled optometrist in Marrakesh.
“Can I help you, officer?” she said.
Syfax glanced down at the empty chair in front of him. “So are you hiding her, or did she slip out the back? Because I gotta tell ya, I just walked most of the way from Chellah this afternoon and I’m really tired of chasing people.”
“I don’t know who you mean, officer.” She frowned at his feet. “I’m Dona Fariza Othmani, president of the Othmani Mills Corporation. I’m sorry, what service are you with? Ordinarily I might recognize your uniform, but ordinarily our public servants are properly attired, I believe.”
Dona, eh? I guess if you can’t inherit a title, you can always buy one from Espana. He said, “Major Zidane, marshal. And yeah, the smarmy-rich-lady act isn’t going to impress me. Barika Chaou sat in this chair less than a quarter of an hour ago.” He pointed at the dusty seat and dirty scuff marks on the rug in front of it. “So is she still in the house or not?”
Dona Othmani turned her head ever so slightly to the side and called out, “Cyrus? Would you come in here, please?”
Syfax watched the huge man enter at the far end of the room. Cyrus wore a dark gray suit and a pair of dark tinted glasses, and a set of brass knuckles on each hand. The major grinned. “Well, I have to hand it to you, miss, you’re a heck of a decorator. Persian carpets with a matching Persian bodyguard? Classy.” He yanked his broad knife from his belt and let the thick-necked bruiser close the distance.
Cyrus jogged the last few feet and swung a brass-plated fist at the major’s face. Syfax dashed inside his reach so they were almost chest to chest and he slammed his palm up into the Persian’s chin as he buried his knee in the man’s groin. Cyrus fell forward, sliding off Syfax’s shoulder on his way to the floor. The major backhanded the man in the ear as he fell for good measure. Then Syfax knelt, slashed the man’s belt in half, and helped himself to the Persian’s tinted glasses and one of the brass knuckles. “Nice party favors. And as long as I’m here, I think I’ll take a little look around.” He stood up, blinking at the dark blue world through his new glasses.
The young woman stood up sharply from her chair. “Major, this is a private residence. If you do not leave immediately, I assure you that you will be stripped of your rank and thrown in a military prison by the end of the week.”
“Coming from you, that’s actually a fair threat. But I’ve got a killer to catch and the worst thing the brass will do to me is toss me back in the army. Last chance. Where’d you stash her? Upstairs in a bedroom? Out back in the shed? Wine cellar? I’m happy to go room to room myself.” He stepped over the Persian, who had vomited a little on the carpet and was now rising to all fours. “Down, boy.” Syfax kicked the man’s arm out and his face crashed into the leg of the table beside Othmani’s chair. Her tea sloshed in its porcelain cup.
Dona Othmani huffed. “Yes, major, Barika Chaou was here. Briefly. As you observed, she was filthy and I did not allow her to stay here more than a few minutes. She left by the kitchen door just before you arrived and I have no idea where she might be going.”
“What did you talk about?” Syfax wandered over to a tall vase displayed on the mantel above the crackling fire. The heat was blistering to his skin but soothing to his aching back. He placed one finger on the lip of the vase and gently began tipping it forward.
“She was babbling, clearly in some sort of distress. Whatever it was, it was none of my concern and I did nothing to warrant any damage to that antique vase, major.”
Syfax held the vase at a precarious angle above the stone ledge at the base of the fireplace. If Chaou really did slip out, she could be anywhere, but if she’s still in the house then I can wrap this up right here. “What did she say, exactly?”
Cyrus picked himself up off the floor, his legs spread a little too wide, and one hand clutching his jaw. He needed his other hand to hold up his trousers, which had slipped down to his knees as the two halves of his belt flopped out from his belt loops. The Persian looked at his mistress and indicated the marshal with a sharp nod, but she waved him back with a pained frown as she said, “Barika said there had been some trouble in Tingis. I can only imagine she meant the explosion at the train station. I cut her off. I told her I did not wish to know her affairs and would not render her any assistance.”
“Tough break for her. Funny that she thought she might get some help from you, though. How do you know Barika Chaou, exactly?”
“I saw her regularly at various state dinners, festivals, and conferences among people of means and influence. But we had no particular relationship. I was, as I said, quite shocked to learn of the allegations against her regarding the Tingis matter, and I was equally shocked when she appeared in my home here this evening. I take it she is in fact guilty?”
“Yeah.”
“Ah.” Dona Othmani looked genuinely concerned for a moment. “A tragedy for all involved, without question.”
“Mostly for the people she killed, and their families.” Syfax kept both eyes on the Persian hulking behind her. “So you run Othmani Mills from here? Aren’t your factories all in Arafez?”
“Technically, I’ve retired. As president, I’m really just a figurehead for the company.”
“Aren’t you a little young to be retired?”
Dona Othmani smiled. “Yes, but I’m already the wealthiest woman in the province. I have taken residence here permanently. More time for the children and my reading. It’s quite nice not to be squinting at balance sheets and ledger books, inspecting factories, arguing with foremen, and breathing in their stink. Ikelan trash.”
“My grandmother was Ikelan,” Syfax said as he took his finger away and let the vase shatter on the brick hearth. “Oops.”
The lady glanced at the hand-painted shards on the floor and sniffed. “Then I’m sure you appreciate the dissolution of the caste system much more than I do. This country has changed too much, too quickly.”
“Funny. Your friend Chaou said something just like that to me today.”
“Whatever fringe political views I express are reflections of my birth, major, not my aspirations. Barika Chaou is a grasping little woman who thinks that running errands to the Silver Prince makes her someone of importance,” said Dona Othmani, her eyes narrowing and voice falling to a lower register. “If you really want to find her, just find the governor of Arafez. If Barika is in some sort of trouble, she’ll go scampering back to her mistress for help sooner rather than later. I don’t know what Lady Sade sees in her, but I’ve seen Barika at more than a few suppers at her estate. Are we finished now, major?”
Syfax studied the Persian’s drooping pants and the broken vase at his feet. I’ve probably pushed my luck about as far as it will go here. “Yeah, we’re done. Thanks for your time. I’ll see myself out.”
Outside, the small city of Khemisset was settling down for the evening as the streetlamps sputtered to life and the streets emptied. Down every lane, the smells of supper crept out from the homes of thousands of exhausted men and women. Syfax shuffled back to the well on his aching, raw feet and found the middle-aged woman he had spoken to just swinging up into the saddle of her horse. She told him he had missed the coach back to Port Chellah, but also that the only passengers had been men. She also pointed him across town to another well where the stage coach to Meknes and Arafez usually parked.
By the time he found the other well, the night sky stretched overhead in full black and silver bloom. Their suppers finished, the locals began appearing on the front steps outside their homes to talk to their neighbors. A few men sang an old love song as the marshal trudged by, and later he passed a woman playing a lullaby on her flute. There was no one at the other well, but an elderly man sitting nearby confirmed that the stage coach to Meknes had indeed left around sunset.
“Passengers?” Syfax asked.
“Four or five, it seemed.”
“An older woman in black, gold, and green?”
“Yes,” he said. “I believe there was.”
Syfax trudged into the nearest teahouse and spent the next half hour eating with his dirty, bloody feet propped up on the chair across from him and demanding to know where he could get a horse and a pair of boots so late in the evening.



Chapter 21. Taziri


As the sun sank into the ocean, the Halcyon hovered above the flickering lights of the Arafez airfield. Unlike the field in Tingis with its massive hangars by the shore, here the landing area was an open space ringed with a towering brick wall that not only kept the wild street winds of the city at bay but ensured that a runaway airship would never go farther than the edge of the field. It also cast an impressive shadow, making nighttime landings even more challenging. Taziri thumped her thumbs on the throttles, peering down at the dark landing zone and the tiny figure of the field master waving her lanterns. “We’re cleared to land.”
After a slow descent through a few rough gusts, Taziri planted the ship safely within the field walls and began shutting everything down. Everyone else was stretching and groaning and muttering about food and bed, but Taziri had to meet with the field master, finish her paperwork, and watch the sleepy-eyed ground crew fumbling with the Halcyon ’s moorings.
“ Halcyon?” The field master frowned at her. “Oh, right. The one with the little boiler. We weren’t expecting you until later this month, I think. Where’s Captain Geroubi?”
Taziri cleared her throat. Where is Isoke, really? In a bed or on a slab? “In the hospital. She was hurt in the fire in Tingis.”
“And they let you take her boat up without her? Huh.” She scribbled something on her clipboard and then looked up again. “Ghanima! Good to see you. Looks like whatever happened yesterday scrambled the whole Northern Air Corps. What are you doing on Halcyon?”
The pilot stepped down to the grass and offered a tired smile. “Just helping out some friends. The Crake isn’t exactly airworthy at the moment.”
“I’ll bet. It’s all over the wire, everyone’s talking about it. They say the ambassador’s some sort of pastoralist. Wants to smash all the machines and go live in a cave or something. That true?” The field master had a way of shouting when she spoke and Taziri wondered how much hearing damage the blocky woman had suffered standing around idling airships year after year.
“I don’t know.” Ghanima rolled her head to stretch her neck. “I mean, she never said anything like that around me.”
Taziri stared through the tall gates of the airfield into the distant gas-lit haze of Arafez’s labyrinth of streets and alleys, squares and fountains, all traced and outlined with the flickering lamps. The other women continued with their small talk and gossip, neither one ever glancing at Taziri. Kenan and Evander emerged from the ship a moment later.
“I tied Hamuy to the railings,” Kenan said. “Not that he’s going anywhere. The doc says he’s in pretty bad shape now. Not much time left. So I need to get down to the marshals’ office, report in, bring back some help to move Hamuy, and do whatever else needs doing.” He shook Taziri’s hand. “Thanks for all your help. I’ll be sure to put a good word for you, for both of you, in my report. And you too, doc.”
Taziri nodded. “Good luck finding the major.”
Kenan grinned sheepishly. “I’m sure he’s fine. It’s not the first time he’s disappeared in the middle of a case, actually. Good night, and thanks again.”
They watched the young marshal jog across the field and out the gate.
The doctor coughed and snorted impatiently.
“All right, well, I think it’s time I got these two some food. I’ll see you later!” Ghanima patted the field master’s arm and turned to Taziri and Evander. “Ready to go?”
They nodded as one and Taziri followed the young pilot across the field, through the gate, and into the city. The streets were quiet but not deserted. A small but steady stream of weary laborers and happy young couples made their way up and down every road, voices echoing down the narrow lanes above the rhythmic clacking of hard-soled shoes on the cobblestones. The distant rattle of wagons and carriages chased the clip-clop of hooves, always out of sight, but always within earshot. The neighborhood they found themselves crossing had once been a poor one, a crumbling array of shoddily made single-story homes, which no doubt explained why it had been so cost effective to level several blocks of them to make way for the walled airship enclosure. But now, scattered among the unfortunate remains of the residences there stood a variety of small shops peddling “exotic” foods and “genuine Arafez dresses” intended to entice visitors from distant lands. Taziri squinted through the windows at the shadowed wares within, frowning. More cheap garbage that no one needs.
For a quarter hour, they followed Ghanima as she continued to assure them that the best bed-and-breakfast was just up ahead, while Evander continued to complain about a certain pustule forming on his big toe that he insisted upon describing in clinical detail. But eventually they turned a corner and emerged from a dim street onto a bright little square, a patch of grass and flowering trees ringed by cafes and restaurants with foreign-sounding names, hotels large and small, and as Ghanima pointed out, the best bed-and-breakfast in the city, an unremarkable building bearing a sign that read, “The Brass.”
They were just about to step inside when a soft patter of drums and the faint echo of a familiar song caught Taziri’s attention. She paused, straining to hear over the hundred pleasant conversations drifting across the square, and there it was. The song. A ballad, one her father had muttered under his breath while he worked, a song about a long journey and a happy homecoming. The melody took Taziri back to another time, a thousand worlds and years away, before fires and deaths, to a night just like this one, warm and clear, when she sang that same song to her new husband and life had been so much simpler and easier.
“You go on.” She waved the others toward the door. “I’m just going to walk around a bit. I’ll be back in a little while.” They entered the inn and Taziri continued alone across the square and down another dim road following the sound of wistful voices and soft drums.
The music grew louder with each step and after half an hour of wandering the unfamiliar streets and hearing several more old songs, Taziri stumbled upon another grassy square, this one strung with small lanterns and filled to bursting with cheering, laughing, joyful dancers. There must have been at least three hundred bodies crammed into the square, drawn up into rows, ragged lines of singers, chanters, drummers, and strummers forming a rough ring around a dozen dancers, young men and women performing a routine Taziri did not recognize. She moved quietly among them, feeling terribly awkward though not unwelcome. Many strangers smiled at her, offered her food or drink, and encouraged her to help mark time with her hands and feet. And though she wanted to join them, more than anything she wanted to find a cluster of familiar faces, friends and relatives who would surround her and remind her that she was not as alone as she felt. But this crowd of happy strangers was almost as good. After a few minutes of wandering among them, Taziri found a quiet corner outside the throng where she could watch.
It was a wedding, she realized suddenly as a break in the crowd revealed the bride and groom sitting with their families at one side the dancer’s ring. She smiled.
There were several men leaning against the wall alongside her, and the fellow to her right cleared his throat. “Good evening. Are you family?”
Taziri blinked at the bride and groom. “Oh, no, I’m sorry, I was just passing through and heard the music. I didn’t mean to intrude on a private party.”
The man smiled. “No, you’re very welcome to stay. Half the neighborhood is here.” He leaned a little closer, peering at Taziri’s clothes. “You’re a firefighter?”
“Electrician.” She glanced down at her soot-stained orange jacket. “With the Air Corps.”
“Ah.” The man nodded and returned his attention to the dancers.
“What do you do?” Taziri asked the question for no particular reason, except that having a dull exchange of small talk at a party seemed like the ideal vacation from reality.
“I keep house. Watch the children. We have five.” The man smiled and his whole body rocked slightly with the rhythm of the music.
“Five? What’s that like, keeping house?” Taziri imagined her grizzled, leathery grandfather lecturing her on the value of work, of earning, providing, and supporting. The old man probably would have burst into flames at the suggestion of keeping house. Taziri tried to imagine her grandfather living today in any occupation, but the scenarios all ended with a small bearded man screaming at a world gone mad: What of the castes? What of order and tradition? What of a man’s duty to his family!
“It’s the best. I send the children off to school in the morning, and then spend all day working on the house. We have a townhouse a few streets over from here. Two stories. I just finished replacing all the floors. Beautiful stuff. Next, I’m thinking about building a spare room where the garden is, and then putting a greenhouse on top of that. I’d like to get a fruit tree growing in it. Maybe oranges. I love oranges. Do you like oranges?”
Taziri lost track of the music at the thought of her own home, one level, old creaking floors, a spotty garden in back. Yuba could do so much with our house if he wanted to. He used to talk about it, he had so many plans. But now, I can’t remember the last time he talked about the house or the future.
“I also started making furniture last year.” The man waved at someone across the crowd as he spoke. “Listen to this. I made a table for the dining room that slides open and you can put extra planks in the middle to make the table bigger, for parties. It only takes a minute, no tools. Everyone loves it. I’m thinking about selling them as a side business.”
A side business? Suddenly a hundred tiny ideas that Taziri had played with while flying across the continent were transformed into a hundred tiny business propositions. She could make things, she could sell them. Good things, useful things, electrical things. Just as soon as I find the time. If only Isoke didn’t have so much riding on the Halcyon, I would quit the Corps and Yuba could go back to work and I could start my own store. But even the thought of blaming Isoke made her blush with guilt and she put the whole notion away.
“My wife says I should try it, so I suppose I will.” The man settled back against the wall again and glanced over at Taziri for only the second time. “What does your husband do?”
“He’s the landscape architect for the university in Tingis.” Taziri beamed. “Though he’s only part-time right now, because of the baby. What does your wife do?”
“Accountant.” The man shook his head. “It’s crazy. I went to her office once to see where she works. It was horrible. She sits at a desk, all day. Literally, sitting all day. Almost never stands up. It’s as bad as a factory, but instead of building things, she just adds numbers all day for rich people. And the only time she really talks to another person is during these meetings where everyone sits around blaming each other for mistakes while pretending to be polite about it.” He shook his head again and ran his hands over his shaved scalp. “When she comes home, well, sometimes I think she wants to strangle someone, and sometimes I think she wants to cry. That’s her job. I can’t understand why she does it, but it pays the bills.”
Taziri nodded, not knowing what to say. The flights back and forth between Tingis and the northern cities of Numidia were countless hours of sitting at a station, rarely moving, rarely talking. But there was no arguing with Isoke, in earnest or otherwise. Isoke. She tried to remember her captain’s face, but all she could see was the flick of Hamuy’s knife, and the smoke, and the blood on the floor. She shuddered and turned her attention back to the music.
A young woman was singing a sweet old lullaby, but it ended too soon and a strange silence seemed to emanate from the direction of the musicians as the absence of music made itself felt. Then a terrific booming began pounding and throbbing from the bass drum and Taziri pushed away from the wall, craning her neck to see them, wondering what they were doing. The entire crowd began to cheer like never before, no longer as wedding revelers but as wild youth driven mad with excitement and anticipation. They waved their fists in the air in time with the pounding bass and began shouting to the drummers.
The drummers responded. As a man, they descended upon the taut skin heads with mallets and bare hands in an angry frenzy, a racing and deafening rhythm that Taziri had never heard before, but even as she listened she felt her own feet beginning to rock in time with the fast-paced percussions, and then her hands began to clap in time as well.
Then the strummers leapt into the dance circle, three young men with large heavy lutes strung with gleaming wires that they struck with metal picks, creating a strange and bestial harmony like vicious hornets and stampeding wildebeests all at once. Three more strummers lingered behind them, flicking their fingers across the gleaming strings of Espani guitars. There was no real melody, only the same four chords repeated over and over, yet the crowd grew wilder and louder, calling for more, calling for the song to begin.
A bare-chested youth stepped out from the crowd, his fist beating the air, and his audience shrieked their approval. The strummers reached the end of the fourth chord, and as they returned to the first chord the boy began to sing, but he didn’t sing. He shouted. He hollered. He yelled at the crowd and they yelled back a thousand fold. A man sweats blood on an eastward rail,
And when the steel falls we hear him scream and wail,
So now he sits and starves, and he cries and begs,
Because he lost his legs!
He lost his legs!
Taziri faltered in her clapping and stomping as the words crept into her ears and their meaning snapped into focus. What sort of song was this? She had never heard it before, and yet clearly everyone else here knew it by heart, and they loved it. They loved it like rabid dogs love meat, like flies love garbage, like vultures love carrion. She saw joy and madness in the eyes around her, in the young and old, in men and women alike. She saw rage, a human firestorm surging around a few drummers and strummers, and a screaming boy. A man coughs blood in a miner’s shaft,
And when the rock falls we hear his sobbing gasp,
So now he sits and starves, that’s what fate demands,
Because he lost his hands!
He lost his hands!
The crowd was a single living creature now, an organism that exhaled horror and misery and rage all at once. Taziri winced, shrinking back into the shadows, glancing around for the easiest path out, a path away from the insane creature that had emerged from this wedding banquet. A man weeps blood on the factory floor,
And when the boiler bursts it makes a mighty roar,
It cuts him to the core!
It fills the air with gore!
So now he lies still in his earthen bed,
Because he lost his head!
He lost his head!
To the honored dead!
The honored dead!
Taziri slipped through the back of the crowd, discovered the dark corridor of an alley, and hastened down it, plunging into shadows where the air was a bit cooler and the gentle starlight allowed her eyes to rest from the fiery glare of the lanterns and lamps behind her. The song ended, but only for a moment, as the crowd went on stomping and chanting, the musicians began again from the top. She had to cross a half dozen streets before the sound of it finally faded into the night, leaving Taziri alone in the dark, trudging along unfamiliar roads in the general direction of Ghanima’s favorite bed-and-breakfast. Along the way, she turned the words of the song over and over in her head, wondering why lyrics she had never heard before could sound so familiar. Until she remembered.
On her brief layovers at home, she sometimes read the papers, trying to have some sense of her own country between the long spells in the Halcyon. Among dozens of other things, she saw the tiny, almost marginal notes about recent industrial accidents. The railway. The mines. The factory. Each verse of the song had described an actual event, a man maimed or killed, in just the past few months.
Tomorrow I’m going to find the Espani doctor, Medina. Then I’ll take Evander to Orossa. And then I’ll go home to my family. Things are bad, worse than I thought. I should be home doing something about it.
If I had kept working on my batteries instead of hiding them in an airship, I could have made the world a safer place. Bright clear lights at night, out on the streets to keep people safe and in the factories to keep workers safe. More telegraph lines. Better clocks. Electric safety shut-off switches. So many things I could have been building all this time.
But I didn’t. And now the pastoralists are ready to burn the country to the ground. Innocent people will die. Innocent people have already died.
I could have stopped this.
This is my fault.
She stopped under a streetlight and looked around at the unfamiliar buildings, their dark windows offering only dim reflections of the cobbled road.
I can’t just go to bed now. I need to do something. I need to fix things. I need to find that doctor. Medina.
Slowly, Taziri turned and headed back toward the marriage celebration still roaring its strange and angry songs into the night.
If they know so much about people getting hurt, then I’m sure someone there will know about the local doctors, especially an Espani doctor.



Chapter 22. Lorenzo


There had been a brief uncomfortable moment in the bedroom as he set the bags down in the corner when Qhora had stared at him with a strange softness in her eyes. She parted her lips as if to speak, but after a brief hesitation she merely thanked him and turned away. So after depositing the cubs and other luggage, and pausing in the kitchen long enough to stuff his pockets with a few rolls, a chunk of cheese, and two apples, Lorenzo returned to the train station.
Standing on the deserted platform, he was grateful for the quiet and the stillness. No people. No fighting. No yelling. No games. Just a broad wooden deck and little dark office, a smattering of early stars in the evening sky, and two iron rails pointing out through an old neighborhood to the vast wilderness beyond the city where two beasts from the far side of the world were slowly making their way south toward their mistress.
A cool breeze rippled through the grassy plains and stirred the dust in the streets. He counted four blocks of small houses between himself and the end of civilization. Four cross-streets and a few hundred homes, but precious few lights and no voices. The hidalgo tugged his hat down firmly on his head and gathered his long black coat tighter around his belly, but he needn’t have bothered. It was only a lifelong habit as the night drew closer, but here in the south the night was scarcely colder than the day. At least to an Espani.
Feeling foolish, he relaxed his shoulders and let his coat flap open as he pulled out one of his apples and began to eat. For a time, he considered walking out beyond the houses to the very edge of the plains to try to catch sight of Atoq and Wayra before they came too close to the city. No, he reasoned, this is where Qhora stepped off the train. This is where her scent will be strongest. This is where they will come.
The sky faded from slate blue to violet to black. As the last glimmer of color vanished from the northern horizon, he thought he glimpsed a small dimple, a tiny black figure that hadn’t been there before.
Well, either it’s them, or it isn’t.
He tossed the gnawed core of his apple off the edge of the platform and began alternately biting off chunks of his cheese and bread. The rolls weren’t as dark or rich as the bread at home and the cheese was far less pungent, leaving the meal somewhat tasteless and hollow. The last apple beckoned from his pocket, but he refrained. His eyes had adjusted to the brightening starlight and now he was certain he could see something in the distance, a hard black shape far out on the train tracks, still small but distinct in the silvery sea of grass that rippled and shivered in the rising wind.
It was a train. He heard it huffing and clacking before he could see the trail of steam above it. Maybe ten minutes away now. Did they send someone to get the other engine from the crash site? He glanced around the empty platform again. If they did send someone out there, they sure forgot to leave anyone here to meet them. No. What if it’s the woman in white?
Lorenzo rested his left hand on the pommel of his espada. I only cut her hand. I didn’t mean to hurt her much, but maybe I should have hurt her a little bit more. Enough to scare her away. He took his hand off his sword. No. No more blood today.
When the train rolled slowly into the station, the trail of steam from the funnel had already been reduced to a few pale wisps in the night air. The wheels hardly squeaked as the brakes were applied and the locomotive halted at the edge of the platform. It was too dark to see much of the boiler but the twisted and broken outline of the cab was distinctive enough. Lorenzo strolled down to meet it, but stopped well away from it. “Hello?”
The woman in white stepped out of the crushed and mangled remains of the cab. In the half light, he couldn’t make out the details of her face, only the pale gleam on her nose and cheeks, and the white bandage wrapped tightly around her left hand. She gave him a long, tired look before shrugging and saying, “You again.”
“Are you all right?”
She held up her bandaged hand. “You’re better than Salvator Fabris.”
He blushed and was grateful for the darkness. “I doubt that.”
“He could never cut me.”
“You were lovers. I doubt he wanted to.” Lorenzo exhaled slowly, praying for a visible trace of his breath, but his prayer went unanswered. It was too warm. Still, he touched the medallion beneath his shirt and tried to imagine what a kind and saintly person would say to this woman. “Why did you attack us?”
“For the money.”
“Our money? Whose money?”
She shook her head. “No names. I still have my knives, Espani.”
“And I have my sword. We both have things. How nice for us.” He gestured down the platform, inviting her to walk with him. “Your name is Shifrah, yes? I’m Lorenzo.”
She stared at him and then at the platform. Slipping her hands into her pockets, she began walking slowly parallel to him, never closer than three yards. “Why are you guarding that savage girl, Lorenzo? For her gold?”
A flicker of anger in him wanted to slap her. But only a flicker. “In her country, she is a princess. And no, she has nothing but her cloak, her animals, and her name,” he said. “She had one other friend, but you killed him today.”
“I did indeed. Will you kill me for that?”
“I don’t know yet.” He really didn’t know and that question loomed large in his mind, not only for his bodily safety but that of his soul as well. “Do you believe in God?”
Shifrah laughed. “Whose god? Yours? The one with the happy little family that came down from heaven to learn what it means to be human?”
“God comes to different people in different guises. You’re a Persian, aren’t you?”
“No,” she said sharply. “I’m a Samaritan.”
“I see.” He frowned. Her answer only raised more questions. The Samaritan sect was tiny, a footnote in the Espani holy text about a group of people claiming to have the only true Word of God hidden away on their sacred mountain and lording it over the Judeans, Syrians, Babylonians, and anyone else who claimed to worship the one God by any name, be it El, Adonai, or Ahura Mazda. Whatever their claims, he knew the Samaritans only to be scholars, not warriors. “I’m sure the path that brought you to this place was a hard one.”
“No harder than most.”
“I didn’t mean the road from Persia to Marrakesh.”
“Neither did I.”
Could she be a holy scholar as well as a killer? He swallowed. Why not? Aren’t I?
“You’re a mercenary? An assassin? That seems a hard road. I’ve killed quite a few people myself. Some were in duels. Most were in war,” Lorenzo said. “But I haven’t killed anyone since I returned from the New World. I vowed not to, though I haven’t told anyone of my vow yet. I’ve even faked killing for the sake of my lady. For her peace of mind.”
“You fake it? For a woman?” Shifrah smiled a flash of white teeth in the darkness. “How perverse.”
From the dark streets behind them, a chorus of little children shouted and squealed and laughed. Lorenzo did not look back toward the sound. “She wouldn’t understand. I thought that my vow would free me from so much sin and darkness, but it’s only plagued me with questions and doubts. Like this one here tonight. You.”
“To kill me or not to kill me?”
Lorenzo stopped and stared up at the night sky. “If I kill you, I break my vow. If I give you to the law, they will kill you, and I’ll have just as nearly broken my vow. And if I let you leave, you’ll only kill others and I’d be complicit in those deaths as well.”
“And now you know why I left my people,” she said. “There are no paths to God, if there even is a God. The high and narrow paths only lead to misery.”
“Maybe. Maybe not.” He saw no glint of light on steel but he heard the light flutter of cloth and in an instant he had drawn his espada and parried her stiletto thrust. She stumbled half a step and he grabbed her shoulder and shoved her away as he slipped his sword back into its sheathe and let his coat swallow him up once more.
Shifrah straightened up, the knife still in her hand. “Seriously? Are you going to keep me here all night, blathering on about your three-faced god until I give up a life of wealth and murder for some drafty cloister in Espana?”
A wooden clatter at the edge of the platform drew his glance for an instant, but if there was anything out there it was lost in the shadows. The hidalgo looked back at the woman. “That would solve my dilemma, actually.” He sighed. Each time he blinked his eyes closed it was a struggle to open them again. To lie down, to rest his back, to rest his mind, to retreat from the world, even for a few hours. At that moment, sleep became the ultimate temptation. He said, “So you reconciled a merciful God with a merciless world by renouncing your faith?”
“It was never my faith. It was the faith of the people around me. I was just born there. Faith is just the clothes and food of your homeland, not a shining path to the next world, or some eternal truth. It’s just words and candles and old books no one can read.” Her stiletto dangled from her fingertips. “It’s just like that lie about your precious Son of love and mercy.”
“What lie?”
“That he ever existed!” Shifrah rolled her eyes. “The Mother and Father descended the mountain from heaven with the Book already written in their hands, detailing the lives they were about to live. They never had a child. That was all made up long after their return to paradise. And you know why? So the stinking Italians could corner the market on religious truth and set up their precious pope in Rome.”
“Blasphemy.”
“It’s the truth. There is no Son in the original text. I know, I’ve read it!” She looked away and tightened her hand into a fist. She relaxed by small degrees. “You see? This is why I don’t like to talk about religion. So what’s it going to be? Kill me or let me go? If you don’t choose, I will. I’m hungry and tired.”
Lorenzo inhaled slowly. What if I’m already damned? I’ve killed so many. Perhaps there are sins God cannot forgive. And if there are, then my only solace would be in knowing that this woman will never harm another person. He reached for his sword. “This isn’t what I want. But it is the only choice you’ve given me. I’m sorry.”
Shifrah shrugged. “At least you’re not going to bore me to death.” She presented her blade in a formal salute.
He returned the gesture as she broke into a sprint, racing toward him, her soft boots thumping on the planks. Suddenly the patter of her feet was doubled and trebled and Lorenzo knew that they were no longer alone on the platform. A lifetime of training kept his eyes firmly fixed on his opponent, but his belly was knotted with the fear that someone was about to stab him in the back. At the last instant before he would have raised his blade, Lorenzo dove to his right and rolled across his shoulder to the far side of the platform. As he came up to his knees, he saw a silent blur of fur and fangs leap onto the woman in white.
“Atoq! No!”
The saber-toothed cat stood on the woman, crushing her into the platform. He looked at the hidalgo with eyes like shining golden coins. By the light of the streetlamp behind him, Lorenzo saw that the cat’s fangs were still clean. “Here! Atoq, here!” The kirumichi hunter had never obeyed his commands before, but then again, they had never been alone together before and the cat had never shown any interest in the hidalgo, except as a provider of fresh meat and clean water.
The cat glanced down at the woman pinned beneath his paws and roared into her face. And then he padded silently away toward Lorenzo, sat down, and licked his teeth.
The hidalgo exhaled a breath he didn’t realize he had been holding. Atoq had never given him any reason to fear for his own safety, but in the absence of affection, the man’s natural fear of inhuman eyes and enormous claws ruled his pounding heart. “Good boy.”
The cat blinked.
“Shifrah, it’s two against one now. If you had any chance before, it’s gone now. Please, see reason. Give up your weapons. Surrender to the police. I’ll come with you to see that you’re well treated, and I’ll even testify on your behalf. Perhaps we can negotiate some lesser punishment at your trial. Prison or labor.”
The Samaritan sat up and slowly got to her feet. “That’s just another sort of death sentence,” she said. “I won’t go willingly. I didn’t cross the width of Ifrica just to rot in a cell.”
Lorenzo circled the cat, who continued to lick his chops and gaze intently at the woman. “Well, maybe we can arrange something else. What you said a moment ago. You could come with me back to Espana. There is a nunnery in Madrid where I have a few friends. You could-”
“Give up my life of crime?” She smiled, shaking her head. “You’re a sweet boy. Some day you’ll make a dim-witted whore very happy, I’m sure. Maybe for a whole month, even.”
The hidalgo threw up his hands. “You want to die tonight? I won’t let you leave. I won’t let you kill anyone else. And the moment we draw our blades, I doubt I’ll be able to control Atoq. He’ll tear you to pieces. You’ll still be alive when he starts to feed on your flesh. Is that what you want? Is that really better than a cloister? Or a prison cell?”
A high-pitched scream split the night sky and they all looked north for the source of the cry. Lorenzo swallowed. The sound was not human. “Shifrah?”
The woman was slowly backing down the platform away from the plains and toward the city. A second scream tore at their ears, followed by three short squawks. Sharp claws skittered and scratched at the cobblestones of the street below them, but the creature remained hidden in the shadows. Shifrah had reached the edge of the platform and was descending the steps to the road. Atoq stood and sauntered toward her. Lorenzo followed them, glancing back at the dark street. Where is she? Is she hungry? And if she is, will she listen to my commands? Idiot. Why didn’t I bring meat for them?
Wayra strutted into the light beneath a streetlamp and paused to examine the ground for a moment. She lifted her head and opened her beak to hiss at the light, and then stalked across the street and leapt up onto the platform, her tail feathers spread wide and her neck plumage puffed and rippling in the breeze.
“Wayra! Here! Wayra!” Lorenzo raised his empty hand. The hatun-anka clicked forward, staring at him with her huge black eyes. “Good girl. Good girl.” He lowered his hands as the avian beast came to stand beside him. She smelled of dung and blood. “Good, okay.” Lorenzo turned to see Shifrah standing at the bottom of the steps. She glanced away up the street.
“Shifrah?” His heart began to pound again. “Shifrah, don’t do it. Don’t run. I’m serious. Do not run.”
The Samaritan glanced at the street again, and ran.
Wayra screamed as she vaulted off the platform and landed in the street only a few yards behind the fleeing woman. Lorenzo leapt down the steps and ran after them both. The wind snatched away his hat and tore at his coat, but the monstrous eagle was too fast, far too fast. He caught a glimpse of Shifrah’s white coat in the distance, and then once more, and then she fell to the ground and disappeared and all he could see were dark feathers and scaled talons.
Lorenzo jogged up to the edge of the street where Wayra stood, her head bowed to the cobbles, but when he circled her he saw no body on the ground. The bird was hissing and pecking at a dark gap between the curb and the cobblestones. The hidalgo knelt down, but he could see nothing in the utter darkness below. The stench of every sort of rot wafted up to him.
He jerked upright. A sewer. He’d heard of such things. A massive river of filth running beneath the entire city. Not the escape route I would have chosen.
As he stood up, Atoq padded up to his side and shoved his head against the man’s hand. Lorenzo saw his hat clenched in the cat’s teeth, and he gently took it and put it on. “Thank you, Atoq. I think you’ve earned your supper.”
Wayra lifted her head and squawked.
Lorenzo glared at the bird. “I’ll feed you, too. Not that you deserve it.”



Chapter 23. Qhora


Time and again she looked to her left, to the empty chair set aside for Lorenzo. Half an hour into supper, as the Mazigh small talk droned on over soups and fruit salads and roast lamb, Qhora was growing desperate for some sense of inclusion. She felt like a creature from one of Enzo’s ghost stories, unable to enjoy the taste of the food, unable to speak to anyone, and generally ignored by everyone.
Two dozen well-dressed women and men sat at Lady Sade’s table and they kept the servants running for Hellan wine, for rags to mop up spills, and for exotic dishes that had not been on the original menu. Twice at least she had looked out the windows to see porters dashing out into the street and dashing back with covered baskets, no doubt from some grocer who was making a fortune on this one evening alone at the cost of a good night’s sleep.
Several times, Qhora tried to get Lady Sade’s attention, only to receive a polite wave and thin smile from the head of the table. She had nearly resigned herself to sitting in prim silence until excused from the table when she suddenly realized the entire conversation had shifted from Mazigh into Espani, though in several strained and awkward accents.
“Lady Qhora, is it true your people ride birds instead of horses?” a thin man asked.
Qhora blinked, momentarily stunned by the sudden inclusion in the discussion. “Yes, that’s true. The hatun-ankas are superior mounts on any terrain and formidable warriors on the battlefield. They were critical to our defense against the Espani.”
“Ah yes, the Espani,” he said. “Curious people. Did you know they spend more than a quarter of all their national revenues on their churches? A quarter! It’s no wonder they’re so primitive. If they invested that money properly in basic infrastructure and utilities, their larger cities would be almost as lovely as ours.”
Qhora gripped her glass a bit tighter. “I find Tartessos quite lovely, in its own way. Those churches are the most beautiful buildings I have ever seen. The stoneworks, the frescoes, the statuary, the stained glass, the mosaics. They are all stunning. The Basilica of Saint Paul is without question the single grandest place in the entire world.”
“Well, of course, anyone can pour money into a building. I’m sure Darius has a palace or two in Persia that one might call the grandest place in the world,” a young lady said. “But what about when they’re not praying to their ghosts? No trains, no streetcars, no steamships, no telegrams, no electric lights. They’re living in the stone age!”
The Incan princess cleared her throat. “The Espani live very much as my people do, in that respect. Although I must say, over the past year I have noted a distinct lack of explosions, corpses, thieves, bandits, and vagrants in Tartessos.” She carefully placed a berry in her mouth and chewed while gazing calmly at her plate.
The uncomfortable silence only lasted a moment before Lady Sade said, “Well, our distinguished guest from the New World certainly has a point. We know all too well that recent changes in our laws, and taxes, and foreign policies have had some undesirable effects.”
Qhora nodded. “It must be quite trying for a person of means, responsibilities, and intelligence to be forced to conform to such laws.”
“Quite so.” Lady Sade smiled and exchanged a quick glance with the elderly woman to her left. “But laws change over time with changes in governments. When our ancestors first came to this land, they split with the Kel Tamasheq of the east. Over the centuries, we were invaded, colonized, and mingled with one nation after another. The Phoenicians, the Hellans, the Persians, the Romans, the Songhai, the Espani. Our laws changed, our customs changed. We’ve borrowed more words from other languages than we’ve invented for ourselves. Even the country itself is called Marrakesh today because of some cartographer in Persia, or Eran, or whatever they call it now. Considering our history, I suppose we should be thankful to be living in a time of relative peace and freedom from open warfare.” Lady Sade paused to empty her water glass. “Did you know, Lady Qhora, that even just a few years ago Marrakesh was a very different country? My grandmother was the ancestral governess of Arafez, not its elected executive as I am today. Back then, our people still held to the ancient castes. My family, and all of our friends here tonight, were of the Imajeren. We ruled over Imrad workers, Ineslemen priests, Inadin smiths and artists, and of course, Ikelan slaves. There was far less disorder in those days.”
“The families of Cusco have similar distinctions,” Qhora said brightly. This is going so well. Perhaps this is all she had planned. To let me into this circle of elite and honored families. Of course they are cautious, they have been stripped of their blood rights and proper titles. The lower classes would revolt if they thought their lords and ladies wanted to return to the old ways. This is why I came here. To find these people. My people. “I can’t imagine what would happen to the Empire if we turned our backs on the old ways. It would be chaos, at least.”
“Yes. Chaos. That’s just the word,” said the old woman next to Sade. “It is chaos. Young hooligans running through the streets. Country bumpkins filling up the slums. Idiots in the factories losing hands and feet and eyes. Lines of beggars a mile long, begging for food, begging for clothes. Begging, begging, begging!” She dropped a wrinkled hand on the table and her wine sloshed as the glass shuddered. “And why? Why? I remember when I was a little girl, there were no Europans, no Persians or Eranians or whatever they are, no foreigners at all. The farmers stayed on their farms. The only armed men served the crown, not some bureaucracy. And the poor had the decency to stay in their hovels in the hills!”
Qhora tried not to grin. The old woman reminded her of her own grandmother, an irascible old lady with dim eyes and shaking hands and an iron opinion about everything under the sun. “Well, I’m sure if you present your grievances to Her Highness, she will listen to you. You are, after all, her most respectable subjects. Or is it citizens, now? I’m sure the queen doesn’t want her streets full of beggars and thieves any more than you do.”
“Oh, I’m sure she doesn’t,” Lady Sade said. “And yet, here we are.”
“Here we are,” the thin man echoed. “Hiding in our houses behind our gates and our guards to keep the bloodthirsty rabble at bay. And where is Her Royal Highness? In a palace on a mountain, selling our secrets to the southern kings.”
“Oh, whine, whine, whine!” a young woman exclaimed. “All you do is whine!”
“Well, what else can I do?” he demanded. “I’ve written letters, I’ve met with her in person, I’ve applied for a seat in parliament. It all goes nowhere.” He picked apart a bit of bread on the edge of his plate. “Why? What have you done?”
The young woman’s face softened. “I tried to organize a work gang. My man went about, gathering up the layabouts near my house, intending to direct them to help with the repairs on the Heru Bridge.”
“And?”
“And the police stopped my man and sent the workers back to laying about in the street begging for…for whatever it is they beg for.” The woman blushed.
Qhora stared. “The police stopped you from putting those men to work? Why?”
“The queen’s law. No one can be pressed into labor, and apparently my man was pressing them too hard,” the woman said with a roll of her eyes. “It’s all nonsense.”
“You’re such children.” The stern-faced gentleman on Qhora’s left sighed through his beard. “Beggars? Thieves? That’s all you ever talk about. Insects! The Songhai lords will give you something to complain about when their airships swarm over the Atlas Mountains next summer. They’ll come by the hundreds, by the thousands. They’ll rain Hellan fire on us from a mile overhead. This city will be nothing but ash by the end of the first day. The streets will run with blood, Imajeren and Ikelan alike.”
“Oh, no, they won’t,” the thin man said with a roll of his eyes.
“Yes, they will. I had supper with the Lord General himself last week. I’ve never seen the man so gray, so wasted with worry. Her Royal Highness has already sold blueprints, materials, and the services of no less than six airship engineers each to Gao and Timbuktu to strengthen her so-called treaties and trade agreements.”
A tense quiet filled the room.
“Then we can all be grateful that Emperor Askia is nothing like his predecessor,” Lady Sade said softly. “Askia is a man of peace and commerce, and religion. He is a builder and a priest, not a warrior. If Askia builds a fleet of Songhai airships, they will carry his people on pilgrimages to the holy cities of Eran. They will not carry soldiers here. God willing.”
Qhora studied the faces around her and saw the proud eyes and sneering faces had all gone pale and wan, throats swallowing and hands groping for wine glasses. “The Songhai must be formidable neighbors,” she said.
The gentleman on her left said, “My dear, under the previous emperor Sonni Ali, the ancient kings of the south were put to the sword and the torch. The Mali. The Mossi. The Dogon. The Ashanti. The Yoruba. He destroyed cities that he didn’t even bother to conquer. Destroyed them just to take their cattle and shut down the old trading posts, to destroy bridges, salt fields, and fill in wells. Sonni Ali made his cities the wealthiest in West Ifrica by driving all commerce across his borders. He drove men as men drive cattle. With whips and hate. History no doubt will remember his genius on the battlefield and his great works in Timbuktu. But I will remember the highways paved in bones.”
“Surely, Her Highness wouldn’t sell your machines to this new emperor if she believed he would use them to invade her own country?” Qhora looked to her hostess. “Would she?”
Lady Sade sighed and offered a meek shrug of her slender shoulders. “I would hope not, but I don’t know. Rome and Carthage are warring over the islands of the Middle Sea using our steamships. Darius is moving his troops across Eran with our locomotives. I just don’t know.”
Qhora played with her tiny fork, the smallest of three on the side of her plate. A grim pall had fallen over the table. Only the clicking of silverware and moist eating noises rustled through the silence like frightened rabbits in the brush. She saw gold rings shake on unsteady hands and painted lips pressed thin, women folding and refolding the napkins in their laps, and men staring vacantly into their empty wine glasses. She cleared her throat and said, “What if you spoke to the Songhai emperor yourselves? Or his lords? What if you approached them with your own treaties? Secured alliances between their cities and yours?”
“What?” The gentleman turned to her, but his frown vanished a moment later. “Ah, I see what you mean. No, unfortunately, any rights we once had to represent our cities independently were lost when the old queen abolished the aristocracy, almost a century ago.” He nodded to himself. “To ally Arafez with Timbuktu would be treason against the crown. Her Royal Highness might not be ready for war with the south, but she would certainly march her soldiers into her own cities.”
Qhora stared at him. “She’s done this before?”
“Last year, the governor of Acra began talks with the Silver Prince over, oh, what was it? Fishing rights around the Canaari Islands, I think. Her Highness sent two legions to quietly remove the duly elected governor and ensure that her citizen-subjects did not object to the sudden change in government. It was a summer storm, just a few days’ disruption and only a handful of shots fired, but Her Highness’s message came through quite clearly.” The gentleman plucked at the frail white hairs on his knuckles and his whole body seemed to diminish down into his chair as he exhaled. “We’re prisoners in our own country.”
“It’s unconscionable!” Qhora slammed down her fork. “It’s unthinkable! This queen is no queen, she’s an incompetent tyrant! So terrified of her own governors that she sends soldiers against her own people? So terrified of invasion that she sells your weapons to your most dangerous enemies? I’m sorry, distinguished ladies and gentlemen, but the time has long since passed when you should have taken action.”
“Action? What sort of action?” Lady Sade looked up from her glass and gestured to the young man who had spoken a few moments earlier. “My friend has just told you what happens when we try to take action. Our messages are ignored, our proposals rejected, our attempts to join her inner councils rebuffed. We can’t even put the homeless to work in our own city. What can we possibly do?”
“When the Espani first came to my country, they were led by four brothers, the Pizzaros. Our emperor, my cousin Manco Inca, was a young man, a naive boy, and he was quite impressed by them. He gave them seats of honor, hung on their every word, drooled over their armor and guns, and buried them in gold. Within half a year, the Pizzaros had become the lords of Cusco, beating our lords and taking their ladies, and Manco all the while pleading and begging for their approval.” Qhora squeezed the fork tighter. “Finally, we could stand it no longer, we could wait no longer. My father and his fellow generals gathered their armies and declared war on the Pizzaros. Manco, of course, remained in his delusion until the last moment, though finally he relented. The war raged for most of a year as we ferreted out every last Espani outpost. Fortunately, the Golden Death had already weakened their ranks and the only real resistance came from the men still arriving on our shores. But we reclaimed our freedoms and our security. And now you need to do the same before a Songhai army streams over your borders, before your families and children are put to the sword.”
“Revolution?” The young man who Lady Sade had pointed out ran his fingers lightly back and forth around the edge of his gold-painted plate. His voice was faint and uncertain, but after he cleared his throat he said, a bit more loudly, “You believe we should publicly oppose the queen? Even to the point of violence?”
“Without question.” Qhora peered into his downcast face and saw what a feeble sheep of a man he was now that he had nothing to bray about. “Your families were great once, but they were not great because of the blood in their veins or the gold in their purses. They were great because they were people who did great things. They united their people, defeated their enemies, raised cities from the plains, and wielded the law as a warrior wields a sword. If you want to reclaim your country, if you want to reclaim your great names, then you will have to do great things, too.”
The older gentleman smiled sadly at her. “If I was a younger man, I might rush off to fight for riches and power. Heaven knows, I probably would have rushed off to fight just to earn a smile from a young lady as pretty as you. But we are not warriors, not anymore. We are accountants and landlords, bankers and industrialists. We wield pens, not swords. We have no armies, no great war-birds or war-cats at our command. And I fear not even the Lord General himself would raise his hand against the queen. He holds his own honor more dearly than his life. No, I’m sorry, Lady Qhora, but this is no longer a land where revolution has any meaning. Not without the masses, anyway.”
“Then raise the masses,” Qhora said. “They’re hungry and homeless. They’re angry and desperate. Give them a banner, give them a leader, and give them a target. They will be your army. No legion will stand against their own brothers and sisters on the battlefield. Then the queen’s army will become yours as well and you may walk into her palace unopposed and put a proper leader in her place. Someone strong and sensible. Someone with pride in your country, with faith in its future.”
“Like who?” the gentleman asked.
Qhora glanced around the table. “I wouldn’t know, I’m still a stranger here. Perhaps someone like our hostess, Lady Sade.” She saw the lady in question blush demurely.
“And how would one go about such a venture?” the elderly lady beside Sade asked. “Gather our people and walk out into the fields with rocks and clubs? Or shut down our factories and wait for the legions to arrive?”
Qhora shook her head. “I don’t think that would be proper, given the circumstances. You need to publicize your goals before the killing starts. Everyone needs to know what is happening and why, or there will be chaos and your cause will be lost before the fighting even begins.”
“Then what do you suggest?”
The princess said, “A declaration of war.”



Chapter 24. Taziri


A middle-aged woman at the wedding had been quick to praise the Espani doctor and just as quick to spout off the directions to her offices. Over the din of the music, Taziri had asked for them repeated, twice, but as she wound through the city she began to suspect she had gotten the last several turns wrong. A strolling policeman was able to set her right and twenty minutes later she found the grimy number plate of the doctor’s office on a large stone building that appeared much older than the row houses to either side of it.
She pounded on the front door, waited, and pounded again. I’m too late, of course. Everyone’s gone home for the night.
Taziri was about to turn away when she heard soft footsteps echoing inside the building and a few moments later the locks clicked and the door swung open. A young woman with grease-smeared cheeks and dark bags under her eyes smiled politely from the shadowed entrance. “Yes?”
Taziri’s empty stomach twisted into a tight lump. Oh my God, this is her. No, wait, she doesn’t look Espani. “Hi. I’m sorry about the late hour, I wasn’t sure anyone would be here. Are you Doctor Medina?”
“No, I’m one of her assistants. We’re closed for the night. I thought you might be a friend of mine bringing a bit of supper, but I guess I’m going hungry tonight. Again.” She stuck her tongue out and grinned. “Is there something I can do for you, or do you want to come back tomorrow when the doctor is in?”
“Uhm. Well, I’m not sure, really. I guess I should come back tomorrow.”
The woman frowned. “What’s wrong with your hand?”
Taziri glanced down and discovered she’d been massaging the numb fingers of her left hand again. Her wrist felt so weak she was almost afraid to lift her hand to wave it. “Oh. It’s nothing. There was a fire the other night and something hit my arm.”
“Did a doctor take a look at it?” The woman stepped out into the street, her frown deepening. “Did they send you here? Why did you wait? You should have come right away. Burns are very dangerous. They’re difficult to assess correctly and they can grow worse if not treated properly.”
Taziri’s first thought went to the shivering wreckage of Medur Hamuy, curled up and shaking like a frightened child on the deck of the Halcyon. My God, could that be happening to me? Could I be dying from this burn? What about Menna? Suddenly her heart was pounding and she had to swallow to clear her throat. “There was so much going on. I didn’t think it was that bad.”
“You didn’t think?” The woman glanced around at the distant streetlamps. “Come inside so I can take a look at it. Come on.” She led Taziri into the cavernous building down a long hallway with a wooden floor that snapped and creaked with every step they took. They passed several open and closed doors and finally came to a large room at the back of the building where a handful of burning candles and lanterns revealed a workshop filled with mechanical bits for peg-legs and hook-hands, some crude and simple made of wood, and others elegant and complex made of shining metals.
“My name is Jedira, by the way.” The woman motioned her guest onto a stool beside a work bench.
“Taziri.”
“Hello, Taziri. Nice jacket. Air Corps? Is that how you got the burn?”
“Yes. The fire in Tingis.” Taziri grabbed the cuff of her sleeve but Jedira stopped her and together they very gingerly slid the engineer’s arm out of the armored flight jacket.
Taziri went cold at the sight of her arm. The sleeve of her thermal shirt was black and twisted and threaded with blobs of red and white something. Her hands began to shake but Jedira quickly produced a pair of scissors and cut away the sleeve as gently as possible, tugging her skin only slightly as the last of the fabric came away. In the bright light of the lantern beside her, Taziri saw a black band of scorched flesh around her coppery forearm. The color contrast alone brought the taste of bile to her mouth. But as she rotated her arm, she saw that it was no longer a smooth column of flesh connecting her elbow to her wrist, but a gnarled and twisted tree branch. It almost looked as though a small dog had taken a bite out of the underside of her forearm, though the weeping sores and mangled skin appeared miraculously intact. At least I can’t see any muscle or bone. She swallowed hard to get the burning acidic taste out of her throat. “Is it bad?”
Jedira nodded. “I’m sorry. You see this pale area? This means the blood vessels are severed and probably dead by now. There’s no blood getting to your muscle, so it’s dying. Any weakness in your arm or hand?”
Taziri nodded.
“How long has it been now since the fire?”
“One day exactly.”
“Okay.” Jedira selected a magnifying glass from her tool rack and inspected the burn again. “Well, I would guess that the worst is over. Or at least, the worst has happened. Your fingers still have their color, so there’s blood getting to your hand. That’s very good. You could have lost your whole hand.”
Taziri shuddered, unable to process the idea of losing a part of her body.
“Any loss of feeling? Numbness, tingling, coldness?”
Taziri nodded. “I can’t feel these two fingers at all. I can move them, but they feel sort of rubbery or wooden.”
“Well, that might be temporary, but it might not. It means nerve damage. If it’s minor, then it might heal. I really can’t guess, though.”
Taziri reached out slowly with her right hand to ever so lightly touch the burned flesh on her left forearm. It was hot, stiff, and dry, with fibers from her sleeve still embedded in it. “So it’s not going to get better?” What is Yuba going to say when he sees this? It’s disgusting. I can’t let Menna see it. It will give her nightmares.
“After the area recovers from the shock of the burn, and the dead flesh comes away, your skin will adapt. It will dry out and stiffen, sort of like a scar. You’re lucky that it didn’t happen near a joint, like your elbow, or it might have seized up your whole arm as it healed.”
“But I can barely lift my hand as it is. Isn’t there anything I can do?”
“There’s a sink behind you. Run the water over the burn, gently, just for a minute. Don’t rub it or anything. Let’s get it cleaned off.”
When Taziri returned from the sink, she still held her arm away from her body at an awkward angle, not willing to risk moving it and damaging it further. It was still unreal, still a horrible dream and some part of her mind was willing to sleepwalk through it until it ended and she woke to find her arm healthy and whole again.
Jedira promptly fetched a white case from another table and opened it beside them. She produced a roll of gauze and began lightly wrapping it around Taziri’s arm from the elbow all the way to the wrist. “You’ll need to take this off to rinse the area once a day. But the rest of the time you need to keep it covered. Okay?”
Taziri nodded. I can deal with this. It’s just a broken part. Nothing to get worked up about. A damaged arm. Treat it right, follow the instructions, and everything will be okay. I can do that. With the gauze hiding the burn and even camouflaging the deformed outline of her forearm, Taziri felt her nerves settling. It doesn’t look so bad now. Just a bit of gauze. That’s nothing. She flexed her fingers and felt how heavy and clumsy her hand felt wobbling on her wrist. “I can’t support it. I can’t hold it still. I’m not going to be able to use my tools, or…shit. Or fly the ship.” She covered her mouth with her right hand and stared off into space. What am I going to do? How am I going to support Yuba and Menna?
“Now that I can fix,” Jedira said cheerfully. She hopped off her stool and dashed away to another table, and another bin, and another shelf, and returned with a handful of metal parts. She held up an aluminum tube that tapered slightly at one end. “This is a standard medical brace. We use them for all sorts of things, but mostly setting broken bones. Here.” She opened the tube like a clam shell on its tiny hinges and carefully closed it over Taziri’s bandaged arm. Three small clasps closed with sharp clicks. “There. Almost a perfect fit. And now you put on this glove.”
The fingers of the leather glove had been snipped away and thin brass plates had been stitched to the palm and the back of the hand. After Taziri slipped it on, Jedira set about screwing a set of slender rods into place connecting the brace to the glove. When she was done, the rods and plates held Taziri’s hand rigidly in place while allowing her fingers to move freely.
Taziri waved her armored arm around, trying to get used to the weight of the contraption. It was awkward, but not unbearable. And while it was strange not being able to swivel her hand back and forth, with a few tries she found she could easily pick up the tools on the table or from the rack and get her fingers around them to use them properly. “This is great. I can work with this. If I keep this on, will my arm be able to heal? Will my wrist get stronger?”
Jedira pressed her lips and shook her head. “No. You’ll have to keep wearing the brace to use your hand. In fact, with your hand immobilized, what’s left of your wrist muscles will atrophy from lack of use.”
“So…” Taziri stared at the heavy metal thing strapped and bolted to her body. “…so I’m going to have to wear this for the rest of my life?”
“I’m afraid so,” Jedira said. “I know that’s not what you want to hear, but you should count yourself lucky. The injury could have been much, much worse. You’ll keep your hand, and with a little practice with the brace, you’ll probably be able to keep working, too.”
It was too much to think about all at once. The idea of losing her hand, or even dying. The idea of not being able to work and support her family. The idea of becoming one of those people who sits at home all day, every day, alone, waiting for someone to come and help them, to feed them. And now this alternative, this new life with a metal arm.
“Thank you.” Taziri shook herself out of the spiraling questions and images of things that might have been or might still yet happen. “Thank you for this. For everything. Thank you, so much. What do I owe you?”
“Nothing.” Jedira wiped her hands on a rag, smiling. “Everything here is free to the public.”
“But who pays for it all?”
“Lady Sade, of course. She brought Doctor Medina here to help with worker injuries, and the doctor has been training the rest of us to make and use prosthetics. For free.”
Taziri nodded. Medina treats injured workers for free by day. And then what? She puts electrical weapons into patients by night? What is going on here? “Well, if I don’t see the doctor or Lady Sade, please thank them for me. And if you’re ever in Tingis, my door is open to you.”
“Thank you very much. Are you going to be okay with that?” Jedira nodded at the brace. “The rods are stronger than they look, but you’ll need to keep the parts clean, just like your burn.”
Taziri smiled and a warmth filled her cheeks. “Keeping machines running is what I do best. I think I’ll manage.”
The walk back to the bed-and-breakfast was slow and ended with Taziri sitting on the edge of a bed across from a snoring Ghanima. She removed her jacket carefully, sliding it off over the rods and plates. Taziri sat in the pale moonlight and stared at her arm. It was awkward. It was going to be awkward for a long time. But it was okay. She had a long time to get used to it. And time made all the difference.



Chapter 25. Kella


The police station was unusually noisy for a weeknight. Gray-suited street officers dragged in angry teenagers, drunks, and prostitutes every few minutes. But the stream of foot traffic remained confined to the hall between the front door and the overnight holding cells, without a single message coming back to the detectives’ offices. Kella was straightening up her desk for the evening when she saw the desk sergeant coming her way with a young woman behind him. He walked quickly to reach her desk ahead of the woman and he leaned forward to whisper in her ear, “It’s about that special address you mentioned earlier.” He stepped away with a wink and then hurried back to the front desk.
Kella shook the young woman’s hand, noting the worry lines on her forehead and clamminess of her hands. “Miss? I’m Detective Kella Massi. Let’s just go over here to a private room and you can tell me what happened, all right?” She motioned toward a half-open door and the woman went inside, tightly clutching her shoulder bag with both hands.
The electric bulb in the ceiling was burnt out, but a lamp was glowing on the table and the small room was bright and warm. The woman sat down at the table as the detective closed the door behind them. She said, “My name is Jedira Amadi. I’m a medical technician at the prosthetics shop just a few blocks over on Greenwood Road. That’s where I saw it. I mean, that’s what I came to tell you about. I need to report a…a medical crime.”
“Greenwood Road.” Doctor Medina. Kella sat down across from the woman and slowly pulled out a small pad and pencil from her jacket pocket. So it’s started already. Or have they been coming in all along and I’m just now getting in on the madness? “All right. Start at the beginning. Take your time.”
“Well, I was getting ready to close up and go home for the night, about two hours ago, when there was a knock at the door,” Jedira said. “We were closed, but I went to see who it was anyway. It was a pilot with a burn on her arm. It was pretty bad, but I cleaned it up as best I could, and then we got to talking for a little while. Eventually she left and I was getting ready to lock up when I heard a noise in the basement. I went down to see what it was and I found a room.” She stopped abruptly and swallowed, her eyes darting off to the side.
“It was open?” Kella asked. Of course it wasn’t. “What was in the room?”
“The door was locked, but I have the master key for the building so I was able to open it…”
Kella’s pencil froze. Oh crap.
“…and that’s when I saw the cages. Dozens of cages. There were dogs, birds, monkeys, a giant turtle thing, a snake, a cat.” Jedira gestured in a circular motion as though there were more to her list but she couldn’t quite remember what. “Anyway, I tried to open the cages, but they had a different type of lock on them. That’s when I saw the machines.”
Kella rubbed her forehead. “Let’s just back up for a minute. You saw some animals in cages. How does that constitute a medical crime?”
“I’m just getting to that part,” Jedira said. “The machines. They were in the animals. I mean, there were other machines in the room, on the floor, but these machines were different. They were in the animals, detective. They were inside the animals.”
Kella looked in the woman’s wide, pleading eyes and nodded slowly. Okay, you can defuse this. She’s a medic. Break it down for her logically. Take the emotion out of the equation. “Miss, you said you’re a medical technician. I assume your office treats all sorts of patients with all sorts of medical tools.”
“No, no! These weren’t tools. They were, were, I don’t know what they were, but they weren’t the tools or prosthetics we use on people. These were different. Sunken. Into the skin. Somehow.” The young woman swallowed rapidly and rubbed her forehead.
“Okay, so you saw some medical tools or devices that you weren’t familiar with. Who do you work for exactly?”
“No, you don’t underst-Doctor Elena Medina.”
“Ah.” Kella smiled and nodded slightly. “The Espani who does all the free work for injured laborers. I’ve heard of her. All right. I think I’m beginning to get the picture. You were in the office after hours, unsupervised. You entered a room you had never entered before. You found animals being treated with foreign medical instruments, most likely by your foreign supervisor. And now you are concerned about the animals’ well-being. Is that correct?”
“Well, I, I mean, yes, but, but it’s not that simple.” Jedira frowned, still looking slightly green and extremely exhausted. “These weren’t mechanical legs or skin shields. They weren’t on the outside, they were inside, sunken into the skin, with clockworks, moving parts, moving inside them. Hurting them.” Bright tears shone in the corners of her eyes but she knocked them away with a clenched fist. “It didn’t make any sense. That’s not what we do. There’s no good reason for that. Why would she do that to them?”
Kella sighed and shrugged. “I don’t know. You’re the medical technician. You should be telling me. But I appreciate your bringing this to my attention. I’ll be sure to follow up with Doctor Medina to make sure nothing unethical is going on. All right?” She offered Jedira her standard professional smile, serious but not unfriendly.
Jedira shook her head. “No, I’m telling you, something was very wrong down there. You didn’t see the machines. I could hear them clicking inside the dog’s belly, and he was whining and scratching at it. The whole place smelled like an outhouse, and it was full of these machines I’ve never even seen before, and I’ve seen a lot of strange machines.” Jedira clawed her hands back through her hair. “Doesn’t that concern you? At all?”
“Miss, you just described every hospital I’ve ever been in. It sounds to me like this Doctor Medina is developing some new medical devices or techniques for injured workers and she’s using some new machines that you are not familiar with. Which is not a crime. Tell me, Miss Amadi, are you a doctor?”
Jedira blinked and the look in her eyes hardened. “No. I’m a technician. I make prosthetic arms and legs, and hands and feet, too.”
Kella pretended to scribble on her pad. I’m sorry I have to do this to you. You don’t deserve it, but when does that mean anything anymore? “So you admit you’re not qualified to diagnose a patient, particularly one with unusual or exotic symptoms, and certainly not an animal. And your expertise does not extend beyond arms and legs, does it? But more importantly, you didn’t see any people being treated strangely, did you? Only these caged animals?”
Jedira lips wavered for a moment before any words could come out. “No, I didn’t. But if you would just come with me back to the workshop, I could you show you. Right now. Please, it’s only a few blocks.”
“Why? If you couldn’t assess these animals or identify these medical devices in their bodies, then I doubt I would be able to, and I’ve seen quite a bit.” Kella sighed. “Look, miss, I can tell that whatever you saw was very upsetting, but you need to realize that these things happen. Medical experimentation is often unsettling, but it is rarely inhumane and it is for the betterment of our people, in the long run. Believe me, I see it all the time. I investigate industrial accidents every day.”
“But aren’t you a specialist in medical crimes? That’s what the desk sergeant said.”
“Medical crimes?” Kella tried to smile politely. “I’m not sure there’s any such thing. I spend most of my time trying to determine whether accidents were really accidents, and whether a worker or a factory-owner is to blame. There is a fair amount of medical analysis involved, though.”
“Fine, then come to my office and tell me what happened to the animals in the basement,” Jedira said. “Just come and look. It will take two minutes. Please. Just look at them.”
Kella cleared her throat and stopped trying to look friendly. “Look, if I have some time tomorrow, maybe I’ll come by, but I can’t make any promises. We’re very busy with our current case load. I’m sure you’ve noticed all the fights, the vandalism, the injuries. It’s been a rough month for everyone.”
Jedira closed her mouth and nodded, her eyes downcast and long thin fingers curling back around her shoulder bag. “There’s something else. Nitroh. I smelled nitroh down there. Sometimes I smell it on the miners I tend to, so I recognized it. Detective, nitroh is an explosive, not a medicine.”
“I see. As I said, I’ll look into it. If I have time.” Kella led the woman back to the front desk and saw her out. The detective cleared her throat. “In the mean time, I suggest you refrain from exploring your employer’s private rooms, and from making serious allegations against one of the few pillars of our struggling community without any evidence. Good night, Miss Amadi.”
The young woman looked up at her from the bottom of the steps, a horrible mask of defeat and loneliness etched around her eyes and mouth. She nodded once and left.
Kella waited until Jedira turned the corner and passed out of view, and then the detective jogged down the steps and headed off in the opposite direction. Screw this. I’m never doing that again. Lady Sade can find someone else to cover up her shit.
Detective Massi strode through the quiet city streets with her fists clenched in her jacket pockets. She wound her way around slower pedestrians, silently cursing them for existing. Their only purpose in life was clearly to not reach their destinations and thus take up space on the street, just to be in her way. She took alleys and little lanes where grass struggled to grow between the cobblestones, darting through the light of the gas lamps and the shadows. Her steps quickened.
The neighborhoods changed radically, almost from one block to another. Houses alternated between one, two, and three stories, breaking occasionally for the open expanse of a park or square, and contracting into sheer canyons walled in by warehouses and factories. Voices echoed from every direction, along with the clinking of plates and the slamming of doors. People, everywhere. People going home, eating supper.
As they should be. Not poking about in basements.
Kella turned a corner and nodded to the guard at the front gate, who let her enter the courtyard of the private estate. She passed the gardens and fountain and climbed the marble steps in front of the stately manor house, its tall windows glowing with golden lamplight. She rapped as politely as her mood would allow, and when the doorman opened the door he took one glance at her and stepped aside, out of her way. “Supper has just concluded, detective. The lady of the house is in the study to your left.”
Kella crossed the foyer and passed down a narrow hallway where oil portraits hung in near darkness to a small study furnished with padded leather chairs, bookcases bowing beneath weighty tomes, and glass cabinets displaying old Indian crockery, primitive Europan spears and knives, and other exotic antiques.
The two people seated by the lamp in the center of the room looked up at her and set their teacups aside. Lady Sade motioned toward the couch. Kella sat down carefully, trying to look less like an angry police officer and more like an obedient citizen. It proved difficult.
“Detective, good evening,” Lady Sade said. “Have you come to tell us some exceedingly good news about the recent rates of street crime?”
“No, I’m afraid not.”
“No, I didn’t think so.” Lady Sade glanced at her companion, an older gentleman with a thick black beard, and she picked up her tea. “Is it Chaou? Any news of our missing ambassador?”
“No, I haven’t heard anything about her. This is another matter.” Kella folded her hands tightly in her lap to avoid curling them into fists. “A matter regarding the doctor you introduced me to this afternoon.”
Sade nodded. “And?”
Kella looked at the man, the stranger, but neither of them seemed at all concerned about discussing the doctor openly. “A young woman came to the police station tonight. I was on my way out, another few minutes and I wouldn’t have been there to catch her. She’s a medical technician working for your doctor. She says she saw the animals in the doctor’s basement being mistreated. She saw machines she couldn’t identify.”
“Indeed. Did she now? And what was this young woman’s name?”
The detective narrowed her gaze. “She described, in some detail, the various animals and machines that she saw. She wanted to show me, but I brushed her off and I tried to convince her that whatever she thinks she saw was nothing criminal.”
“Good.” Lady Sade sipped her tea silently. “Do you think she will let the matter drop?”
“No, I don’t,” Kella said. “She was terrified and disgusted. She came straight to the police as soon as she saw that room. I’m guessing she’ll probably tell her friends, or anyone who might be more supportive or sympathetic, and then go back to the police again, possibly with more evidence. She might even try to free the animals herself. She was very emotional.”
“Then we have a problem.”
“My lady, what is this doctor really doing?” Kella asked the question too quickly, before Sade had quite finished speaking. For a moment no one spoke, and the detective wondered if she would be chastised for speaking out of turn. She had heard rumors, only rumors but more than one, that Lady Sade frequently dispatched her private agents to punish those who were even slightly rude to her. Case files full of unsolved poisonings and stabbings washed through Kella’s mind.
But the lady only sipped her tea as before. “What did I tell you the doctor was doing?”
“Research, to help people.” Kella knew she was frowning, but she didn’t care anymore. “Is that what the doctor is really doing? Does she plan to help future patients by inserting these machines into their bodies? And by experimenting with explosive chemicals?”
“You seem upset, detective.” The governor tilted her head. “Why is that?”
Kella glanced down at her hands and forced them open to rest on the arms of the chair. “My lady, when you approached me about performing certain tasks for you, to help you with certain projects, I took that to mean I would be protecting the peace of this city and the security of the country. I was honored. And I understand that difficult times and circumstances require us to make certain sacrifices, to do what needs to be done, rather than what we would like to do.”
“But you no longer feel that way?”
The detective tried to put the words together in her mind as carefully as possible. “I am no longer certain that my actions are in the best interests of public security.”
“And if I explain to you exactly what the Espani doctor is doing, then that will set your mind at ease?” Lady Sade passed her empty cup to her silent companion to be refilled. “Do you want to know everything that I know? Do you feel you deserve to be privy to all of my private enterprises? Or is it that you wish to debate with me how I should conduct my affairs? Perhaps you have studied our national politics, the currents of our markets, the tides of public opinion and morale, and you have some suggestions as to how I might better serve my people?”
“No, my lady.” Kella glanced down, a quiet rage simmering in her chest.
“No?” Lady Sade shrugged her slender shoulders as she received her steaming cup. “As you wish. Then you will simply have to trust my judgment in the matter of the doctor.”
“Yes, my lady.” Kella studied the silent man, trying to place him. His face was familiar, probably from the rough portrait sketches in the newspapers that made everyone look vaguely alike. For a moment, the detective considered formally resigning her special appointment. But then what? A knife in a dark alley to silence me, and someone else takes my place as her errand girl? No, I’ve got to stay inside on this one until I know what’s going on. “I’m sorry I disturbed you and your guest, Lady Sade. It won’t happen again.”
Lady Sade nodded curtly and slid back in her seat, just a bit, and turned her body to face her companion, and Kella sensed that she had been dismissed. She stood, smoothed her jacket, and left.
Detective Massi took the long way home, which was one of several long ways she had deliberately mapped out in her mind for various reasons. This particular long way required her to cross several wide open parks and squares that offered no convenient places to loiter in hiding, and carried her past many long shiny store windows that cast enormous reflections of the streets around anyone who happened to walk by. This was a popular neighborhood, one filled with cafes and teahouses and shops peddling both traditional and novelty items from clothing to mechanical toys. During the day, these parks and squares became stages for singers, storytellers, acrobats, and preachers, and in the evenings they plied their trade all the more fervently, but now, in the dark of night, these places stood empty, swept clean by street workers and guarded only by the silent gas lamps sputtering atop their posts.
It took more than a half hour of meandering through open spaces and past reflective surfaces for Kella to spot the dark figure following her. He walked with a male stride, his posture too correct for the business of lurking and sneaking. He moved from shadow to doorway to corner, silently and swiftly. He clearly thought he knew his business. He didn’t.
Kella felt through the pocket of her gray jacket to the only weapon issued to members of Security Section Five: the police club, a slender little bit of wood with a small iron ring screwed into the business end to lend it some extra weight. The detective wondered how threatening a professional killer would find such a weapon. Her hand slipped around to the small of her back and she pulled out a folded knife and she thrust it into her front pocket. At the next corner she paused, kicked her shoes loudly against the stoop as though to clean them, and then sauntered into an alleyway where she promptly flattened herself against the wall and waited.
A moment later the dark figure flowed past the mouth of the alley, so quickly and quietly that Kella almost missed him, but she stepped out into the street and just managed to tap him on the shoulder.
The man in the black cloak whirled about, and though his face remained shadowed by his hood, the gun in his hand gleamed brightly. Kella grabbed the long barrel of the revolver in her left hand and then dealt the man a vicious punch to the throat with her fist wrapped around her folded knife. The man gasped and stumbled, but did not release the gun, and Kella felt the cylinder begin to turn beneath her fingers. She snapped the gun up and toward him, wrenching it free of his grip and then stepped back, brandishing both her unfolded knife and the gun. “Don’t move.”
The man fell still except for the one hand still massaging his throat. Then he broke into a run and vanished down the next alley. Kella sprinted after him, darting down the alley around discarded bits of broken furniture and piles of rags and wide dark puddles. Ahead, she saw the stranger reach the end of the alley and dash to the left down the street. Kella passed the corner a moment later, ducking as the man in black lunged at her, swinging his fist level with where the detective’s head should have been. Instead, his arm whirled through empty space and his wrist connected with the brick corner of the building, and he cried out. Kella snapped up from her crouch and threw two punches to the man’s stomach, and then kicked his legs out from beneath him.
The man fell to the ground on his rear, not so much moaning as growling through clenched teeth as he squeezed his injured wrist with his other hand. Kella knelt down beside him, leaning her knee against the man’s leg, pinning him in place. She shoved the gun in his face as she unfolded her knife blade. “I said don’t move.”
“I can see why she picked you. Even if you are old.” The man’s voice was strained as he tried not to make any more pained noises. “You’re pretty tough.”
“That makes one of us.” Kella pushed back the man’s hood with the tip of the open knife. An unremarkable male face stared up at her in the lamplight. An adult, but of any age. Neither handsome nor ugly. Nothing memorable about him at all. The perfect agent. “Do you have a name?”
“Not when I’m working.”
“Well, you’re not working anymore. Possession of a firearm and assaulting a police officer. You’re under arrest now, and probably will be for some time.” Kella poked inside the man’s coat with the barrel of the gun, but found no other weapons. “You were going to shoot me? In the street? Seems like a good way to attract a lot of attention. Not very assassin-like. You’d wake people up, they’d coming running to see what the fuss was about. You’d only have a few moments to get away or hide.”
“My orders were very specific.”
“Orders? From Lady Sade?” Kella frowned and nodded to herself. “So were you just lurking around the house waiting for someone to kill, or did she have to send out for you?”
The man merely winced as he continued rubbing his wrist.
“No, I didn’t think you’d want to talk about her.” Kella straightened up and glanced around the empty street. “Not to worry. That’s what cells are for.”
The man managed a wheezy laugh. “I won’t talk in a cell, either.”
“Then you can just rot in one. Either way works for me. Come on, up on your feet.” The detective pulled the man up, wrapped her fingers around the sturdy fabric of his collar, and shoved the muzzle of the gun into the small of his back. “All right, let’s take a walk.”
They set out down the street in single file. The man in black tilted his head back with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in making some sort of deal?”
“Only if you and all of your little friends feel like testifying against Sade before a high court.”
The man snorted. “I was thinking of a different sort of deal. As in, you let me go and I tell you where another of my little friends is right now.”
Kella jerked her prisoner to a halt under a streetlamp. “Where?”
“Let me go first.”
Kella slammed the man into the lamppost. “Where?”
He grunted. “I don’t think you have time to play guessing games. We already wasted a lot of time meandering through this neighborhood. My little friend has quite a head start on you, and she’s very motivated to make a good showing tonight. So let me go and I’ll tell you who the target is.”
Kella shoved the man away, turning him so they stood face to face, and then she shoved the gun into his cheek. “Who is it?”
“Look, I know you’re an honest officer. Make the right call. Let me go. After all, I haven’t hurt anyone, and I’m unarmed. You saw to that.”
“Who is the target?”
The man squinted and pursed his lips. “Third district. Some sort of medical machine shop. One of the employees. A girl called Amadi.”
I never mentioned her name. Sade must have a list of the doctor’s employees. Kella tightened her grip on him. “It’s the middle of the night. She won’t be at the shop.”
“No.” The man smiled and took a small step back from the gun. “So my friend is no doubt running around town at this moment, trying to find where she lives. I got the easy job, killing you. I hate research. Questions. Talking. Boring.”
Kella grabbed the man’s shirt and yanked him forward, and brought the butt of the gun down on the top of his head. The assassin slumped against her, unconscious. She pulled out her manacles and hastily shackled the limp body to the lamppost, and dashed away into the city. All the way back to the third district! Kella glared at the road flying by underfoot. At least she knew the target’s name, the whole name. Jedira Amadi. But she didn’t have an address. Yet.
She pounded up block after block through the fifth district, darting around corners, narrowly avoiding two collisions with young couples walking arm in arm in the dark. As she crossed the avenue that marked the edge of the third district, Kella bent her course east, angling not toward the prosthetics shop but toward the police station. She burst through the heavy doors, drawing stares from the handful of officers still leaning over the papers on their desks, and ran to the records room. The narrow room was little more than a long path for walking between two rows of massive filing cabinets that stretched from floor to ceiling. The detective scanned the drawer labels, then yanked open the city directory. Amadi, Amadi… Jedira Amadi. The address. Five blocks away.
Kella strode back into the main room and pointed at the officers at their desks. “You over there, get down to High Street in the fifth district. You’ll find a man shackled to a lamppost near Carter’s Square. Bring him in. Attempted murder with a firearm. The rest of you need to sweep the streets right now for a lone killer, female, possibly armed with a revolver. Stop and search anyone you find out there. Usem, you’re with me.”
The room leapt to life as officers grabbed their jackets and clubs and lanterns and rushed out into the street. The one officer loped away to the right and Kella led the others to the left into the third district. They jogged through the darkness and puddles of light around the lampposts, crossing streets and squares and alleys. In ones and twos, the officers dashed away in every direction until only Usem was still with her. Finally, Kella pointed out the small door next to a bakery bearing Amadi’s address. The door was locked.
“Jedira Amadi!” Kella pounded on the door. “This is Detective Massi, from earlier. Jedira! Miss Amadi! Open up! Hello? Hello!”
The detective paused as a distant strain of music caught her ear. Someone was whistling a single clear melody echoing faintly down the street. She turned and saw a figure in a white coat in the middle of the road sauntering toward them. A woman, she guessed by the way she walked, and as the seconds passed she saw that the woman was staring at them. The tune warbling out of her pursed lips was a nursery rhyme, a lullaby that had the oddly disturbing sort of lyrics typical of all lullabies, softly bribing the child to be quiet and go to sleep, or else a monster might appear. Kella hated lullabies. She knocked on the door again, but kept her eyes on the woman in white.
The stranger angled toward them. Her whistling grew louder, rising and falling in time with her footsteps, and her hands remained in her pockets.
Kella beat on the door again. “Miss Amadi?”
The whistling broke off, and the detective saw that the woman was smiling, her gait suddenly breaking into a swinging sort of swagger, a lazy swaying accompanied by a cruel grin. “Thank you, for that. The name. It’s always good to confirm the target’s identity through a third party.”
Kella pulled the gun from her pocket and pointed it at the stranger. “Stop right there. Hands where I can see them. Right now, hands up.” Usem pulled out his club.
The woman, still grinning, slowly raised her empty hands. “Hm. The gray coat says police, but the gun says not-police. So one of them must not be yours, and I’m betting it’s the gun. Where’d you get it? Hm? It doesn’t look like standard army-issue. Did you swipe it from a crime scene?”
“Something like that.”
The woman laughed a husky, condescending laugh. She had an enormous hawk-beak nose set between eyes and lips that seemed sculpted to convey only cruel amusement. A thick mass of limp black hair disappeared beneath the collar of her white coat. “That’s Merin’s revolver, isn’t it? The idiot. Using a gun. I told him not to be taken in by all the flashy toys you people have, to stick to the old ways, but no, he had to go and steal a gun. Stupid, even for a Persian. I always knew he’d die young.”
“He’s not dead.”
“Then you’re as stupid as he is.” The woman’s hands drooped below shoulder level. “Very important, very powerful, people have hired me. These people like things done and done properly. On time, as instructed. Merin understands that, so as long as he’s alive, he’s a danger to you.”
Kella heard soft, uneven footsteps behind the apartment door. “And I suppose as long you’re alive, you’re also a danger to me?”
The woman’s hands fell a bit farther and she resumed walking forward. “Very much so, but only for the next few moments.”
“I said don’t move.” Kella strode away from the door into the street. “No one listens to me, no one ever listens to me.” She pointed the gun at the woman’s feet and pulled the trigger.
The cylinder rotated slightly, then clicked back again.
The stranger smiled. “I told Merin not to carry a gun. I also broke the stupid thing when he wasn’t looking to teach him a little lesson. I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to actually be here when it failed. You’re not Merin, but you’ll do. The look on your face is precious.” She dashed forward across the small space between them and collided with the detective with two fists and one steel-toed boot all at once.
Kella staggered back and fell to one knee, stunned and gasping, unable to focus on the pains in her chest, stomach, and leg. The woman moved in a swirl of white cloth and blurry limbs, all flying and snapping into position as though God had decreed that her fists and feet belonged in the detective’s flesh and bones at that precise instant, and nothing in creation could prevent them from striking. Amid the flurry, Kella glimpsed a bloody bandage around the woman’s hand.
Usem brought his club down on the woman from behind, but she leapt back against him, inside the sweep of his arm. The detective gasped and dropped his club, and when the woman stepped away Kella saw the knife buried in Usem’s chest.
Kella heard a woman cry out and looked over in time to see the bakery door open for a brief instant to reveal Jedira’s terrified stare, and then the door slammed shut again. The detective refocused on the woman in white and staggered upright just as Usem collapsed to the street, still gasping, one hand gripping the handle of the knife.
Damn it. I can’t help Usem and protect the house at the same time. As she stared down at him, she saw the detective’s hand fall from the knife and he slumped back to the ground. Damn it, Usem. I’m sorry.
She cleared her throat and tried to focus on the woman in white, only barely able to ignore the fresh bruises all over her chest and arms. “You have a strange accent. I would have said eastern, but you don’t seem to like Persians.” Kella shifted, placing herself between the woman and the door.
“Most Samaritans don’t.” The woman surged forward again, fists flying in tightly controlled jabs too fast to count.
Kella took a dozen blows to the head and stomach before she could even raise her arms to shield herself. She barely heard the faint sigh of a blade slipping free of its sheath, and the detective hurled her body to the ground and rolled away.
“Oh no,” the woman said calmly. She held up a long thin knife. “Look. I just chipped the tip against the wall here. I’ve had this knife a very long time. I liked this knife. And I’m running out of knives as it is.”
Kella stood up, this time with her own fat knife unfolded in her hand, its wide blade bright and shiny in the gas-lit haze of the street. “You talk a lot for a killer.”
“I’ve heard that before.” The Samaritan tossed her thin blade aside and quickly produced another identical one from inside her white coat. “But not everyone hides in the shadows, stalking their prey like Merin does. I often work in broad daylight, in public, with more witnesses than you might believe.”
“Oh, I believe you.” Kella wheezed, her chest aching and her head ringing from the last blitzing. A curious green and purple blot drifted across her vision.
“Thank you, for that.”
“You and Merin work together? Partners?” She blinked, trying to get the blot out of her sight. It looked too much like a rabbit.
“Not precisely, no.” The woman ran a finger along her new knife’s edge. “But we run in the same circles. We’re contracted through the same broker.”
“An assassin’s guild, then?” Kella massaged her chest and arms where she could feel bruises of all sizes forming deep in her skin. “Interesting. Tell me more.” Her head was clearing, but too slowly. I can’t beat her.
The woman laughed. “You think you’re buying her time, don’t you?” She nodded at the closed door through which Jedira had momentarily appeared. “Letting her escape out the back door while you distract me?”
Kella froze, a sharp frost blossoming in her gut. “Yes.”
“Well, that might have worked, but I jammed the back door shut before I came around the front just now, so I’m guessing that, at this moment, she’s down in the basement, pressing up against that door, wondering why it won’t open. Alone, in a dead end. Incredibly convenient for me, really. It’s not the cleverest trick, but it does make the job easier.” The Samaritan spun her knife through the fingers of her uninjured hand, dexterously twirling it back and forth. “Speaking of the job, since Merin didn’t kill you, I suppose I’ll be making a bit extra tonight.”
Kella exhaled slowly, raising her hands to meet the next assault.
The woman assumed a similar fighting stance, then smiled and dashed away toward the baker’s door and kicked it in. The rusty lock popped free of the doorsill and the door swung open. A frightened shriek echoed from within. The Samaritan vanished into the dark opening in a flourish of white coattails.
“Stop!” Kella leapt after her, plunging through the splintered remains of the door and gouging bits of skin from her hands and cheek as she did so. “Don’t touch her! Get back here!” She raced down the narrow hall, spun at the end, and dove down a rickety wooden stair into the cold of the basement where she could hear a lone and terrified voice stammering below. At the bottom, she turned the corner and saw the assassin standing in the center of the room and Jedira Amadi backed up against the cellar door that should have let her up into the alley behind the shop. Jedira’s eyes locked with Kella’s for a moment. Tears streamed down the young woman’s face and a wordless pleading babble tumbled from her pale lips.
“Hey!” Kella lunged at the Samaritan’s back, but the killer whipped around and smashed a small bony fist into Kella’s throat. She stumbled back into the wall, stunned, gasping for air, her brain unable to process the chaotic sensations of pain in her neck.
“I just had a wonderful idea, officer.” The woman spun her long stiletto across her fingers. “What if I kill her and frame you for it? That’s much better than an unexplained body in a basement. There’ll be a scandal in the police department, everyone will lose faith in the government, and there will be fear and chaos in the streets. It’ll be fun.”
“Never…happen,” Kella croaked as she shuffled forward, her eyes darting from the spinning stiletto to the killer’s eyes and back. “Now just listen. No one has to die. I…I’m willing to cut you a deal in exchange for your…testimony against her, against Lady Sade. You’ll have to do time for killing Usem, but we can work something out.” The sheer effort of talking around her throbbing throat was almost unbearable.
The woman shrugged. “Or I could just kill her.”
“No!” Kella dashed forward, only to have a steel-toed boot smash into her belly, slamming her back into the wall and blasting all of the air from her lungs. She fell to all fours, trembling, trying to force herself to inhale and breathe even as she tried to stand back up. Suddenly, she realized that she couldn’t hear Jedira crying anymore.
The detective sat up just as the Samaritan stepped on her wrist and jerked Kella’s broad knife away. A fist drove her head back into the floor and the basement exploded in green and purple lights. In a daze, Kella watched as the woman in white plunged the thick blade into Jedira’s body lying spread-eagled on the steps below the cellar door.
The killer paused. “You know, I’d love to leave your own knife in your arm or leg, but I’m afraid that wouldn’t make much sense to the police when they find you, and I would hate to confuse them.” She plunged the blade up into a thick wooden beam overhead. “This won’t make much sense either, but that will just add to the mystery of your raging bloodlust, won’t it?”
Kella staggered up. She took a moment to stare at the dead woman at the other end of the room. Jedira stared blindly up at the ceiling, her throat slit from ear to ear. She’d still be alive if I hadn’t gone to see Lady Sade tonight. “Do you even know why Lady Sade wanted her dead?”
“I do, actually. Not that she told me, but after a while you pick things up here and there.” The woman smiled as she wiped her stiletto on a rag. “She’s an ambitious woman. You’d think with all she has, she couldn’t possibly want more, but she does. A woman after my own heart. And she’ll probably do a better job than that old cow of a queen you have now, so you should be grateful, actually. Until they hang you, of course.” A white boot swung up and kicked Kella back into the wall. The air left her lungs again and for a moment all she could do was try to stay on her feet as she gasped.
“Stop…you.” Kella’s vision went white for a second but her mind was racing. How? How exactly are you going to stop her, detective? You’ve lost. The girl is dead and you’re barely breathing. Some police officer you turned out to be…
“I doubt that.” The Samaritan slipped her long knife away into her coat. “When they come for you, I suppose you’ll try to say that it was me, and not you who did this. A Samaritan woman dressed in white.” She laughed. “They won’t believe you, of course, but it should add a bit to my mystique. You know, for the newspapers. Perhaps I’ll start doing this on all my jobs. I’ll become a legend in my own time!”
“A real professional wouldn’t want the attention.”
“I never claimed to be a professional. I’m just very, very good at this.” Her hand flew out in a blur and Kella had one instant of pain in her forehead before the world vanished into oblivion.



Chapter 26. Sade


As she sat alone in her study with her cold tea cup beside her, Sade leaned back in her chair and rested her eyes. Such a long day. So much done but so much still to do.
Supper had been the highlight, without question. The barbarian princess couldn’t have provided a better performance if she had been coached to it. Still, the night was young. Sade rang the bell on the side table.
Izza entered promptly. “Yes, madam?”
“Is the steam carriage back yet?”
“Yes, madam. It only just returned from taking your dinner guests home.”
“I need to run a little errand in the morning. Very early. I want the carriage ready to leave at four-thirty. And have a couple of the porters ready to accompany me.” She paused as something hideous assaulted her nose. “What is that stench?”
Izza shifted uncomfortably. “I’m sorry, my lady. It was the Samaritan woman. I believe she spent some time in the sewers just before she arrived.”
“Are you serious?”
“Yes, madam.”
Of course she was serious. Izza was always serious. Sade sighed. “Well, it’s on you too. Please change your clothes. Burn them if you have to. Oh, and you did tell Shifrah that she is not to do any more tasks for Barika?”
“Yes, madam. Although I don’t know that you can trust her not to. She’s quite opportunistic, in my opinion.”
“No, you’re probably right. That’s fine. She’s proven far less than perfect today. She’ll be no great loss when this is over,” Sade said. “See to the carriage and porters, and then go to bed. Four-thirty, Izza.”
“Yes, madam. Good night.”



Day Three



Chapter 27. Syfax


The ancient fortress city of Meknes was a dead end. Syfax found the empty stage coach at a hotel in an older part of town and the driver at the hotel restaurant said, with her mouth full of her very late supper, that she had no idea where any of her passengers had gone. Syfax gave the hotel manager a long, tired look before walking into the street, mounting his rented horse, and trotting back out onto the road to Arafez.
With Meknes a mere twinkle of gaslight in the distance behind him, the major reined in his horse at the top of a hill to stare at the long dark road ahead. Clouds hid the moon, but he guessed it was past midnight. There were no other travelers, mounted or otherwise, at least none that he could see or hear. The road itself was marred by irregular shallow depressions and the deeper ruts made by wagon wheels. But he could hear no engines, no horses, and no padding feet out in the night. Only the wind in the pines and the creaking echoes of the cicadas filled the mountain forest.
His new boots pinched his toes and his heels and stabbed at his arches. They were, without question, the most hateful boots in the entire world. They hadn’t seemed nearly so bad when he paid for them six hours ago in Khemisset.
One day I’m going to write a book about this case, about how I ended up walking across the entire country, alone, destroying my aching feet, to find an old woman with a lightning rod in her hand. I’ll have to make it sound funnier, though.
After an hour on the road to Arafez, he was convinced that he would see no one until he reached the city. There were no houses either near the road or farther out in the woods, and not a flicker of firelight to be seen. The forest walled him in with towering alders and elms that reached across the road to each other far overhead, obscuring the clouds and any hope of starlight. The droning of the cicadas rose and fell as though the forest itself was breathing, loudly, through its mouth. Little else seemed to be awake or even alive. The occasional rustle in the bushes or distant crack of a breaking branch always came suddenly in the quiet.
A low whistle drew his eyes sharply to the right.
Syfax paused. The whistle was too steady and too subtle to be a bird, too solitary and too near to be a monkey. He peered into the shadows on all sides and saw nothing, heard nothing. Instinct drew his hand back to his hip, but it found only an empty holster. Reaching down farther, he yanked his hunting knife out of his boot and then nudged his horse to continue down the middle of the road.
The men stepped out of the leafy shadows calmly and casually, one of them mostly concerned with brushing the dirt off his knees. All of them wore dark scarves wrapped across their mouths and noses. Seeing no guns or blades in their hands, Syfax grinned as he reined up and rested his knife on the pommel of his saddle. “Can I help you fellas?”
One of them, as nondescript as any other, answered in a soft, almost reluctant voice. “Your money, all you have. Jewelry, watch, knife. Anything and everything, on the ground, right now. The horse, too. We don’t want to hurt you. Just leave it all right there, and go.”
“Hey!” A second one leaned toward the first. “He doesn’t even have a saddle bag!” And he made a jerk of his head back toward the woods, and then glanced at the others and repeated the gesture.
“No, wait.” The first one extended an open hand toward Syfax. “Please, anything you have. We just need some food. Please?”
“Who are you guys?” Syfax tried to catch a bit more detail of them in the shadows, something about their hair or clothes, anything at all. Too dark, but who cares? These poor idiots have no idea what they’re doing. “Help me out here. Are you beggars or bandits? I can’t tell.”
“We’re just travelers,” the second one said, fading back just a little more into the darkness. “We’re just trying to get to the border.”
“Don’t tell him anything!” A third one threw his arms up in the air. “How stupid are you? No one’s supposed to know!”
“Why?” The major kept his eyes darting among them, waiting for the first attack, but most of the nine men stayed at least four or five yards away, hands in pockets, eyes on the ground. The first one’s calm, the second one’s scared, and the third one’s angry. The rest just look tired. “Who are you running from? The law?”
“He’s a damned Redcoat!” Scared Man hissed, slinking even farther away. “Look at the coat. He’s the law.”
Calm Man edged forward a bit to look at him. “You’re a marshal?”
“Major Syfax Zidane.”
“Oh, that’s just perfect!” Angry Man kicked a stone across the road and shoved the fellow beside him. “A Redcoat!”
“Where’s your partner?” Scared Man’s voice shook as his footsteps drifted into the brush beside the road. “Marshals always go in twos. Where is she? Where’s the other one?”
“I’m alone.” Syfax slowly opened his coat. “No gun. And I don’t wanna hurt any of you guys, unless you do something stupid. I’m just riding through.”
“Don’t you believe it.” Angry Man grabbed Calm Man’s arm. “He’s one of them. He works for them. He’ll have the police on us in no time if we let him go!”
A general mumbling broke out among them as the men expressed their varying levels of discomfort with being anywhere near an officer of the law. Some of them stepped away, but most just shuffled and wavered in place and looked to Calm Man for a decision. He glanced around himself and cleared his throat. “You really don’t have any money? Nothing at all?”
“Sorry. Spent it all on this horse, and I need her to get to Arafez. You’re not eating her.”
Calm Man hesitated, glancing back toward the darkness where Scared Man had vanished. “Then I guess we’re going to have to tie you up. We can’t let you go and tell the police about us. We’ll leave you in the road so someone will find you tomorrow after we’re gone. You’ll be all right.” He cleared his throat and motioned at the others. “Go on, tie him up.”
For a moment, none of them moved. Then Angry Man stepped forward and the others began moving, arms raised to grab the marshal. Syfax paused, wondering what clever thing he might say to stop this before it started. They were obviously divided, nervous, unwilling, inexperienced. But they were shuffling forward and some of them had rocks in their hands.
A good marshal would know what to say to play them against each other, to get information from them, to control the situation. And as he groped for an idea, Syfax suddenly realized: This is why I’m stuck at major. This is why the marshals don’t know what to do with me. I’m not a good marshal.
He frowned as his ego swirled downward, but the dark moment brought yet another revelation into focus, and he grinned.
But I am a good soldier.
Syfax rolled out of the saddle and brought his fist down on the closest head. He grabbed the stunned man’s shirt and hurled him into the two men on the right. With his knife held blade down in his right hand, Syfax bulled into the closing knot of men and rocks and sticks. There was a brief second of fear, a cold panic in the back of his mind as he felt, really felt, that he was hopelessly outnumbered and utterly alone. But it was only a second. A hot wave of wild rage roared up his spine and down his arms, and he smashed his knife-hand into face after face. The rocks and sticks wailed on his back and legs, and bony hands bit into his arms, but Syfax just kept lunging back and forth, left and right, throwing men off balance all around as he went on shattering noses, splitting lips, and knocking out teeth. And with almost every blow, the blade of his knife sliced a shallow cut across a brow here and a cheek there.
Within half a minute, every bandit’s face was painted in blood and a broken chorus of frightened wails rose over the marshal’s roaring battle cries and the panicked whinnies of the horse in their midst.
“Oh God, my eye! My eye!”
“My nose! I can’t breathe!”
“I’m bleeding! I’m bleeding!”
Syfax shoved the last man down to the ground and surveyed his handiwork. Nine men sitting with hands pressed to their faces, or crawling away from the road, or staggering into the woods. He waited a moment to catch his own breath and wipe his knife clean on a nearby bandit’s shirt, and then Syfax said, “Oh, shut up, you big babies. You’re all fine. They’re just little cuts. No one’s dying, no one’s lost any eyes. And no one’s head is sliced open. Just settle down.”
It took a few moments for the moaning and hyperventilating to subside as the men calmed down enough to inspect the wounds on each other’s faces and pronounce them all superficial.
“Yeah, that’s a little trick I picked up from a gal in Carthage. You cut up the face and everybody panics. You can’t see how bad you’re hurt, and lots of blood in your eyes.” He exhaled and sheathed his knife, suddenly feeling much less pleased with himself. Stupid dirty trick.
To his left, one of the men was sobbing and muttering over and over, “I thought I was going to die, I thought I was going to die.”
“Come on, guys, no one’s dying. You’re all gonna be fine, and hopefully a little wiser in how you go about fund raising.” Syfax thumbed his nose and crossed his arms, waiting.
“You bastard.” Angry Man was on his feet, blood smeared across his forehead and down the side of his face. He raised his fists and slid forward gracefully on the balls of his feet, rocking lightly on his toes. Syfax shrugged. The bandit punched, the marshal parried, he punched again and Syfax caught his wrist, yanked him off balance and landed two sharp blows to his ribs. The bandit grunted and spun, kicking him in the stomach, but Syfax hugged the foot and pulled back, yanking him off balance again and dropping him to the ground. As Angry Man scrambled to stand, Syfax swept one crooked leg out from under him and shot his fist down into the man’s jaw. Angry Man’s head snapped to the side and he fell flat on his back, his head rolling.
Syfax took a step back, breathing long and slow, listening to the heavy pounding of blood in his ears. His calloused knuckles ached, but not much.
Angry Man slowly got to his feet, staggering up inch by inch. “See!” He spat in the dirt and rubbed his jaw. “Like I was saying! They don’t teach any of that fancy stuff to the grunts. Only the officers. And why? The officers aren’t on the front lines, are they? No, they teach the grunts to fight the enemy, and they teach the officers to fight the grunts. To keep us in line. To keep us down!”
He leapt at Syfax, fist cocked to deliver the blow with his full body weight as he descended. Syfax stepped forward inside the attack and shot the heel of his palm straight up under the man’s chin. The bandit’s head snapped back and he dropped out of the air in a pile of trembling arms and legs.
But Angry Man got up again, faster this time, his eyes wild and breathing labored. He was shaking, his legs threatening to twist out from under him. “What are you all waiting for?!” His voice was a pathetic hybrid of a gasp and a croak. “Get him!” No one moved.
Angry Man raised his fists again and staggered forward. Syfax started to tighten his own fist, but the bandit had nothing left. The major took a quick step to the side and gently shoved the man into the horse. He flopped to the ground, unconscious.
Syfax stood over the man for a moment, his hands still raised and ready, his chest heaving, his heart pounding, his breath thundering through his teeth, but the man stayed down. Syfax dropped his hands and stepped back, and waited for his own body to settle. As his pulse slowed the heat rippling across his skin faded, leaving behind only a cold sweat between his skin and the cool night air. He looked around and saw Calm Man leaning against a tree at the edge of the road, a thin red line slashed down his cheek. “I think we’re done now. What do you think?”
Syfax nodded. “We’re done.”
The men withdrew into a cluster around and behind Calm Man, including the dazed and bleeding Angry Man, who hung on the shoulders of his comrades.
“So you’re all on the run?” Syfax grabbed his horse’s reins and patted the nervous animal’s jaw gently. “What did you do?”
“We did what we were supposed to do. We did everything right.” Calm Man’s shoulders slumped and he dabbed at the cut on his cheek with the end of his scarf. “We got jobs, we got married, we rented apartments, and we had children.”
“But?”
“But all the factories want longer hours, and lower wages, and every day someone loses a finger, or worse. The rent goes up, the food at the market gets worse. We get sick, we get hurt. Every day, everything gets a little worse. So we’re done with it. We’re leaving. Some of us have family in Numidia. They can help us get started out there, farming.”
“You’re leaving? Just like that? A bunch of young, strong fellas can’t balance the books, can’t put a little more time in at work, so you just dump your families and run all the way to Numidia to play farmer?” Syfax spat in the dirt. “You’re pathetic, all of you.”
Calm Man limped forward a few steps, his leg stiff but his back straight and Syfax saw the iron glare in the man’s eyes as he snapped, “Sixteen hours in the godforsaken factories, every day! Sweating to death, surrounded on all sides by huge metal monsters that will tear your arms off if you dare to stretch your aching back. And it’s never enough! We had three families together in one flat, and still we couldn’t put bread on the table! Is that pathetic enough for you? Yes, we’re pathetic, we’re all pathetic, every one of us, slaving away and starving, watching our families starving. Our children starving. It is pathetic. That’s exactly the word, thank you for that. Pathetic!” He stopped to breathe, his chest heaving, sweat pouring down his face. Suddenly his features twisted in anger again. “And we didn’t abandon anyone! Our families are all right down there, waiting for us.” He pointed off into the woods.
Syfax blinked, slowly absorbing the man’s words, painting himself a mental portrait of the conditions he described, wondering how much of it was just angry, youthful exaggeration and self-pity. After a long moment, he decided: Very little. “Show me.”
“Show you?” Calm Man glanced back at the woods. “Oh, you don’t believe me. Yes, then, by all means, come and see for yourself, Redcoat.” He stomped off into the woods, trampling fallen limbs and small bushes with a noisy crackling and snapping. The other men filtered after him, glancing nervously at the major.
Syfax followed them, carefully picking his way in the dark, feeling each step with his toes crushed in his too-small boots. After a few minutes tramping downhill away from the road, he reached a small clearing where the men stood beside their wives holding their children, bony little scarecrows in threadbare rags staring up with wide, white eyes in the dark. There must have been more than forty of them all together.
Syfax stared. All he could do at first was stare. And they stared back, some in terror, some in misery, and even a few in hope. “You don’t have any food at all?” He asked softly, his eye locking momentarily with those of a little girl clinging to her mother’s neck.
“Enough for tomorrow, maybe.” It was a young woman who answered, short and slight, with close cropped hair. She rose to her feet beside the Calm Man and handed him a small boy, whom he held close to his chest. “We didn’t have much to sell for money for food in Port Chellah. It’s been slow going. We’ve been walking for two days now. I don’t know how much farther it is to the border.”
Two days? It’s only taken me twelve hours to get here from Chellah. Syfax tried to speak, but an ache seized his throat and the words stuck. How far to the eastern border beyond the Atlas Mountains? Five or six days for a healthy man, but for this bunch? Two weeks? More? “Far. It’s a long way still from here.”
The woman nodded. “We’ll make it.”
No, Syfax thought, you won’t. “Maybe you don’t have to go that far. Maybe you can find better work in Arafez. Or even back in Meknes. You could be farmers right here in Marrakesh, if that’s what you want. You don’t have to leave the country to find work.”
“Yes, we do.” The woman reached back to hold her man’s hand. “This place is killing us. All of us. We can’t do this anymore. We can’t be here anymore. Even if we could be fishers and farmers, our children would end up in the factories some day, somehow. They’ll run off to the city to get rich, and they’ll die in some accident, alone, forgotten. We’ve seen it happen to our friends, to their children. It doesn’t matter what we do, what we say. Sooner or later, the city kills everyone.”
The major scanned the crowd of faces in the darkness, dappled by the deeper shadows of the leaves waving in the wind overhead. He said, “There’s always the army. The army was good to me.” They began to groan and mutter. “No, listen to me. My father worked the docks in Tingis all his life. We had nothing, but when I joined the army I got everything I needed. A home, a job, a future. You could have that, your children could have that.” His words were drowned in more muttering and vague curses against the army, and they battered about old stories of military experiments, expeditions lost deep in the Europan wastes, men and women slaughtered on the Songhai hills alone and forgotten because war had not been officially declared. “Well, I’m sorry you feel that way,” Syfax said to no one in particular. “But for your children’s sake, I’m asking you, don’t try to reach the border. Not on foot. It’s too far.”
“So you say.” Angry Man was awake and alert, wiping the blood from his face and leaning against a tree. “Why should we believe you?”
“Because I don’t want these kids to starve to death, you fucking idiot.” The words made the ache in his throat even worse as he glanced about at those children scattered around him, huddled in the dark forest. “Because there has to be some other way, a better way, for all of you. Think about it. You can’t get to Numidia on grit and will power. You need food and water. With no food you’ll be dead in a week, and with no water you’ll be dead in half that time. If you step up the pace you’ll get to Arafez tomorrow. I hear they’ve got plenty to give folks who’ve lost their jobs and their homes. The temples will give you food. You can stay there a few weeks at least, work on the road crews or the rail crews, and save up some food. And better shoes. You have to try. For the kids.”
The young woman looked sharply at the little boy clinging to his father’s chest. “Maybe.”
Syfax took a long, deep breath, wondering what else there was to say. He couldn’t think. His muscles were sore and a few dozen fresh bruises all over his body were starting to throb. His eyelids were growing heavy and the long road to Arafez still lay before him. “I need to go. I won’t send any police looking for you. Just don’t try to rob anyone. And think about Arafez. It’s only a little way up the road. You can get what you need there.”
A few voices muttered and a few heads nodded. Syfax took several steps, backing away from the grim congregation in the dark grove. As he passed a short woman holding hands with two tiny girls, he had a sudden urge to grab the children and carry them all the way to the city himself, to put them into the hands of someone, anyone, who could feed them. And their mother. And their friends. If there had only been one or two, he would have done it without discussion, without even thinking. But forty?
Long years on the Songhai border had taught him not to play the numbers game. Not to calculate. Not to weigh two evils against each other. Just do your duty. He trudged past the two tiny girls and found his horse where he left her at the edge of the road. He mounted, gave one last look at the trees hiding two score beggars and starving children, and he rode away.



Chapter 28. Taziri


Taziri awoke with a gasp, her heart racing and her face dripping with sweat. The nightmare vanished before she could remember what it was, leaving her sitting in the dark massaging her fingers and scratching idly at the edges of the brace on her left arm and hand. The room still lay in deep shadows, striped by a few thin rays of lamplight that slipped around the curtains from the street in front of the bed-and-breakfast. The world was still dead asleep except for a few lonely voices echoing in the square outside.
She crept out of bed and pulled the curtain back to watch three young men around a bench beneath the light of a lamppost. Two were sprawled with arms and legs thrown over the bench’s back. The third fellow had one foot up on the seat and he leaned forward as he talked to his half-conscious friends.
Their voices, but not their words, echoed up to the window and Taziri had to settle for guessing at whether they were more happy or shocked at whatever it was that their friend was telling them. The two sleepers perked up, sat up straight, and began asking questions. The conversation grew louder, though no more intelligible for Taziri. A moment later, all three of them dashed away from the square.
What are they up to? I never ran around the city in the dead of night at that age. There was barely time to sleep back then, between school and work. Kids these days.
She wanted to fall back into bed, but it was the wrong bed. The right bed was far away, across miles and miles of empty plains and patchwork farmland, high on a hill above the harbor, in a little house just like all the other houses next to it. Except it was hers. Hers and Yuba’s. This was the second night, she realized. The second night she should have had with him and was now missing. And she was here, in an inn with a handful of strangers while Isoke lay dying or dead in some hospital, while Yuba slept alone, while Menna sat up in her crib babbling instead of sleeping.
Their absence gnawed at her like a starving dog. With her head still half numb with sleep, she pulled on her clothes and slipped downstairs and out to the cold, empty street. She knew Arafez well enough and figured she knew where to go. She could find the walled airfield easily and a few other obvious landmarks, particularly buildings with bell towers and uncommonly large windmills perched on their roofs. There were only a few such sentinels rising above the roofline and she set out for the nearest one, hoping for a little luck.
She crossed three large intersections before finding the closest building with a windmill, only to see that it was an electrician’s shop. Professional curiosity drew her gaze toward the window, but her feet carried her off down another road toward another, farther windmill spinning in the starlight. This too appeared to be a shop, though she could not guess what the name or the logo on the sign meant. Something fashionable, she guessed.
As she wandered the streets with one eye on the shadowed machines rattling overhead, she became vaguely aware of some signs of life around her. She heard the patter of running feet a few streets away, and voices shouting, though she could not understand them. There would follow a long silence and then she would hear some other late night adventurers running nearby and calling into the night.
The third windmill that she found sat on an empty warehouse roof, but the fourth one, nearly an hour’s walk from the inn, creaked atop a telegraph office and Taziri shuffled inside, out of the cold night breeze. A sleepy-eyed clerk squinted up at her from behind a book, his bushy white eyebrows waggling slightly. “Good evening. Or morning, I guess. What can I do for you?”
“I’d like to send a telegram.”
He nodded and pulled out a pad. “Address?”
She told him the street name and number in Tingis, suddenly realizing how rarely she ever uttered them since there were no telegraph offices outside the country where she and Isoke usually flew. The words felt so alien compared to the familiar home they marked.
“Message?”
She wanted to say something strong, poetic, romantic, memorable, but her brains were tired and frozen. “Everything is fine. Sleeping in Arafez. Still helping marshals. Please check Isoke in hospital. Be home soon as able. Miss you. Love you both.”
The clerk read it back to her and the words sounded hollow and wooden and wrong, but they were all she could think of. She paid him and watched him tap out the words one letter at a time on the little telegraph mounted on the table behind the counter. Then she stood there as he went back to his book and she stared at the telegraph, half hoping a reply would come clacking back through at any moment. But it sat very still and silent, and with her hands buried in her jacket pockets she shuffled back toward the door.
“Seems like a lot of kids are out running around tonight.” She glanced back at the clerk.
He didn’t look up. “I know. I’ve been hearing them at it all night. Some went by a few minutes ago. I think they said something about a fight. Seems like there’s a fight every night, somewhere or other.”
“Oh.” Taziri stared through the glass at the dark buildings across the way, and then she stepped outside to begin the long walk back to bed, but before she had moved out of the light of the telegraph office’s front windows she stopped short. There were several young men standing in the middle of the street less than twenty yards up the road. They were talking. Laughing, yelling, pushing each other. Taziri felt her gut tighten.
One of the youths shouted, “Hey!”
There were no streetlights nearby and she could not really see them, but Taziri knew they were yelling at her. “Hey yourself.”
“Hey, you, give me some money. Come on, I want to send a telegram.” The youths laughed and started coming forward. “Hey, seriously, give me some money. Come on, just a little, so we can get something to drink.”
“I don’t think so. It’s late. Why don’t you all head home for the night?” Taziri rolled her fingers into sweaty fists in her pockets. Her left hand only made half a fist and the metal plate across her palm was freezing.
“Nah, I don’t think we want to go home.” The young men spread out a little as they came closer, their empty hands dangling at their sides. They were all barefoot and dressed in loose clothes that dangled and flapped from their knobby shoulders and hips. “There’s some big fight down in the next district. We’re going to go take a look. You should come.”
“No thanks.” Taziri buried the urge to start walking, to disappear into the darkness, to put distance between herself and them. She thought of the old man sitting in the very well lit office just behind her and wondered if he could see her. “You go on without me.”
“Okay, okay, but give us some money. Come on. You’re like, a firefighter, right? Government job. Big money. Come on, help us out.” He held out an open hand.
Taziri felt a sharp little shove from another one standing to her right, a little push to her shoulder, and she looked over to see a leering, sleepy-eyed skeleton of a boy edging closer to her. They were all edging closer, all grinning slightly. “Back off. Go on, get out of here.” Taziri backed up to the telegraph office’s door and grabbed the handle behind her back. They kept coming forward, and then the heavy one to the left lunged at her.
Taziri jerked the door open so that the youth’s hand collided with the heavy wood, and as the young man recoiled and swore, Taziri slipped back inside and locked the door.
“What are you doing? Don’t bring them in here!” The man at the desk was fumbling at a locked cabinet behind the telegraph machine. “This is expensive equipment. I can’t have a bunch of drunks breaking in and wrecking everything!”
“Drunks?” Taziri stared out the window at youths, who were now arguing loudly and shoving each other just outside the door. A body crashed into the door. Twice. “There’s no alcohol in Marrakesh!”
“Just because it’s illegal doesn’t mean it’s not here, miss. Hellan wine, Songhai rum, Espani ale. My God, where have you been?” He yanked the cabinet open and began shoving his papers and tools into it. When the cabinet was full, he locked it and stood up. “So now what? Are they leaving?”
“Not exactly.” Taziri looked back at the shadowy figures in the street and grimaced. “Get back!”
“Why?”
A hail of muddy cobblestones crashed through the two large windows at the front of the office, spraying glass shards across the room. From her position behind the solid oak door, Taziri didn’t feel a thing, but she heard the old man gasp and hiss, leaving her to wonder if he was injured or only startled. He had ducked behind his desk out of sight. With the windows gone, the shouting from the street became louder and clearer.
“Get out of here!” Taziri hollered as she looked around the office for something, anything that looked like a weapon. Instead she saw paper, pencils, a cash register bolted to a table, and a handful of flimsy looking chairs. And the telegraph. She dashed to the back of the office and moved behind the telegraph as the first two youths climbed over the gaping sills into the room.
After digging through her jacket pockets, Taziri got a heavy leather glove on one hand and her utility knife in the other. She cut the wires screwed into the side of the telegraph and then pulled a small spool of bare wire from her inside jacket pocket.
“What are you doing?” The old clerk drew back beside her, a short length of pipe in his hands. “You broke the telegraph!”
The two ruffians paused to brush at the broken glass clinging to their clothes. Taziri raised an eyebrow at the clerk as she quickly twisted the telegraph’s leads onto her spare wire spool. “Where did that pipe come from?”
“The cabinet. I keep it there, you know, just in case.”
“Well, you won’t need it. Watch this!” She hurled the spool across the room at the closest youth. The wire spiraled through the air, drawing a coppery corkscrew as it flew, and the charged line fell across the young man’s arm. He shivered slightly and brushed the wire away.
“What?” Taziri stared at the leads in her hand. “Why didn’t that work?”
The old man groaned. “It’s a telegraph wire. It uses almost no current. You can’t shock a person with that. It’s the safest thing in the world.”
Taziri frowned at the wire, the youths completely forgotten. “But I cut the…oh, wait a second.” She bent down to the plate in the wall where the wires emerged into the room. “Well, here’s your problem. There’s a resistor on the house current.” She grabbed the small black cylinder soldered to the plate and ripped it off.
Screams filled the room, very brief nonsensical screams. Two men were shaking and spitting and falling to the floor stiff as boards just as a third one learned what it feels like to have a lead pipe swung up between his legs. The last two men still near the windows screamed a few obscenities of their own and leapt back out into the dark street.
Taziri pulled the wires apart and glanced around. “See, that’s what was supposed to happen the first time.”
The clerk managed a wry smile, but kept his pipe at the ready as he backed away from the men on the floor.
Within a few minutes, the telegraph office was crowded with bleary-eyed neighbors helping to clean up and two police officers grappling with the three stunned youths. Taziri loitered in the back of the room just long enough to jam the resistor back into place where it stuck with only a slight wobble, and then she screwed the wires back into the telegraph with only a slight worry that she might have gotten them reversed in all the excitement. After giving a brief and anonymous statement to the police, she slipped out the front door and plunged into the cool night air.
The city rose around her dark and still, unchanged by the violence at the telegraph office, oblivious to the small pocket of light and life around that one building. Taziri strode along with a charge in her step. She felt sharp and alive, all traces of weariness wiped away. She stared around at the windswept streets and shops and houses with eyes chilled by the night air, seeing everything with uncanny clarity.
But the feeling faded. The longer she walked, the less she wanted to be out walking. She thought of bed, she thought of home, she thought of her little girl smiling her toothless smile. Her long strides grew shorter and slower, and she hunched down in her flight jacket, grateful for the weight and warmth of the leather and metal.
She turned a corner from one empty street onto another and heard a small sound. An animal sound, somewhere just ahead and to one side. The street was empty, but she heard the sound again, nearer and clearer. A sob. A gasp. A whisper. A slap.
Taziri jogged on up the road glancing every which way for the source of the noises, and she found it in a wide alley between two row houses. It was a side lane, half covered in flower pots and little garden statues arranged around the several house doors that opened onto this private space. And a few feet from where Taziri was standing, a man shoved a woman up against the wall, her sleeve torn and hanging on her elbow. He had one hand on her throat and the other wrapped around a dirty brick. Taziri heard her whisper, “Please, don’t.”
In that instant, Taziri felt every shred of muscle in her body burning, her blood roared in her ears, and her brain boiled in adrenaline. She burst into a sprint and smashed her armored forearm into the man’s head. He stumbled back a step and let go of the woman, but not the brick. Taziri slipped her right arm up around the man’s neck and wrenched him farther away from the woman. Then she placed the cold metal of her arm brace against the other side of the man’s neck and squeezed. His right arm was trapped against her body, rendering the brick useless, but his left fist came around and connected with her shoulder, then her ribs, then her temple, but still she held on. With both arms twisted around the man’s throat, Taziri bore down with all her strength until the gasping, whimpering man began to flop about like a dying fish. He shuddered and fell limp.
Taziri hurled him down and planted her boot on the man’s neck. Then she looked over at the woman crouched against the far wall, staring at them. “Are you all right? Can you stand up? Say something, please. What’s your name?”
For a moment, the woman just stared at her. Then her lip shuddered and she said, “Oni.”
“Oni.” Taziri took a moment to breathe, to think. But she couldn’t think, all she could do was feel, and each passing moment filled her with the desire to reach down and smash the man’s skull open with his own brick. “Oni, come here.”
She shook her head.
“It’s all right. He can’t hurt you anymore. Come here.”
“Why?” She stood up, arms wrapped tightly around her body.
“You know him?”
She nodded.
“Did he hurt you?”
She swallowed. “No, not yet. Not really.”
Taziri didn’t know whether to believe her. “You’re sure?”
She nodded vigorously.
“All right then, let’s just get you home.” She took her boot off the man’s neck and gently herded the woman back to the end of the alleyway. Oni jerked out of her hands, but did not try to move away. She just stood there, staring over Taziri’s shoulder, her face strangely calm.
Feeling nothing but cold and uncertain, Taziri glanced back just long enough to be sure the man was still breathing. Then she moved in front of the woman. “Oni? Oni, look at me. It’s over. All right? Come on, I’ll walk you home, let’s go.” Taziri escorted the woman out into the street and then followed her two blocks to her house. They walked in silence and Oni stayed at arm’s length beside her, where she could see her. Taziri wondered if she should say something, but she couldn’t think of anything that felt helpful. So she watched Oni go inside and shut the door, and she hurried away, her mind racing.
I’m sleeping. I’m asleep. This is a dream. A nightmare. This can’t be Marrakesh. This can’t be the country Grandfather fought for, that Mother worked for, that I live in. This can’t be real.
The engineer sniffed the air and smelled City: people, machines, exhaust, food, animals, and a thousand other things. It almost smelled like home, like a great mass of living things and dying things and things that were neither, all resting beneath the stars, huddled in a great heap of brick and wood and iron. The walk home back to the inn was too long, but she didn’t remember any of it. She padded back to bed and lay on top of the sheets, imagining her husband’s arm across her belly, and her daughter’s voice babbling from her crib in the corner as she stubbornly refused to go to sleep. Instead, she heard the faint, distant echoes of young people shouting and glass breaking, and her dreams were plagued with fire and blood.



Chapter 29. Kella


The detective awoke with a groan and a hacking cough that filled her head with dizzy little pains that chased one another around her skull. Her chest and stomach and arms and legs all ached as well, and none were eager to move. The cold stones of the floor stung her bare hands and a wooden thumping beat on her ears.
Thumping.
She opened her eyes and saw the exposed planks of the basement ceiling in the failing light of the lamp still sputtering in the corner. Shadows moved beyond those planks, thin bits of darkness barely seen through the gaps and cracks in the floorboards. Kella sat up slowly, one hand pressed against her head, eyes blinking hard and long to clear her vision. She saw Jedira lying by the cellar door. The blood spattered across her body lay heavy and stiff on her clothing.
How much time have I lost? Who is that upstairs?
The detective stood up, still moving only as fast as her battered flesh would allow. The people walking around the house overhead were talking about something. Names. Addresses. She thought she recognized one of the voices as an officer from the police station. Wincing, she pulled off her blood-hardened jacket and trousers and threw them back into a dark corner, and then pawed through two boxes of old clothes to find replacements. The new pants and shirt hung large and loose on her, but she lashed them tight to her waist with a belt, took a deep breath, and pounded up the stairs just as one of the officers placed a boot on the top step.
“You’ll need a light and you may want a mask.” She patted the young man on the shoulder as she passed him. “It’s not pretty down there.”
“Detective Massi?” He froze, his eyebrows contorting into an expression of extreme confusion.
“Yeah, I got a tip that someone was looking for this girl. Someone slipped a note under my door, knocked until I woke up, and then ran off. You?”
“Uh, the same, sort of. Well, a tip, I mean. At the station. An old man saw a fight in the street outside here, and came all the way down to complain about the noise.”
“Well, it looks like we were all a bit late getting here. I found Usem in the street. Knife work, and lots of it. Is this your first murder scene?”
He nodded.
She sighed. “Hell of a way to spend the day, kid. Sure you’re up to it?”
He nodded again.
“Good man. All right, well, get everyone down here. It’s going to be a long day. I’m going to go rattle some cages and see if I can shake loose some answers. I’ll come by later this morning to see what you’ve found.”
“Yes, ma’am. Uh, ma’am?”
“What?”
“Nothing. Just, your clothes?”
“This?” Kella gave herself a bored glance. “I don’t sleep in uniform, and I don’t change before going to stop a killer. Priorities, officer.”
“Right. Yes, ma’am.” He nodded curtly and turned his attention to the basement.
Kella strode back down the hall and out the front door without seeing the other officers, and then she moved as quickly as she could down the street without running. With many roads and rows of houses and shops behind her, Kella slowed to a walk with her hands shoved deep in the cavernous pockets of her borrowed trousers.
How long before someone puts the pieces together and comes up with me as the killer? Hours? Minutes? Should I have stayed back there and taken my chances with the flatfoots? No, there’ll be time for the question-and-answer game later.
The detective took a deep breath and peered up at the shop signs around her. Books, paintings, flowers. All sorts of pretty things for sale. Kella frowned, then turned and hurried up the road. Half a dozen turns later she was wrestling with the old lock at her own apartment. Inside, she cast aside the oversized clothes and scrubbed the flecks of dried blood from her face and hands over a sink full of cold water.
What’s the plan, detective? If you don’t get that Samaritan woman in irons soon, they’ll have you in a cell and what’s left of your career on a pyre.
She dressed in bland grays and browns, and pulled her mother’s old duster on over it all. Into the coat’s inner pockets she shoved fistfuls of fruit, rolls, and nuts from the little bowl on her coffee table. In the back room, she knelt beside her bed, reached underneath the thin metal frame, and yanked an old box from between the squeaking bedsprings. She stared down at the brass knuckles, knives of all sizes and shapes for all manners of work, caltrops for unfriendly feet, a little box full of tools for opening locked things, and several small vials of white powder. After a moment’s hesitation, everything was pawed up and shoved into the duster’s pockets, inside and out, all but the bottles, which she poured into the sink.
No one needs to find those.
Back out on the street, she smelled a strange emptiness in the cold and the dark. It was no longer late in the night but early in the morning. No last traces of suppers or parties lingered in the air, no distant voices echoed in faraway alleys or squares. The faint menace of the darkness itself was gone, as though even the killers and demons had at last gone to sleep, leaving the city streets truly and utterly empty but for the cold and the shadows to await the coming dawn. Kella knew better. She wrapped her cold fingers around the deadly things in her pockets and hurried away. By the time she reached her destination, the aches and stiffness from lying on the basement floor had faded.
Well, she thought, if I can’t catch one criminal, at least I can get some evidence against another one.
The back door of the prosthetics shop appeared undisturbed, though she heard the distant huffing of an engine. Kella knelt at the lock with her little box of tools and began picking away with a pair of bent needles. The tumblers inside the lock clicked up into position one by one and the door swung open. Inside, she found the room of metal arms and legs piled in boxes and on shelves, and the detective wound her way silently around them to the far side of the room and the door to the main corridor. From there she crept, slower with each step, down the stairs and down the hall toward the door to the lab, but long before she reached it she heard voices, many voices, arguing in sharp and angry tones, somewhere just around the corner. Kella backtracked toward the bottom of the stairs and found a closet. She slipped inside behind the leather curtain and tried not to breathe.
After a few minutes, she counted three distinct voices but also guessed at least two other people coughing, sneezing, and shuffling their feet. Two of the speakers were clearly Lady Sade and the Samaritan. While they argued at length about the terms of a certain contract and the precise definitions of certain words, most prominently dead, the others seemed to be hard at work moving heavy metal objects. Kella heard the hollow and metallic ringing when the objects banged into each other. The cages?
The detective strained to hear more clearly. People were moving, cages were thumping, animals were grunting and huffing, people were talking, and it was all muffled by the thick rock and iron-bound wood panels of the walls and floors of the basement.
Seconds ticked by and still the muffled noises continued. The argument in the hallway grew softer and finally fell apart with the sounds of laughter. Several people laughing together, some more genuinely than others. And they were closer now, no longer around the corner but just a few yards from the closet, coming closer to the stairs. Kella squeezed her face up to a tiny crack along the edge of the door and doorframe, straining to see the people in the hall.
The tall blur might have been Sade and the pale blur might have been the Samaritan. When the two speakers and their companions came to the base of the stairs, Kella could only see the wrinkled black trim of someone’s coat and the corner of a scuffed shoe, but she could hear them clearly.
“…the timer for twenty minutes. Soon this whole building will be one large insurance claim. And I don’t care what Barika told you,” Lady Sade said. “She is no longer in a position to give you instructions.”
“Because she wanted them dead?” asked the Samaritan.
“And I want them alive. I’m taking the girl to see the queen tomorrow. I had wanted you with me as well, but obviously that’s out of the question now that they’ve seen your face.” Sade sighed. “And where is Barika?”
“I don’t know. The telegram came from Port Chellah late last night.”
“Chellah? Who does she know in Chellah? I swear, if she ever shows her face here I will kill her myself. Sometimes I think she is trying to destroy me.”
“I got the impression she thought she was helping you by getting rid of the princess and her little entourage. She said the replacements would ruin everything, whatever that means.”
“She’s an incompetent cow,” said Sade. “Who cares if Valero sends a cat instead of an armadillo? Only Barika would panic at something so trivial. You’re the only one who hasn’t completely ruined this entire endeavor. The medical technicians are all dead. Medina will be on her way back to Espana later today. I will make sure that Merin is released before noon, and then I want him dead as soon as he is away from the police station. And while you’re there, take a quick look through the cells to make sure no one else on my payroll is in there, and if they are, get them out. Is that clear, Shifrah?”
“Yes.” The Samaritan sounded annoyed.
Kella mouthed name to herself: Shifrah.
“Good. We’ll be leaving on the evening train. You’ll arrive at the station alone and you won’t speak to us. Be prepared to submit to a thorough search of your person. The transit authority is up in arms over this mess in Tingis and every agent in the country is looking to make her next promotion by catching a terrorist on a boat, train, or airship. No knives.”
“Understood.”
“You’ll have to ride in the back of the train where the little princess and her diestro won’t see you. Once we’re underway…” The voices faded into vague noise as the stairs creaked on their slow climb back up to the ground floor.
Kella crouched against the curtain, straining to hear, squinting at the edges of the leather flap, but she caught nothing else that made sense. Settling back on her rear, she rested her head against a dirty wooden shelf and waited. A door upstairs banged. A distant mechanical puttering and hissing reverberated through the walls and the detective tried to guess how large the steam carriage was to be making so much noise that could penetrate so far underground.
At that same moment, the hall filled with the sounds of shuffling feet, male grunting, and the occasional thud of something large and heavy bumping against a wall. From her position at the crack in the closet curtain, Kella watched two shadowy figures struggle down the hall toward her, each carrying a cage or crate, the last one staggering more than the others. The stairs creaked and groaned again as they bore their loads upwards and a moment later the door banged again. The mechanical rhythms of the carriage continued to rumble down into the building, but then the cycling of the engine quickened and the noises swiftly faded away until the building was left in perfect silence. Kella counted to a hundred, just to be sure, and then stepped out into the hall.
Hearing nothing above her, she dashed around the corner and back to the laboratory door. It stood ajar, though only a little, and an eye-watering stench wafted out from the dark chamber. With one hand over her nose and mouth, she shouldered the heavy door open and entered. Yesterday, the cages and machines had been neatly arranged along the walls, half-hidden in the shadows, but now everything was scattered across the floor. Hulking machines and blocky little trolleys and heavy tables filled the space, but that was all. There was nothing small or lightweight left in the room, no lamps or chairs, no tools. The cages stood in disarray, some on their sides or leaning against the back wall. The animals lay still inside them.
The table in the center of the room was bare but it glistened with watery smears and specks of dried blood. Kella only glanced at it as she crossed the room to the stone slab projecting from the wall, upon which lay the body of a once beautiful serval, the great cat’s gold and black coat now dull, matted, and clotted with dirt and blood. It stared at her through clouded eyes. A thick black gash ran across its throat, almost from ear to ear, so that its head tilted back unnaturally far. At her feet, the detective saw the blood still dripping off the slab onto the floor. The bilious stench of fresh blood and scat stung her nose.
Kella studied the body, or what was left of it. The front legs were strapped to the slab, but the left paw had been removed at the wrist and the wound sewed shut with great care and precision. The right rear leg below the knee was similarly missing, though the remains of the leg were firmly tied down. Hints of metal glinted in the thin light coming through the open doorway. A copper disc embedded in the thigh, a strip of aluminum in the foreleg, a spidery tangle of wire across the chest muscles like worms beneath the skin. But the strangest and largest of them was the cylinder in the serval’s belly. It was nearly as wide as the body itself, and the flesh bulged around the sides to accommodate the intrusion. The top of the metal cylinder had a seam running straight down the middle, and Kella probed this seam with a hesitant finger. She set her nail in the gap and tugged. One half of the lid tilted up toward her, and the detective edged sideways and leaned closer to look inside.
It was empty. It was a metal drum, as wide and deep as the cat’s body, empty and dry, like a brass hat box thrust inside the animal.
Kella closed the lid and noticed the border of the serval’s pale skin against the bright metal. Some of its flesh had rippled into pink and white scars, and some had blistered into angry red infections, and some places were black and stank of pus.
It lived through this. It lived with this thing inside it for days, maybe even weeks.
She stepped back from the slab, still staring at the amalgam of flesh and machinery dripping thick blood on the floor. A dead wolf with glass lenses screwed into its skull. A dead bear cub with mechanical forelegs. The head of a dead hartebeest riddled with rubber tubes and hoses. A pair of dead flying foxes with wooden wheels mounted where their wings should have been. The sheer volume of it, the countless glassy eyes, the still bodies, the grotesque poses, the bizarre machinery, it all numbed her. She had seen nearly a hundred crime scenes, at least three hundred corpses, but they had not prepared her for this.
At least they’re dead now. It’s over now.
There was something else in the corner, something round and irregular, and not in a cage. She crept closer and saw it was the dead body of a strange creature. The huge shell on its back reminded her of a tortoise, but it had the head of a dog and a tail like an iron mace. Whatever it was, it lay in a pool of fresh blood seeping from a deep cut under its jaw. She backed away without touching it and turned to leave.
The Samaritan stood in the doorway watching her. The woman in white leaned against the door frame, her features completely lost in shadow as the lamp in the wall behind her cast a vague nimbus through her dark hair. She held a jug in her bandaged hand.
Kella took a breath and slipped her hands back into her pockets where they grabbed the first pointy things they found. A knife and a caltrop. “I thought you left with your mistress, Shifrah.” A faint whiff of kerosene cut through the humid vapors like a cold blade.
“And I thought I left you for the police. I guess your head is a little harder than I thought. But that job is over and now I need to get started on the next one.” She set the jug down as a stiletto appeared in her hand, and she threw it.
The detective felt a strange mixture of pressure and pain as her left arm seized up at the shoulder. Her vision shuddered, threatening to vanish entirely into a sea of white. Struggling to ignore the blade buried under her collar bone, she clenched her teeth and focused on Shifrah, who was drawing another knife. Kella yanked her right hand free of her pocket and hurled a fistful of caltrops. Some glanced off the wall, some tumbled off the white coat, but one struck the Samaritan’s face, tearing a long thin mark across her cheek.
Shifrah dashed into the room and the detective had less than an instant to steel herself against the onslaught of punches to her stomach and face. The second stiletto was at work as well, slicing at her clothes and flesh so swiftly that Kella couldn’t feel the cuts until several seconds after they were made. She threw up her arms, trying to focus on the Samaritan’s eyes and the knife at the same time, trying to keep the blade from her head and belly, but it was all happening too fast. Kella screamed at herself to do something, to do anything. But she was trapped in this injured old body, in the dark, against a whirlwind of fists and steel and half her mind had already realized that she was not going to survive more than a minute or so. A terrifying coldness was creeping into her bones through the knife buried in her left shoulder, and as she toppled to the floor all she could do was snag a few fumbling fingers in the lapels of the white coat and pull the Samaritan down on top of her.
Kella felt the floor slam into her back and the weight of the other woman flopped onto her chest, but suddenly Shifrah was screaming and wriggling, kicking and rolling away, and the detective felt the weight on top of her vanish. The detective lay still on the floor, staring up at the naked bulb in the ceiling as the other woman went on screaming and sobbing. The throbbing pains of the cuts in Kella’s chest and face grew duller and colder, but her skin was warm and wet, her shirt sticking to her arms and growing heavier by the moment. Each breath came a little shallower and faster than the last. Lightheaded and dizzy, she blinked hard and prayed for it to just stop.
All of it. The pain, the screaming, the whole world. Dear God, just let it all stop. I don’t want to see this or feel this. I’m done. Just make it stop.
The other woman’s sobs droned on and all the horrific hot and cold and sharp and aching sensations in the detective’s flesh crashed into her mind again and again, as ceaseless as the tide.
Like a broken wooden doll, Kella rolled onto her stomach, pushed up to all fours, and began crawling across the room to the open doorway. She passed the Samaritan balled up like an infant, her bloody hands clutching her face. For a moment, a gap appeared between her hands and Kella saw the pulpy, raw chasm where the killer’s left eye should have been. And as the detective completed the long journey to the door, the question began to nag at the back of her mind.
What happened to her eye?
The hall seemed to be a thousand miles long. At the end, the stairs rose higher than the peaks of Kilima Njaro, yet she climbed them. Shaking uncontrollably with bloody saliva dripping from her open mouth, she climbed. When she reached the top and looked down, she saw the unbroken smear of blood on every single step. She was about to turn away and claw back toward the workshop to collapse and die when she heard a bestial, labored breathing below her. Looking down again, she saw the Samaritan climbing the stairs with one hand plastered over the hole in her face where her eye should have been.
How long is she going to keep this up?
Kella lurched up to her feet, shivering and trembling. She slumped against the hallway wall and stumbled back into the workshop. Her clothes felt heavy, clinging tight against her skin. With slow deliberate steps, she stumbled across the room, knocking over shelves, dummies, and anything else she could grab. She crashed through the back door into the alleyway where a freezing wind whipped over her face and stung her in a hundred raw places, and she fell to her hands and knees.
Not going to die in an alley, not in an alley, alone in an alley, stupid cliched crap. Move. Move, damn it. You can die in the street, but not here.
At the end of the alleyway, the detective’s shaking hands refused to crawl any farther, so she sat up against the cold brick wall and stared at the open door behind her, praying that no one would come through it.
And then the ground erupted beneath her. There was no tremor, no growling or rumbling, only the sudden titanic boom like a thundercracker in her skull. The cobblestones tossed her into the air as a chunk of the wall collapsed into the alley, bricks disintegrating into gravel and dust all around her. The stones under her hands began to lean and slope and she realized that the street itself was sinking and sliding toward the building. A steady crumbling, cracking, and crashing echoed from within the building as the walls broke up and fell inward, destroying more and more furniture and windows and equipment with each passing second.
Kella took her hands away from her head and saw a low mound of rubble where the medical shop had been a minute ago. Dozens of tiny fires were burning merrily here and there on the pile of bricks and beams, snapping and crackling as they danced in the dark.
The faint sounds of voices and fire bells intruded on the moment and the detective tore her gaze away from the burning wreckage to watch the street, to watch the people coming out, shouting and pointing. Suddenly there was a young boy in his night shirt standing over her, staring at her with wide eyes. He pointed at the knife in her shoulder and whispered, “What happened?”
She looked down at the pointed handle of the stiletto and saw the butt of the weapon dripping with blood and also a thin watery fluid with little globs of white matter stuck in it. As white as an eye in the dark. Kella smiled and passed out.



Chapter 30. Syfax


Syfax leaned back in the saddle to stretch his neck and shoulders. The position offered him a lovely view of the night sky, a blue-black river shimmering with stars and bordered by the leaves above either side of the road. The trees sighed and shivered as the breezes played through their branches and the cicadas droned on, though more softly than they had in the traveler’s camp a few hours ago.
Someday, the railroad will come through here and they’ll pave this road, and all this forest’ll be razed for farms, he thought. Too bad, really. Although I won’t miss the bats.
The view of the road never changed. It sometimes curved to the right or left, but essentially, in all the ways that matter when traveling, the view never changed. Gravel, dirt, holes, rocks, tree branches, and stars. Forever. Syfax slumped forward again and rubbed his eyes. Sometimes to his left the trees would thin and he would glimpse the tops of the northern ridges, just another shade of black on the horizon.
She can’t be far ahead. She can’t. Chaou was only ever a few minutes ahead, an hour at most. And she’s old. Older than me, anyway. In a stage coach. Any minute now. Any minute now, around the next bend, I’ll see the coach, just a hundred yards ahead, rolling along in the dark. Alone. Exposed. She’ll hear me coming but she’ll have nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. She’ll probably try to talk again. She’s a talker. Then she’ll try to grab me, to shock me, but I’ll be ready for that. My coat is heavy. I can wrap her arms up…
The monologue droned on and on through the major’s mind, an unbroken chant that melted seamlessly into the noise of the cicadas and the crunch of gravel beneath the horse’s hooves. The stars overhead wheeled slowly, carrying the bright sliver of the moon across the void and casting it back down at the horizon. And then the world of black and silver grew hazy, gray, and pink to the east.
The view changed. The trees thinned to reveal long stretches of grass. Meadows. Fields. Pastures. Open spaces studded with distant blocky shapes of houses and barns. Another hour of slow trotting passed and Syfax felt his muscles and bones turning to wood, stiff and hard, so stiff they forgot how to ache. The eastern sky was a pastoral wash of pinks and yellows and lavenders, and ahead of him, clustered around the road, mostly to the left, were buildings. Tall, heavy, imposing masses of pale brick standing shoulder to shoulder to block the wind and draw the line between wilderness and civilization. The major veered to the left as the road came alongside the railroad tracks coming up from the south from Maroqez. Dirt gave way to a brick-paved street as the scattering of small cottages became a solid wall of rowhouses. A handful of people were standing in the street and staring at him. After a moment, they stopped staring and resumed their hushed conversation.
Arafez. At last.
Syfax had to clear his throat twice to revive his voice. “Excuse me.” He approached the four men loitering by the tracks. They stared at him as though unsure of the proper response and seemed to agree that none would suffice. “Have you seen anyone else come this way?”
“You mean…” The one man cast a confused look at his friends. “You mean on the train? Not yet.”
“No, I mean on the road. The stage coach from Meknes.”
“Sorry, no. We’ve only been here a few minutes.”
Syfax nodded, nudged his horse to the far side of the street, dismounted, and sat down on a long bench outside what seemed to be a warehouse. It stank of rotten vegetables. He sat and watched the sun rise, his mind cold and thick, unable to focus, unable to plan.
Chaou was definitely…where? Definitely on the ferry. And a witness put me on the road to Khemisset. And she was probably at Othmani’s house. And probably on the coach to Meknes. And probably on the coach to Arafez. Damn. That’s a whole lot of “probably.”
It didn’t matter anymore. The trail was cold, the old bat was gone. Syfax blinked. He would have to start again from scratch. Searching door to door and questioning everyone on the road. He would need the local police. He would need the Arafez marshals, even though he couldn’t afford to trust them.
Anyone might be in Chaou’s little murder circle.
A low whistle startled him and Syfax peered south across the fields, down the track, following the rails as they curved away and vanished into the trees behind a hill. And just beyond that hill, he saw a thin trail of steam rising in steady puffs above the tree tops. The locomotive appeared a moment later, chuffing and clacking with a long dark line of cars trundling along behind it. Quick little train, he mused, probably going to come screaming in here for a short stop before screaming off to the North Station. Engineers are all lunatics.
The train was still steaming at full speed when it reached the first cottages and only began breaking as the engine slipped into the shaded canyon of the South Station and Syfax saw why. The train was immensely long, stretching out across the fields with car after car of passengers and freight. It wouldn’t stop until most of them were near the platform, so there was still quite a ways left to travel.
“Hey there!” One of the men waved from across the tracks a few moments before the locomotive entered the station. “Is that your coach up there?”
Syfax followed the man’s pointing finger up the street to a dark shape jutting out from behind the corner of a shop at a distant intersection. It could have been anything, including the rear end of a stage coach. The major stood up, glaring. “I think so.”
“Well, you’d better get back across,” the man shouted.” The six o’clock will be here in a minute.”
Crap. This is like the canal all over again.
Syfax grabbed his horse and yanked the nervous animal across the tracks with the dusty cowcatcher of the oncoming train only a few moments away. The major steadied the horse as the locomotive thundered past behind them, and then he glanced up the street at the shape near the intersection. It had backed up a foot or two.
Definitely a stage coach.
He cast a worried eye at the train rolling steadily by behind him in an unbroken line of cars all the way up the street past the distant coach. “What’s on this train?” Syfax hauled his aching legs up into the saddle.
“Everything. Coming in from Maroqez. Let’s see, they’ve got our goats, or at least they’d better.”
The other men chuckled.
“Then there’s the apricots, limes, spinach…”
“Strawberries!” Another fellow grinned.
“Right, it’s strawberry season, isn’t it? Uhm, peas. Always lots of peas. Never liked them myself. Maybe oranges. Rhubarb, ech! The foreign stuff isn’t so reliable, not yet anyways. I hear they’re having quite a bit of trouble with the farms on the eastern slopes. Clay or something in the soil. The East Asian crops aren’t taking to it, apparently.”
The train was slowing now and a soft conversation between cows and goats and pigs and chickens filled the quiet platform all the way down the line. Syfax said, “So it’s carrying food then? This is a freight train?”
“Freight, yes.” The men nodded.
Syfax breathed a little easier. “No passengers?”
“Passengers? Oh, sure. Hundreds of them.” The men nodded.
The major felt every muscle in his back tighten. The train shuddered to a hard stop amidst a great squealing of brakes, hissing of valves, and the familiar dull roar of people, hundreds of people, all crammed together in little wood and iron boxes, eager to spill out all over the platform, the streets, the buildings. So many people.
The passenger cars were strung out far past the platform, up the street most of the way between him and the coach, their open windows dark with the shadowy press of bodies. Car after car full of people, each one a little louder and rowdier than the last. The doors opened just as Syfax kicked the exhausted horse and shouted, “Hya!”
People were spilling out of the cars onto the platform and down onto the road. Hundreds of people. Thousands of people. Women and men and children, bearing bags and sacks and boxes and baskets, all poured through the doors with a vast murmuring, scolding children, shouting directions, and asking questions.
“Where’s my bag?”
“Which way to the warehouse?”
“Well, where did you put it?”
The crowd grew larger with each passing second until the road was nothing but a sea of heads and hair and hats for as far as the major could see. He drove his horse in a mad dash halfway up the street before the press became an immovable sludge of bodies and luggage, forcing him to rein up and begin the laborious business of shouting at each and every person to turn around, look where they were going, and get the hell out of his way.
Over a thousand bobbing heads, Syfax saw the coach roll back a few feet into view, and then roll forward around the corner. “Damn it.” He glared in every direction, searching for some way out of the mass of bodies. “Marshal! Everybody out of the way! Make a hole! Move, move, move! Marshal!”
A few nervous faces looked up at him, and perhaps they tried to shuffle out of his way, but there were always three more people ready to slide into any gaps in the crowd. Syfax ground his teeth, wishing for once that he still had his sidearm. “Hya!” He kicked his poor horse again and again, forcing the exhausted animal to stumble into person after person, and the major’s frustration gave way to a sudden fear that there would be a child somewhere down in that sea of bodies.
“Damn it!” He leapt out of the saddle and charged through the crowd. The coach is leaving. Heading east on the next street. Need to head it off. Need to talk to the driver.
There were no side streets, no alleys, no way to get off the street until he reached the intersection, which was still twenty yards away. And then he noticed the half-open window of the old warehouse on his right. Shoving aside one last man, Syfax got to the window, pushed it up, and dove into the dark room.
The warehouse was one long dusty chamber with a handful of broken barrels and crates along one wall. Syfax raced to the back of the building, his footsteps echoing across the empty space. He spotted a door in the back wall outlined by a few feeble rays of sunlight, and he crashed his shoulder through it. Half the door clung to the hinges and the other half clung to the lock, but the center burst apart and spilled the major out onto another street. An empty street.
He swung left and pounded up the lane to the next intersection where he stumbled to a halt, his head swiveling every which way, searching, searching. There was no coach. It was gone. The driver was gone. Chaou was gone.
“Yaaaa!” Syfax put his fist through an old rain barrel standing at the corner behind him. The boards shattered, the bands bent, and several gallons of worm-infested mud slid out onto the ground at his feet.
There. At least I can do that right.
Chest heaving and legs shaking, he straightened up and glared at the people staring at him, and they hastily looked away. “What are you looking at?”
He studied the crowd for a minute.
All right. Arafez. Half a million people. Thirty square miles. One old hag.
How hard can it be?



Chapter 31. Taziri


Taziri stood in the street behind a makeshift barricade of sawhorses and fire brigade ropes and watched women and men in yellow coats carefully picking their way through the smoking debris of what had been Medina’s prosthetics shop the night before. It was a colorless morning and she scanned the cloud-spattered sky. It would rain soon.
Menna loves the rain.
She rolled her shoulders about in her heavy orange jacket as she sauntered along the line of sawhorses and ropes down the middle of the street. There were quite a few people gathered to watch, and after a few moments walking through the crowd Taziri began noticing the peg-legs, the hook-hands, and even the odd discolored glass eye among them. She hesitated, suddenly feeling rather out of place, as she realized that nearly two-thirds of the onlookers were wearing some sort of prosthetic. She felt a sudden urge to be included or to show her solidarity with them so she took her left hand out of her pocket and rolled up her sleeve to reveal her new arm brace and glove.
She listened to the undercurrent of shock and dismay in their voices, occasionally punctuated by an angry curse, a loud promise to help the doctor rebuild her shop, or a vow to hunt down the people responsible. Taziri flashed back to the previous night and the dark rage of the wedding guests, and the words of the song they had shouted into the darkness. She quickly moved to the edge of the crowd.
The firefighters dragged smoldering furniture and boxes out of the ruin to dump buckets of water on them, and then kick them back toward the remains of the building. A few stubborn, skeletal beams still stood high above the wreckage. A lone window frame clung to one beam up in the air, an empty eye socket in empty space. Taziri winced at the scene, at the thought of an entire building burning, of people stumbling about inside, of evil men with knives prowling the inferno looking for women to stab in the face. She wondered if she was developing a fear of fire. Or at least, a more irrational one than the fear of fire she had cultivated while flying on the Halcyon.
Kenan returned from his brief talk with the fire chief. “What is that?” He pointed at her arm. “And when did you get it?”
“It’s from the fire in Tingis. I got burned a little worse than I thought,” Taziri said. “I came down here last night and one of the medical techs fixed me up with this.”
“You were here last night? Alone? Why didn’t you tell me? Did you see the doctor?”
“No, everyone was gone except the tech. So what’s the word from the chief?” Taziri stared into the smoking black rubble, but she couldn’t identify anything at all. All the walls and floors and doors and tables, all the things, were gone and only dirty lumps and vague black shapes remained.
Kenan frowned at her as though he had more to say about her arm. He said, “The fire started early this morning. Witnesses say they heard a bang, like a cannon or thunder, and the building collapsed before the fire started. They’ve got no idea how or why.” The marshal ran his thumb along his unshaven jaw. “Total loss. The building was over a hundred years old. Dry enough, fragile enough. Woof. Gone.”
“Everything was destroyed?” Taziri glanced up at him. “If Medina was building electrical batteries and doing medical experiments here, then there should have been a lot of machines. Metal parts, at least.”
“Oh, there were. In that back room where the fire started, they found piles of brass and aluminum rods and joints. This whole place was a prosthetics shop. Although, I guess you figured that out last night, didn’t you? They made peg-legs and glass eyes, things like that. But apparently nothing complicated. The only machines were drills and a sheet press.”
“Can we see?”
“No, they won’t let us inside. Not safe. Most of the building fell into the basement, and everything else is about to collapse on top of that. They need to pull down those beams up there by the end of the day and get a crane to start clearing out the foundation.” Kenan pointed up at the rickety window frame still hanging off the side of one of the beams. “Never seen anything like that before.”
“So that’s it? The same day we come to town to find this doctor, her shop burns down?” Taziri glared at the rubble. “You don’t honestly think this was an accident?”
“No, I don’t.” Kenan frowned. “There’s a witness. A police detective named Massi. They found her in the alley behind the shop, all cut up with a knife in her chest, right here.” Kenan tapped his chest just inside his left shoulder. “She’s at a hospital a few blocks from here. No word on whether she’s awake yet. Or if she died.”
“She was stabbed?” For a cold instant, Taziri couldn’t remember where Medur Hamuy was and she could only remember that the killer was no longer in their custody. Then she remembered Kenan calling the police to take Hamuy away. “You don’t think Hamuy got free and did this?”
Kenan blinked, eyebrows raised. “No. No, he couldn’t. He’d have to break out of jail and get past twenty officers, run halfway across town, and then still have the strength to fight the detective. No, it couldn’t be him. I don’t think. No.” The marshal swallowed and waved to Ghanima, who was chatting with a pair of reporters hovering near the scene. The young pilot waved and walked back over to them.
“They didn’t know much.” She shrugged. “The fire chief gave them some canned statement about getting their investigation started. They did get some quotes from a few kids who were here early this morning who said there was a fight in the street, but that was in another neighborhood. Nothing about the doctor. No one’s seen her yet.”
Taziri sniffed the dead air. “So, no idea whether anyone died in the fire?”
“Nope. Not yet anyway. The chief will put out an official report in a few days, but since there hasn’t been a hospital wagon to pick up any bodies, there probably aren’t any. Yet.” Ghanima chewed her lip. “I wish we’d brought Evander. He might know something about medical buildings and equipment.”
“He’s safer back at the inn.” Taziri leaned against a sawhorse, feeling the wet grit stuck to the wood. “And I doubt he knows more about fires than the fire chief.”
“So what now?”
Kenan scratched his head. “I say we find this detective Massi and see what she can tell us. Assuming she’s alive. Maybe she knows what happened to Medina. Maybe she was investigating Medina!” His eyes lit up. “What if she stumbled onto the same people we’re looking for! What if they tried to kill her because she learned what they were doing?”
Taziri couldn’t help but grin at the marshal’s enthusiasm. “Yeah, maybe.”
“Actually,” Ghanima half raised her hand. “Taziri, can I have a word?”
Kenan shrugged and paced away to watch the firefighters.
“What is it?” Taziri asked.
“Look, one of the reporters mentioned that the trains to Tingis are running again. There’s a nine o’clock leaving the North Station. I’m going to hoof it over there and head on home. Okay?”
“You’re leaving?” Taziri blinked, unsure of what to say. “You know, I could really use your help here. And not just with this Medina business. You’re leaving me to fly Halcyon alone. You’re a good pilot and I could really use you right now.”
“I know, and I’m sorry. But my sister needs me more. And with the Crake out of commission, it means I have an excuse to spend more time home with her.”
“I’m sure your sister can manage without you,” Taziri said, letting her frustration show in her face and voice.
“Actually, she can’t,” Ghanima said curtly. “She was in the White Jacana fire.”
Taziri felt a cold flutter in her belly. The White Jacana had just been one more steamer cruising up and down the coast with one cargo or another, a ship of no particular importance until it arrived in Tingis last month late at night during a storm, with five thousand barrels of Songhai oil on board. No one was sure how the fire started, but it spread through half the harbor, consuming tiny fishing boats and heavy trawlers, destroying piers and warehouses along Water Street. They’d pulled bodies from the sea for days and days. Burned bodies, drowned bodies, and bodies half eaten by the fish.
“She was a harbor pilot. She was in her bunk when it happened.” Ghanima swallowed. “She only has a few days left now, they think.”
“I’m sorry,” Taziri said hoarsely, suddenly desperate for the conversation to end before Ghanima explained her sister’s condition in any detail. “I didn’t know. I didn’t think. I’m sorry. Of course you should go home to her.”
Ghanima nodded, shoved her hands in her pockets, and walked away.
Kenan came back over. “Where’s she going?”
“Home.”
“What? Home? Now? Are you kidding me?”
“Let it go, Kenan. Just let her go.” Taziri locked eyes with the marshal for a moment. “Now let’s go see this detective of yours.”
One of the firefighters gave them directions to the hospital and they found the gleaming new medical facility just a few blocks from the remains of the prosthetics shop. The man at the front desk directed them to the second floor where they found a dozen police officers wearing gray coats and grim faces outside Detective Massi’s room. No one was speaking or even moving. Those in chairs stared at their hands while those standing up stared down the halls at nothing in particular. Every now and again, someone cleared their throat.
Taziri caught a nurse’s attention and the young man confirmed that this was the detective’s room and that the patient was still unconscious. Three hours of surgery had closed up the cuts and stitched together the hole in her shoulder, but the blood loss had been considerable. Taziri let the nurse go and felt her legs turning to cold tin and her chest constricting.
Isoke had been cut. Maybe badly, maybe not. Near a fire. Taken to a hospital.
But she knew there weren’t a dozen figures in orange jackets clustered outside her door. There was no one left to worry over her. There was only her husband and their two little boys who liked to hide behind their mother’s legs when Taziri came to visit.
Kenan found a bench just down the hall and they sat on it, staring silently at their hands and at the wall and the doctors and nurses quietly going about their work. None of the police officers asked them who they were or why they were there, but all of them took turns casting cold stares at the intruders wearing orange and red.
After half an hour, Taziri leaned forward. “You know, we could be waiting here all day, all week, and this detective might never wake up. Even if she does wake up, she might not be able to tell us anything. I think we need another plan.”
“That’s what I’ve been thinking.” Kenan sniffed. “I mean, I still want to try to talk to Massi here, but there’s got to be something else we could be doing to find Medina, or Chaou, or the major.”
Taziri shrugged. “Any ideas?”
Kenan stood. “I’m going back to the marshal’s office. I reported the major as missing and the ambassador as a fugitive last night, but who knows what they’re doing about it. I’ll get the whole force moving on this. At least, I’ll try to.”
“What about the whole conspiracy problem?” Taziri asked. “Remember, they’ve got people everywhere. They had a police captain in Chellah. They might have someone in the marshals. You can’t trust anyone to help. In fact, if you talk to the wrong person you could end up like this detective by the end of the day.”
“Well, what do you suggest?” Kenan massaged his injured shoulder. “We don’t know enough. Hell, we don’t know anything! All we know is that an ambassador went crazy and stole an airship and killed some people, and she’s got friends all over the place, and there’s some doctor putting metal plates and electrical devices in people. What does that add up to? What? Tell me what it means, tell me what to do!”
“Calm down.” She stood beside him and placed her hand against his arm to make the young man stand still. She glanced at the police officers, but they seemed to have closed ranks and were ignoring everyone else. “We can figure this out, one thing at a time. Now, there’s no obvious way to find the major. We don’t even know for sure if he was on the ferry, and even if he was, he could be anywhere by now. Same goes for Chaou. The only lead we have right now is Medina. So I’ll stay here a little while and see if I can learn anything from the detective if she wakes up. Meanwhile, you can try to track down the doctor. She’s obviously popular, judging from the crowd this morning. I’m sure someone can tell you where she lives. Maybe even someone in this hospital. If you can find her, maybe you can sort out if she’s a part of Chaou’s little circle of mayhem or not.”
“What if she’s not?” Kenan looked puzzled.
“I don’t know. We’ll figure it out when we get there. Plan to meet back at the B-and-B tonight around six, okay?”
He nodded and retreated down the hall toward the stairs. When he was gone, Taziri stood up and shuffled through the police officers until she was standing by the open doorway to the detective’s room and she stared at the woman on the bed. All she saw were brown arms on white sheets. It wasn’t a person, not to Taziri, not yet. She couldn’t find the energy to care about this detective. She was full. Full of fires and knives and blood, full of worried families and frightened strangers, full of fear and anxiety for too many people already. There was no room in her for another victim. Not yet.
“How do you know the detective?”
Taziri was about to turn away when she realized the question was directed at her. She looked into the weary face of a young man in a gray coat sitting just beside the open door. He was staring quite sternly at her.
“I don’t. Sorry. I don’t know her at all.”
“Then…why?”
“Why am I here?” Taziri absorbed the question for a moment. “I wanted to ask her what happened. What she saw. Who was there.”
“You’re, what, in the Air Corps?” The officer leaned forward to peer around the corner into the room as though hoping the detective would open her eyes at just that moment. “So why do you want to know what happened? What’s it to you?”
“The people who did this may be the same people who burned the airfield in Tingis and killed a lot of people up north. People I know. Knew.” She swallowed. “I’m helping the marshals with the investigation and they left me here.” She stopped talking. It felt rude somehow. But suddenly she was aware that the eyes and ears of every officer in the hall were fixed on her. She tried to not look at them, but she could feel them staring, waiting, hungry for answers about their comrade lying in the next room. The silence was unnerving. “But if any of you know what the detective was doing at that building last night, it might help the investigation.”
“Actually, that’s what we all want to know,” the young man said. “Last night was pretty crazy. Massi came into the station saying that there were professional assassins in the streets. A lot of officers went out to sweep the district, but Massi never came back.”
“Did she say anything about the killers? Who were they?”
“She didn’t say.” The officer crossed his arms tightly across his chest, as though to keep himself warm. “A short while later, we got a report about a fight in the street outside a bakery. The officers who got there first bumped into Massi as she was leaving. She was out of uniform. The officers found a dead detective in the street and a body in the basement, butchered with a knife. The knife was still at the scene and it looked like Massi’s knife. A big folding one.”
“You think Massi killed those people?”
“Not a chance. Massi’s a hardliner. Old school. She’s been on the force for twenty-five years and never broken a single regulation. It’s a setup. We all know it. Some bastards from the second district came down here a few hours ago to put irons on Massi. We told them what they could do with their irons.” The small crowd of officers shook their heads and muttered under their breath.
“So after the fight at the bakery,” the man continued, “we heard about the fire. The fire brigade got Massi straight here. The doctors say she was cut up real bad. Arms, stomach, chest. And a stiletto in her shoulder. Good money says that the person who sliced up the detective also sliced up Usem and the girl at the bakery.”
Taziri turned the story over in her mind, wondering what any of it had to do with Tingis, Chaou, or her battery. The only connection she could see was Medina, and it was a connection so thin it vanished if she thought about it too hard. “Does the name Medina mean anything to you? A doctor called Medina?”
“The Espani? Sure.” The officer nodded. “She runs the shop that burned down. We send accident victims there all the time. I’ve never met her, but everyone always says she’s wonderful. She helps anyone who comes in, even if they can’t pay. It’s all thanks to Lady Sade, she’s paying the bills. But it’s a damn shame that folks around here have to go to a foreigner for help. The companies should take care of the men who get hurt, and if not them, then the queen should do something about it. But I guess Medina is better than nothing. Why do you ask? Was she hurt in the fire?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think so. Any idea where I can find her?”
The man shrugged. “Nope. Maybe later we can go by the station and I can look up her address for you.”
Taziri nodded. “Okay. Thanks. Thank you.”
The other police officers still hovered around her, still watched her closely, but they said nothing and allowed Taziri to saunter back down the hall to her bench. She sat down and tried to imagine why anyone would ever want to put a battery inside a human being.
Why would that even cross someone’s mind, except in a nightmare? And what are the odds that an Espani doctor invented a battery like mine all on her own?
She shook her head.
There are coincidences and then there are ridiculous coincidences. No one cares about batteries. Medina had to read about my battery and then do a lot of work to build her own. She wanted to do these things. And what does that make her? A scientist or a psychopath?
Medina had read a paper about metal plates and acid baths and electrochemical properties. She had learned how to store an electrical charge in a box and read the suggested applications: running trolleys throughout the night, providing light in homes so people could read in the evenings, and enhancing the efficiency of large engines, steam engines, trains, airships…
Medina had read all that, pieced together all of those thoughts and ideas, and dreamed up an electrocution device buried in the arm of a killer. And she read about medical coatings and put armor plates in another killer’s chest. God only knows what else she read about in the journals and decided to put inside someone. Taziri felt her skin crawling and a faint taste of bile wafted up into the back of her throat.
They are insane. All of them. How else could they not just imagine such things, but talk about them, agree that they are clever and sound notions, and then cut open their own bodies to make these things real? How could any sane person do this?
A fresh rage boiled up in her chest. These people, whoever they were, had taken her dream and pissed all over it, wrapped it in blood and fire, and spewed out a new form of death. These monstrous people existed in the same world as her beautiful little girl Menna. They had taken Isoke, taken the airships, taken the major, taken her battery. And they would go on taking everything she knew, everything she loved. Taziri stood up.
She went back to the young man by the open door. “Excuse me, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to get that address now…”
“Detective!”
Everyone turned to stare through the open door at the woman sitting up in bed, her face ashen and exhausted. She blinked slowly and croaked, “What the hell is going on?”
The officers flooded into the room, carrying Taziri with them, but before they could do more than cheer and babble and congratulate each other, the nurses and doctors were demanding quiet so they could inspect their patient. Everyone stood in nervous, impatient silence while the detective was poked and tapped and stared at, and notes were taken on clipboards. Finally the doctors left and the joyful chaos resumed.
Taziri faded back to the far wall and let them have their moment, knowing it would take time, but that was all right. These officers deserved their moment. They had their friend back. Thank God for that.
“…pilot? Hey, pilot? Sorry, I didn’t get your name. Come over here.” The young man was standing beside the bed waving her over and the others made a hole for her to approach the detective. The officer told Massi, “She’s working with the marshals on a case and she needs to talk to you.”
Taziri raised her hands. “It doesn’t have to be right this second.”
“Of course it does.” Detective Massi groaned. She rocked about stiffly under the sheets trying to get comfortable, and Taziri could see the bulges of the bandages around her arms and chest. Her voice rasped and whispered like someone desperate to fall asleep. “There are things the marshals need to know, things you all need to know. But first I need to know something. Did you find another person at the fire?”
Silence.
“No?” Massi frowned at them. “A woman in a white coat? Missing an eye?”
Heads shook.
“Damn.” The detective gingerly prodded the gauze packed around her shoulder. “All right, pilot, ask your questions.”
“Engineer, actually. Lieutenant Taziri Ohana. It’s nice to meet you, detective.” She cleared her throat. “The marshals are looking to arrest Ambassador Barika Chaou. She was responsible for the attack on the train station and airfield in Tingis two days ago. We know she has some connection to an Espani doctor named Medina here in Arafez. That name brought us to the scene of the fire this morning, which brought us to you. Were you investigating Medina? Do you know anything about her connections to the ambassador?”
Massi chewed at the inside of her cheek for a moment. “All right, here’s the short version. A woman named Jedira Amadi came to me yesterday with a story. Amadi said her boss, Doctor Medina, was torturing animals in the basement of the shop. Thing is, Lady Sade had already told me about that research, so I sent Amadi home. But I did a little digging anyway and an hour later, a Persian tried to kill me for sticking my nose where it didn’t belong. His friend in the white coat killed Usem and Amadi.”
Jedira? The girl from last night? Taziri stiffened. She looked down at the brace on her left arm. Was that my fault too, somehow?
Massi coughed. “I made it to the basement and saw the animals, tons of them, all dead, all carved up and jammed full of strange machines. Like something out of an Espani ghost story, but with machines instead of demons. Some of you need to get down to that shop and start digging through the wreckage. Dig right down into the basement.”
“Dig for what?”
“Those bodies I saw. They’re evidence. Evidence of what, I don’t know, but they’re evidence. And when we figure out what was really going on there…” A silent snarl curled Massi’s broken lips.
There was a suddenly rumble of discussion and three officers dashed from the room. Taziri watched them go, and then looked down at the detective. Her face was mostly overlapping bruises, her lips alternately thin and puffy, and both eyes bloodshot. “Thank you, detective. Is there anything else you can tell me about Medina or Chaou?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
Taziri nodded and touched the young officer’s arm. “I’m going to need that address now.”
He stood up and straightened his jacket. “Absolutely.”



Chapter 32. Lorenzo


As he stepped out the servant’s door beside the kitchen of Lady Sade’s manor house, the midday sun glared in Lorenzo’s eyes and he quickly set his wide-brimmed hat on his head. He couldn’t be certain whether the air would be warm or cool to a local, but to him it was rapidly becoming uncomfortably sultry. With a glance at his surroundings so he could be sure to find his way back, the hidalgo set out down the quiet back street that ran behind several large estates.
“Enzo!”
He stopped short and turned. Qhora stood in the doorway he had just left. She was wearing the purple dress he had given her, the light cotton one with the high collar. And for once, her feathered cloak looked almost fitting over her Espani clothing.
“My lady?”
She walked up to him with a stern squint, but he could not tell whether her look indicated her mood or merely that the sun was in her eyes. “Where are you going?”
Lorenzo said, “The cook told me about a butcher shop a few blocks away. This butcher has a meat locker that I’d like to see.”
“You’re running errands for Lady Sade’s cook?” Qhora moved around him to stand in his shadow and once in the shade her expression softened considerably. “Or is this how you intend to explore the culture and hospitality of our hosts? By touring their butcher shops?”
“It’s just a curiosity. The meat locker is walled with ice, which they keep cold with some sort of machine.”
A look of understanding passed over her eyes and Lorenzo’s chest tightened as he prepared for the inevitable lecture. But instead she said, “You want to be somewhere cold. Can I come with you?”
“You’d be bored. I’m just going to pray. I’ll be back soon.”
“Praying in meat lockers.” She stared into his eyes for a moment. “Can anyone see these ghosts of yours, or only the Espani?”
“Anyone, I suppose. But only in the cold and in the dark. Ghosts are fragile things. Too much light and heat makes the aether fade apart into the air.”
“And if I come with you now, will I see her? Will I see Ariel?”
It struck him then for the first time that in all the long months together in Espana and the several times he had spent long evenings with Ariel, Qhora had never seen the lingering revenant. Indeed, she had never seen any ghosts. Probably because she never strays from the fire, never goes walking at night. “If she comes, you will see her. Do you want to see her?”
“Yes. I want to understand why she has this hold over you.”
She doesn’t believe me at all. She thinks I’m delusional. She wants to bring this to a head, to have a final fight, to force me back into being the person I was when we first met. Lorenzo glanced around the quiet alleyway for some sign, some inspiration, some help. There was none, and he stammered, “I’ve tried to tell you. She has no hold on me, not in the way that you mean. She’s just showed me the story of her life, images and feelings, her memories. And it’s made me see my own life in a very different way, a way I’m not proud of.”
Qhora started to object but he plowed on, the words tumbling out almost faster than he could think of them. “Ariel lived a pure life, the life of a nun devoted to charity and compassion. She fed the hungry, clothed the poor, tended the sick, and ministered to thieves and killers. She lived without fear, without sin, without doubt. She walked the righteous path. She did all the things the priests tell us to do but no one actually does. Ariel has shown me that holiness and purity aren’t just words. They’re real. And I am so far from them, so far below them. And it wasn’t just her charitable works. She wrote sermons and letters and hymns. She taught children to read. She studied the heavens themselves with some sort of telescope given to her by the king himself. One night she saw a falling star and she mapped where it was and led an expedition to find it. The skyfire stone, she called it. She never found it, but the point is that she tried. She did all these things for other people, all these selfless and noble things, all in the name of God, and what have I done with my life? What? Killed men? Taught other men to kill men?”
There was pain in Qhora’s eyes, but there was iron there too as she said, “Take me with you. Let me meet her.”
If Ariel had been a living woman, Lorenzo would have feared for her safety as he heard the hard resolve in the princess’s voice. He swallowed and asked, “Why?”
Qhora took his hand. Her skin was rough and dry, but warm. She said, “You are the finest man I have ever met. Brave and noble, dedicated and loyal, skilled and strong. But if that isn’t enough for you anymore, if this ghost has given you a reason to turn your back on everything you once cared about, then I want to meet her. If Ariel is so important to you, then she is important to me as well, my love. It is past time that I met her.”
“Here? Now?”
“Here. Now.”
He thought there was probably more to say at that moment before they went any farther, but he didn’t want to fight and a part of him really did want Qhora to see Ariel, to put the two of them together face to face, especially if it meant he would no longer be standing directly between their competing needs, if only for a moment or two. So he nodded and led the way down the street.
They passed dozens of men and women, most carrying baskets of food or laundry, and some leading mules laden with more of the same. Servants filtered quietly in and out of the rear doors of the proud houses on the right while elderly couples lingered on the dusty stoops of the old rowhouses on the left. Lorenzo felt their eyes on him, on his clothes, on his pale skin. He would have hurried past them all, but Qhora’s short legs kept him plodding along far slower than he would have liked.
After a quarter hour of crossing side streets and studying Mazigh street signs, they found the butcher’s shop. The butcher was not very busy and when his last customer had been served he listened to Lorenzo’s request with a confused frown twisting the whole bottom half of his face down. But he shrugged and pointed them down a short hall and then down a spiral stair to a heavy door. The metal handle on the door was cold, so cold it stung Lorenzo’s bare fingers.
Inside they found a storage room ten feet wide and twenty feet deep. The walls glistened black and silver where the blocks of ice had been stacked floor to ceiling and the moment they stepped inside their breath curled and floated in a pale vapor around their lips. A dozen huge carcasses hung from hooks in the ceiling and the racks along the walls held a variety of sport fish and exotic game birds from countries far to the east and south. Lorenzo thought he recognized a feather here or a fin there, but no names came to mind.
There was nowhere to sit except the stone floor, which was stained over and over again with the bits of flesh and blood that had fallen from the meat. Lorenzo led Qhora to the back corner where there was some space between the hanging carcasses and the wall. And they stood there.
The cold was invigorating. It stung his lips and wind pipe and lungs. It sharpened his vision even as it slowed his pulse. A thousand fragments of childhood memories crashed against his waking mind: a toy dropped in the snow, sledge tracks by the river, icicles on the cathedral roof, snowflakes on his gloves and sleeves, sliding down a hill, and the warm embrace of the fire when he came back inside the house.
Lorenzo exhaled slowly, focusing on the spiraling wisps of vapor under his nose. He knew they wouldn’t be able to stay long down here. Qhora had buried her hands in her armpits and was pressing her lips together tightly, trying not shiver.
He closed his eyes and turned his thoughts to the divine, to the existence and purpose of the soul, to the meaning of righteousness, to sacrifice, to duty, to balance and purpose and purity and every other high-minded word he had ever heard an entire sermon about.
“Enzo?” Qhora’s whisper shuddered through her trembling lips.
He opened his eyes.
Dona Ariella Espinoza de Cordoba stood beside them. The ghost was as insubstantial as smoke, yet every detail of her serene face and centuries-old dress was sharp and distinct. She appeared, as always, a plain-faced woman of middle age, short but straight-backed, with thin humorless lips but wide smiling eyes. It was a face that could comfort even as it disapproved. Lorenzo glanced from the dead nun to the living woman beside him.
Qhora studied the ghost impassively without a trace of fear of surprise on her face. “Hello, Sister Ariel. It’s very nice to meet you.” If her voice wavered, it was only a tremor from the cold of the meat locker.
“Hello, Lady Qhora. Hello, Lorenzo.” The ghost’s whisper cut the air like a razor.
“Sister.” Lorenzo bowed his head.
“You’ve chosen a strange place to pray.” A hint of a smile played at the corner of the dead nun’s mouth as her gaze swept the room and its contents. “But strange times may call for strange places, I suppose. You looked troubled, Lorenzo. You think we’re going to have a fight, don’t you? Lady Qhora and I?”
Lorenzo shrugged. “I don’t know what to think. I don’t know what to say. That’s why I came here today. I had to see you, to ask your guidance again.”
“Oh, you poor boy. There’s nothing I could say that I haven’t already said a dozen times before.”
“I just…I just feel so lost. So torn.” He swallowed and stole a look at Qhora. “I know I have to give up so many worldly things to follow in your footsteps, but my heart doesn’t want to. I don’t want to live without Qhora. And I don’t know how to live except by fencing. It’s all I know, all I’m good at. I know I’m just being afraid and selfish and weak, but…”
“Hush, Lorenzo.” Ariel turned to Qhora. “My Lady, I’m sorry it has taken so long for us to meet, but circumstances do not allow me to come and go as I once did.”
“I suppose not,” Qhora said. A shiver ran through her and she recrossed her arms. “I really didn’t think I would see…you. A ghost, I mean.”
“I know you didn’t. But Lorenzo is as sane as everyone else in our country. The souls of the dead may only be seen in the deep cold and only by a cold light. Even then, the soul must come and make itself seen, and even then, the witness must be willing to see it. I imagine that ghosts are seen throughout the northern world, but only where the people have an understanding of the afterlife.” Ariel clasped her silvery hands in front of her. “But I don’t want to keep you two down here in this place any longer than needs be. Lorenzo?”
“Yes, Sister?”
“I will say this as plainly as I can.” The serious little line of her mouth softened with the appearance of lips, and her eyes suddenly looked quite old and tired. “I was not the paragon of virtue that you think I was. I performed good works and I served the church as I was instructed, but always with fear and doubt. I respected the Mother’s commandments to preserve life, but as a nun I never created any life myself. In fact, I never really cared for children. So much noise, so much dirt, so much worry. I respected the Son’s commandments to show compassion and mercy, but as a nun I was almost as penniless and lonely as the beggars I cared for. It took little effort to pity them as I pitied myself. But worst of all, I did not respect the Father’s commandments to observe the law and seek justice. I sheltered all manners of criminals, knowing full well what they were, and I sent the police away. I think I was too afraid of the criminals. It was just easier to look the other way, to not get involved. I sacrificed justice to keep my house quiet. I chose the easy road.”
Lorenzo stared at her, frowning, wanting to interrupt, wanting to correct her and to argue with her, but he was lost for words. Slowly, the thought formed in his mind: If she could live such a holy life and still be so far from grace, what chance do I have? He glanced around for a few moments until the queasiness in his stomach died down and he said, “What does that mean for me?”
“It means, poor Lorenzo, that you still have the potential to live a life that is far better than mine ever was.”
He blinked. “How is that possible?”
Ariel nodded at Qhora. “Marry your beloved and have children. God is a creator and sustainer of life. Having children is pleasing to the Mother, especially if you raise them properly. Uphold and enforce the law. Go on serving Prince Valero.”
“As a fencing instructor?”
Ariel gestured toward his espada. “How many men have you killed since we first met?”
“None.”
Qhora looked at him sharply. “None? What about the robbers in Tingis?”
“I slashed their hands and struck them unconscious. It’s easy if you know where to hit,” he said sheepishly. “They probably woke up a few minutes after we left.”
“Yes,” Ariel said. “And you merely disarmed the bandit on the highway, just as you disarmed the woman in white at the marketplace. And you refrained from killing her at the train station. You even offered her alternative punishments. You are not afraid to fight for the law, but you fight with your mind as well as your sword. In fact, few men could do what you do. Destreza is the study of the skillful sword, not the blind sword or the murdering sword or the cruel sword. And you are a master diestro. The youngest in decades.”
“Then you’re saying that I should fight?”
“In the name of the Father, the Mother, and the Son. Yes. Fight for the law. Preserve life. Show mercy. You can do all three in a single stroke of your sword. You’ve been doing it for months, time and again. You are already walking a righteous path, Lorenzo.” Ariel smiled. “But you’ve let your illusions about piety and holiness blind you to that truth. God does not want us to lock ourselves away in cloisters and cells to pray and hide from the world. God wants us to live in the world, to shape the world, to teach the world. You are not a scholar, Lorenzo. We both know that. You are a soldier, but yours is the sword of life and law. Carry it proudly. Teach it to all who are willing to learn it. You could train a legion to fight with courage and honor to preserve life, not to kill. To truly fight in the service of God.”
Lorenzo rested his hand on the pommel of his espada, and for the first time in months he gripped it without fear or doubt. “The sword of life?”
Ariel nodded.
“And children?” He glanced at Qhora for the first time in several long moments and saw a curious look in her eye and slight smirk on her lip.
“But marriage means conversion, doesn’t it?” Qhora asked, turning a colder eye on the ghost. “You want me to be an Espani lady, to turn my back on my people and my gods and everything that tells me who I am.”
“Lady Qhora, you have already sacrificed so much. Your home, your family, your future. I’m in no position to ask you to sacrifice your gods. But you love this man. You want to spend your life with him? To have his children? Yes?”
Qhora nodded and Lorenzo felt a sudden flush in his chilled cheeks.
Ariel nodded back. “Then, as long as you intend to live in Espana, it seems a small concession to perform a brief ritual. Say the words, wear the triquetra, and read enough of the Book to discuss it with your neighbors and friends. You might be surprised how little effort would make you as pious as most Espani. But keep the gods and prayers of your people in your heart, if they bring you comfort and peace. Can you do that for Lorenzo? Can you do that for your children?”
Lorenzo watched the fiery wheels turning behind the princess’s eyes and for a moment he thought the argument he had been fearing was about to erupt, but instead Qhora nodded and turned back to face him. “I can do that. But only if you come back to me. Be my Enzo again. No more sulking, no more hiding. And one more thing.”
“What?” he asked.
“Smile, damn you.” She grabbed his collar and pulled him down toward her face.
The smile came on its own, stretching his cold and stiff cheeks, and they kissed. It was the warmest, softest sensation he had felt in over a year and it only ended when he ran out of air. But as he straightened up he saw clearly how blue her lips had become and turned to say his farewells to Ariel, but the ghost had vanished. “Come.” He grabbed her hand. “Let’s get out of here. We have things to do.”
“What things?”
He smiled. “Everything.”



Chapter 33. Syfax


The marshals’ office in Arafez was nearly identical to the one in Tingis and Syfax quickly threaded a path through the hallway traffic to the locker room where he took a quick shower and changed into someone else’s clothes and boots. With the slime and smell of the Zemmour Canal finally gone, he found the records room where he took one look at the rows and rows of cabinets before asking the clerk to find an address and any files on Barika Chaou. The young woman appeared to be in no particular hurry until he presented his badge for verification and she saw his name etched along the bottom of it. Within three minutes, Chaou’s file was in his hand.
The first few pages were standard. Education, work history, current and previous residences. But the list of known contacts and associates read as a who’s who of the wealthy elite of Marrakesh, Espana, and Numidia. It went on for pages, names of people followed by brief descriptions of how and why Chaou knew them. Bankers, diplomats, merchants, generals, admirals, princes, and countless others that meant nothing to him. The file was long, detailed, and therefore useless. It gave him a thousand leads and none of them were people he could reasonably shove up against a wall in a dark alley. Syfax flipped to the back of the folder to the errata and found a few pages of miscellany, some letters and memos, most of it several years old.
He tossed the file onto the clerk’s desk and rubbed his eyes.
“No help, sir?” the clerk said.
“Not really. Give me the one on Lady Sade.”
She hesitated for a bare instant before taking back the Chaou file and fetching the one on Lady Sade. It landed on the desk with a heavy thump and Syfax exhaled slowly. “Is there a shorter version?”
The clerk smiled and shook her head. “Sorry, sir.”
He opened it to find a longer and more detailed version of Chaou’s. Lady Sade’s entire family history, all of her business dealings and associates and all of their histories and associates, and on and on. Chaou was there, briefly. So was Fariza Othmani. But he only found them because they were listed alphabetically. There was nothing obviously helpful about either of them.
Syfax groaned and tried to ignore the gnawing in his belly. “All right, help me out. If you were rich and powerful, and doing something totally illegal, would you meet with your friends at your own house where you can control the security or would you meet somewhere else, somewhere hidden, somewhere private?”
“Do you mean Lady Sade and the ambassador, sir?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, if I had to guess, I’d try the Onyx Club. Very exclusive. Tight security. And it wouldn’t arouse suspicion if every rich and powerful person in the country happened to be there at one time.” The clerk drummed her fingers on the desk. “Definitely the Onyx Club, sir.”
The Onyx Club was a long hour’s walk from the marshal’s office, but the major eventually found the towering building across the street from a massive park. The armored doors huddled behind a row of Hellan columns and the ground floor windows were all curtained. The upper windows revealed only the massive chandeliers suspended from the ceilings and the shadows of servants passing in front of the bright electric lights. Syfax paused long enough to observe the two small boys in matching blue uniforms standing side by side in front of the doors before he turned and strolled back to the corner, out of sight, to watch and wait.
Two hours later, as he leaned against a tree eating a bag of nuts he bought from a cart at the far end of the park, Syfax saw two people step out onto the street. The first was a woman, middle-aged and short and rather pale, who emerged from the Onyx Club and began walking along the sidewalk. The second was a young man in a red jacket who jogged out of the trees across from the club and caught up to the woman just as she was turning the corner.
Syfax grinned and muttered, “Good work, kid.” He crossed the street and slowly made his way over, approaching from behind Kenan so he could get a good look at the woman and hear them talking before the corporal saw him.
“Excuse me, Doctor Medina?” Kenan jogged up alongside her. “Are you Doctor Medina?”
“Hm, yes?” The woman stopped short and glanced at him with wide eyes. “Who are you?”
“Corporal Kenan Agyeman, marshals’ office,” he said. “I’m, uh, I’m part of the task force investigating the fire at your office last night. I’m assisting the fire chief and local police.”
“Oh? Oh, yes.” The woman blinked and her shoulders relaxed a bit. “Yes, what can I do for you, corporal?”
“Just a few questions.” Kenan clasped his hands behind his back. “Do you know a man named Medur Hamuy? Tall, muscular build, late thirties.”
“I don’t recognize the name. But if he was a patient of ours, then I’m sure we have…oh, no, no, all the records must have been lost in the fire.” Genuine dismay passed over the doctor’s face. “All the patient records, serial numbers, invoices. Gone.”
Kenan pursed his lips for a moment. “What about a woman named Barika Chaou? Short, older, silver hair?”
The doctor froze for a fraction of a second, but there was a tiny flash of fear in the woman’s face.
“Ah, yes.” The doctor offered a smile, obviously false and full of nerves. “Yes, a lady in the government service, I believe? I do recall that name, although I think it has been some time since I last heard it.” Her speech began slowly, but accelerated the longer she went on. “Yes, I believe she was a patient several years ago, back when I was first starting out here in Arafez. It was quite an unexpected honor to have such a distinguished person in my shop back then. I was still wondering whether I would have any success at all in this country, and suddenly, here was this very important lady seeking my services! Oh, that was a good day. But what does any of this have to do with your investigation of the fire? Surely Senora Chaou was not hurt in the fire?”
Kenan shook his head. “No. Actually, I’m more interested in the electrical device you inserted into her arm so she could shock people with her fingers. And if there’s time, I’d like to hear about the bullet-proof armor in Medur Hamuy’s chest.”
The doctor froze yet again, this time her small mouth hanging open slightly.
Kenan cleared his throat. “Whenever you’re ready. Take a minute, if you need it. I have time.”
The round little Espani made several sounds as though she was beginning to speak and then suddenly forgot how.
“Kenan!” Syfax called out.
They both turned to look at him.
“Major?” Kenan beamed. “You’re all right! Are you all right? Are you hurt? You look a little tired.”
“I know how I look.” The major joined them and glared down at the woman in the green dress. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend here?”
“This is Doctor Elena Medina. She’s the one who put the armor plate in Hamuy’s chest and the shock device in Ambassador Chaou’s arm.” Kenan folded his arms across his chest. “She was just about to start lying to me about how we’ve got it all wrong, that it’s all a big misunderstanding.”
“Good work. Any word on Chaou?” Syfax glanced around at the empty street.
“We haven’t seen or heard from her.”
“Well, she’s in town. I lost her at the South Station this morning and I’ve been running down leads all day. I heard that wealthy government types like this club, the Onyx. We should check it out.” Syfax jerked his head back toward the club doors.
“Actually, major, I tried that but I couldn’t get in.” Kenan pointed at the park across the avenue. “So I waited in the park to catch the doctor coming out. I saw every person who’s gone in since noon, and Chaou hasn’t been here.”
“She could have arrived before you did. Let’s go.” Syfax strode away.
Kenan hurried after him, dragging the doctor by the arm. “But major, they’ve got private security in there.”
“I don’t care.”
“Here, sir, at least take my gun.”
He frowned over his shoulder at the corporal. “Nah, you keep it. I’m just going to take a look around. Not planning to kill anyone today.” He fished the Persian’s brass knuckles from his pocket and slipped his fingers through the rings. The metal was warm.
Syfax shoved through the double doors of the Onyx Club over the shrill cries of the two little boys in matching blue suits. He made it halfway across the carpeted foyer before three young men with thick necks and bulging arms hustled through an open doorway on his left.
The major frowned at them. “You know who I am?”
One of the men shrugged. “No police, no marshals, no exceptions.”
Syfax tightened his fist around the brass knuckles. A gun might speed this up, but then they’ll get their own guns, and then we’ll need bigger guns, and then the bodies start stacking up in the street like cordwood. And no one wants that.
For a moment, he considered apologizing to them ahead of time. Instead, he lunged at the closest one and smashed his fist into his windpipe, sending him reeling back against the wall, choking and gasping. Then the other two grabbed his coat from behind.
The major yanked forward and down, whipping his arms free of his coat and his attackers. As the men stumbled toward him off balance, Syfax delivered a flurry of heavy-handed punches to their heads. On a better day, he might have been a blur of martial artistry, but today there was only strength, relentless and barely disciplined. He smashed his knuckles into jaws and ears and necks and eyes as hard and fast as he could, taking only a few of their wild swings to his own upper body. He didn’t feel them at all.
One guard toppled over backward and bounced his skull on the wall. The other took a roundhouse to the side of his head and spun as he dropped to the floor. The three guards sat or lay on the carpet, clutching their heads and chests, shuddering and coughing.
Syfax massaged his hands. “Sorry, fellas. Nothing personal.” He picked up his coat and slowly pulled it back on.
The two boys in blue hid outside the doors, peering at them with wide unblinking eyes. Kenan arrived in the doorway a moment later, still wrestling with the heavy-set doctor. Syfax jerked his head at the corridor leading into the club. “Come on. Try to keep up.”
Syfax strode down the hall glancing into the open doorways on either side and seeing richly furnished sitting rooms and sun rooms and dining rooms, all decorated in very different styles: classical Yoruba, modernist Igbo, industrial Mazigh, azure Songhai, imperial Eran. Even one that looked like a Hellan theater and one that resembled an Espani chapel. Some were occupied, and the women who noticed the marshal studying them frowned back rather intensely. Most of the rooms were empty.
Syfax left the corporal on the first floor and sprinted up a wide stair to the next level and repeated his search. And again above that, and again above that. Until finally he stood at the center of the lush greenhouse on the roof, sweating, alone.
When he returned to the foyer, he found Kenan holding back his coat to display his holstered gun to the angry, battered security guards. His other hand held the doctor against the wall.
“She’s not here. We’re leaving.” Syfax strode out into the fading afternoon heat and stood on the sidewalk, glaring at the nearly deserted street. He took the spare moment to put on his new Persian glasses with the blue tinted lenses, but found they’d been broken in his pocket so he tossed them to one of the little boys in blue, who called out, “Thanks, mister!”
Kenan followed him out with the doctor in tow. “Where to now, sir?”
“I have no idea.” Syfax leaned toward the doctor, frowning into her round face. “But I bet you can tell us where we want to go. Let’s go find a nice spot to have a little chat.”
They crossed the street, found a footpath in the park, and deposited the doctor on the grass in a nook between some trees and a large brown stone where they were unlikely to be noticed, had there been anyone else in the park to notice them. Syfax leaned against the rock and felt the subtle warmth captured in the stone seeping into his sore back. He eyed the Espani woman, a lumpy figure of soft, bulbous curves and great sagging breasts that hovered around her lower ribs. The puffy flesh around her jaws and cheeks made her face seem unnaturally young and smooth, but her bright green eyes stared back at him with a piercing intelligence.
“So.” Syfax sniffed. “Barika Chaou electrocuted me yesterday afternoon on a ferry boat using a device in her arm. Tell me about that.”
Medina shook her head. “No, no, no. I know a thing or two about the police in this country. I have rights. Rights of prisoners, yes?” The doctor glanced back and forth between her captors. “There have to be witnesses and papers. I get an advocate. There are rules for this sort of thing. I’m allowed to contact my patron.”
“Absolutely.” Syfax squatted down so he was almost at eye level with her. “And who exactly is your patron, Doctor Medina?”
The woman hesitated. “The governor of Arafez, Lady Sade. She will vouch for me, and provide my advocate, and ensure that my rights are protected. I demand to see Lady Sade.”
“I would love nothing more than to haul you in front of the good lady. We could tell her all about your little experiments. I am sure she will be shocked to hear all about them.”
Medina blinked, not in a cringing fearful manner, but in a perfectly blank and unresponsive way. Passive, doe-like.
Syfax grinned. “Then again, maybe she wouldn’t be so shocked after all?”
Medina’s eyes widened.
“She knows, doesn’t she?” Syfax leaned closer, shoving his exhausted grimace into the doctor’s fat face. “She knows. Lady Sade isn’t just your patron. She’s your employer. She hired you. Hand-picked you, didn’t she?”
Kenan shuffled a little closer to them and spoke softly. “You think the governor knows what the doctor has been doing?”
“I think Sade has been telling the doctor what to do.” The major stood up, watching carefully as the doctor’s blank stare of confusion shifted to a cold, naked fear. “This little dance isn’t Chaou’s number at all, is it? It’s the governor’s show. Sade’s calling the shots. She owns the doctor and the ambassador.”
“What?” Kenan frowned. “But why? Lady Sade has everything. Wealth, power, respect, even popularity. Why would she be involved in medical experiments and attacks on airships?”
Syfax stood up. “For the same reason that anyone commits a crime. She wants something she can’t get without breaking the law.”
“But she has almost everything already!”
“ Almost everything.” Syfax nodded. “In fact, I’d say the only person who has more than Lady Sade is the queen.”
“What?” Kenan barely managed to breathe the word. “The queen?”
“Yeah.” Syfax blinked slowly. His body longed to lie down and stop. Just stop everything and sleep. “So we’ve got this fancy doctor who specializes in hiding machines and weapons inside people. And we’ve got Chaou, a crazy nationalist who blew up half the transportation in Tingis a week before the queen’s birthday, which is just the sort of pastoralist stunt that gets folks all pissed off at the government. And they both work for Lady Sade, a rich old broad whose family lost half of everything with the end of the castes and all the new laws. What’s that all add up to, kid?”
Kenan looked at him sharply. “They’re moving against the queen. An assassination? We need to report this immediately!”
“Nah, we can’t do that. They’ve got moles and spies everywhere. If their people get a whiff of this, they’ll find a way to screw up any operation we put together. More importantly, we’re a little shy on evidence right now. All we can pin on Chaou is the dead police captain in Chellah. We can’t implicate Sade at all yet, or even the doctor here. Nah, we need to keep this quiet for the moment.” Syfax glanced away to stare into the trees. “We need to set up a sting.”
“But it doesn’t make any sense,” Kenan said. “Even if they did kill the queen, there must be a dozen princesses in line to take her place. It’s not as if Lady Sade stands to inherit the throne, at least not any time soon.”
“Maybe not. But these aren’t stupid people. They obviously have a plan and the means to carry it out.” The major knelt back down again. “Doctor, I’m going to give you an opportunity right now to tell me everything you know about Lady Sade. What she’s doing. Who she’s working with. Everything, right now.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Medina smiled nervously.
“That’s all right. We’ll toss you in a cell and go see Lady Sade on our own and just tell her that you’ve agreed to help our investigation anyway.”
“No!” The doctor lurched forward, an imploring hand stretching out toward the major. “Don’t do that! You can’t!”
Syfax shrugged. “Why not? I don’t care if there’s a little misunderstanding between you and her. Doesn’t bother me. Of course, if you do help us, and we do arrest her, then Lady Sade won’t be able to do anything to you. Your choice. Offer’s good for the next two minutes.”
The doctor hesitated only a moment. “You have to hide me. Far away. You’ll have to protect me from her, from her people. She has people everywhere.”
“Yeah, we’ve noticed. Don’t sweat it. You’ll be safe enough.” Syfax paused. “Well?”
Medina slumped a little lower, her body losing what little definition it had as she resigned herself to speak. “I don’t know much. They took the cat last night and they’re leaving on the train this evening. They didn’t tell me anything specific, and it was late and I was tired and there were a bunch of them I didn’t recognize.”
“Wait, slow down.” Syfax glanced up at Kenan but he had nothing to offer. “What cat? What train? Start at the beginning.”



Chapter 34. Taziri


After an elderly butler informed her in a rather brusque manner that Doctor Medina was not at home, nor likely to come home for the rest of the day, Taziri stood in the middle of the quiet street and stared up at the early afternoon sun. It was a bright, clear day and a gentle breeze was blowing from the east. A good day for flying, even if it was going to rain later. She shoved her hands in her jacket pockets and started walking.
It took most of an hour to find the bed-and-breakfast again and when she stepped inside Taziri felt the temperature drop quite a bit. Several people sat scattered about the dining room, chewing on bread, sipping tea, and reading their newspapers. Evander sat in the corner, his head leaning against the wall, snoring softly. Taziri dropped into the seat opposite him and watched the old Hellan jerk awake with a grunt.
“Oh, you’re back? Where are the others? Is it time to leave?”
Taziri shook her head. “No, it’s time to sit and wait.”
“Didn’t find that doctor woman, eh?”
“Not yet.”
“Just as well.” Evander shrugged and sat up a little straighter. “Women are all trouble, and Espani women more than most.”
“If you say so.”
“I do.” The older man sighed. “Well, I can’t just sit here all afternoon. My hip is killing me. The boy with the tea said there’s a train to Orossa that leaves tonight, and I suppose I should be on it since you people don’t seem very interested in getting me there any time soon.”
“That might be best.”
Evander shook his head wearily as he climbed out of his seat. “Well, take care of yourself, young lady. I suppose I’ll be seeing you again at some point, when it’s time for me to head home to Athens.”
Taziri offered a polite smile. “I suppose so. See you then.”
The doctor left and the engineer sat alone at her table for a few moments watching Evander’s untouched tea cooling. What was there to do, really? She knew nothing more than what little the detective had told her, and she hadn’t found the doctor. That short list of failures sat uneasily in her belly. The longer she sat, the more the images and sounds of the previous night intruded on her calm with a riot of faces and shouts and adrenaline and fear.
With a shudder, she left her seat and the inn and trudged up the narrow streets toward the high walls of the Arafez airfield. She crossed the grassy field toward the Halcyon, glancing only once at the other airship moored at the opposite end of the field. It was an older courier ship, larger and more angular than the Halcyon, and visibly dotted with rust. The two ground crew men nodded at her as she passed.
Inside the Halcyon, Taziri eased into her seat and stared at the dark switches and lifeless gauges. Then she stood up and crossed to the back of the cabin, opened a wide panel in the wall, and stared at the battery. Her battery. The rectangular blocks of metal and wood squatted where the engine should have been. It stank of burnt chemicals and a greenish-white powder had formed a mound on top of one of the terminals. She could feel the charge in the air.
For as long as she could stand it, Taziri tightened screws and bolts, scrubbed and oiled gears and levers, and generally did all of the things she liked least about working around machines. But it was something to do.
“They wouldn’t take my letter!”
Taziri spun about and hit her head. She blinked at the undamaged motor housing as she sat up and then glanced over at Evander, who was leaning in through the cabin door. “What?”
“At the train. They wanted money. I showed them my letter from the queen, your queen, but they didn’t care. They demanded cash money, coins, and they turned their noses up at my drachmas!” The doctor collapsed onto the padded bench and began wiping at the sweat beaded on his forehead.
“Ah.” Taziri winced. “So you’ll be staying with me, then?”
“Obviously!” The doctor frowned. “Just as well. I left my bag under the seat here somewhere.” He ducked down and tugged his black leather case out from under the bench.
“Well, give me a few minutes to clean up here and we’ll head back to the inn to meet up with Kenan. Maybe he had better luck today than we did.”
Evander snorted. “That wouldn’t take much trying.”
Taziri quickly sealed up the open panels and compartments and flicked a few switches just to make sure she hadn’t left anything disconnected. “All right, let’s go.”
They crossed the airfield beneath a sky more yellow than blue as the sun sank lower toward the western hills, and the warmth of the day quickly faded. As they reached the main gate, the echo of angry voices caught Taziri’s ear and she scanned the field for the source. Two women were standing at the open door of the older airship, gesturing sharply and looking rather cross. One wore an orange jacket and Taziri knew her name, it was on the tip of her tongue but she couldn’t quite say it. The other woman wore a long white coat and an odd little light flashed around her eyes as her head moved. Sunglasses.
“What are you staring at?” Evander glanced at the woman in white. “She’s not that good looking. Bad skin, too.”
“What? No, it’s just that the detective said she was attacked by a woman in a white coat. It’s nothing. Just a coincidence. Caught my eye.” Taziri watched the woman conclude her argument with the airship pilot and storm away toward the gate. Toward them. “But I think that woman died in the fire. And besides, she lost an eye.”
“What detective? What are you babbling about? Hurry up, I want to get back to the inn before supper time. I want that same table again, although I could do without the mint in the tea.” Evander paced away and paused. “Well?”
Taziri, suddenly aware that the woman in white was still coming straight toward her, turned and nodded. “Sure, let’s go.”
She had barely stepped off the field onto the street when she was tapped on the shoulder and a husky voice said, “Hey, you’re a pilot, right?”
Taziri turned back and saw the woman’s skin had the olive hue of someone from the eastern regions of the Middle Sea, not unlike Evander, only she was darker and her face seemed a bit blotchy. More than a bit. The skin around her left eye looked particularly red. “Actually, I’m an elec…yes, I’m a pilot. Can I help you?”
“You can take me to Carthage tonight. I can pay whatever you want.” She crossed her arms as a slight shiver ran though her body.
“Sorry, but I don’t arrange charters. You’ll have to talk to the clerk at the office over there.” Taziri pointed to the small building just inside the airfield wall. “Have a nice day.” She started to leave.
“No, you don’t understand.” The woman grabbed her arm. “I need to leave tonight. I can pay double.” She paused. “Triple, in cash.”
Taziri frowned, her gaze drifting up to the angry red patches on the woman’s face. “Are you all right? You’re not hurt, are you?”
“I’m fine. It’s just a burn. A sunburn. I’m not from around here.”
“That’s no sunburn.” Evander snorted. “That’s a proper burn. You ought to let me look at that. Come here and take off those glasses.” He gestured roughly at her to step forward.
Her lips pulled back in a rictus of bare teeth and gums. “I said I’m fine. Now, are we leaving for Carthage or not?”
“Sorry.” Taziri pulled her arm free. “Not.”
“Then I’ll have to insist.” The woman drew a long, thin knife from inside her coat and gently prodded the pilot in the belly.
Taziri jerked away from the point in her skin, one hand thrown out to wave Evander away. A bright spike of fear split her mind and in that moment she couldn’t think or move, she could only stare at the blade. But when nothing happened, her mouth began to work again. “Madam, please, if you’re in some sort of trouble, there are better ways to handle things than with knives and threats. If you can’t wait for a flight, you can take a train or a ship. They may be slower but they run every day and they’re cheap. All right? So why don’t you put that thing away and I’ll just forget that you assaulted me.”
“You seem to be forgetting that it’s the person with the knife who gives the orders.” The woman edged closer.
Taziri battered the knife aside with the broadside of her medical brace and shoved the woman as she grabbed the doctor. “Move-move-move!”
They dashed back onto the airfield and Taziri steered the huffing, unsteady Hellan toward the equipment shed. “It’s definitely her, the one the detective fought!”
“What detective?” Evander glared over his shoulder. “What the devil is going on?”
Taziri yanked the door of the shed open, pushed the doctor inside and shut the door behind them. “Lock, need a lock, something…here!” She grabbed a pry-bar from a work bench and jammed it through the door handle. “Something else, something heavy?”
“Here!” Evander was driving his shoulder against the nearest crate and failing utterly to budge it. Taziri instead grabbed the rim of the closest barrel, tipped it over, and rolled it against the door, jamming another pry-bar under it to stop it from rolling away. Then she exhaled and glanced at her surroundings.
The door and the walls of the shed were iron, old and rusting, but thick as a man’s finger. Three large skylights in the roof illuminated the long chamber and its contents. Boxes and crates and shelves of spare parts, barrels of oil and coal, tins of grease, and canisters of all sizes.
Something crashed against the door outside. Taziri put her eye to a crack in the wall and spotted the flash of white out on the airfield. “It’s okay, she’s leaving. Walking, walking. Oh no, she’s going after that other pilot again. And the ground crew! God!” She shoved away from the wall and dashed along the work benches, spinning about, trying to inventory everything in the shed in a single instant. “Come on, think, think.”
“No thinking. Waiting.” Evander sat down on a box, his chest still heaving as sweat poured down his face. “We’re not going anywhere until the authorities come and take her away.”
“No time for that. We need to…here!” She snatched up a pair of large canisters, screwed them onto the nozzles of a fat gas tank, and opened the valves. A loud hissing filled the shed. This is stupid! These canisters are too big to throw very far, and what if the seals don’t break, and what if there isn’t enough gas, and what if-
The Hellan fixed her with an angry squint. “What are you doing?”
“Giving that woman a taste of early retirement.” Taziri carefully counted the seconds passing as she calculated the volumes of the canisters. At the right moment, she whipped the canisters away and capped them. Then she dipped a pair of rags in engine grease and tied them to the little handles near the neck of each canister. “A match, I need a match! I don’t have a match, where…no, there won’t be any in here. Doctor, I need a light, a light!”
Evander gave his immediate surroundings a glance, and shrugged. Taziri dashed back into the shelves and crates at the back of the shed and emerged a moment later with the rusting remains of a small windmill. She tossed the thing onto the workbench and yanked out the wires from its base, pulled the utility knife from her pocket, and quickly split and stripped the wires.
“Now what are you doing?”
“Making fire in the absolutely least convenient way imaginable.” She held the two exposed wires in one hand, their tips hovering only a hair apart and just above one of the greasy rags. With her other hand, Taziri grabbed the sturdiest looking blade of the windmill and began spinning it as fast as she could. A moment later, a spark flickered between the wires. A moment after that, a shower of sparks fell onto the rag, and then another. Taziri spun the blade until her shoulder ached and the wires went on spitting sparks onto the rags until angry little flames suddenly unfurled across them. Taziri shoved the windmill away and grabbed the two canisters, using the one burning rag to light the other one. Then she kicked her blockade away from the door and the door swung open on its crooked hinges.
Taziri ran across the field. The other pilot and the ground crew had barricaded themselves inside the older airship, and the woman in white was slowly but surely smashing through the tempered glass with her long knives. “Hey you!” Taziri stopped in the middle of the field, still some distance away from the woman. “Hey! Leave them alone!”
The woman continued shattering the airship windows.
Taziri grimaced and hurled one her flaming canisters so that it fell just behind the woman. When it struck the ground, it split open length-wise along the seal and the released gas exploded with a deafening thunderclap followed by the woof of a fire ball. It was a very small explosion, and all trace of it vanished in an instant, but the woman was thrown face first into the broken window. She stumbled away from the airship with one hand pressed to the side of her face where bright red blood was streaming across her skin and running down the front of her white coat. She dashed across the field with the stiletto in hand. “You think I’m scared of a little fire?”
Taziri jogged backwards. “Stay back! I have another one!”
The woman in white leapt at her.
In that instant, Taziri only saw the knife tip flying at her chest and a cold terror raced down her arms. She threw the canister with a clumsy gesture as she twisted away to protect herself. Through narrowed eyes, she saw the canister crack open against the woman’s shin, saw the brilliant gold and crimson blossom of flames swallow her lower body, saw her thrown into the air as her legs were blasted out from under her. She spun a tight and violent rotation in empty space and fell like a sack of bricks in the muddy grass, right on top of the broken canister.
For two deep breaths, Taziri could only stare and swallow. Then she shivered and straightened up, and she jogged over to the woman and kicked the knife out of her hand. The woman’s eyes were closed but she was breathing in thin, painful wheezes. Taziri stood over her and winced at the sight of her face. The fresh cut on her forehead was shallow but bloody. The burns were minor but ugly. Her sunglasses were gone, revealing an empty eye socket. The sight of the gaping hole brought a mouthful of bile up against her teeth and Taziri leaned away to spit it out and cough.
As she backed away, the other pilot and ground crew came running over. They thanked her and praised her makeshift flash-bangs with awkward smiles. The men grabbed the woman and bound her hands and someone ran off to find the police. Taziri stood and watched it happen, watched them buzz with nervous excitement and weary relief. Evander came up, glanced about the scene, and wandered off toward the gate, muttering only the briefest of thanks.
The police came, asked their questions, and took the woman away. At that moment, Taziri didn’t want to go back into the city, back in search of the Espani doctor. She wanted to leave. She wanted to go home. So she paced back to the Halcyon and slipped into the pilot’s seat and watched as the green grass faded to black and silver as day became night. Above the dark walls around the field, she thought she saw a dull orange glow to the west and a column of smoke rising above it. She closed her eyes, but more images and sounds from the last two days crowded her head, and for the longest time she tried to focus on home, on Isoke and her ship, on Yuba and their daughter. But it was all too much and she was too tired. She was just about to get up and leave when she heard the soft shushing of people walking on grass and she turned to see Ghanima and Evander in the shadows a few yards away. They entered the cabin.
“What’s going on?” Taziri asked. “I thought you were going home.”
“I was,” Ghanima said. “But I missed the morning train and then I had all day to think about, well, everything. I sent a telegram. My sister will be okay for another day or two. I guess I need a little more time. I need to get the Crake out of my head, you know? I just need a little bit of normal right now, before I go back to her.” Ghanima leaned against the pilot’s chair. “So. Do you feel like a little night flying?”
“What are you talking about?”
“I ran into the doc at the inn and it seems he still needs a ride to Orossa.” She grinned. “So how about we run him up there right now, turn around, and fly all night back to Tingis? We could be home by dawn if the wind plays nice.”
“Well, that sounds like a plan. But what about Kenan?”
There was a sharp rap on the hatch rim and the weary face of the one of the ground crew men poked in. “We’ve got a bit of an emergency. How fast can you folks get out of here?”
“Why? What emergency?” Ghanima asked.
“Fire, a big one in the third district, completely out of control. It just came in over the wire, emergency regs are in effect. All airships need to be out of the city immediately.”
Ghanima tossed the man a quick salute. “Acknowledged.” And the man was gone.
“Well, it looks like we’re heading out.” Taziri was too tired to think very hard about Ghanima’s proposal, but there were no glaring problems with it. Most importantly, it ended with home. Home, and soon. “Shut the hatch. Wheels up in ten minutes. Next stop, Orossa.”



Chapter 35. Syfax


The major scanned the platform at Arafez Central Station, taking in all the variations of travelers. Mostly well-dressed businesswomen and their escorts and assistants, but also a few families. His thoughts strayed to the families hiding in the woods and he wondered if they had made it to the city yet.
Syfax glanced at his aide and saw the young man picking at his lip. “Spit it out, Kenan.”
“Spit what out?”
“Whatever’s got you all wound up.”
“It’s nothing.” He paused. “I just think we should have told the other marshals what was really going on. They’re holding our only witness and prisoner with no evidence and just our word to go on. What if Medina talks them into letting her go? What if Hamuy dies and they bury him in some unmarked grave?”
“And what if someone in the marshals’ office is working for Sade?”
“All the more reason to tell those officers everything we know.” Kenan frowned. “If they knew there was a conspiracy, they could start looking for traitors. It would make things a lot harder for the bad guys if the good guys were actually looking for them. As it stands now, these conspirators are still running around unchecked.”
“Maybe.” Syfax scanned the platform again, noting the handful of new arrivals scattered around them, all waiting patiently for permission to board the waiting train. “Or maybe the fact that we’ve got Medina has them scared and they plan to lay low for a while.”
“If that’s the case, how do we catch them? Aside from Lady Sade and the ambassador, we don’t have any suspects.” Kenan frowned at the train for a moment, but his gaze wandered around to the wider cityscape of dark buildings against a darkening sky. “That’s an awful lot of smoke over there.”
“A fire?” Syfax turned to look. “It’s a bad one. But it’s not in the factory area, it’s near the city center. Damn. You know what that means?”
“Riots?”
“Riots.” Syfax turned back to the train and a moment later he nodded at a group of people just stepping out onto the platform. “How about them? They look like suspects.” The marshals watched as Lady Sade led her entourage across the platform and formed a tight-knit circle next to the first class car just behind the staff car. Their number included several women wearing too much jewelry, a pair of men with unusually large upper arms, an Espani in a wide-brimmed hat, a girl in a feathery coat, and a handful of children carrying small bags.
“I don’t recognize any of them, except the governor.” Kenan kept his voice low and his eyes on the train.
“I recognize one of them.” Syfax turned his back to the group. “The one in the blue dress and the tall hair is Fariza Othmani.”
“Friend of yours?”
“Recent acquaintance. She lives in Khemisset. Chaou went to see her, but when I questioned her she denied having any connection to Chaou. She said she was retired. Apparently, retirement leaves her free to come to the city at a moment’s notice. She must have one hell of a steam carriage.”
Kenan nodded. “So, not a coincidence.”
“We don’t believe in coincidences, Kenan. I’ve told you that.”
“Yes, sir.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Someone just joined the party. Someone in a dress, but with a scarf and a hood. I can’t see her face, but she’s short. Could be Chaou.”
“It probably is.” Syfax kept his eyes on the opposite end of the platform. “What are they doing now?”
“Talking. Waiting.”
Syfax nodded. “How’s the arm?”
Kenan rolled his shoulder. “Better. I think I can live without this for a while.” He tugged the sling off his shoulder and slipped his arm slowly into his jacket sleeve with a slight wince. “Yeah, I’m all right.”
“Good. Now get the chip off that shoulder and we’ll be back on track.”
“Sir?”
“Kid, when I left you in Chellah you were all nerves and energy and sharp salutes. We’re separated for a day and now you’re a pile of sulk.”
“Sorry, sir.” He straightened up.
“Relax, corporal. We’re alive, we’ve got two people in custody, and we’ve got a handful of suspects in sight. This investigation may be a bit of a mess, but it’s coming together. In a few hours, it’ll all be over and you’ll have one hell of a story that you’ll never be able to tell anyone.”
Kenan sighed. “Because it’s all going to go in a classified file?”
Syfax nodded.
Kenan grinned. “Good to have you back, sir.”
A few minutes later, the train conductor emerged and declared that boarding would now begin. Everyone on the platform lifted their bags and politely converged on the train’s doors, where they funneled inside. Syfax led Kenan into the thick of the crowd and they entered the train two cars back from first class. Despite the press around the doors, the evening’s collection of travelers was well below capacity and the marshals found themselves in a sea of empty seats.
“Not a lot of cover, is there?” Kenan shifted about, looking up and down the aisle. “Should we move?”
“No. Just put your jacket under your seat. They may send their people back to check the train and we don’t need any extra attention before we’re ready.”
“Right.”
“And go sit over there. Spread out and keep your eyes on both doors.”
“Right.”
With their red coats stowed, they settled into their seats and watched a handful of stragglers board the car and find their seats. The conductor came through to check their tickets and comment on the lovely weather, and cluck her tongue at the riots. A few minutes later, the train whistle blew and the doors closed. The low growl of the engine rose in pitch and a deep huffing and thrumming shuddered through the car, and then they were rolling. Central Station crept away, and then a series of warehouses glided by. Moments later the walls of Arafez vanished and the world spread out to the horizon above wide fields of tall green grass and the occasional cluster of junipers and pines. In the fading light, Syfax spotted a lone oryx grazing on a hillside, its long antlers spearing the evening sky. It raised its head and stared back at the train. Then two dozen more trotted up over the crest of the hill and they all dashed away across the highlands.
Half an hour after leaving the station, the Atlas Mountains loomed along the eastern horizon, a jagged black shape against a violet sky. Kenan moved up the aisle to sit in the row behind Syfax. “Major? Want me to take a look around up there? See what we’re up against?”
“No, I want you take a stroll to the back of the train. Take a look around for anyone alone or out of place. Too young, too alert, too well dressed, too poorly dressed, anything. Make sure the governor doesn’t have any extra security looking over our shoulder.”
Kenan said, “You know, there’s an old woman with a cane just a few rows back who keeps staring at us. Could it be someone in disguise?”
The major shrugged. “Who knows? But for right now, you’re looking for gunmen, not old ladies with bad hips.”
“Yes, sir.” He stood up. “You’ll be here when I get back, right?”
Syfax thumbed his nose. “That depends on how long you take.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll be quick.”
The moment the rear door closed behind the corporal, Syfax was on his feet. He reversed his coat to hide its characteristic red beneath the charcoal gray lining, and then sauntered up the aisle and through the car’s front door. The space between the train cars was windy, loud, and cold, but a moment later he was in the warm, quiet confines of the next car. It was identical to the one he had just left. Even the number and scattering of passengers appeared the same. He walked the length of the car and stepped out its front door. Again, the whirling night howled around him as he crossed the gap and hugged the rear door of the first class car. Through the small window in the door, she could see Lady Sade’s companions sitting on long, plush couches drinking tea. He noted the woman in the hood as well as the younger lady with the feathers and the Espani in black. The children all sat together to one side, sitting quietly with hands folded in their laps. The two men with the bulging arms had taken up positions near the doors at either end of the car.
Syfax lingered only long enough to scan the interior of the car and then pushed away from the door, leapt lightly across the gap and re-entered the passenger car he had just left. He made his way back to his own car and his own seat and had some time to study the swiftly changing landscape before Kenan returned and sat in the row behind him. “Major, I didn’t see any obvious security back there. Very few people by themselves, and most of them seemed to be sleeping. I don’t think we’ll have any trouble.” He paused. “Did you reverse your coat?”
Syfax continued staring at the rippling waves of grass and the islands of trees dotting the highland meadows. “You were right about the person in the hood. It is Chaou.”
“What? You went up there? Without backup?”
“Just long enough to see her face. I doubt they plan to do anything on the train or in the Lower City. There are too many factors in play. The army, the Royal Guards, the foreign diplomats, and all the local police and marshals. Lady Sade might have a lot of powerful friends, but she can’t possibly be in control of everything, everywhere. Not yet. Nah, whatever they plan to do, they’ll do it in the Upper City where there are fewer people to interfere.”
“The Upper City?” Kenan asked. “I’ve never been in the upper half of Orossa. I’ve never been higher than the Shrine of the Mother.”
“Most people haven’t. Security is tighter than a drum. The Royal Guards take their jobs pretty seriously.”
“The Royal Guards.” Kenan leaned forward and spoke lower. “Is it true they still maintain the castes in the Upper City? Arranged marriages, family trees, secure bloodlines?”
“What makes you think they do?”
“Oh, come on, major, everyone’s heard the rumors.” His eyes lit up. “Have you ever been to the Upper City?”
“Twice.”
“And?”
“And the people looked like people. I didn’t stop to ask anyone if they were Imajeren or Imrad or whatever.”
Kenan leaned back. “My grandparents were Imrad, you know.”
“Lots of people’s grandparents were Imrad.” Syfax paused as a wide shadow lumbered into view beyond the front door of the car. “Hang on. We’ve got a visitor.”
The marshals eased into positions of sleepy disinterest, lounging and leaning like all of their fellow passengers. The door opened and one of the imposing guards from the first class car sauntered in with a frown etched into the creases of his very square and serious face. He moved down the aisle, squinting at every person and bag he passed. He lingered near the marshals only as long as anyone else and continued past without a word.
Syfax heard Kenan exhale and mutter, “That was closer than I’d like. He’s got a revolver holstered under his left arm.”
“The other one is probably armed, too. They look like ex-army.” Syfax peered up at the front door through his narrowed eyes. “Crap.”
The other guard entered the car and took up a rather stoic position in front of the door. His gaze swept over the rows of mostly empty seats and came to rest on the marshals.
Syfax muttered, “I think we’ve been made.”
“How can you tell?”
“Call it intuition, or the ability to see.” Syfax sat up and straightened his jacket, not bothering to look up as the second guard came down the aisle toward them. The sounds of additional footsteps told him that the first guard was coming up behind them. When both men were standing at the edges of the marshals’ seats, the major said, “Evening, fellas, how are you doing? Is this the tea service?”
The closer one frowned. “Major Zidane? Lady Sade wants to see you.”
“Major?” Syfax shook his head. “Sorry. I think you’ve got the wrong guy.”
The man frowned a little harder. “I don’t think so. Show me your coat.”
Syfax shrugged and held up his reversed jacket, displaying its gray back and sleeves.
The men shifted in place. “You’re not a marshal?”
Syfax said, “I think they wear red.”
“What about you?” The other one nudged Kenan.
The corporal squinted up from his sleepy repose against the window. “Huh? Wha?”
The men frowned at Syfax and Kenan, then frowned at each other, muttered a bit, and then shuffled down the aisle and out the rear door.
Kenan sat bolt upright. “What do we do now?”
“Nothing. We’re still a few hours from the capital. We sit here and wait for them to make the next move. We could arrest Chaou now, but we’ve got nothing on the others yet, and we’d lose the governor and the rest of her friends. I want them all, so we wait.” Syfax paused. “Chaou can spot me, but she probably won’t recognize you. I want you to go sit in the next car and keep an eye out for her.”
“What do I do if I see her? I mean, I can’t exactly come running back here without making her suspicious, can I?”
Syfax shook his head. “You don’t do anything unless she brings the heavy guns with her. I can handle Chaou. Just sit in the back seat of the car and if you see trouble, press your hand against the window so I can see it.” He squinted at the front of the train where the foggy little window allowed a meager view of the next car. “And wipe some of that condensation off the glass as you go up.”
Kenan made his way forward to the next car, taking a casual swipe across the window with his sleeve as he passed. Syfax could just barely see him through the dark windows as he took a seat and hunkered down like the dozing travelers around him. A few minutes later the two armed men reappeared at the rear of the car and sauntered up the aisle. They paused beside him. “Where’s your friend?”
Syfax blinked. “Who?”
“The guy who was sitting behind you. Where is he?”
“Oh, he’s not my friend. He just sat down behind me when we boarded. And he hasn’t said a word this whole time either. His snoring was pissing me off though. I’m glad he’s gone.”
The men exchanged annoyed looks and continued up to the next car. Syfax saw them point out Kenan, but they continued past without speaking to him.
As the starry sky blossomed overhead, the blunt peaks of the Atlas Mountains melted into charcoal sketches against the blackness. Syfax thought of his early army training climbing those peaks and hiking those trails with his heavy pack digging into his shoulders and his rifle jostling against his hip. Above the tree line, the mountains offered nothing but cold, sharp stone in infinite varieties for weary young soldiers to march across, day after day.
Simpler times.
As the train plunged into the first mountain pass, Syfax noted the black iron spire on a rock ledge above the tracks. A watch tower. He smiled, remembering the long, miserable nights he had spent huddled in one of those towers on watch, and he wished the poor bastards on duty a warm and quiet night.



Chapter 36. Taziri


Ghanima shifted her buttocks in the pilot’s seat. “This is the comfiest chair I have ever been forced to sit in for hours on end.”
“Isoke had it made special.” Taziri stared dully at her gauges and needles.
“Well, when we get back to Tingis, you need to introduce me to her, because she is a woman with excellent taste in chairs.”
“Yeah, sure.” Taziri tried to smile, genuinely happy that the young pilot had come back and they were finally on their way back to their normal lives. But the exhaustion had hit her all at once as soon as they took off from Arafez and they saw the city burning. She tried not to think of the people in those buildings, in those homes. She tried not to think about the flames.
The irregular snoring of the little Hellan doctor broke up the silence, punctuating the soft rhythm of the Halcyon ’s propellers. Ghanima said, “I’m still getting used to these controls, but I already like them. Everything feels tighter, more responsive. More powerful, too. Turns and corrections are so easy. Captain Geroubi did an amazing job with this.”
“Yes, she did.”
“Hey, come on.” Ghanima touched Taziri’s shoulder. “You know she’s all right, right? She’s lying in some hospital bed, resting up, doped up on opium, and in a few days she’ll be good as new with a scar that makes her look sexy and dangerous. Cheer up.”
“We don’t know that yet, not for sure.” Taziri looked back over her shoulder. “Sorry. I just need to know that she’s all right. She took a huge risk on me once, she gave me everything, this career, and now I’m off in her boat while she’s…wherever she is.”
“Well, trust me when I say it’s better knowing there’s a chance she’s alive, a chance that she’s perfectly all right.” Ghanima squeezed the flight sticks and gazed out over the dark landscape of rolling hills and rocky mounds. The jagged ridges of the Atlas Mountains stood black against the night sky. “It’s a lot better,” she said softly.
Taziri sat up. “Hey, listen, whatever happened on the Crake wasn’t your fault, you know. Chaou shot your captain and the major is going to arrest Chaou and throw her in the deepest, darkest hole he can find, right alongside Hamuy.”
“Yeah, but, if I hadn’t tried to grab her…” Ghanima shivered and straightened up. “Hey, did I hear you go out last night? I thought I heard your door squeaking. It was late. You were gone a long time. I got a little worried.”
“Why were you awake?”
“I wasn’t tired, I guess. I don’t sleep much.” She wiped her eyes. “So where did you go?”
“Telegraph office.”
Ghanima smiled. “Yeah, that sounds familiar. Late night telegrams to my sister. Writing those little broken phrases on the form. Watching the clerk tapping it out. And then standing around like an idiot, thinking I’ll get an answer right then, straight away.”
Taziri laughed. “I was just going to say that.”
The first cannon shell exploded over a hundred yards in front of them, and the noise reverberated faintly through the airship’s hull. A dirty black cloud hung in the air, slowly expanding and then drooping as gravity and wind dragged it apart.
“What the hell was that?” Taziri leaned forward to peer down at the ground beneath them. “We’re barely into the mountains. It must be one of those watch towers.”
“You think they’re shooting at us? On purpose?”
“If they’re not shooting at us, then they must be really hungry for a taste of eagle, because that’s the only other thing up here.” She leaned back into her seat and began fiddling with her knobs and switches. The cabin lights snapped off, plunging them into a perfect darkness. Taziri slammed her good hand down on the console. “Damn it. We were scheduled to come through here yesterday. I never filed a new flight plan, and with the riots in Arafez and the Crake fiasco, they must be on high alert or something. We need altitude. We need to get above their range.”
“No time.” Ghanima shoved the controls forward and the Halcyon responded by promptly dropping her nose and beginning a rapid descent.
“What are you doing?”
“Getting inside their firing solution.”
“That’s exactly where we don’t want to be!”
“Wrong.”
A second shell whistled past the starboard window, and a moment later they felt the low crack of it exploding somewhere above them.
“Okay.” Ghanima pulled back and the airship began climbing to port. “We get about two minutes between shots. That’s good.”
“Turn us around, we need to get out of here.”
“Around? You mean back to Arafez? I thought we were going to get the doctor to Orossa?”
“So did I, but someone with a very big gun has other ideas. Turn us around!”
Ghanima squinted into the darkness. “I’m not going to run away from some speck on the ground throwing rocks up at us. This is an airship, Taziri, the sky’s the limit for us.”
“This is not a debate, we’re-” A third shell detonated just below them, sending a hard shudder through the deck beneath their feet. Taziri lurched up and leaned over her. “I’ve got better things to do tonight than die, Ghanima. Turn around!”
“Sorry, but you don’t outrank me, lieutenant.” Ghanima pushed the throttle up and felt the Halcyon surge forward as her propellers sang louder and higher.
“Where do you think you can go?” Taziri demanded. “The High Road canyons are the fastest, safest way to the capital. The winds over the mountains are murderous. Unless you know another way through?”
“Nope. I’m just not afraid of a little wind.”
Taziri kept both eyes on the inky patch on the ground where she thought the watch tower stood. As they flew across the canyon entrance, she saw the pinprick of light where the cannon’s muzzle flashed, and Ghanima pushed hard to port. The shell flew harmless to starboard and exploded so far away they didn’t feel the vibration. It left another dark cloud hanging in the sky like a bit of black wool caught in a spider’s web.
“All that gun did was force us up out of the canyon. If we had a little sunlight, I wouldn’t mind trying to sink back down into it,” Ghanima said
“You realize that’s crazy, right?”
“Of course. So we’ll just fly over the mountains. In the dark.” Ghanima swallowed. “Against the wind.”
Taziri leaned over her. “You’ve done this before?”
The young pilot shrugged. “I’ve done a lot of night flights and storm flights. I’ve seen all kinds of weather and never scratched the paint. How hard can it be?”
Taziri drummed her fingers on the back of her chair. “All right. But no crashing!”
Ghanima smiled. “Fine, no crashing.”
A quarter hour later, Ghanima was frowning into the darkness. The mountain peaks loomed out of the night and as the heavy clouds rolled overhead, their black-on-black shadows slithered over the jagged ridges and massifs, changing their appearances from moment to moment. “Taziri, flood lights?”
“Here.” She flicked the switch and a dull yellow glow appeared at the edge of the window at their feet. The view ahead remained pitch black.
“Wow, that’s almost entirely useless.” Ghanima smiled. “Here we go.”
As the Halcyon nosed out of the lee of the first peak, a sudden blast shoved them straight up several yards. Ghanima gripped the sticks tighter but managed a casual shrug. “It’s just an updraft. No worries.”
Taziri grimaced at the darkness. What happened to getting home in one piece? Why the hell am I letting her do this?
A few minutes later, the vicious drag of the high altitude winds grabbed the airship and they began to slide to port. Ghanima compensated. “It’s like sailing. You have to position the gas bag like a sail and force the wind to slide off and to the rear. It’s not efficient, but you can stay on course.”
“Huh.” Taziri swallowed. “A sailing airship? Isoke had some ideas like that. But the things she sketched up didn’t look like any sailboat.”
As the wind grew fiercer and whistled louder through the cracks in the hull, the Halcyon began sliding sideways even faster. They were still moving forward, but they were also gliding steadily to port. Taziri squinted into the distance on her left, wondering if the darkness concealed a mountain or just more empty night sky. Ghanima nudged the throttle up.
“Mountain.” Taziri pointed at the window. “Twenty points to port.”
“I see it.” The clouds parted enough to allow the starlight to play gently over the rough edges of rock wall to their left. It stood higher than they were flying, but it ended abruptly just a few hundred yards ahead. Ghanima pushed the throttle to full. “We’ll pass in front of it.”
And they did, barely. Ghanima kept her eyes on the eerie sea of cloud and shadow and the rocky islands rising sharply around them. Thunder rolled overhead like a thousand drums softly tuning up. “Weather?”
“Sounds like.”
“Anything I need to know? Anything special about this boat of yours?”
“Nope.” Taziri tapped at one of her waving needles. “We’ve never had any trouble in a storm before. A little rain isn’t going to-”
A sudden flash of lightning painted the Atlas Mountains in perfect black and blinding white, burning the landscape into the aviators’ eyes long after the charge vanished. An instant later, a deafening thundercrack shook the Halcyon.
“Whaa!” The doctor sat up sharply, clutching his chest. “Where? What?”
“It’s all right.” Ghanima glanced back at him. “Just a storm. Go back to sleep. We’ll be there in a little while.”
Evander nodded and lay back down, mumbling in Hellan.
Ghanima nudged Taziri with her elbow. “What about lightning?”
She shrugged. “Shouldn’t be a problem.” She froze. Oh no. How could I be so stupid?
“What is it?”
“Nothing.” Taziri blinked. “It’s nothing. Probably nothing. Almost definitely nothing.”
The cabin lights went dark.
Taziri swallowed loudly. “Uhm.” The cabin lights came back on. She exhaled. “See? Nothing to worry about.”
“What just happened to the lights?”
“It’s nothing, really. It’s just that, well, passing through an electrical storm can subject the ship to a lot of fluctuating electric fields forming between the earth and the clouds, which could, momentarily, disrupt our electrical systems.”
Ghanima swallowed. “But on this ship, all of the systems are electrical systems.”
“Yeah. They are.”
“Regulations say we should make an emergency landing in the event of catastrophic weather conditions. So, do you think we should land?”
“No,” Taziri said quickly. “We stay up here. We’re insulated against a direct lightning strike, and there are fewer pointy rocks in the sky than on the ground. What’s the worst that can happen?”
“We could lose both engines and drift into a mountain, or the gas bag could split open and ignite. Early retirement.”
“Instant retirement.”
“Whatever. Hopefully this storm won’t last very long.”
The minutes ticked by and the view remained an unhelpful blur of dark shapes, and soon fat drops of rain began thumping and tapping on the gas bag overhead, and then it splashed the windows around them as the gusting wind began hurling the downpour sideways. The clear splatters and streaks on the glass made the cloudy view of the outside world bubble and twist and run.
“This reminds me of those late nights heading in to Carthage during the rainy season,” Taziri said softly. “Isoke and I would argue about music to take our minds off it. I don’t remember when we started doing that.”
Ghanima smiled. “You two argue? I was starting to think she could do no wrong in your eyes, the way you talk about her.”
“She’s a great captain, a great woman, but she has the worst taste in music of anyone I’ve ever met. She’s obsessed with all the new love songs, and she doesn’t know any of the classic-”
The flood lights below their feet flickered out, followed by a sudden silence from the port-side propeller. Ghanima tapped her foot lightly on the pedal. “I’m not feeling great about our decision to fly through this storm.”
“Neither am I, but flying through a storm still beats landing in a storm, in the mountains, at night. Don’t worry. The motor will come back in a minute.”
The Halcyon continued to float above the Atlas peaks, and while the view revealed nothing, they could feel the airship shivering and shuddering as the wind pushed them farther and farther to port. Then the port engine suddenly droned back to life and the ship once again felt solid and sure-footed in the sky. “That’s a little better.”
The flood lights flickered back to life as well and a jagged wall of weeping mountain rock appeared, filling the windows to their left only a few dozen yards away. Ghanima jerked the controls and the airship bore hard to starboard, nosing straight into the easterly wind, and for a moment the Halcyon merely drifted in space beside the cliff face. For the longest seven seconds of her life, Taziri listened to her blood roaring through her ears, felt her arms almost weightless with adrenaline, and shivered as a cold sweat trickled down her back. She pictured her daughter’s face, the soft bump of her chin, the soft bounce of her hair, the bright… her name, what’s her name? I can’t remember her…Menna! She blinked at the darkness, trying not to cry out. Then, slowly but surely, Halcyon crept away from the mountain, swimming upwind as the rain drummed louder and faster on the gas bag overhead.
“Not to worry.” Ghanima tried to smile. “We’re still on the right side of the horizon.”
She barely had time to look at the view ahead when the soft humming from Taziri’s control board dropped half an octave and several decibels. “What was that? Did we just lose something?” She squinted around the cockpit.
“Yeah, the heater. Looks like the coil burned out a connection.” Taziri motioned at a tiny yellow light on her board. “I can’t fix that until we’re on the ground.”
“You have an electric heater?”
“Of course,” she said. “I turned it on just after sunset, like always. Never had a problem with it before, not in four years. It’s all right. The motors should actually run a little better if it’s a few degrees cooler back there.”
“It’s not the motors I was worried about.” Ghanima took her hand off the stick long enough to blow a warm breath over her fingers.
Then the cabin lights died again.
Taziri laughed.
“This isn’t funny.”
“You’re right.” She continued chuckling. “But it’s pretty ridiculous.”
“Wait, there! I see it!” Ghanima pointed at the dark window in front of her. “Wait…there it is again! That’s the beacon light at the southern edge of the Lower City. See? A blue-white light on a three-second interval. We’re on course!”
“Yeah, good work.” Taziri peered into the gloom. “I can’t see it, but I believe you. Is it far? It must be. And with this crosswind, we’re not going to get there any time soon.”
The flood lights cut out again.
Ghanima laughed. Even as she shivered in her cold seat in the pitch-black cockpit, she laughed, and Taziri laughed with her.
“Okay, can I at least get a light on the compass dome here for a minute?” She tapped the glass in question.
“Sure.” Taziri’s search through the tool rack was noisy but brief. “Here it is.” In the darkness, a small disc of soft yellow light appeared at the end of the flashlight, a heavy tube containing a conventional battery that could be relied upon for almost ten minutes of use in its entire lifetime. The light shuddered, faded, and vanished. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.” She banged the side of the light. “It’s dead.”
“So that’s it? We’re out of options? The only thing still working are the motors, and they could cut out at any moment. And we can’t see outside, so we could be flying into a mountain any moment now.”
A bolt of lightning lanced down through the darkness ahead to starboard and in that instant the stark topography of the mountain range was burned into the aviators’ eyes, left to hover in their vision as a discolored after-image as they blinked and squinted in the swallowing dark. Thunder roared through the cabin in waves and the drumming of the rain quickened.
“Well, good.” Ghanima nodded. “No mountains dead ahead. At the moment. Did you see anything out there?”
“No.”
“There you go, then.” She heaved a deep sigh. “We’re fine.”



Chapter 37. Syfax


Syfax sat listening to the rain pattering lightly on the train’s thin metal roof. It came in gusts, sometimes softly and sometimes violently, but never for very long. The irregular winds in the deep canyons hurled much of the weather into the rock walls, and through his window the major could see the rainwater streaming down the cliff faces in bright, shining lines.
Through the curtains of rain and occasional gusts of steam from the engine, he could still discern the shape of Kenan’s head through the windows. He had not moved except once to look back after the armed men had passed him by. Syfax was about to ask a steward how much longer before they reached the Lower City when the clear outline of the corporal’s hand appeared in the front window.
Time to be elsewhere.
With his coat still reversed, he stood and moved to the back of the compartment and crossed into the next car. It was identical to the one he had just left and he continued through it with only two quick glances back over his shoulder. Through the night-shrouded spaces between the cars, he saw the two large guards ambling down the aisle toward him.
Maybe they told Chaou what I look like. Maybe Chaou sent them back for me. Maybe, maybe, maybe…
The next car was baggage, a maze of suitcases and small boxes stacked from floor to ceiling and lashed to iron rings in the walls with slender cords and heavy chains. The unsteady piles of containers jostled and leaned as the train rumbled through the mountain passes, and Syfax opened the back door just as he heard the front door open.
Come on, fellas, give it up. No one wants to get shot on a train. Especially me.
Lightning flickered overhead, signaling a fresh growl of thunder and hurling a few momentary shreds of light down onto the train. Outside the baggage car, the major found a wall of wood with no door. The freight car could only be accessed through the long sliding doors on its sides, or possibly by using the rusty iron ladder that led up to the roof. He felt the cold wind lashing his bare hands and face with freezing rain, and the darkness overhead was absolute, without a single pinprick of starlight to brighten his surroundings. Only the pulsing electrical lights of the passenger cars, generated by the locomotive itself, offered him a reprieve from the dark.
Standing on the narrow balcony, Syfax ran his hands blindly over the walls of the car and found a ladder to his left leading up to the roof of the baggage car. A quick jerk of the rungs gave him some confidence that it might be safer than its counterpart on the freight car. He climbed up to the roof.
In the center of the roof he found a thin metal bar to grab. Possibly meant as an alternative means to tie baggage to the roof, it seemed to run the length of the car, and Syfax trusted his weight to it as he crawled away from the ladder. The rain stung his hands and face, cold and needling. Instantly, his hands on the metal bar were aching from the cold and he could feel his back tightening up, threatening to cramp from the tension of hanging on the sloping roof and trying to remain perfectly still.
He heard the rear door of the baggage car open and boots thumping on the exposed balcony. A few words reached his ears.
“…gone somewhere…”
“…not going up…”
“…take a look…”
And then there was the telltale metallic ringing of a heavy climber ascending a fragile metal ladder. Syfax glanced around for assets. He saw only a bare metal roof and a bare metal bar, and some rain. With a grunt, he swung himself sideways, sliding across the roof back toward the rear of the car and thrust the heel of his boot in the direction of the ladder just as a man’s head appeared above the level of the roof. The man shouted and dropped from view.
Still sliding out of control, Syfax rolled up toward the bar and used every frozen, aching muscle in his body to get his feet under him and then scramble along the apex of the roof, his back bent and hands climbing horizontally along the bar for safety. Every footfall echoed like a drumbeat on the roof, and every footfall threatened to yank his boot out from under him in the slick rain. His bare fingers were already numb.
At the end of the car he squatted above the edge of the roof and squinted through the heavy droplets clinging to his eyelashes. There was no ladder down, only a straight drop onto a narrow metal ledge between the cars. The only way forward was a long leap from one slippery sloped roof to the next. When the front door of the baggage car rattled open below, the decision was made for him. He jumped.
There was no time to stand or to back up for a running start. Syfax heard the door opening directly beneath him and he leapt forward, surging up into a wall of rain on two sore legs and two throbbing feet. He landed off-center but with the next car’s rooftop bar between his feet. His left foot shot out from under him and he fell squarely on the bar. The pain spiked up through his spine, but he clamped his teeth together and squeezed his eyes shut until the misery faded.
As he lay sprawled on his back staring up into the black roof of the canyon with the tiny freezing diamonds of water pelting his face, he heard the men yelling back and forth through the baggage car. Again, he could understand only every fourth word, but that was enough. They had heard him land on the passenger car.
Everyone on the damn train must have heard that.
Syfax scrambled to his feet and again traversed the train car by gripping the dripping, frigid bar that ran along the peak of the curved roof. He had just squatted down at the far end when he heard the first gunshot.
The sound was muffled and distorted by the wind and rain and canyon walls, but it was enough for him to throw himself down flat on one side of the roof with his hands still wrapped around the bar to keep him from sliding off the edge of the train. He tested his grip and decided, based on very little evidence, that he trusted his right hand more than his left, so it was the left hand that released the bar and slipped down into his coat to pull out his revolver. The new revolver from Arafez, which he had yet to fire.
Now what, genius? Shout an order? Fire a warning shot? These guys know I’m a marshal, but they’re taking orders from Sade. Who knows what she told them. Hell, they probably think I’m a traitor or an assassin.
Syfax thumbed the hammer back and tried to find a target somewhere in the darkness at the back of the passenger car roof, but all he could see were faint afterimages and nonsense shapes that bloomed when he blinked.
Lightning flashed overhead and a man appeared just a few yards away, crawling on all fours along the bar at the top of the roof. In that instant of illumination, the major looked into his eyes and saw the barest hint of a gun swinging toward him. Syfax fired blind. He heard the man’s gasp followed by the metallic clatter of a gun rolling off the train roof, and then the dull thumping of a man rolling off in the opposite direction.
Syfax grimaced. Damn it.
He slipped his gun back into his coat. With both hands on the bar, he turned his head back toward the front of the train and saw the wind-battered hair of the other guard. For the second time, Syfax hauled his weight up toward the bar and swung his legs at the man. His boot caught the man’s head and he disappeared from view.
The major slid to the edge of the roof and lowered himself as far as he could reach, and then dropped to the narrow iron lip outside the car door. The guard had fallen on his rear and then rolled backward so that his legs were still on the ledge but everything above his belt was flopping and flailing over the edge, dangling all too close to the rails and rocky earth racing past beneath the train. Syfax grabbed the man’s shirt and hauled him up to a sitting position on the ledge and leaned him against the door of the passenger car. The side of his head was a dull red, his skin torn in a few places that were starting to bleed. The man blinked and shuddered, and his gaze seemed to focus on Syfax. His slack lips tightened into a frown and his right hand curled into a fist. Syfax punched him twice in the side of the head and let him flop down prone on the ledge.
The major grabbed the man by the lapels of his jacket, hauled him up onto his shoulder, and opened the door of the rearward passenger car. He dropped the man across the first bench seat. Straightening up, he found a dozen travelers all staring at him. Syfax glanced upward and he saw the dents in the roof. After a moment of silence, he pulled his dripping coat open to show the blood red interior. “Marshal business. Everything’s fine. Go back to sleep.”
Then he turned and trudged back up the train to his own seat. He sat down, suddenly very aware of how cold and wet he was. Every scrap of clothing on him felt ten times heavier and hotter, and chafed slightly as he moved. Kenan jogged back from the next car and slipped into the seat behind him.
Syfax said, “One’s dead and gone. The other’s unconscious in the last passenger car.”
Kenan nodded. “Sorry, major, I was going to came back to help as soon as they walked past, but then the ambassador came in and she just stood there, right next to my seat. I guess she didn’t get a good look at me back in Chellah after all. I think she was trying to see what her goons were doing and I figured I couldn’t move until she was gone. She just went back to first class, so I was just coming back to find you. Sorry, sir.”
Syfax blinked and a faint afterimage glowed behind his eyelids, the image of the gunman on the roof of the train, a heartbeat before he shot him. “You know, those men just now. They’re probably just Sade’s bodyguards. I know a lot of guys who went into private security after leaving the army. Decent guys taking whatever work they could find. ”
Kenan shrugged. “I guess so.”
“Men with families.”
Kenan shrugged again. “They chose the job, they decided to follow orders, and they knew they were looking for a marshal.”
Syfax grimaced. “The hell with that. Right now, one of them is bleeding to death, alone, lying on the side of the tracks in a canyon, in the rain, with a bullet in his chest. Freezing. In the dark. He’ll be dead in a few minutes, if he isn’t already. This isn’t a war, it’s…our people.” The major slowly pulled his revolver out and pressed it into Kenan’s hands. “Here.”
“I…” He held it awkwardly, not quite gripping it, letting it balance on his hand. “Major, I think you’re going to want this. And soon. Maybe we don’t have all the facts, maybe we don’t know exactly who’s guilty and who’s innocent, not yet, but we know that Chaou and her confederates are killing people. They might try to kill the queen. And since we can’t trust anyone to help us, we’re going to need every asset we can get our hands on between now and, well, whenever this ends.” He held the gun out.
“No.” Syfax stared straight ahead, lids heavy and drooping, back sore and aching. I wonder where those families in the forest are tonight? Did they make it to town? Did they get caught in the riots or are they huddled under a tree somewhere, starving and cold? “God gave me perfectly good fists. And I’ve shot enough people, enough of our people, whether they deserved it or not. Just put it away.”
He did. “What about the governor? What’s she going to do when her guards don’t come back? She’ll be suspicious. We need a plan. Maybe if we-”
“Shut up and wait. That’s the plan. Sade isn’t going to do anything. She knows we’re here. She’s also missing her guards. Do you think she’ll send those little kids back here next? Nah, she’ll sit up there and hope that we don’t make a scene. Which we won’t.” He thumbed his nose and hunkered down in his seat. “How much longer to Orossa?”



Chapter 38. Taziri


Taziri gripped the edge of her console with clawing fingers. Every few seconds, she tried to relax her hands and her back and her legs, but then the lightning would flash and the thunder would roar and she’d be tense as an overwound spring again. The view through the forward windows was a blur of glittering rain, black clouds, and blue-white afterimages all piled on top of each other like dozens of stained glass windows, except the images were all mountain peaks and parts of the Halcyon ’s cockpit.
She glanced at Ghanima. In the darkness, she could just barely see the pilot swaying her shoulders from side to side and bobbing her head slightly. Her lips were moving silently.
Taziri grinned in spite of herself. Ghanima was singing and dancing, mostly in her head, but just a bit of the music was slipping out into her body too. Watching Ghanima navigate the storm while providing her own in-flight entertainment, Taziri released her death grip on her station and rested her hands on the chart table. Somewhere beneath her fingers was a map of Marrakesh under a hinged glass lid, but there was no light to see it. No cabin lights, no flashlights, only the sudden lightning that seemed to wait until she was facing something useless to strike and burn yet another blue-white image into her tired eyes.
The beacon light at the edge of the city hung low in the sky, its support tower invisible in the starless night. “How close, do you think?”
“At this rate? Maybe another hour, hour and a half. This crosswind is pretty stiff. We’re just creeping along up here.” Ghanima didn’t sound tired at all.
“Just let me know when you want me to spell you. You’ve been driving for a long while now. You should take a break.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re sure?”
“I’m sure.”
Taziri frowned and her fingers crept back to grip the edge of her station.
An hour later, the last ridge slipped by beneath the airship’s belly and the tiny lights of the Lower City shone clearly across the floor of the valley. Countless candle flames danced in countless homes, filling the windows with unsteady yellow glows. The streetlamps sipped at their gas feeds, offering a steadier, brighter light at regular intervals up and down the city blocks.
Taziri peered down. “The airfield must be there, in that dark patch to the right.”
“I think you’re right.” Ghanima eased the controls to starboard. “I’ve only made this landing a couple times at night. We usually arrive in Orossa around mid-afternoon when we come in from Espana.”
“If you want, I can take us in.”
She shook her head. “I’m good.”
The landing approach began smoothly with only the murmur of the rain competing with the droning of the propellers, but as they descended over the field the Halcyon began to shimmy and shake.
“Just a little turbulence, folks,” Ghanima muttered. The airship dropped a yard, then glided swiftly to port, then nosed down and swooped over the grass. She kicked the pedals, rotated the props, and planted the Halcyon ’s wheels in the soft mud. “Just like in the manual.”
Taziri smiled and patted her shoulder. “Nice work.”
Before she could say another word, the cabin lights flickered on overhead, and the heavy flashlight sitting in the tool rack threw its feeble beam up against the wall. Pilot and engineer exchanged a look, and laughed. Then the outside floodlights snapped on and the darkness blossomed into a field of brilliant green grass, and in that grass on all sides of the ship stood dozens of uniformed soldiers with rifles trained on the Halcyon ’s cabin.
Taziri froze.
Ghanima whispered, “Shit.”
They held their empty hands high, gently woke the snoring doctor, and then calmly and quietly opened the hatch. Taziri winced in anticipation of the first blow. It was harder than she expected. The next few minutes were a blur of shouting and being shoved against the airship’s hull, kicked, shackled, and dragged out onto the wet grass to kneel alongside a wheezing Ghanima and a trembling Evander.
“Please, please! Who is in command here?” She heard herself speaking like it was someone else. Her heart was in her throat as she saw the dozens of gun barrels gazing at her like dead black eyes. The rain hissed all around them.
A square-faced woman loomed over them. “I’m General Demsiri. You are under arrest for the crimes of arson, murder, and treason against the crown. You will be held in an army prison until your trial and inevitable execution.”
“No-no-no! You’ve got it wrong! Chaou and Hamuy! It’s the ambassador and her bodyguard, they did it!” Adrenaline-fueled panic soaked through Taziri’s brain as she pictured her last few hours in a stone cell, far from her Yuba and Menna. “I watched Hamuy stab my captain, Isoke, right in front of me!”
“And I saw the ambassador shoot my captain in the back on the Crake!” Ghanima tried to stand and was promptly kicked back down by the soldier standing behind her.
The general frowned at them. “Medur Hamuy is the man who informed us about what exactly happened in Tingis. He barely survived the journey here, and he said you might try to blame him. He also said you might try to smuggle a foreign assassin into the Upper City. I assume he meant this Hellan.”
Evander stared up, baffled. “Assassin? I’m a doctor! The finest surgeon you’ll ever have the privilege to arrest, madam! And what’s more, I’m here at the request of the queen herself. I have papers! Check them! Here, in my bag!”
Still frowning, Demsiri took the bag and stepped into the airship cabin out of the rain. Taziri tried to turn to see what she was doing, but all she got was a rifle butt to her shoulder to shove her back again. A minute later, the general reappeared and handed the bag to another officer. Demsiri circled them once. “I’m having the papers checked. They’ll be verified with the Upper City within the hour. We’ll wait in the hangar.”
Taziri felt the soldiers lifting her by her armpits and then she stumbled through the slick mud with dark, shining rifles waving on every side. She shuffled into the hangar where the gas lamps were burning brightly to reveal a clean swept floor and a few collapsible tables and chairs. With her hands still tied behind her back, Taziri was pushed down with Ghanima and Evander to sit together encircled by wet, frowning soldiers, their long coats and trousers dripping with knives, grenades, and other little boxes and vials that the airship engineer assumed were lethal.
The general’s hour turned out to be nearly two hours, and they were spent in nearly perfect silence. The soldiers did not move, rarely blinked, and the officers seated at the tables made only faint scratching sounds as they filled out their paperwork.
Finally, a pair of young soldiers jogged into the hangar, their short hair plastered to their foreheads, and handed a slender document case to the general. Demsiri snapped the case open, perused its contents, and promptly snapped it shut again. “Doctor, your papers have been verified. I apologize for any inconvenience to you, but I’m sure you can appreciate our need for security here in the nation’s capital.”
The doctor’s hands were cut free and he was helped to his feet. “Actually no, I don’t give a damn about your security, especially since I’ve seen nothing but barbarism and madness since I entered this country. Now let these two go!” He pointed at the aviators. “They’ve been saving my life for more than two days now. They’re better patriots than that damned diplomat of yours, Chaou. And I heard Hamuy confess, too. They’re the ones you want, like the young lady here said. So let these two go!”
“I was about to.” The general nodded to her soldiers to free Taziri and Ghanima. “I’ve just read the Royal Guards’ incident report from Tingis and I know these two are not responsible for those crimes. Again, I apologize for the misunderstanding.”
Taziri stood up, gently massaging her wrists. All of her cold fears of dying a lonely traitor’s death transformed into a burning self-righteous fury. The desire to scream at the general filled her head with self-aggrandizing fantasies complete with exotic expletives she had learned in Carthage, but instead she only shivered and shook her head. “It’s fine. Can we go?”
“Of course. Doctor, my people will escort you to the Dawn’s Inn at the base of the carriage road. A room is waiting for you and you’ll be taken to the Upper City first thing in the morning.”
“Ah.” Evander nodded and began patting his pockets. “Yes, well then, ah, my bag, thank you. Yes.” He turned and took Taziri’s hand. “It seems you managed to get me here in one piece after all, young lady. Thank you for that. Good night.” And he shuffled away with his escort into the freezing rain.
General Demsiri cleared her throat.
Taziri rubbed her eyes. “Is there something else, general?”
“Yes, there is. We still have the small matter of Medur Hamuy to resolve.” She tapped her toe while staring out into the darkness beyond the open hangar doors. “He’s here in the Lower City somewhere. My people will pick him up tonight or tomorrow. I’ll need you two to stay long enough to confirm his identity and sign a statement regarding the events in Tingis. For the record.”
“Not a problem, ma’am.” Taziri nodded. “I think we’re done flying for tonight.”
Thunder roared overhead. Ghanima jumped slightly. “Yeah, I think we’re done.”
“Good. You can stay with my people. There’s a building we’re not using, so you’ll have some privacy and some quiet.” The general indicated the opposite end of the hangar and they all began walking. Behind them, the soldiers collapsed and gathered the tables and chairs and the small office vanished into bundles under their arms as they fell in behind their commander.
“Quiet?” Taziri shivered. “I think we’ll be listening to this storm for the rest of the night.”
“Hm? Oh, no, I meant quiet from my people. This is a perfect night for spot inspections and surprise drills. Maybe a nice long run in the mud, up a mountainside, far from the lights of the city. I do love the rain.”
Taziri nodded in answer, feeling at once intensely grateful she was not a soldier and intensely sympathetic for the young women and men who would be awake, wet, cold, and miserable for the rest of the night.
Their walk through the rain was a short one following a straight gravel road from the airfield past a group of warehouses to a series of long, low buildings with narrow windows and blank brick walls. One of the general’s aides led them to the third building and lit the lamp by the door, and then excused herself without offering a tour of the facility. But as Taziri glanced around, she saw that no tour was needed. The bunkhouse was little more than a long prison cell with dozens of beds.
She shrugged off her heavy jacket and dropped it on the first bed. “So, do you want the twenty beds on the right, or the twenty on the left?”
Ghanima rolled her eyes, kicked off her boots, dropped her jacket over the foot of the next bed, and collapsed in an undignified sprawl atop the green blanket. She groaned. “It’s scratchy.”
Taziri sat down to unlace her boots. “What’s scratchy?”
Ghanima flopped over, then flopped over again. “Everything.”
But when Taziri’s head touched the pillow, she wasn’t awake long enough to notice how scratchy the blankets were. The noise of the propellers was gone, the roar of the thunder and crash of the lightning were gone, and even the drumming rain was muted by the thick brick walls of the bunkhouse. She closed her eyes and plunged gratefully into a warm, dark silence.
Taziri awoke with a cold shock, an instant of physical pain and freezing panic. The room was unfamiliar, a long bizarre vista of identical beds repeating into infinity, barely visible in the pale light filtering through the strange little windows near the ceiling. She heard clapping and rumbling. But all of this she perceived only dimly because there were two enormous hands around her throat and she couldn’t breathe and her vision was dimming and the sounds of her own moaning seemed to be coming from far away.
Then she was rolling and spinning, and the pressure on her throat was gone. Taziri lay on the floor, gasping and massaging her neck, her ears roaring with muddled noise as though she was deep underwater or inside a drum.
“Taziri!”
Suddenly half of her senses snapped into focus and her mind clicked into gear.
Orossa. Barracks. Ghanima.
She scrambled to her feet, still dizzy and woolly-brained, but she could see the two figures struggling on the floor between two beds just a few yards away.
Ghanima. And a very large man.
Taziri lurched forward and promptly crashed sideways into the wall as her feet and inner ear completely failed to establish how to walk and balance. Her chest was still screaming for air from her bruised throat as her fingers clawed at the floor and she hurled herself upright again. Taziri paused to stare dumbly at her boot lying on the floor. Then she blinked and her body came to life. She snatched up the boot, wielding the steel toe-cover like a hammer, and smashed it across the back of the man’s head.
The man leapt up and turned to reveal the blackened features of Medur Hamuy. Bits of flesh hung from his face in tatters and open wounds oozed all manners of wetness and slime. His whole frame was bent and leaning, shuddering and trembling as he stuttered: “You s-s-sorry little shit, that’s th-th-three times in the head! I’m gonna kill you!” He buried his heavy fist in the engineer’s stomach.
Taziri felt her body being hollowed out as the air left her lungs and she lost the feeling in her hands. She fell back against the wall, again gasping for air, but her lungs only fluttered back in code that they wouldn’t be working for quite a few seconds. She leaned against the wall, trembling slightly between asphyxiation and vomiting, watching Hamuy charge toward her.
Then she heard a strange metallic clank and a scream that was neither male nor female, and suddenly Hamuy was lying on the floor with Ghanima standing over him with a bloody wrench in her hand.
For a long time, the two of them stayed very still, just breathing or trying to breathe. They stared dully at each other, glancing down occasionally at the corpse on the floor between them. Hamuy’s head now displayed a small crater on one side, and Taziri was grateful for the darkness that concealed the dark things sliding out of that crater.
Ghanima dropped the wrench and sat down on the bed behind her. Taziri pushed away from the wall, circled the body, and sat down beside her. Her chest still ached but she was breathing normally and her head was clear, her senses working. She sniffed. “You saved my life. Thanks.”
“Yeah,” Ghanima whispered. “Any time.”
“How did he get here?” She blinked. “Where’d you get the wrench?”
Ghanima shrugged. “I always keep one in my jacket. You know, just in case.”
“Oh. Good.” Taziri frowned at the body. “So, uhm, I should go tell someone…about this.” She leaned forward to stand up, but Ghanima gripped her hand and she sat back again, and they sat together, very still, listening to the rain and staring at the floor.



Day Four



Chapter 39. Kella


Detective Massi slouched in her seat on the train, staring at the back of the marshal’s head. Sometimes his little partner would come talk to him and sometimes he would go walk around or sit in other cars. Then there had been the excitement with the two men from first class who seemed to have disappeared into the rear of the train, and the marshal returned alone and soaking wet.
All very interesting.
Kella might have developed a more critical analysis of her hours on the train except the burning, aching pains all over her bandaged and sutured body kept her focus wandering. Her stomach demanded food, but she had none to give it. So she slouched in her seat, clutching her wooden cane and keeping the fabric of her scarf carefully arranged around her head to obscure her face. There was no reason to think anyone here might recognize her, but she wasn’t feeling particularly adventurous at the moment.
Risks are for rookies. I plan to retire in one piece.
After racing lightly across the highlands, the train had slowed to a more ponderous and stately pace as it climbed the ever-steeper slopes of the Atlas Mountains, eventually encountering the switchbacks that forced the entire assemblage of cars to reverse up the long ridges before continuing forward along their crests. Then there were the three stops at the way stations to replenish the engine’s water supply. Slowing, reversing, climbing, stopping. Had the train been able to simply run straight from Arafez to Orossa, the journey might have taken less than three hours, but instead it took nearly six. As they rolled into the Lower City with much steamy huffing and brake squealing, Kella peered out at the train station clock.
Midnight.
She waited as the passengers slowly awoke, rubbing their eyes and yawning and stretching. One by one, they slid out from their bench seats, gathered up their bags, and shuffled out onto the platform. The two marshals made a small show of “waking up” and then wandered outside with the others. Kella watched them amble across the platform and disappear into the shadows near the end of the station.
The storm was breaking up, the thunder rolling farther and farther away, and the rain fell in light sheets and sprays as the wind gusted through the empty city streets. The Lower City of Orossa was deathly still and silent, the darkness broken only by a handful of streetlamps still burning high above the street corners in a few lonely neighborhoods. The Lower City was a city in name only as it contained none of the modern trappings of city life. The train station and airfield, along with a small cluster of government offices at the base of the Royal Road, were the only buildings in the valley that were not single-room houses. There were no telegraph offices, libraries, restaurants or cafes, theaters or museums, or even a fire department. Law and order flowed from the army barracks as needed, and it was rarely needed. The residents of the Lower City were far too busy farming their thin terrace plots on the mountainsides, and chasing their goats, and mending their fragile homes. There was no time to make trouble in the mountains.
Detective Massi limped out of the train, her cane knocking loudly on the wooden platform. This was her eighth time setting foot in the Lower City and once again it was in pursuit of a runaway criminal, though for the first time she knew at least that her quarry would not be hiding in one of the small houses dotting the valley floor. This was not a place of luxury or even of industry. It was a place of worship. Kella peered up the mountainside, just barely able to trace the Royal Road up the slope in the darkness. There, a third of the way up, she saw the long black shape of the Mother’s Shrine half-buried in the mountain. She wondered if there would be time to visit it, afterwards.
Shivering, she pulled her coat tighter around her bandaged shoulders and hobbled out of the drizzle under the shelter of the station roof. Not waiting to see where the marshals went or whether the travelers in the first class car would disembark, she moved as quickly as she could manage through the deserted streets toward the General’s Square, the plaza at the base of the Royal Road where the only large buildings in the Lower City could be found, among them a single hotel. The distance was short, but her steps were shorter, truncated by a dozen wounds all threatening to open at any moment. She hobbled faster.
In the lobby of the hotel she found a young man dozing behind the front desk and she was careful not to disturb him. Just around the corner from the foyer she found a small lounge, and there she fell into a large padded chair and closed her eyes. She awoke a moment later to the sound of voices. Lifting her head a bit, she saw an elderly man with an iron gray beard leaning against the desk and speaking to the yawning clerk. After a brief conversation, the young man led the older one down the hall in search of a room, leaving the detective alone.
With a grimace, she stood up and slipped around the desk where she found the hotel’s log book. The current page indicated that new arrival was one Evander of Athens, wherever that was. But above that was an open entry, a reservation for a large party of adults and children listed under a single word. Arafez. Kella nodded, took a quick glance around for food, and, finding none, eased herself back into the chair around the corner just as the young man returned to his desk. He was beginning to snore again when Kella heard a small stampede of feet thumping through the front door, and accompanying the low mutters of several women she heard the soft whimpers and whines of tired children.
There was a very brief exchange in which Kella heard Lady Sade issuing instructions to everyone around her, and then the entire entourage gently stampeded down the back hallway to their rooms. When they had gone, the detective once again forced her body to stand and cross the lobby, this time heading out the front door into the dark, windy street. “Marshal?”
A pause. Then two figures stepped out from the shadows. The major looked exhausted, but his young partner seemed better rested and perhaps somewhat eager to draw a gun, judging by the awkward way in which he held his hands by his hips. He called out, “Who are you?”
Kella waved at them to follow her around the side of the hotel. “Detective Massi, third district police, Arafez. I was investigating Doctor Medina last night when the prosthetics shop burned down, or blew up, depending on which story you read. An associate of yours came to see me this morning. A pilot. Told me what was going on, or at least as much as she knew.”
The corporal snapped his fingers with a brief flash of excitement in his eyes. “From the hospital! I was there too, but I left before you woke up.” He suddenly frowned. “How did you get here? Shouldn’t you be in bed?”
“Probably, but I thought you might want some backup, so I took the evening train. I enjoyed your little show. Lots of shenanigans with Sade’s thugs.”
The major said, “I appreciate the help, but you don’t seem to be in any condition to be, well, to be doing anything.”
“Really? Look who’s talking, mister tall-wet-and-unarmed.” Kella leaned heavily on her cane. “Tell me, do you have enough evidence to arrest Lady Sade? Do you have any evidence against her at all?”
The major frowned. “Not yet.”
“Well, I do.” Kella leaned a little harder on her cane. “Sade is staying the night here, in suite number one, and then they’re leaving in the morning at eight o’clock in a carriage to the Upper City.”
“How do you know all that?” asked the corporal.
“It’s called police work, kid.” Kella massaged her shoulder. “Listen, if we arrest them now, by ourselves, then they’ll just wriggle through the system and be back home before supper. I know these people. Sade, Othmani, Chaou. They own the courts in Arafez. Judges, advocates, juries, police. But, if we get the Royal Guards to arrest them, they’ll be imprisoned immediately, and all their wealthy and powerful friends will suddenly forget all about them. I guarantee it. Even the old blue bloods are afraid of the Royal Guards. You can’t buy them. You can’t even talk to them. So I say we get them to notice something highly illegal about our friends tomorrow on the Royal Road. Don’t do anything tonight. You can get them in the morning. Got that? Can I count on you to get the guards moving?”
The major nodded. “You’re right. The guards are probably the only people we can trust right now. Kenan, give the detective my gun. She may need it.”
The corporal started to object, then thought better of it and turned over the weapon. Kella slipped it into her coat. “Thanks. If the guards don’t catch me with it, it might come in handy. Now go get some rest, major. You look like hell.” She turned and hobbled away toward the rear of the hotel.
“Where will you be?” he asked.
She glanced back. “Somewhere close to Sade.”
It took several minutes to explore the garage in the dark, feeling her way around the walls and stalls and tool benches. Eventually found what she was looking for and spent the next half hour finding a comfortable place to curl up and go to sleep. The place she found was not very comfortable, but she was too tired to care.
Kella awoke slowly to the muffled sounds of footsteps and voices and heavy things being loaded into the carriage. A fire purred somewhere nearby, and boiling water bubbled and steam hissed. The entire carriage trembled slightly. She wanted to roll onto her side, but the narrow space she had crawled into behind the carriage’s rear seat cushion would not allow any movement at all. It had taken quite a bit of crawling around in the dark to find a place to hide, only to discover that there wasn’t any such place. Every board and bolt on the steam carriage had been carefully crafted to maximize the interior space for greater passenger comfort, leaving no clever little compartments for baggage, food, or unwanted stowaways. With no other option, Kella had identified the thickest seat cushion against the back wall, gently tore it free, and carved out a small hollow space for herself by removing quite a bit of the cushion’s stuffing. After disposing of the feathers under the horses’ feed, she had slipped down into her burrow and tacked the cushion back into place over her from the inside, hoping that she had left no trace of her handiwork in the cabin.
A dull yellow glow near her head indicated that some faint hint of the morning sun was touching the cushion through the carriage window, and the occasional thumping and rocking of the entire vehicle told her when a bit of luggage was placed on the roof and when a passenger entered the cabin. Eventually everything and everyone was stowed, including two adults pressing their backs against the thin cushion covering the detective’s body.
“…thank you again for letting me join you.” An older man was speaking, one with a distinct accent. The old man from the hotel? “…certainly have a lot of children here with you…”
“…to be trained in the palace as…”
Then the steam carriage jolted into motion, crossed the cobbled streets, and then stopped abruptly. Kella held her breath. The Royal Road checkpoint. The guards.
A long pause followed and Kella listened to the passengers answering the guard’s questions. Then there was more thumping as the guard inspected the carriage, and luggage, and the passengers. Eventually the search ended and the coach rumbled to life again, beginning the long journey up the Royal Road to the Upper City of Orossa.
Damn it! Where are those marshals? What are they doing out there?
The detective lay crushed into the rear wall of the coach without air or light, only the hard rattling of the wooden wall behind her skull. Within minutes, her entire body was aching and throbbing. The clattering, wooden cacophony of the wheels and the axles and the engine’s pistons made listening and thinking equally impossible, so she gave up doing either. But inside the cabin, the slow drive up the mountain road passed in near silence, broken only by a dull murmur that rippled through the passengers as they remarked on the Mother’s Shrine in passing.
A conversation began suddenly between two speakers sitting quite close to Kella’s head. They spoke in Mazigh, but in an older dialect that Kella struggled to understand.
“My lady?”
“Not now, Barika.”
“You must understand, I was following your instructions to the letter. She brought the wrong animal. I did everything I could think of to give you time,” Chaou said. “And I was very careful in covering my tracks. I flew to Chellah, took the ferry halfway to Khemisset, and changed coaches several times.”
“And yet the marshals followed you the entire way,” Sade muttered. “Fariza told me that a Redcoat showed up at her front door moments after you slipped out the back. Your incompetence is shocking. Did you really think I would be unable to replace one animal with another? Luckily, I had the new cat ready before your marshal arrived and arrested Medina. Idiot. We may still need her, but there wasn’t time to arrange her release last night. And what do I have now? Riots. Riots in my own city. And why do I have riots in my own city, Barika?”
“Well, there are always riots, my lady.”
“No, Barika. I have riots right now because you led the marshals to the beloved Doctor Medina, who is now behind bars, which has sent the working classes into a frothy-mouthed frenzy. And apparently that marshal also found time to lead a small army of beggars to a temple where they demanded asylum with armfuls of starving children, a temple where a very nasty little newspaper reporter happened to be. Thank God that Shifrah managed to get Hamuy out of jail before anyone in the press discovered he was there. With any luck, he crawled off into a ditch to die quietly.”
“My lady, I’m so sorry.”
“Shut up, Barika.”
For the last half hour before they arrived at the gates of the Upper City, all the detective could think about was her growing need to urinate. But as the carriage rattled to a stop, she forgot her need and instead focused on the sounds of Lady Sade and her companions stepping out and collecting their things. The carriage shook as servants retrieved the cases on the roof. One of the children laughed and was promptly slapped.
Suddenly the noises were very faint, and then they were gone all together. Kella lay in the hot darkness, reveling in the stillness of her uncomfortable hiding place. She counted to one hundred, and then pulled out her tacks and pushed the cushion away so she could drink in the cool mountain air. After replacing the cushion, she climbed out into the carriage house, one large enough to shelter dozens of steam carriages, coaches, and horses, and at that moment, the horses were the only ones to see her limping across the space to the door, squinting at the bright courtyard, and slipping out into the city.
The Upper City was no more a city than the humble village that sprawled below it in the valley. What stretched across the mountain ridge was a shining palace, once the military fortress of her ancestors and now the airy paradise that housed generation after generation of Numidian princes and Mazigh warrior queens. Here within the city walls, Kella could see elegant Hellan temples, soaring Persian towers, and angelic Espani statues all gathered together by Ifrican royalty into a single, harmonious artwork of stone, glass, and bronze. For a moment, the detective allowed herself to simply stare at it all.
Then she hurried away from the carriage house across the courtyard and up a quiet street of massive buildings that transformed the roads into shaded canyons where only a few supervised children seemed to be roaming. The unfamiliar city was at once utterly baffling and yet strangely sensible, as though the chaos of temples, towers, domes, and gardens had been scattered around the palace to subtly guide all travelers upward and inward to the private house of the queen.
Kella let the roads lead her away from the gates and into the stone canyons and forests of Orossa, past titanic columns and monstrous bronze women and men on marble pedestals, through quiet shady lanes past the occasional tutor and her charges, past the occasional soldiers who nodded politely to her as she limped by on her cane.
The queen’s home nestled in a park dotted with enormous acacias, each one meticulously trimmed and trained to stand almost like a dancer with arms raised, waiting for the music to begin. Beyond the trees and the shrubs and the colorful splashes of flowers rose a pale dome flanked by two towers, all veined in flowering vines and spotted with the watercolor glints of stained glass windows. And beside every door and below every window stood a member of the Royal Guard in bright white coats and veils, rifles clasped across their chests, silent and still. Only the dark tufts and braids of their hair shivered in the mid-morning breeze.
“Well, there’s only a few hundred of them.” Kella sighed into her scarf. “Now I just need to get past them, find Lady Sade, and convince the guards to arrest her. How hard can that be?”
Her inspection of the mansion grounds slowly spiraled away from the house across the lawns and gardens, and came to a sudden halt as she recognized a circular grate set into the ground in the center of a shady path just a few yards away. She went to stand on the grate and heard the familiar echo of rushing water beneath her feet.
Well, it’s better than nothing.



Chapter 40. Syfax


“How many times do I need to explain this to you people?” The major stepped closer to the guard in white barring the entrance to the Royal Road. The guard wore an infinitely calm, sleepy-eyed look that Syfax recognized as the fatalistic resignation of an experienced killer. “The governor of Arafez, Lady Sade, and Ambassador Barika Chaou are going to murder the queen. Now get your asses moving, there isn’t much time!”
“No unauthorized personnel beyond this point.” The guard blinked her heavy lids. “The queen is in no danger. All travelers on this road are searched, thoroughly, both here and at the palace gates. All visitors are searched again upon entering the queen’s home, and when entering the queen’s presence. I searched Lady Sade myself less than an hour ago. There were no weapons of any kind on that carriage.”
“Wrong, soldier. Chaou has an electrical device implanted in her arm. And at least one other member of their party has another weapon hidden specifically to kill the queen.” Syfax glanced across the dull-eyed faces beneath the white helmets. As the train whistle sounded behind them, the guards’ horses whinnied in reply. “We need to get up there, now.”
“Major Zidane, when did you arrive in the Lower City?”
Syfax hesitated. “On last night’s train. Midnight.”
“And if you believed the queen’s life to be in danger at that time, why did you not report it immediately, last night, instead of waiting until now?”
Syfax felt what little control he might have had over the conversation slipping away. He heard Kenan’s boots scraping over the gravel as he shifted his weight. A new plan came to mind and Syfax wondered how well the corporal could follow his lead. “I spent the night watching the hotel to see whether Lady Sade would be meeting with any other agents or contacts in the Lower City.”
“And did she?”
“No.”
“I see.” The guard blinked again, a slow and deliberate gesture. “So you then let these would-be assassins continue on their way up the road before coming to us with this information, information that you believed to be critical to national security.” She sighed to reinforce exactly where she thought this matter fell in comparison to actual matters of national security.
He clenched his teeth. We would have been here on time if Kenan hadn’t fallen asleep during his watch. Syfax said, “Look, we don’t know exactly what weapons they have. All we know is that Sade has friends everywhere, and we thought it would be safest to arrest her on the road, under your jurisdiction, where she could be isolated.” That much was true, although the legal dancing didn’t sound as reasonable in the early morning light as it had the night before.
“Step back from the gate, sir. The queen is safe. But I will report this to my superiors in the Upper City. Private?” A second guard joined the first. “Go down to the signal light and relay the major’s concerns to the commander.”
“Ma’am!” The second guard trotted away toward the slender tower standing on a rocky outcropping a hundred yards away.
“There. The matter has been brought to the commander’s attention. You may leave now, major.” The guard swiveled her eyes back to center to stare at the Lower City.
Syfax glanced at Kenan. The kid looks angry, ready to spring, ready to strike. But he doesn’t know what I’m about to do and that’s gonna make this tricky. Mostly for him.
Syfax burst into a sprint, angling for the narrow gap between two of the guards standing in front of the gate. As if on cue, the two figures in white closed shoulder to shoulder and snapped their rifles down, but they were too late. Syfax grabbed the rifle barrels and twisted both weapons out of their owners’ hands, and as the two soldiers fumbled to recover their guns and grab the marshal, one of them tumbled forward onto all fours. Syfax planted his boot on the fallen guard’s shoulder and leapt over the gate. He landed on the dusty road, rolling once over his shoulder, and then launching himself to his feet, running toward the horses tied to a row of posts in the grass.
A single gunshot echoed across the valley and the major tensed in anticipation of the pain, but the pain never came. As he freed the first horse and leapt into the saddle, he glanced back toward the gate. Kenan had thrown himself at the two men who had lost their rifles, and he was grappling with them both for control of their weapons. A third guard was on all fours, recovering from a blow to her chest or belly. The fourth guard stood behind Kenan, her rifle pulled tight against the corporal’s throat, crushing his windpipe as he wrestled with the other two’s rifles. Syfax lashed the horse into a gallop, charging up the road as fast as his hooves could climb the mountain path. As he rounded the first curve and began to pass behind a low wall of raggedy shrubs, he glanced back one more time to see Kenan lying face down with three of the guards pinning him as they tied his hands. The fourth one had reached the horses, freed a mount, and was clambering into the saddle even as she lashed the animal into a gallop.
Syfax leaned down close to his horse’s massive, rocking neck and felt the wind rushing back over his sweaty scalp. “Run. Run hard, girl, because I’m all out of tricks.”



Chapter 41. Taziri


Taziri ran her fingers through her sweaty, greasy, tangled hair as she stared bleary-eyed at her console. The Halcyon ’s cockpit was cold and clammy. A faint sheen of moisture clung to the gauges and seats, making everything a bit unpleasant to touch or sit on. Still, she flipped her switches and tapped her needles and listened to the airship come to life. Beside her, Ghanima yawned.
“Ready to go home?” Taziri muffled an answering yawn as she wrapped her blue scarf across her nose and mouth. The warmth of her own breath wafted back onto her face, carrying the vague scent of a military breakfast with it.
“Definitely. I’ve had enough excitement for one lifetime. I just want a bit of home, and my sister, and some quiet.” Ghanima set her feet on the pedals and grabbed the controls. “So, tell me again how we know this thing is ready to go? It’s so quiet.”
“She’s always ready. It’s one of her many charms. Take us home.” Taziri waved at the ground crew outside as Ghanima eased the throttles forward and the Halcyon floated up off the grass as her propellers whined into the early morning breeze. The airfield slowly contracted below from a wide lawn to a tiny patch of green, nearly lost among the rough lines of the Lower City streets and rooftops. The sun was still over an hour from reaching the top of the eastern ridge and the valley glowed with a muted, colorless light.
“Have you ever seen the Shrine of the Mother?” Ghanima glanced over her shoulder.
“Once, a few years ago. You?”
“Not yet. Would you mind if I made a pass over it? Just to take a quick peek?”
“Why not?”
The city below rotated a bit and then the western slope began growing steadily larger as they cruised toward the steep mountain face. The trees blurred together into wide swathes of infinitely speckled greens, broken only by a thin pale line winding its way up the mountain. Taziri tapped the window. “There’s the Royal Road. It’s just gravel, you know. You’d think they would bother to pave the only road going to the royal palace.”
“Hey, what’s that?” Ghanima pointed straight ahead at a black speck on the road.
“Where?” Taziri squinted. “Oh. I see. Must be some poor messenger getting some exercise he didn’t ask for.” She smiled. “You’ve got really good eyes.”
“Thanks. Hey, I think there’s another one, just below the first one. And I think they’re moving pretty fast.”
Taziri reached up into her tool rack with a frown and pulled down her binoculars. It took her a moment to find and focus on the two figures on the road. “They’re on horses. The bottom rider has a white coat. Royal Guard, I guess. The top one…has a red coat.” She exchanged a worried look with her pilot. “It looks like Major Zidane.”
“So he made it back! But what’s he doing down there? Shouldn’t he be in Arafez with Kenan tracking down Doctor Medina?”
“I would have thought so, but something must have gone very wrong because that guard has a rifle in her hand.”
“So what should we do? Shouldn’t we try to help the major?”
“I don’t know.” Taziri glanced around the cockpit for inspiration. “The mountain is too steep to try to land near him. We can’t even fly near him. One stiff breeze would have us kissing those trees.” Her gaze passed over the winch by the door. “Ghanima, how’s the Halcyon feel right now? How’s the wind? How steady do you think you can hold her?”
“It’s pretty calm right now. No jitters in the controls. Why?”
“I want you to get above the major. I’m going to toss him a line.”
“What? You want to pick him up, straight off a running horse?”
Taziri hopped out of her seat and started pulling the winch rope out onto the cabin floor. She looked up with a shrug. “Why not? Do you have a better idea?” She pulled her goggles down over her eyes.
“Not yet, but by the time this is all over I’m sure I’ll have thought of one.”
Taziri felt the deck pitching and rolling as the airship climbed closer to the western mountainside. She unlocked the hatch and swung it open, letting a dull roar of cold morning air into the cabin. The slope of the mountain below was horribly skewed from the very low to the very high just a few yards to either side of the Royal Road. When she looked down, the road and the two riders seemed impossibly far away, yet when she looked straight out she saw a mountain forest that was much too close for comfort. She kicked the rope out the hatch and watched it uncoil into the fresh morning air.
“All right, that’s all the rope we have.” Taziri shouted over the wind. “Ghanima, we need to get lower, and speed up a little.”
She waved in response.
Taziri gripped the edge of the hatchway and stared down at the tip of the dangling rope. It was still behind the major, but Syfax was staring straight up at her and waving.
“He sees us. A little faster and lower!”
“Any lower and we’ll be in those trees!”
“We can handle a few trees!” Taziri slipped her hand into her shirt and wrapped her sweaty fingers around the silver compass pendant hanging around her neck as she muttered, “Please God, let us handle a few trees.” She watched the sloped forest reach out for the airship. Above the Royal Road, the trees seemed to be clawing at the gondola, their evergreen boughs waving out from the mountainside, while the trees on the lower side of the road were so far below them that she couldn’t see more than their topmost canopy.
A great mass of twigs and needles swept softly against the hull. Then something heavy slammed into them.
“Sorry!”
“You’re doing great!” Taziri kept her eyes on the rope. It was hanging just in front of the major’s horse now, but she couldn’t tell how much lower it needed to be. The major seemed to be pushing the horse even faster up the steep road. “Just a little lower!”
“You’re crazy!”
“Not really.” She squeezed her compass cross a little tighter, driving its four silver points into her palm. “Just a little more!”
A dozen heavy tree branches smacked against the Halcyon in rapid succession, followed by the high-pitched shattering of the cockpit windows. A soft rain of glass slivers and shards flew back and peppered Taziri’s right arm and leg. She brushed them off her flight jacket as she glanced up at Ghanima, who waved back. “Nice to know this armor actually works.” She pulled a long splinter of glass out of her pants leg. “Mostly.”
She leaned out the hatch and looked down to discover the major clinging to the rope. His horse had slowed to a walk some distance behind them and Syfax was hauling himself up the rope, hand over hand. Dimly, she heard him yelling. She lurched against the winch lever and the rope spooled itself back up, bringing the major with it. “We got him! Pull up! Pull up! Get clear of the mountain!”
The deck twisted sharply under her feet as the airship banked away out over the valley. Taziri fell hard on her rear and then scrambled back toward the hatch just in time to grab the major as the winch pulled the last of the rope inside. They both fell back into the cabin and lay in a heap on the floor. Taziri staggered up a second time and yanked the hatch shut. She turned and leaned back against the wall, panting. “Remind me never to do that again.”
“I will.” Syfax stood up slowly. “What the hell were you thinking? I waved you off, but you ignored me. So I grabbed your damned rope and you left me dangling down there for a whole minute. I could have been shot a dozen times waiting for you to pull me up!”
Taziri smiled faintly. “It’ll go smoother next time. Promise.”
The major only glared back at her and then squinted into the wind pouring through the shattered cockpit windows. “We have to get to the Upper City. Chaou and Sade are probably there by now. We may not have much time to stop them.”
“The Upper City?” Ghanima twisted around to wince at Taziri. Her goggles looked massive strapped across her small face.
“Major, we can’t get to the Upper City.” Taziri slipped back into her seat and glanced across her gauges. “It’s a no-fly zone.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“Nope. They’ve got a dozen big guns spread out all around the queen’s private landing field and anyone who isn’t on the queen’s skybarge gets shot full of holes.” Taziri drummed her fingers on her console. “These are big, nasty guns. Half are artillery, half are high-speed mechanized rifles. It’s impossible for anyone other than the queen to fly into the Upper City. That’s why even Sade has to take the road.”
The major leaned forward over Ghanima’s shoulder to squint out at the mountainside. “If you can pick me up off a running horse, then you can drop me off somewhere too. Maybe we can circle around and find a ledge outside the city.”
“There aren’t any.” Taziri pointed to the map tacked to the wall. “The Royal Guards know their business. They’ve surveyed the entire mountain ridge and used explosives to break up all sorts of ledges and boulders, anything an enemy might try to use to approach or attack the palace. Besides, the winds are absolutely wicked up there. Even if we just wanted to drop you off the rope, we’d be hanging around in their gun sights for at least ten minutes, which is ten minutes too long. I’m sorry, major, there’s just no way.”
For a moment no one spoke, and the Halcyon ’s engines droned louder through the open windows. Bits of glass tinkled and crackled as they tore free of the shattered edges of the canopy. Finally, the major straightened up and said, “Can you at least take us up at a safe distance so we can see the Upper City?”
Ghanima shrugged. “Sure thing. Going up.”
The ponderous ascent gave them time to move farther away from the western ridge, and as the pale line of the Royal Road disappeared amidst the trees, the Lower City resolved into a tiny patchwork of crooked squares, bright gray roofs, and dark green fields. The view to port slid downward as the tiny airship floated higher until the stark rectilinear shapes of the Upper City of Orossa suddenly appeared, jutting from the wild crags of the ancient Atlas mount. At its base, the city sat upon a wide ledge carved into the living rock by human hands and etched by howling winds. Atop the ledge the city sprawled like a collection of toy buildings in the distance, a profusion of palaces and temples and towers, all impossibly straight and tall, sweeping and arching, elegant and imposing. The entire city glowed a faint shade of crimson gold in the bright morning light.
“There.” The major pointed half-heartedly. “The airfield. That green circle there, toward the northern end. And those little black things around the edge must be your guns.”
Taziri nodded. “Some around the field, others around the edge of the city. Look there, you can see the queen’s skybarge on the field. That’s the Star of Orossa. Huge old thing. Commissioned by the queen’s mother. It must be almost fifty years old now. They have to overhaul it completely every three or four years just to keep it in service.”
“Hey, it almost looks like they’re getting ready to lift off.” Ghanima reached over and yanked the binoculars off Taziri’s rack. “They are, they’re about to leave. There’s a bunch of people on the field.”
“What?” The major grabbed the binoculars and pressed them to his eyes. “But if the queen is leaving now, then Sade will have to kill her now, or else wait for the queen to get back. Ohana, it’s happening right now! We can’t wait for the guards to arrest her. We need to get down there now!”



Chapter 42. Sade


Everyone was waiting. They were all sitting and standing and staring at her, waiting for her to tell them what to do. Sade glared at their dumb stares. “We proceed.”
“How? The queen will be leaving on her airship at any moment, and she’s taking her children with her,” Fariza said. “Soon she’ll be in Arafez, cleaning up Barika’s mess and wondering what to do with you. With all of us.”
“You’re certain she knows I’m here? She doesn’t want to see me before she goes?”
“Yes.” Fariza swallowed. “The page told me that the queen is going to deal with the riots herself, and then come back here and deal with you, herself.”
“Perfect.” Sade turned her cold eyes to Barika. “She’s going to deal with me. With us. Because of the riots, Barika. Because of your mess.” The ambassador slouched in the corner, her eyes lowered. “It doesn’t matter. We can’t wait. We’ll do it now. Quickly, go and fetch the Incan girl, but not her guard. Now, where’s the cat? Our cat, not the two monsters that the Espani brought. We’ll let the Incan girl present it to one of the princesses, right now, on the airfield. The little brat will fawn all over it and take it on the airship, and in half an hour it will all be over.”
Fariza sighed and shrugged. “As you wish.” She snapped her fingers and the maid in the corner scurried out to find Lady Qhora.
They all turned to the children sitting quietly in the corner and Sade felt her breath stop in her breast. “Where’s the cat? Where’s the damn cat?!”



Chapter 43. Kella


When she reached the end of the sewer pipe, Kella fell out onto the floor in a foul puddle of dark, oily liquids and decaying fleshy lumps that she tried not to look at too closely. Slowly, painfully, she rolled out of the puddle and crawled up out of the trench of waste water flowing out of the cellar. The chamber was cold and dark, filled with large shadowy shapes, many shrouded in dusty sheets and spider’s lace. With stiff, trembling hands, she pulled off her stinking coat and let it fall to the floor in a wet tangle.
Every tiny unhealed cut and every tiny fresh stitch was burning and aching, sending shivers through her skin and begging her muscles to shudder, fade, and fail. With heavy feet, she trudged up the cellar steps and crept out into an empty hallway. She paused to listen, but heard nothing. She sniffed and caught the scent of something that didn’t stink like a sewer, and she followed the smell down the hall to another deserted room. The laundry.
Moments later all of her clothing was rolled into a smelly ball and shoved under a barrel in the back corner, and Kella stepped back out into the hall wearing a light green dress and a pale gray cloak. She had no idea who or what she was dressed as, but as long as it wasn’t the costume of someone who had just invaded the queen’s private estate through a narrow sewer pipe, it was an improvement. Dunking her short hair into a steaming tub of soapy water masked what remained of her odor, and a broom stripped of its skirt replaced her cane. With the cloak’s hood covering her wet hair, she set out with an uneven gait.
As she wandered the lower level, the detective soon encountered other people. Young women and men were busy here and there, moving things about, calling to each other, all very focused on their chores of fetching and cleaning or just stealing a few moments alone in a doorway. Some ignored the woman with the makeshift cane, but most paused to smile and nod and wish her a good morning. One young man even interrupted her to ask whether he could help her. Kella only waved him away with a shudder and cough, and he disappeared into the quiet bustle around them. Groaning, she climbed the stairs to the next floor.
Stepping out onto the upper landing, the detective heard the light, rapid patter of footsteps. She began walking down the hall and passed several unadorned doors on her right, but on her left the corridor was illuminated by a series of long tinted windows that cast the inner passage in pastoral pinks and blues and yellows. A few dozen yards from the stairs, the left wall ended and the hall became a covered walkway along the edge of a small garden. Flowers of every color and size bloomed across the grounds and the vines twisting up over a lonely Nipponese maple in the center of the sward. A gold and black butterfly flitted past, gyrating through the warm, still air.
Suddenly the patter of footsteps grew louder and Kella whirled in time to intercept a small boy running toward her. He was crying and clutching a furry bundle in both arms, and he collided blindly with the woman in his path. Kella steadied herself as the child wrapped his arms around her legs.
“What’s wrong?” She tried to bend down, but his grip on her legs proved surprisingly strong.
“She’s hurt.” He sobbed and sniffled, and his little hands clawed at her legs, poking sharply into several raw wounds under her dress.
“Who’s hurt?”
He held up the wriggling mass of fur and she saw it was some sort of wild cat, not quite a kitten but not quite full grown, with tall tufted ears and wide whiskers around its mouth. The cat mewled and twisted and flailed in the boy’s hands. “I’m sure she’s fine. Just put her down and leave her alone for a little while.”
“She’s not fine. Look.” He held the cat under its front legs to reveal her belly and the freshly stitched cut running down the length of its body.
“It’s all right, honey. A doctor did that so she can’t have babies. That’s all. The stitches will help her heal and she’ll be good as new in no time.” Kella smiled at the boy, but a hint of doubt strayed through her mind. That’s an awfully long cut.
“Oh. All right.” The boy sniffed and gently put the cat on the ground. She hunkered down on the warm stones, shivering. Kella frowned and turned to leave just as she heard a familiar voice in the hallway.
“…stupid animal. We have no time for-” The speaker broke off as she emerged onto the edge of garden. Lady Sade’s hair was weighed down with silver rings and her dress was much plainer than the ones she wore in Arafez. Several other women clustered behind her in the shadows of the hallway.
Sade quickly affected a concerned smile and strode toward the detective. “There he is, my darling boy, we were all so worried! And your precious kitty cat. Thank goodness.”
Kella kept her head bowed beneath her hood, her eyes on the ground. She saw Lady Sade’s feet arrive just a few paces from her. “My lady.”
“Thank you for finding the child.” Lady Sade reached down for his arm and gently tugged him toward her. “Pick up your cat, please.”
Kella tilted her face up.
Lady Sade reacted only slightly, though sharply. She froze, still clutching the boy in one hand. “You’re not looking well, detective.”
“I feel worse than I look.”
“How unfortunate for you. However, I believe you’ll be feeling worse still when the Royal Guards arrive.”
“I’m sure you’re right about that, but I’d still rather be me than you right now. I saw what was going on in that basement. And I talked to the marshals. What’s inside that cat?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“I saw the scar. Is it something electrical? Something to shock the queen? No, that’s too random, too unreliable. That poor girl Jedira said she smelled nitroh down there. A bomb then, isn’t it? A bomb that the queen might have in her arms when it goes off, I suppose, with her family close by. How many people are you hoping to kill today?” Kella’s arms shook. The cuts were opening and stinging. “This is all going to end right now, and it’s going to end very badly.”
Lady Sade smiled. “You’re going to arrest me?”
“Somehow, I don’t think arresting you will do much good.” Kella pulled out the marshal’s revolver from inside her dress and leveled it at Sade’s chest. “Your advocates would have you free and blameless in a matter of minutes and I would turn up the victim of some pathetic accident shortly thereafter, courtesy of your Persian friends.”
Lady Sade’s smile faded. “So you’re simply going to murder me instead?”
“No. You’d die a victim, not a criminal, and your little friends would all go free, and then I would be executed for killing you. Which is not what I had planned for my retirement.”
“A stalemate, then?”
Kella wanted to grin, to look brave or menacing, but she had no strength for it and no stomach for it. A cold, empty pit of horror and disgust gaped in her belly as she tried not to look down at the boy and the cat. “No.” She pointed the gun into the air and fired once, and then screamed, “Guards! Guards! Sade has a gun! Help! Guards!”
Before Lady Sade could react, Kella grabbed her empty hand and shoved the revolver into it, and then pretended to wrestle with the weapon over their heads so that the gun was clearly visible high in the air. The heavy pounding of armored feet echoed nearby.
“Guards! Guards!” Kella gasped from the strain as Lady Sade began to grapple for control of the gun in earnest with both hands. The little boy, now free, darted around the pair and clung to the back of the detective’s dress.
Lady Sade’s face twisted into a hideous angry mask as she tried to pry the weapon out of Kella’s hands. “You idiot, the guards wouldn’t dare shoot a woman in the middle of a struggle like this. They aren’t stupid!”
“I know.” Kella grit her teeth. “They’re going to need a better reason to shoot on sight, aren’t they? Especially if I want them to arrest your whole entourage, too.”
The gun shook in the tangle of fingers and bandages and jeweled rings, and the sound of the running soldiers thundered ever closer.
“So let’s give them a very good reason to kill you right now.” Kella yanked the gun down, prayed that she was pointing it at something she could live without, and shoved Sade’s finger against the trigger.
The shot echoed across the enclosed garden, followed by a smattering of surprised cries from Sade’s companions. Kella reeled back, unable to breathe. She felt the blood running down her side, hot and wet, trickling inside her clothes. The pain was bizarre, a riot of sharpness and stiffness and burning and coldness. She fell and a moment later the ground slammed into her back and a pale blue sky appeared before her. To her left, she saw the scared little boy sobbing and wiping at his eyes. His face was painted red.
Then she heard young men shouting across the garden. “Gun-gun-gun!” Half a dozen rifles cracked almost in unison, followed by another smattering of gasps and screams from the women in the hall. To her right, Kella saw Lady Sade fall, her eyes wide, lips parted in a silent cry of surprise.
Then there was a lot of dull noise: footsteps, muddled voices, screaming and crying, arguing, armor clanking. Men were barking orders, “Down on the ground! Hands on your heads. On the ground now!”
Kella tried to swallow and blink, and out of the corner of her eye she saw a hooded figure dart by, the hood falling back to reveal a tight silver bun behind wrinkled features, and in the crook of woman’s arm was the cat.
A moment later the white uniform of a guard leaned over her, and dimly she felt hands on her face and neck and belly. As she slipped away, Kella heard a young man hollering, “Medic!”



Chapter 44. Taziri


Taziri looked up at the major. “Well? What do you see?”
“It’s Chaou. I can see her silver hair.” Syfax held the binoculars tight against his eyes. “But I can’t see Sade or Othmani. There are a lot of people down there. Royals, kids, servants, the air crew, the guards. Wait, something’s happening.”
“What?” Taziri and Ghanima asked in unison.
“Chaou. She’s moving through the crowd. She’s holding something. It almost looks like a dog. Damn, the crowd is running from her. Servants, kids, all running. But the queen and some others are still between Chaou and the airship. What the hell is that dog-thing?”
“A dog?” Taziri frowned for a moment before the realization struck like lightning in her brain. “There’s something in the dog! Just like the shock device in Chaou’s arm. That’s the weapon, that’s how they smuggled it past the guards.”
“A bomb in a dog. Cute.” Syfax grimaced. “And if she throws the bomb near the queen’s skybarge…”
Taziri nodded. “Then everyone on that field will die.”
“We need to get down there. The guards aren’t doing squat. They’re just pointing their guns at Chaou. They must be worried about setting off the bomb.” Syfax lowered the binoculars. “What about now? Maybe the bomb will keep them all distracted for a few minutes. Will the men at those anti-aircraft guns still shoot at us now?”
“Definitely.” Ghanima nodded, wide-eyed. “We can’t possibly land there now.”
Taziri felt an idea slide up from the back of her imagination, a silly idea, a bit of reckless nonsense that seemed too stupid to actually say out loud, but no one was talking and the need to do something, anything, suddenly felt much stronger than the need to not say something stupid. So she said, “We can crash.”
“What?”
“All airships have a few emergency switches and releases. They’re designed to release the gas bag in the event of a collision or a fire.” Taziri’s hands gestured nervously, illustrating what she was saying. “The idea is that if an airship gets blown off the airfield, or has some disaster near the ground, you hit the release and the gas bag floats away and you don’t explode. If we can trigger the emergency collision switch in the nose of the queen’s skybarge, the gas bag will just float away and Chaou’s bomb will just be a regular bomb, instead of a super-bomb.”
The major nodded. “All right. But how do we trigger the switch from up here?”
“We’d have to hit it. Like I said, we can crash.” The engineer avoided the major’s eyes. “Isoke and I had this idea once that if we had to, if we really had to, we could release the gas bag while we were in the air and safely crash-land the Halcyon using just the propellers and the stabilizers to control the descent. That’s why we’ve got such long fins on the gondola. It would be a controlled crash. I mean, controlled enough to survive it.”
“Is that possible?”
Ghanima glanced at Taziri, and then at the major. “Maybe.”
“Maybe?” Syfax frowned.
Taziri swallowed and added, “Plus, it might cause a bit of chaos to have an airship falling out of the sky and crashing into the Star of Orossa. The guards may be able to tackle Chaou, or at least get the queen to safety in all the excitement.” Excitement? I’m plotting my own death, and Yuba will never know what really happened to me. He’ll hear some official statement. My little girl will grow up thinking…what?
The major stared down at her. “If you think you can do it, then do it.”
Taziri touched Ghanima’s shoulder and pointed at the controls. “It’ll be safer for you and the major in the back of the cabin.”
Ghanima shook her head. “Your eyes are lousy, old-timer. I’ll do it.”
“Old-timer?” She sighed. “All right, let’s do this. Line up our approach and get us pointed at the nose of the barge’s gondola.”
“One minute.”
Taziri sat staring at her console, only watching the view of the city out of the corner of her eye. She noted how very clean her gauges looked.
“Got it.”
“Now throttle up to full power and try to keep the bow high.” Taziri watched the airspeed needle. “Stand by to release the bag.” The needle edged higher as the wind blasting through the open cockpit grew wilder. “Stand by.” Over the whine and growl of the wind, she heard the soft, almost muffled sound of cannon fire. She reached across her workspace and opened a small panel in the wall, revealing a thin steel handle painted red. The airspeed indicator notched upward, approaching the Halcyon ’s best possible speed. “Ready…releasing…now.” She yanked the handle down.
The fourteen struts connecting the gondola to the gas bag snapped free of their housings with a short metallic screech and Taziri felt her stomach lurch up into her throat as the Halcyon plummeted toward the rocky mountainside. A moment later, an artillery shell exploded above them, followed immediately by the thundering detonation of the gas bag. Billowing waves of fire spread across the sky over head, filling the gondola with a hellish light.
Then the nose dropped and everyone lurched toward the broken windows. The major crashed forward into Ghanima’s seat as the pilot struggled to brace herself against the controls.
Taziri clung to her console. “More power!”
“That’s all we’ve got!”
Taziri scrambled out of her seat and clawed her way across the slanting cabin floor to the engine housing in the back of the gondola. The propellers on either side of her were growling and snarling, but another sound was beginning to overwhelm them: the whistling wind-scream of the falling airship. Taziri ripped the engine panels away and hauled herself up against the metal box where her massive batteries huddled in three rows, daisy-chained together just below the decoy steam engine.
“Damn resistors!”
She tore the main cable off the lead battery with her bare hand and felt ten thousand bees racing under her skin as the connection was broken and the propellers fell eerily silent. Her utility knife was already open in her other hand and she hacked the fat black resistor off the cable and then jammed it back under the battery terminal’s latch. A fiery shower of sparks leapt toward her goggled eyes as the propellers roared back to life and the airship surged forward.
For a moment, they continued to fall with the Halcyon ’s glassless cockpit still pointed at the jagged mountain face. But then the deck leveled out and the view raced upward in a blur of rock and scrub brush until a dozen massive temples and palaces and towers appeared ahead. Taziri dashed back to her seat and squinted through her partially scorched goggles at the airfield. The heavy cannons at the edge of the city were still firing and she could hear the bullets whining past them, but she didn’t hear a single ping against the Halcyon ’s hull.
Taziri focused on the prow of the queen’s skybarge, on the shining cockpit of the Star of Orossa. “A little to port! A little bit more!”
“I’ve got it!”
“Just a little more!”
For a moment, Taziri let her eyes wander a bit to the side and she realized that although they were still falling, it was only at a shallow angle. The Halcyon was screaming along, faster than she had ever flown before, but she was almost level to the ground. Suddenly the view was obscured by a wall of gray as the tiny airship plunged into the Upper City, hurtling over a street through a sculpted canyon of stone and steel. Ahead, the airfield had erupted into chaos. People were running in every direction, some toward the queen but most away from the skybarge. Chaou was nowhere to be seen.
Taziri grabbed Ghanima’s shoulder. “Steady! Steady! You’ve got it!”
“I know! Shut up!”
The Star of Orossa filled their forward view. There was nothing but gas bag and gondola, and the slender strip of grass beneath them.
“You’ve got it!”
“I said I know!”
A dripping icicle of horror suddenly plunged into Taziri’s bowels as the golden airship and the ground thundered up to smash the Halcyon. She wrapped her arms around Ghanima and tried to haul her out of the pilot’s seat, but she slipped and fell to the floor behind the cockpit as they crashed to earth.
The sounds of crunching metal and screaming people rose to such unbearable decibels that all Taziri could hear was a painful screeching white noise as the deck drove into the airfield and everything inside the Halcyon that wasn’t bolted down flew forward. Taziri tumbled up against the back of the pilot’s seat, wrenching her neck and shoulders. Through her narrowed eyes, she watched the engine compartment of her ship tear itself in half as the electric motors and propellers plowed into the ground and ripped the walls of the Halcyon away. The little steam engine popped free without a sound and disappeared into the air and her batteries full of acid and sharp metal plates tumbled out of the stern and rained down on the three human bodies in the cockpit.
And then everything was still.
Taziri slowly lifted her head, then ran her trembling hands over her own body. She discovered a rectangular, acid-soaked plate impaled in her right kidney. For a moment, she could not process the idea of something stabbing through her body, but the moment passed. She grabbed the plate with shaking fingers and eased it out of her flesh. Her world went white, spinning and hazy, nauseated and cold, but only for a second, and with her left hand clamped over her bleeding wound, she sat up.
The first thing she noticed was that she was sitting on the grass looking at the crumpled remains of the Halcyon, which lay half-buried under the crumpled remains of the Star of Orossa. The second thing she noticed was that she was no longer inside her airship. The sun had just peeked over the eastern ridge and was stabbing her eyes through mud-caked goggles. Taziri pulled away her headgear and stared around for a moment, dazed and blinking.
Everything hurt, but the pain in her body was distant and confused, obscured by the pain in her skull. Like a puppet on shredded strings, she stood up and stumbled toward the wreckage, not really seeing the great scar in the earth stretching out behind the Halcyon, not really hearing the voices of the dozens of people around him. Everything was too unreal, too sharp, too bright.
One by one, a few facts trickled into her head. Words and names came into focus. Ghanima. Syfax. She glanced around but couldn’t see them. A high-pitched whine of white noise stabbed at her ears while green and purple spots danced across her vision. At her feet, she saw burnt and broken things she knew she should recognize, but didn’t. Bits of glass and metal sparkled in the dirt. A propeller stood leaning in the earth like a crooked tombstone just a few yards away. A wrench. A valve. A gauge. Taziri stumbled through the wreckage, breathing short, shallow breaths through clenched teeth as she clutched her side. She paused and glanced up. In the distance, off toward the west, she saw the gas bag of the Star of Orossa spiraling up into the sky, and she smiled.
That’s good. I think.
A wave of dizziness washed through her aching head and she shuffled a little farther around the remains of the skybarge, but all she saw were bits of airships and clumps of dirt. With a shiver and a sigh, she started walking toward the people on the far side of the field.
Maybe they know what happened.



Chapter 45. Lorenzo


The hidalgo stared down the hallway of the royal palace. At the far end he saw people dashing back and forth down the connecting corridor, alternately grim-faced and panicking. Servants, soldiers, and ladies in elaborate dresses. Lorenzo touched his medallion and reflected for a moment on what a strange week he was having. And then he ran.
One of Lady Sade’s maids had taken Qhora away for some sort of private discussion about their meeting with the queen. He had almost insisted on going with her, but she assured him that she would be fine, and he had trusted her. His quiet time alone lasted a little over ten minutes before the gunfire began and he raced out into the hall.
He charged down hallway after hallway, shouldering through the crowds, apologizing to each person he collided with. His hand clutched the spot on his belt where his sword should have been. Now it was sitting in a guard station down at the bottom of the Royal Road.
Every hallway and doorway and stairway looked the same to him, equally new and equally unhelpful. People were pouring in and out every which way, offering him no hint as to where the danger was. He grabbed a young man carrying a pitcher of water and asked, “What’s happening? What were those shots?”
“I don’t know!” The porter trembled. “Something about assassins in the palace. Assassins with guns! Lady Sade is dead, and some old woman, and I don’t know!”
“Where are they? Where is Lady Sade?”
“The Morning Garden. Back that way, turn right, end of the hall, in the courtyard on your left. I think.” The porter pointed down the hall, then backed away a few nervous steps, and darted off in the opposite direction.
Lorenzo ran. He found the Morning Garden with a crowd of soldiers standing in the warm light on the grass around a profusion of bodies on the ground. He rushed around the corner and ran straight into a man in a white uniform, his face obscured by a white veil. The guard shoved him with the side of his rifle. “Stay back.”
The hidalgo peered over the man’s shoulder and saw Lady Sade sprawled against the wall, her chest painted red, her eyes open and vacant. On the ground by her foot was another woman with two medics working furiously on a wound in her belly. To the left were four other women, all pinned on the ground beneath the other guards, and in the corner a huddle of children were being detained at gunpoint.
One of the women on the ground wore a feathered cloak.
“Qhora!” He lurched into the soldier again. “Please, let me pass! Let her go!”
“No one beyond this point,” the guard said. “They’re all traitors and assassins. They will be imprisoned and tried for treason against the queen.”
“What?” Lorenzo stared at the scene again, trying to guess how any of this had happened in the last ten minutes.
“It’s her, it was all her!” cried a woman in a blue dress. “The foreign one! You should have heard her at dinner. Every word out of her mouth was rebellion and revolution and war against the crown. She’s a blood-thirsty savage!”
Qhora rolled over and kicked her.
The woman in blue wailed. “You see! She’s a violent savage!”
Two guards converged on Qhora.
Lorenzo examined the garden, noting the positions of the eleven guards, and which ones were holding their weapons, and which ones were looking away from him. It felt like a destreza lesson from his youth. Angles and lines of attack, circles of movement. Simple geometry.
I can do this. Rifles are simple things. Long straight weapons that only shoot in long straight lines. Fixed points of origin. Limited fields of fire. Simple geometry. He swallowed. No. I can’t fight eleven armed men.
The two guards reached for Qhora. “Get her up. Let’s get her somewhere secure.”
Lorenzo’s first instinct was to surge into the garden and tear the men apart with his bare hands. His second instinct was to leave, which he did. He waited long enough to see which way they were taking Qhora and then he ran back the way he had come and began working his way around to the right to intercept them. For two panicked minutes, he hurried through unfamiliar hallways with no way of knowing whether he was actually getting closer to them when he turned a corner and almost plowed into the two guards escorting Qhora down the passageway.
“Enzo!” she called out.
Lorenzo glanced down at the rifle between him and the first guard. He didn’t know much about rifles and he knew that combat was a poor time and place to start learning new things. But there was one part of the rifle he recognized. He wrenched the long bayonet off the barrel of the rifle, twisted the gun across the guard’s body, and plunged the blade through the trigger guard to jam the weapon and impale the soldier’s hand. The man gasped and stumbled against the wall, out of the way.
His gaze flashed over Qhora’s startled face to the second guard who was raising his rifle to his shoulder. Lorenzo slipped sideways, grabbed the rifle, and twisted it back against the man to break most of the fingers of his right hand. Unable to think of anything else to do, Lorenzo again slipped the bayonet off the rifle and jammed it through the trigger guard, impaling the man’s hand to his weapon.
He turned to find Qhora yanking the first man’s bayonet out of his hand. “Come on,” she said. “They’re going to kill the queen and her family. We need to find the old woman with the cat.”
Lorenzo blinked. “What cat?”



Chapter 46. Qhora


With a blade in her hand and Lorenzo at her side, the world felt less insane. Everything had been going so well right up until she walked into Lady Sade’s room and found the ladies in an uproar, and she followed them out, apparently in search of a boy with a cat. The rest of the last half hour had been a blur of running and shouting in Mazigh so fast and angry that she could barely understand what had happened. Sade was dead and so was the old woman in the green dress. Of that Qhora was certain, though the rest was made almost no sense. At best, she knew that the older woman from the carriage had taken the cat, and the cat was dangerous.
Whatever this queen deserves, her family should not suffer for her mistakes.
She dashed in and out of rooms, looking for doors, peering through windows, and finally she found a wide courtyard that opened out onto a vast green lawn where absolute chaos had been unleashed. Men and women lay unconscious or dead on the ground while others tried to carry or drag them toward the palace. Children ran screaming back and forth. Large and small chunks of burnt and twisted metal lay scattered across the ground. And in the distance, two flaming machines vomited twin columns of smoke into the late morning sky. High over head, a huge black cloud was expanding and fading while a shining silver balloon wobbled in the air, buffeted by the shifting mountain wind. The balloon’s skin was burning brightly and it slowly crumpled in upon itself as it hovered lower and lower over the field.
“Enzo, get those children out of here.”
“Get the…what?” He stared at her for a moment, then nodded. “Right. The children.” And he dashed away to the first group of little figures huddled beside the body of a young woman.
Qhora strode across the grassy field, scanning for the old woman with the cat.
What was her name? Chow?
Instinct drew her toward the burning wreckage at the far end of the lawn where she found a scrapheap of blackened, shredded parts of machines strewn all around her. A handful of bodies lay on the manicured grass, all impaled by broken brass rods and iron plates. One man had a long shard of glass through his neck. Qhora didn’t bother to check whether any of them were still alive.
She found the old woman kneeling a few yards from one of the smoking machines. A thin trickle of blood ran from her temple. The cat in her hands was not moving.
“Chaou!” Qhora yelled. “Put the cat down.”
Chaou stood up, one hand pressed to her bleeding head. She looked once at Qhora and then turned to the wreckage behind her. Qhora followed her stare to see a well-dressed woman lying beside two soldiers. To the left she saw a maid and five children slowly regaining consciousness a few yards from the broken machines.
Chaou held up the cat. “This is it. This is the moment. The end and the beginning!”
“Get away from them!” Qhora circled to place herself between Chaou and the children. “Put the cat down.”
“Get out of the way, girl.” Chaou inched closer to the queen, who was still motionless on the ground. One of the soldiers began to stir beside her.
“You’re not killing these children!” Qhora lifted her bayonet, ready to throw it, unsure of what might happen if she stabbed the dead cat by accident. Her best guess was the cat carried an infectious pathogen, perhaps the Mazigh equivalent of the Golden Death.
Chaou stumbled forward a few more steps, still clutching her head. Qhora yelled over her shoulder at the maid in her broken Mazigh, “Go! Take the children! Go!” The maid nodded and grabbed up the children, barking orders in a shaking voice. The group got to their feet, boys and girls from three to thirteen, all stumbling and crying. When Qhora looked back at Chaou she saw the anger in the old woman’s eyes, and Chaou started toward the children.
“No!” Qhora hurled the bayonet and the long thin blade sank into the dead cat clasped to the old woman’s chest. The cat and woman vanished into a sudden flash of light and flame and a blast of hot air shoved Qhora back onto the ground. She sat up to see the grass burning, Chaou’s body burning, and the wreckage behind them awash in fresh flames. Beneath the collapsing, burning metal and wood, Qhora saw the queen and her soldiers. The queen’s head shifted and her hand rose an inch off the ground. For a moment, the two women’s eyes met. The queen’s lips moved, her trembling hand reaching out.
Qhora stood up, brushed herself off, and walked away after the retreating children. A moment later, she heard the roar and the crush of the burning balloon falling back to earth behind her. She looked back once to see the queen’s barge hidden by curtains of flame, and then she went to find Lorenzo.



Chapter 47. Taziri


When she opened her eyes, Taziri saw her grandfather leaning over her, except his face was all wrong. It was too old and too serious, and too blotchy. After a few seconds of looking and blinking she recognized the doctor, Evander.
Her head was throbbing and her mouth had gone dry. “I crashed the ship. I’m sorry.” Her memory of the crash was a blur of images and fear, but the idea was clear enough. She felt her hand trembling on the sheets. “I couldn’t think of anything else.”
He nodded. “It’s all right. Everything is all right. How do you feel?”
She wanted to throw up, sleep for a week, and then die. “Fine. I’m fine.”
“You’ve been asleep for most of the day, but you’re going to be just fine. That gash in your side was ugly, but you only lost a kidney, which you shouldn’t miss too much.” He sniffed. “I like that brace on your left arm. Very nice piece of work. Too bad you didn’t show me that burn when it happened or I might have been able to save you the trouble.”
Her hand glided down under the sheets to the bandages wrapped around her belly, and then she glanced around the room as she sat up in the huge bed. The room was like nothing she had ever seen before. Paintings of strange lands on the walls, statues of strange people in the corners, and thick carpets on the floor. Through the open window she saw stars and felt a cool breeze blowing. I’m in the palace. “Ghanima?”
Evander shook his head. “I’m sorry. She died in the crash.”
Taziri stared at him, her jaw trembling. It’s my fault. I should have been in that chair.
“But the major is still in one piece,” the doctor said. “They found him in the street somewhere with just a few hundred bruises and some mild acid burns. Nothing he won’t shrug off in a few days.”
Taziri swallowed a renewed desire to vomit. She nodded and blinked hard.
“It’s been quite a day,” Evander continued. “They’ve kept me busy enough. Lots of folks were hurt up there in your little stunt. Luckily, most of them turned out to be minor injuries and the guards are saying that if you hadn’t knocked that balloon into the sky, a lot of people would have died. I assume you did all that on purpose.”
Taziri nodded. Thank God for that.
“Back in Arafez you mentioned a detective who helped you. An older woman? Yes? Well, I’m sorry to tell you that she’s dead as well. Lady Sade shot her. Then the guards shot the lady.” Evander sighed. “Damned madhouse of a country you have here. I remember when guns were so slow and heavy and sloppy that only a fool would carry one. I suppose those were the good old days.”
The detective? Taziri frowned. How is that possible? How did she get here? And…she’s dead too? “Anyone else?”
“Yes.” Evander squinted at her. “The queen is dead. But her children and sister escaped. Speaking of which, the princess wanted to talk to you. Are you feeling up to it?”
She nodded and he started to stand up, but she said, “Wait. Doctor?”
“Hm?”
“Why did the queen ask you to come here? Did she know that this would happen? Did you come to take care of the royal family in case there was an attack?”
“No,” he said softly. “I was summoned to attend the queen personally. Pregnancies can be complicated for women of a certain age.”
Taziri nodded dumbly and waited as the doctor padded out the door. She had time to wiggle her numb fingers and prod her tender ribs. A minute later, a young woman entered the room. She was tall and plain-faced, her eyes red, and her lips thin. She came over to the bed and sat in the doctor’s chair. “Lieutenant Ohana? I am Lady Tzeddig.”
“It’s an honor to meet you, my lady.” Taziri tried to look calm and professional in her sick bed, but a sudden fit of coughing had her doubled over and clutching her injured side. When the coughs stopped, she felt more exhausted than ever. “Excuse me.”
“It’s all right. It’s been a long day for everyone.” Lady Tzeddig swallowed and exhaled slowly. Then she met the pilot’s eyes and said, “First, let me thank you for risking your life to save my family. Your friend, the pilot who died?”
“Ghanima.”
“She’ll be receiving a medal of honor and her family will be taken care of, of course.” Tzeddig’s hands trembled in her lap. “I understand you were helping the marshals investigating Ambassador Chaou and Lady Sade. The guards have taken over that investigation. They will probably want to talk to you.” Her voice shook and she covered her eyes.
Taziri reached over and took the princess’s hand and they both sat and stared down at their laps for a moment.
Lady Tzeddig looked up and spoke in a soft but steady voice. “The preliminary report says that your airship was electric. All electric. If it had been steam-powered, the boiler would have exploded on impact. Was that your idea?”
“I designed the batteries. It was my captain’s idea to put them in an airship.”
“Captain Isoke Geroubi?”
Taziri looked up sharply. “Yes?”
“I saw her name in the papers last night, I think. One of the survivors from the fire in Tingis. I’m sorry you had to be involved in that.”
Survivor? Taziri felt a terrible weight lift off her chest. Isoke’s alive!
“Well,” the princess said, “when there is time, later, we’ll talk more about your batteries and electric airships. I’m afraid I have a great many things to do right now.”
“My lady, I’m so sorry for your loss. Your sister was a-” Taziri broke off, suddenly realizing for the first time that she had never formed an opinion about the queen at all. “-was a wonderful woman.”
Lady Tzeddig nodded and stood up. “It’s a pity that she had to die like this. But at least the rest of us were spared. That Incan woman protected us. Such a strange day. But I wanted to make sure that you were all right, lieutenant. I’ll come and see you again, later, when there’s time. And I’ll have my people contact your family.”
“Thank you, my lady. I mean, Your Highness.”
“Thank you, lieutenant.” Lady Tzeddig nodded again and left.
Taziri lay back into the pillows and closed her eyes.
It’s over.
She wanted to smile. She wanted to cry. But she fell asleep before she could do either.



Epilogue: Syfax


“What?” the Marshal General muttered to the man next to her. “No, we’re not going to wait for her. I want to get out of here on time for once. Are you ready? Fine. Let’s just start.” She cleared her throat and projected her voice across the courtroom. “I hereby call to order this hearing to review the events of investigation 1523-J-12. Major Syfax Zidane?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Syfax stood up from his seat in the center of the room. The Marshal General and her two colonels sat at the table in front of him. A single row of chairs for observers stretched across the room behind him. The only occupied chair held Corporal Kenan Agyeman.
“Major, the facts of this case are not in dispute. Your report has been confirmed by Corporal Agyeman, as well as several members of the Royal Guards and the Air Corps. The ongoing investigation into the plot against the late queen has already led to four convictions and executions, and no doubt will continue over the next year or two as we continue to identify the other parties involved.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Syfax frowned.
“We are here today to discuss your conduct during the investigation. As you know, we’ve had concerns about your methods in the past. The Brassmoon Gang in Lixus. The Tingis Seven. The serial killer in Acra last year. Up until this point, we’ve all rationalized your actions against your results, but in light of recent events, we are forced to reconsider.”
“Recent events being the death of the queen, ma’am?”
“Yes. I have just a few questions. After the initial explosion in Tingis, you left the crime scene to pursue Ambassador Chaou. Who did you leave in command of the crime scene?”
“No one, ma’am,” Syfax said. “I guess I forgot to do that.”
“Mm hm. The night you arrived in Port Chellah, you found a police officer suffering a gunshot wound to the stomach. What actions did you take to care for that officer?”
“There wasn’t anything we could do for him, ma’am. He was bleeding to death. He would have died within the hour.”
“You snapped his neck. Is that correct?”
“It was what he wanted. He said so, ma’am.”
“Mm hm.” The general regarded the pen in her hands. “Later that night you confronted Ambassador Chaou and Police Captain Aknin. You grabbed Chaou’s weapon, which then discharged, killing Aknin. Is it your opinion that Chaou would have killed Aknin in any event, regardless of your actions?”
“Probably not. Aknin was part of their little conspiracy.”
“Then, in your opinion, did Aknin die because of your actions?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Mm hm. The following evening, you entered the home of Fariza Othmani uninvited, damaged her personal property, and assaulted her house staff. All without a warrant. Is that correct?”
“Yes, ma’am, but-”
The general waved him off. “Later that night, according to your report, you were accosted on the highway by several would-be bandits. But you did not arrest any of them. In fact, you advised them to proceed to Arafez and demand food and shelter from the temple. Is that correct?”
“Yes, ma’am. They had a lot of hungry kids with them.”
“Were you aware that when they arrived in Arafez, they attacked the temple priests and started the largest riot in the city’s history? The violence persisted for three days, during which time over one hundred people died and over eight hundred people were injured. Five city blocks burned to the ground.”
Syfax swallowed. “I am aware of that, ma’am.”
“You also gave a sidearm to a police detective. You assaulted the Royal Guards, stole a horse, and proceeded up a restricted road without appropriate clearance. You then authorized a pilot to crash-land an airship gondola in the middle of the queen’s airfield, destroying the royal skybarge and injuring countless bystanders. Also killing the pilot herself.”
“The queen’s life was in danger, ma’am. At that moment, I had no reason to believe that anyone else would be able to save her.”
The general nodded to herself. “I understand that. But you’ve had several weeks now on administrative leave to review the events of this case. With the benefit of hindsight, in your opinion, were these actions and decisions the best possible options? If you had them to do again, would you make the same choices?”
Syfax frowned. “I don’t know, maybe, some of them. I can’t really say, ma’am.”
“Fair enough. As you know, we were apprehensive about transferring you from the army into Section Two, but your record impressed us and you seemed eager to learn and grow into the position. But we are forced to conclude now that investigative police work is not where you belong, major. Several of us, myself included, would prefer to see you serving a brief sentence before being discharged from the service, but your little stunt in the capital impressed Lady Tzeddig, which places me in a difficult position. Fortunately for us, a compromise has presented itself. Effective immediately, you are transferred to Security Section Four.”
“Transportation?” Syfax glanced back at Kenan, who shrugged. “What am I supposed to do there, ma’am?”
“They have created a new position just for you. Air marshal. As I understand it, you will sit in the back of airships to ensure the safety of the passengers and the airfields. They’re hoping to avoid another attack like the one Hamuy pulled off in Tingis. You’ll be in the air most hours of the day, and you’ll be unarmed, of course. You’ll report to the Tingis airfield first thing next week for orders. Dismissed.”
Syfax saluted, turned, and strode out of the room.
Kenan dashed after him. “Sorry, sir. But at least you’re not going to prison.”
“Yeah, I guess that’s something. Are you going to be okay, kid?”
“Yes, sir. Actually, you’ll probably be seeing me around the airfield.”
“What? Did they make you an air marshal too?”
“No, sir. I met up with that pilot, Ohana, a few weeks ago. They made her a captain, you know, and she put in a good word for me with her superiors. They’re rebuilding the Northern Air Corps right now. Anyway, they let me take the pilot’s test. I passed.”
Syfax grinned. “Good for you, kid. To be honest, I never really thought you were cut out to be a marshal anyway.”
Kenan shrugged. “I guess that makes two of us.”



Book Two: The Broken Sword



Day One



Chapter 1. Lorenzo


Don Lorenzo Quesada de Gadir pitied the young man in front of him. His older brothers died far away in the New World, and more likely from plague than in battle. Just two more corpses left mauled and half-eaten in the jungle.
Lorenzo drew his sword slowly, feeling the heft of his old espada. He glanced down at the scarred and pitted blade. It felt heavier than before. Across the room, the young man sniffed and wiped his nose with his sleeve.
Poor boy. His father’s investments in the wars vanished with the armadas, leaving the family destitute. His mother died of pneumonia last winter. And now he’s all that’s left of a once healthy and prosperous family. Just him. One glimmer of hope for the future.
And he’s rubbish.
The two men saluted, swept their espadas down to their sides, and assumed their stances. Lorenzo immediately marked half a dozen things wrong with his opponent’s feet and hands and eyes. The youth slouched off balance, continuing to shift and turn his body, never coming close to doing anything right.
Lorenzo grimaced. And then he attacked.
The young man stumbled back, barely able to parry, his form sloppy, his blade slow. The smallswords rang and clattered as the master’s fine Toledo steel rained down on his student’s cheap southern weapon.
Lorenzo shuffled forward, speaking in a low and steady voice. “Focus. Focus, please. Eyes up, sword up. You can do this.”
The youth shuffled back, already gasping and sweating. “I’m trying!”
Lorenzo abandoned grace and style and resorted to plain mechanical movements, trying to give his student a chance at squaring his defense and mounting some sort of attack. Slash across the chest. Thrust at the shoulder. Chop at the wrist. The youth stumbled back, his sword swatting clumsily at each attack, barely preventing the simple swipes from drawing blood. His bottom lip trembled, his eyes narrowed in a transparent attempt to hold back the tears.
“Back straight, Diego. Keep your eyes on me, please. You can admire my shoes later.” Lorenzo swung slower and slower, pausing longer between each stroke. “Diego, as your instructor, I can assure you that I am not going to strike you dead. So you might try being just a bit more aggressive than a dead rabbit. Try. Push. Attack. Anything, please!” Lorenzo drove a measured thrust at the youth’s chest.
The student dropped his sword and backed into the wall, his wide eyes fixed on the point of his teacher’s blade. “I can’t, I can’t, I’m sorry.”
Lorenzo nodded slowly, more to himself than to the youth. Four months. Four months and he has made no progress. Sixteen years old and he has no skill, no talent, no desire, and no focus. Lorenzo lowered his blade and massaged his eyes with his left hand. “Why did you come here, Diego?”
The young man shuddered, hugged himself as he bit his lip, and dropped his gaze to the hard wooden floor. “I don’t know. I’m sorry, sir. I just thought…I just wanted to be like…I wanted to be someone who could do what you do.”
“And what is it, exactly, that you think I do?” Lorenzo sauntered around the practice room, letting his gaze glide over the ancient stone walls, the wrought iron braziers, the faded tapestries, the small stained glass windows along the east wall, and the huge clear window panes along the south wall that let the cold white sunlight pour in. Outside, he could see men on horses and teams of oxen hauling sledges down the frozen road. At the bottom of the hill, the city of Madrid huddled under its blanket of fresh white snow, and old gray snow, and dark brown mud. There was no need to look at the youth. He knew how this would end. He’d known for weeks. But that didn’t make it any easier.
“You’re a hero, sir.” Diego straightened up, eyes wide and pale lips twitching in a nervous smile. “I’ve heard all the stories. You single-handedly rescued a princess from a mountain fortress. You led the Espani armies in the Incan wars. You saved the royal family of Marrakesh from assassins. Sir, there is no one in the world, no one in history, who has led a life like yours.”
Lorenzo nodded. “And you want to do those things?”
“Of course. Who wouldn’t?”
Lorenzo closed his eyes and shoved his long black hair back over his head. “Diego, that princess of mine rescued herself. In the New World, I led less than a hundred men in a three-day march, retreating from Cartagena to the ship that carried us home. And in Marrakesh last year, I stabbed two soldiers in the hand and then spent the rest of the morning watching over a handful of children after the attack. And while the Mazigh royal family did survive, the queen did not.”
Diego stared down at his own empty hands, a horrified glare wrinkling his forehead. “It was all lies?”
“I haven’t lied, ever, and I doubt your storytellers were trying to deceive you. They probably just embellished a little to entertain you. Or to sell newspapers.” Lorenzo turned his back to the windows and looked at the youth. “Most of the men who went to the New World died of the plague, and those who survived the Golden Death were killed by giant flesh-eating birds and war-cats like the ones chained up in my stable. Looking back, I have absolutely no idea how I survived any of it. God must like me very much. Or not at all, depending on your point of view.”
The youth shivered.
“Diego, we both know this is not working out. You’re a very bright young man and I’m sure your father will be able to find you a teacher or a master who can train you in some vocation better suited to your talents,” Lorenzo said. “Perhaps accounting or mathematics.”
“Did someone mention mathematics?” a voice called from the hallway.
Lorenzo frowned and crossed to the door. At the end of the hall he saw two men coming toward him. Both strangers. He backed away from the door to let them enter the practice room. “Gentlemen, I am Don Lorenzo Quesada. Can I help you?”
The older man wore a weathered navy coat and an amused smirk. The younger man wore a black wool coat trimmed in ermine and a barely concealed sneer.
“Don Lorenzo, I am Commander Rui Faleiro, cartographer, engineer, and cosmographer to Lord Admiral Ferdinand Magellan,” said the older man. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard wonderful things about you and your school here. And may I introduce a recent acquaintance of mine.” He gestured to the grim-faced youth. “This is Silvio de Medici.”
Lorenzo shook their hands. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both, and an honor to have you visit my school. Can I offer you something to eat or drink? Will you be staying here with us tonight?”
“We will be staying the night, if it is no trouble, Don Lorenzo.” Faleiro smiled and clasped his hands. “Although I’m afraid we will not be staying long. I must return to the admiral and my duties, and my young friend here will be heading home soon as well. Back to Rome.”
“Don Lorenzo.” The Medici youth nodded curtly. “I’ve come to deliver you a challenge from my master, Ridolfo Capoferro.”
“Oh?” Lorenzo said. Capoferro knows my name? Should I be flattered or afraid? “And what sort of challenge might that be?”
“Me. He’s sent me for an exhibition match. Today, if possible. I’ve come to test your sword-of-mercy style on his behalf.”
“Sword-of-life style,” Lorenzo corrected. “But I’m sorry to say that I am not prepared to have any of my students spar with you. This is still a very new school. I have only a dozen pupils and none are ready for an exhibition match with a student of Senor Capoferro.”
“You misunderstand, sir. I’ve not come to fight your students. I’ve come to fight you.” Silvio let a little more of his sneering smile spread across his face. “Unless you yourself are not ready to face a student of Master Capoferro.”
Lorenzo nodded. “Well, I’ll certainly try my best for a son of the house of Medici. Would you like a few hours to rest and prepare?”
“Not at all. I’ve been sitting in a freezing cold saddle all morning,” said Silvio. “I’m aching for action. We can begin as soon as you are ready.”
Lorenzo shrugged. “As you wish. I’ll gather my students to observe and have the main hall readied. Half an hour, then?”
“Half an hour.” Silvio inclined his head slightly.
“Good. Diego here will show you to the dining room where we will give you something to warm your bones while we get things ready.” Lorenzo gestured for his pale and sweating student to lead his guests back down the hall. Only when they were gone did he allow himself an unfettered smile.
An hour later, he stood in the corner of the main hall by the window, looking out over snow-covered hills and skeletal trees and frozen ponds. Even in the mid-day glare, the world was quiet and still. No engines, no smoke, no steam, no filth. And down in the city, he knew there were no poor beggars in the alleys, no orphans running barefoot in the streets. Anyone not fortunate enough to have a home of their own was living with someone else, with family or friends, or at the very least, in the old cloister on the far side of the city. No one was cold. No one was hungry. No one was forgotten or ignored. Their money was gone and the nascent industry all stillborn in unfinished factories, but the survivors were still decent people. They’re still Espani. And that’s all that really matters.
“Enzo?”
He turned and couldn’t help but smile at his wife. Qhora wore one of her new dresses that blended the modesty of Espani high society with the color and grandeur of her Incan homeland. Green and gold cloth, white lace at her throat and wrists, a magnificent frill of peacock feathers around her neck and shoulders, and thick gold ribbon tying back her sleek black hair. She was not smiling. “Enzo, what’s going on?”
“Just a little match. This young man’s come all the way from Ridolfo Capoferro in Italia to try to humiliate me in front of my own students,” Lorenzo said mildly.
“Are you sure that’s all this is? I don’t want you getting hurt.”
“That makes two of us.” He glanced down at her belly. “How are you feeling today?”
“The same. I told you, as soon as I know something, then you will know something.” She looked away. “Sometimes, these things take time.”
“I know. I’m in no hurry. We’re still young.”
“Be careful.” Qhora looked back up at him. “I don’t like this Italian.”
“I don’t like any Italians. But that’s just my Espani pride talking, I’m sure.” He kissed her on the forehead. “You don’t have to watch if it troubles you, but you don’t need to worry. I know what I’m doing. You do trust me, don’t you?”
“Of course.” She kissed his lips. “But if you do let him cut you, don’t let him cut anything important.” And behind the screen of her dress, she slipped her hand down between his legs and gave him a light squeeze.
“Yes, dear.” Lorenzo took his place at the end of the room and shook his sword in its supple leather sheathe at his side. “Master de Medici, whenever you’re ready.”
The Italian was ready. He had been ready, been standing at the other end of the room, alone, waiting with his hand on his sword and a scowl on his face. Twelve other young men from all over Espana stood along the walls, youths from Tartessos and Gadir, from Sevilla and Malaga, from Granada and Ejido. They were all young, so young. Young men with pale drawn faces, uncertain eyes and nervous hands, sweaty brows and shuffling feet.
Lorenzo studied his students. Not a single real diestro among them. At least not yet.
Rui Faleiro stood near the center of the room, still grinning merrily with a glass of beer in his hand. “To your health, gentlemen!” He finished his drink.
Lorenzo saluted. Silvio saluted. Lorenzo assumed the classical destreza stance, tall and straight, sword held parallel to the ground. Silvio grinned as he settled back into a more relaxed pose, a casual stance that conveyed nothing about his skill but volumes about his confidence.
The Italian attacked. A slash at the face, a slash at the belly. Lorenzo snapped his wrist from side to side, swatting him away, and then assumed a similarly relaxed pose identical to his opponent.
Silvio stopped grinning. “What is this? You’re copying me? Are you giving up on your own style already?”
Lorenzo shook his head. “You’re a bit confused, young man. You see, I don’t have a style. Not really. Not as you understand it.”
The Italian glared. “Then what is all this, this school of yours? What is the Quesada style? The Madrid style? Is it really just a religious cult like they told me in Valencia?”
Lorenzo smiled and shrugged. “Actually, you’re not too far off.”
Silvio dashed forward to cut the leg, to cut the arm, to cut the chest. But each time Lorenzo slipped sideways and parried, always parried, never blocked, never stopped the Italian cold. Every slash and cut of Silvio’s blade was deftly pushed aside an inch here or an inch there. But each time Lorenzo fell back a step or two.
“Alonso,” Lorenzo called to the tall young man by the window. He was more skilled with a guitar than an espada, but he was still better than the others. “Why do we fight? For money? For glory? For ourselves?”
“No, sir. We fight for the ones who stand behind us,” the youth said, his fist over his heart. “We fight for those who cannot fight for themselves. We fight for those who should not have to fight. We are the line in the sand that cannot be crossed. We are the shield that will not break. We are-”
“Alonso, Alonso.” Lorenzo grinned and waved his hand. “Where are you getting all this?”
“Sorry, sir. Just something I was working on in my head. I thought it might do for a song.”
“No, no. It’s good. I should put it in the manual. Is there more?”
Alonso nodded earnestly. “We are the shield that will not break, the blade that does falter, and the knee that does not bend. May all the swords in the world shatter before us until war is only a memory and God’s peace fills all men’s hearts.”
Lorenzo laughed. “I like that. Very good, Alonso.”
“Thank you, sir. The first version was utter crap.”
“Language, Alonso.”
The youth covered his mouth. “Sorry, did I say shit again?”
“Language!”
Lorenzo grinned as the attacks came faster, the young Italian grimacing and grunting with each stroke. Now Lorenzo stood his ground and let the blows fall hard on his squared-off blocks. A crash on the right, a crash above his head. The youth was slight but strong and Lorenzo felt the ache building in his own shoulder. He stared into the Italian’s eyes, wondering what might be burning and turning in the youth’s brain.
Lorenzo shoved him back a step. “Are you hoping to make a name for yourself here? Am I so famous in Italia that defeating me would buy you a song?”
Silvio rolled his shoulder back and wiped the sweat from his brow. “It will buy me my own fencing school, a position with the guild, a place on the council, and then one day I will be Duke of Firenze. My entire career begins today, here with you.”
“Ah.” Lorenzo nodded. “I see. Well, good luck to you.” And he dashed backward two steps.
Silvio’s eyes went wide and he lunged. For the first time in three minutes of continuous swordplay, he lunged. The slender Italian blade leapt like lightning, a narrow flash in the white sunlight, the youth’s entire body taut and straight and driving toward the heart.
Lorenzo noted every line, every angle, every curve of the man’s body and blade. And he slipped beside it and let the point stab at the empty air, and then drove his own Toledo steel through the swept hilt of the Italian sword to pin the man in place. He leaned down and whispered in Silvio’s ear, “Thank you. I’ve been dying to learn Ridolfo’s so-called perfect lunge. I can’t thank you enough for saving me the journey all the way to Italia to see it.”
Then he jerked Silvio off balance, planted his boot on the Italian blade, and wrenched the youth forward. The Roman steel sheared off in one sharp snap.
Lorenzo backed away and sheathed his own sword. “Master de Medici, you can take your hilt and go in peace. But leave the blade. That’s forfeit. That’s the price of your lesson.”
Silvio stumbled upright and swallowed. “That’s it? That’s your style? That’s your vaunted philosophy of combat?”
“Yes.” Lorenzo pointed at the blade on the floor. “One less sword in the world. And maybe one wiser man in it as well.”
The youth sneered, threw down his hilt, and strode out of the hall.
The grinning students cheered. Lorenzo shook the hands offered to him, graciously accepting the overzealous praise, and then sat down to relax his tired arm and let some of the tension out of his back. As his students clustered eagerly around him, he watched Qhora slip out the door, giving him one last fleeting look before she left. He also watched Rui Faleiro slip out the same door behind her, but he wasn’t worried. These days, she carried four exotic knives on her person.
Well, four that I know about, at least.



Chapter 2. Qhora


She exhaled and wiped the sweat from her palms. Qhora had always been anxious watching Lorenzo fight with that tiny excuse for a sword, but ever since the wedding she could barely stand to see him in danger. Even in practice.
When did I become so weak and squeamish? He’s always been strong. He survived the plague and the wars. He survived me. And worse, I let him see how afraid I am. It’s this place. This miserable country. If he did die, then his students would leave, and his servants would leave, and I would be utterly alone. Just another childless widow forced into a convent for their stupid three-faced god.
She passed down a narrow corridor and stepped off into a small room where she would often go to read and practice her Espani domestic skills. On the little table lay her attempts at sowing and knitting, drawing and painting, and even calligraphy. She sat in her chair and stared out the window. That was another habit she had taken from Enzo. Staring out at the world in silent contemplation. She often wondered what he felt gazing at his wintry homeland, but she knew what she felt. Bored.
No hint of green except in the brief reprieve these people called summer. Two months of grass and stunted fruit trees. Qhora closed her eyes and tried to remember the rainforests, the endless jungles pulsating with life. The chirps and drones of millions of insects, the screams of monkeys, the songs of birds, the roars of the great cats. The Empire was never silent, even at night in the dead of winter. But here in Espana, one could imagine the world itself was dead. Nothing but snow and ice, a world drained of all color and sound except the pale slate blue of the sky and the dry rasping of the wind.
A knock at the door drew her attention to the older gentleman in the hall. Buried beneath layers of shirts and coats, it was difficult to tell what sort of build he had, but judging from the weak chin and soft jowls, she guessed he was little more than a scarecrow with a lump of fat around his belly and neck with no room wasted on frivolous muscle. Not a threat to m e, she thought.
He smiled. “Excuse me, Dona Qhora?”
The title still sounded strange to her even after a year of marriage. “Yes?”
“I’m Commander Rui Faleiro. I’ve come to speak with your husband on several matters of business. But I have a bit of a strange question for you, if you’ll indulge me.” His smile was false, but probably more from practice than actual deceit. “When we arrived a short while ago, we heard some strange noises coming from your stables. The boy out there said I should ask you about it.”
Qhora nodded. “What you heard, sir, were my personal animals. A kirumichi and a hatun-anka from the New World.”
The man smiled blankly. “And what are they?”
“The one is a hunting beast.”
“Like a hound?”
“Exactly. Only he is a cat, and eight times the size of a hound, with fangs as long as your hand, and he is trained to hunt men. And to eat them.”
Faleiro’s smiled wavered. “And the other?”
“My mount. A bird twice as tall as I am, and almost as deadly as the cat.”
Faleiro nodded slowly. “Is that so? Fascinating.” He stepped over the threshold and folded his hands politely in front of him. “If you will indulge a further intrusion, Dona, I would also like to ask you about your husband before I meet with him this evening. I thought it wise to consult the lady of the house so as to be…well prepared.”
“Thank you for that. It seems few people here care much for what a lady thinks.” She pointed him to the other chair in the room. “What business did you come to discuss?”
Faleiro sat and began a long ritual of wiggling his buttocks and rearranging the folds of his coats under his legs. “Yes, well, I serve under Lord Admiral Ferdinand Magellan, who is currently rebuilding our naval forces in the Middle Sea. With the loss of our Atlanteen fleet in the New World, our reserves are stretched to their limit maintaining even the most basic patrols. But in addition to ships, there is something else that concerns the Lord Admiral, which is our men’s ability in hand-to-hand fighting when the ships come together in battle. We are currently recruiting combat instructors from across Europa and North Ifrica to train our new sailors. Just last month we hired a wrestling champion from Hellas, for example. And I’m here today to ask your husband to train our sailors in swordplay. We have an Italian fellow at the moment, but I don’t think he’s going to work out, frankly. But Don Lorenzo’s reputation is well earned, judging from that display back there. He is without question one of the most skillful diestros I have ever seen. He is stunningly fast. But he also has this religious reputation, which concerns me. In your opinion, Dona, what do you think he would say to my proposal?”
Qhora folded her cold, dry hands in her lap. “First, he would thank you for your generous offer. And then he would politely decline it.”
Faleiro’s vacant smile faltered. “Really? Why do you say that?”
“Commander, when I first met Enzo, he carried a musket, an axe, and a fat cleaver of a sword. I thought he was just another wild-eyed butcher. It wasn’t until weeks later that I saw him duel with an espada for the first time,” said Qhora. “My husband is no longer a soldier. He spends more time in church now than in the practice room. And you saw what he did just now with that Italian boy. He toys with his opponents, sometimes he even preaches at them, and then he snaps their swords and sends them on their way. If he did go with you to your navy, he would only teach your sailors to do the same. And if you insisted that he teach them to kill, then he would leave.”
Faleiro sighed and scratched at the stubble on his chin. “I see. That would be a problem, indeed. We can’t have a military that refuses to kill the enemy, can we?”
“Perhaps you can’t. It would be Enzo’s greatest dream come true.”
“Really?” Faleiro cocked his head to one side with a wide frown on his fat lips. “But he was such a talented soldier, according to every account I’ve heard. Did the ghosts of his comrades begin to haunt him? Did some priest get to him about his sins during the wars? Frighten him away from bloodshed and killing?”
Qhora frowned. “Something like that. He had several dark months, and almost gave up the sword altogether. For a time, I thought he might take the cloth himself.”
“But he didn’t. Why?”
“Because he married me.”
“Instead of God?” Faleiro chuckled. “Well, I suppose that proves he’s still quite sane.”
Qhora smiled briefly. “I suppose so.”
“So this is it, then?” Faleiro waved at the room around them. “Don Lorenzo intends to remain here, teaching his bloodless warfare? A pity. A waste, really. He might have done so much for his country. My cousin, Prince Valero, spoke rather highly of him when we were discussing candidates for the instructor position. I’m disappointed to find that one of our most esteemed patriots has been reduced to such a meager shadow of a man.”
“My husband has done enough for your country already,” she said sharply. “He fought your wars in the streets of Cusco, he saved your soldiers from the destruction of Cartagena, and if it had not been for him the crown of Marrakesh would be in the hands of a war-mongering bitch who no doubt would have razed Espana to its bedrock by now. What did you say your position was, sir?”
Faleiro glared at her. “Commander. I serve as chief advisor to Lord Admiral Magellan. I am a master cartographer, as well as a cosmographer.”
Qhora laughed. “You claim to read the stars? To predict the future? Did you predict that your mission to recruit my husband would fail?”
Faleiro sputtered. “I’ve not failed! I’ve not even spoken to Don Lorenzo yet. And I’ll have you know I can be quite convincing when needs be.”
“Oh, I’m sure that’s true. Prince Valero is a fairly shrewd man. You must have been quite convincing indeed if you talked him into making a feeble halfwit a commander in his navy.” Qhora smiled and leaned back in her chair. Words aren’t as satisfying as knives, but there is something to be said for stabbing at a man’s pride.
“Yes,” Faleiro said in a slow gravelly voice. “Well, better a commander in His Royal Highness’s navy than a worthless coward hiding in some ruin preaching nonsense to a handful of idiot children. And married to a heathen savage! Pathetic. Can your husband even read?”
“Of course he can read, you disgusting toad,” she said calmly. And if Lorenzo wasn’t in the house, I would show you what a savage I can be. “He’s writing his own fencing manual right now. It will make the books written by Capoferro and Carranza look like a child’s scrawl. My husband is going to change the world. He’s going to end war itself.”
Faleiro laughed a deep belly laugh. As he wiped the tears from his eyes, he said, “You poor stupid girl. What idiot could think that someone like Quesada could end war?” He laughed again. “But I suppose that’s what you get, living in filth surrounded by blood-thirsty animals.”
Qhora felt her blood rising, the heat flush in her chest and neck and cheeks. She wanted to pull the Aegyptian dagger from her left sleeve and slit the fat man’s throat. “What do you know about war? War isn’t natural. Animals don’t wage war. Not even people make war. Only cowards wearing fancy hats and titles make war. Enzo is going to change all that. He will break all the swords raised against him, and then he will raise an army to break all the swords in the world. And after he has become the greatest peacemaker in the world, he will become the greatest explorer in history. Have you heard the legend of the skyfire stone?”
Faleiro puffed his wet lips and rolled his little eyes. “The nun who saw a meteor fall to earth? That was hundreds of years ago. So what? Don’t tell me Don Lorenzo is reading that old garbage. The skyfire stone was just a rock, little more than a holy relic for idiots who understand nothing of science.”
“Enzo was trained to slaughter men by Don Jeronimo Carranza. He was trained in mathematics and anatomy, as well as metalworking.” Qhora leaned forward with her right hand edging closer to the dagger hilt hidden in the lace folds of her left sleeve. “I think he knows a thing or two about your precious sciences. He even knows a thing or two about mapmaking. And he’s already found the skyfire stone.”
Faleiro flashed a very brief smile and then stared at her for a moment. “What do you mean, he’s found it?”
A sudden stab of doubt twisted in her chest. He’s actually interested! Enzo said never to discuss the details of the stone with anyone. She feigned boredom. “He knows where it is.”
“No one knows where it is. In my school days, I read that nun’s letters to the bishop myself. She didn’t know where it was. And even if she did, who cares? It’s just a rock.”
Qhora felt her heart at war between her desire to protect her husband and her desire to lord him over other men. Especially this man. She said, “That nun, Sister Ariel, knew more than she said in her letters. And she told it all to Enzo.”
“She told it all to-” Faleiro’s eyes narrowed. “No. Her ghost told him? Him?”
Stop talking. Stop telling this bloated fool about the stone! But she still wanted to slash the man across the throat. To hell with Espani etiquette. She said, “When Enzo retrieves the stone, he’ll have the most powerful weapon in the world. His name and his deeds will be remembered for centuries, long after yours have been forgotten.”
“Weapon?” Faleiro sat up. “What weapon?”
Stop, stop, stop! Qhora smiled coldly at the man’s plain-faced eagerness. “Good day, commander.” She stood and left, still smiling to herself.
She spent the rest of the afternoon walking the grounds. With her shoulders aching under the weight of her coats and her breath steaming like a locomotive’s funnel, she trudged up and down the frozen muddy lanes around the old Diaz estate where Lorenzo had established his school. She passed through the dead remains of the apple orchard where the trees slumbered in anticipation of their two months of summer sun, and she crunched along the edge of the pond where the young boys liked to chop holes in the ice to fish with thread and wire. For months, she had stubbornly clung to this ritual of pacing around the yards, insisting to anyone who asked that with enough time she would grow accustomed to the Espani climate to the point at which she might wear as few as one coat. But she was still wearing two, in addition to her shawls and knit pullovers.
More often than not, she skewed her schedule later in the afternoon when the sun was already low and bleak shadows stretched across the snowy hills. Enzo had told her that the walking dead might be glimpsed only in the deepest cold and only in the dimmest light. But she also knew that the spirit had to choose to visit, and so far none had chosen to visit her. Not even Sister Ariel. She had no great desire to meet a ghost, but it was the one truly intriguing aspect to this foreign land. And yet that too seemed to be denied to her.
The sky was black as jet when she returned to the house by way of the stables. Beneath the brilliant winter stars she glanced over the horses and then entered the pen in the rear through the heavy leather curtain. Inside she found Atoq sleeping on a thick bed of hay, twisted and rolled mostly onto his back with his great furry belly exposed. He was all soft browns and warm blacks flecked with the odd patch of white, his hide wrapped tightly over layers of heavy muscle, most of it concentrated on his huge shoulders and neck. The enormous fanged cat had curled up against the wall opposite the stabler’s stove for warmth and the glistening red stain on the floor told her that Atoq had been fed within the last hour. Whatever regret she had about confining the hunting beast faded when she saw him sleeping contentedly on his bed. After all, his life back in the Empire would have been no more or less comfortable.
But across from the cat stood her feathered mount, the hatun-anka Wayra. The massive bird hovered by the narrow window, gazing out over the hills, her talons clicking softly on the stone floor, tiny chirps and hisses escaping through her hatchet-like beak. Her head and neck rustled with blue-green plumes, but her eyes were ringed in bright red feathers, and in the darkness she appeared as a bloody-eyed demon. She held her short wings tight against her sides and stood in a wide-legged stance, tensed as though ready to sprint through the jungles as she once had. Wayra turned and blinked at her mistress, then shuffled around and dipped her plumed head to receive Qhora’s gentle caresses.
Atoq may have been content to lie on the floor and bask in the glow of a full belly and a warm bed, but Wayra needed more than food and water. She needed to run. Time and again, Qhora had tried to find roads or trails where they might ride alone, far from the people of Madrid. But there was always someone on the road who would see them and run away screaming, to be followed by a visit from the local constabulary who required endless promises from Enzo that the bird would be kept under lock and key. And they couldn’t travel cross-country, at least not in the snow. Wayra had learned to run on the rocky mountain slopes and dense jungle floors, but the slippery ice and unreliable snow mounds made her uncertain, which made her angry, which made her dangerous.
“Shhh, my love.” Qhora stroked the beast’s head between the eyes. “Soon it will be summer again and we’ll go running over the hills and through the forests. I promise.”
By the time she returned to the house, supper was nearly over. Not that the evening meal was a formal affair, indeed she preferred to avoid too much familiarity with Enzo’s students. They may have been only a few years younger than she was, but they acted like children. They were in turns boastful and shy, awkward and smarmy, anxious and proud, and generally thoughtless, though Enzo insisted these youths were no different from any others in Espana. Qhora allowed him his fantasy.
As the diestros-in-training filtered out of the dining room, she sat beside her husband and smiled at him as he wiped the last of the sauce from his plate with a crust of black bread. He raised an eyebrow. “If you stare long enough I might start to think that you like me.”
“Can’t I admire the finest swordsman in the country? I have to do it now, before the novelty wears off and I have to find someone else to admire.”
He winked at her. “How are your walks coming along?”
“Still cold.” She frowned at the crumbs and stains on the old table. “And lonely.”
“Mm.” He patted her leg. “Well, I wouldn’t worry. Most Espani don’t spend their time standing around in empty fields hoping to make conversation with passing strangers, so there’s really no need for you to put in so much practice at it.”
“Thank God for that.” It still felt strange to say. God. One god with three faces. Father, Mother, and Son. The triquetra medallion around her neck, however, was far less uncomfortable than the words. After all, it was only a piece of jewelry. That was the price of marriage in this country, and she had paid it willingly, if not happily.
Lorenzo pushed back from the table and stood up with his plate in his hand and a frown wrinkling his forehead. “Have you seen the commander? Faleiro? The Medici boy scampered down for a quick bite before running back to his room to sulk, but I haven’t seen Faleiro since the match this afternoon. He must have fallen asleep. I guess I should go see if he wants anything to eat.”
Qhora felt a small knot in her belly. Her little victory over the naval officer suddenly felt hollow and foolish. It was difficult to remember that politics and honor and gossip were more powerful in Espana than actual strength or reputation, and that the wrong word to the wrong person might hurt her Enzo’s future. Still, I was more honest than boastful and I didn’t stab him at all. Surely an important man like Faleiro wouldn’t bother with a tiny fencing school over a few angry words.
She was just about to go to the kitchen and put together a plate of something less greasy than the men’s fare, perhaps yesterday’s soup of red peppers, eggplant, onions, and peas, and a handful of almonds if she could find them. But Enzo strode back through the room and cast her a worried glance. “He’s not in his room. And his things are gone, if he ever put them there. I think he’s left.” And the hidalgo swept down the hall toward his study.
For a moment she debated whether she wanted food in her hands when she explained to her husband what she had said to the fat man from the navy, and she finally decided against it. Better to enjoy her meal later, in peace. When she stepped into the doorway of his study, she found him frozen in place standing over his desk, his hands hovering over his papers. He looked at her, his eyes tense. “It’s gone. My journal with all my notes, everything Ariel told me, it’s gone. The maps. The drawings. Everything was in that journal. It was right here.” He patted the corner of the desk.
“You think Faleiro took it?” she asked innocently.
“You talked to him, didn’t you?” He narrowed his gaze at her. “You told him about the stone.”
“What do you mean?” She swallowed, wondering whether it was helpful to play the naive housewife for a few moments while he calmed down or whether she should just tell him and get this little scene over and done with.
“Or was it someone else, sometime earlier?” He rubbed his eyes. “In Tartessos last month, wasn’t it? You told one of your new friends about the stone. Of course you did.” He closed his eyes and leaned his head back for a moment. “I told you, I asked you, to keep this private. I told you there were people who might try to get to the stone first. Treasure hunters, thieves. And you told some officer’s wife, and she told her husband, and he told his commander. And that’s why Rui Faleiro was here today.” He turned to stare out the window.
“He didn’t come for the skyfire stone, Enzo,” Qhora said, mildly annoyed at the strange tangent of her husband’s logic. “He came to recruit you to train his sailors to fence. He told me so right after your little match with the Italian brat.”
Lorenzo turned. “What? Why didn’t he say anything to me?”
“He came to me first to feel you out. He asked me what you might say.”
“I hope you told him I’d say no.”
“That’s exactly what I told him.” Qhora’s stern look melted a bit and she felt her resolve to win this pseudo-argument fading quickly. “And then he insulted you a little, so I insulted him a little.”
The hidalgo’s shoulders slumped. “Oh, Qhora. Did you really?”
“Yes. And he said something about how you couldn’t read, I think, so I bragged about your book, and your research, and then your other research, and somehow the stone may have come up in passing at some point.” She paused to wet her lips. “I’m sorry, Enzo. I was angry and he was a bastard and he’s lucky I didn’t stab him, to be honest.”
“And now he has my book. And he’s been missing for hours. Gone for six, maybe eight hours. I can’t catch him now. It’s gone.” Lorenzo dragged his hand down over the thin black beard around his mouth while he stared at her. She knew the look. He was measuring the situation, calculating his options, and practicing each of them to see where they might lead. He was probably practicing what he would say to her to sound angry but not too angry. She knew how much he hated fighting with her.
Lorenzo exhaled and sat down at his desk. “My God, Qhora. Didn’t I tell you the stone was dangerous? That it could be used as a weapon?”
She hesitated, suddenly unsure of his meaning. “Well, yes, but it’s just a rock that fell from the sky, Enzo. How dangerous can it be? It’s just a political weapon, right? Or a religious one. I mean, I know how pious some of your people are, but would they really kill or die for a holy relic like that?”
He looked up at her bleakly. “Qhora, the skyfire stone isn’t just a relic or a symbol.”
“Meaning what? You want to melt it down to make swords? Or shoot it out of a cannon? What else is it good for?”
“Sit down.” He played with the pen on his desk. “I never told you exactly what happened after we escaped from Cusco, when we were separated on the way to Cartagena.”
She shrugged. “You got lost, you were hurt, your horse died, and you crawled out of the jungle with some filthy bandages wrapped around your ribs a few days after I reached the coast. What didn’t you tell me?”
He stared dully at the bare spot on his desk where his book should have been. “I was riding along a steep hillside in the rain when my horse slipped and we fell down the slope, sliding through the mud into trees and rocks. My horse was dead before it reached the bottom. I only survived because I landed on the horse, but my ribs were cracked, my arm was broken, and soon after a spider gave me a nasty bite on my hand,” Lorenzo said. “I was probably only a day or two from death when someone found me.”
“Who?”
“I’m not really sure. I think they were priests, but not like the priests in Cusco. Different hair, different clothes. Just men, no women. They lived in a small stone building on the edge of a river, which is where they took me. It took a couple days to recover from the spider bite and to get my ribs on the mend. The day after I woke up, I was still very weak and sick. I lay in my little room, sweating and listening to the priests singing or chanting. Suddenly they stopped. They were shouting in some sort of Quechua that I didn’t know, so I had no idea what they were saying. Then I heard more voices outside and I stood up to look out the window of my room.”
“What did you see?”
“Espani soldiers. Probably Pizzaro’s men,” said Lorenzo. “The soldiers were on the far side of the river, and they were demanding that the priests use their boat to bring the soldiers across the water. The priests refused. And then the soldiers began wading across the river. That’s when I left my room. I meant to talk to the soldiers, to call them off, but I never made it outside. I collapsed in the large common room outside my doorway, still too weak to do anything. Lying there, I saw the priests run past. They carried a sort of litter or stretcher between them. Whatever was on the stretcher was covered with a cloth. The priests ran outside and a moment later I heard the soldiers screaming in agony, and through the high narrow window of my room I saw steam rising from the river. Soon the screaming stopped and the priests returned. This time the stretcher was uncovered and I saw what was on it. A stone. It was about the size of a man’s head, mostly round but a little lumpy, and a dark fiery orange color, like copper, or red-gold.”
“What happened to the soldiers?” Qhora asked.
“I learned later that they were boiled alive when the priests placed the stone in the water.” Lorenzo shook his head. “It’s unlike anything else in nature. This stone, this metal, can be perfectly cool from just a few inches away but still burning hot to the touch. It can melt steel, scorch the earth, and boil the water just by touching it. The only way to handle the stone safely is with clay, as the priests used on their stretcher.”
“So, the stone only had to touch the river to kill all the soldiers in the water?” Qhora felt a sick twisting in her belly.
Lorenzo nodded. “Over the next few days, I managed to learn a few things about the priests and their stone. Not much. They said it fell from the sky, and made certain sounds and lights across the heavens as it fell. It matches Sister Ariel’s description of the skyfire stone in every way.”
“I see.” Qhora looked down and began smoothing her Espani skirts across lap. Her hands trembled and she rolled them into fists. I should have killed Faleiro. I should have slit his throat when I had the chance. Now there’s going to be more war and death. More killing. More innocents being killed. “So your little hobby, this rock, this skyfire stone, whatever it is, is actually a deadly weapon. And you couldn’t tell me that?”
Lorenzo shook his head. “I’m sorry, love. I didn’t think of it that way. It’s really so much more than a weapon. It could help rekindle our faith, and it could help to rebuild our cities or improve crops for generations to come. How many ways might Espana benefit from something that provides endless warmth to anything it touches?” He sighed. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I wanted to, really. But this had to remain a secret, and I know how much you enjoy talking to other people about…me.”
Qhora stared at him. Only because no one has any interest in discussing me and my homeland. Did it ever occur to you that they all see me either as an invader or the spoils of your conquest? “And why shouldn’t I talk about you? You’re a warrior and a hero, despite all your Espani modesty. You’re as fierce in battle as you are wise in counsel and pure of heart, and most of the men on this continent aren’t fit to lick your boots!”
He smiled a little. “I don’t know if I would phrase it in quite that way.”
She exhaled and looked away, one hand massaging her forehead. She said, “So now this stone of yours is a weapon, and Faleiro and Admiral Magellan are going to use it to slaughter people all across the Middle Sea. They might even take it back across the Atlanteen Ocean and start the wars with my people all over again.”
“Well,” Lorenzo said, “only if they find it before we do.”



Chapter 3. Taziri


Winter in Rome was far colder than she had remembered. Taziri stood in the little office at the edge of the airfield with her bare hands wrapped around a steaming cup of some noxious sludge that the Italians called coffee. The three young men stationed at the field were babbling in Italian, which was, as far as she could tell, exactly the same as Espani except much faster with more violent hand gestures. A light flurry of snow was falling outside on the yellowed grass and the gravel roads, and two men in orange Mazigh flight jackets identical to her own were trudging in long slow circles around the hangar across the lane. Trails of pale vapor streamed from their faces as they talked. Taziri wondered how they could stand the weather. And then she realized that her fellow officers had left the airfield office immediately after the Italians had started talking, and suddenly the bitter cold didn’t seem so uninviting.
“Do you know the time?” She raised her voice to interrupt them.
The Italians all turned to glance at her, glance at each other, shrug, and then resume their conversation.
“How can you run an airfield without a clock?” she muttered as she paced the length of the room. This was her fifth flight to Italia and she had to admit that it was actually going better than the others. At least so far there hasn’t been a fight between the Italians and the major, and Kenan hasn’t gotten lost in town, and the weather hasn’t grounded us. Yet.
Taziri set her steaming drink down on the little table, which drew a few confused frowns from the Italians. She turned and wandered back to the windows for the hundredth time and there, up the lane, she saw two figures coming down toward the field. “Finally.”
Through the light flurries, the two figures resolved from dark blurs into a tall man and short woman, both dressed in several layers of coats and cloaks and hats with scarves and veils all fluttering and streaming about them like a regatta taking sail. From a muddle of grays, their dress took on brighter and brighter hues as they approached. The man wore blue and silver from his tricorn hat to his laced boots and woman was checkered in violet and pink from headdress to corset to bustle and skirts. Each of them carried a single small bag in one hand.
Taziri tapped on the glass to get the major’s attention, but the other Mazigh officers were too far away, still circling the hangar. Pulling on her gloves, she shouldered through the door and jogged across the lane to catch them. “Major! They’re here. Two of them, anyway. Kenan, get the engine running, please.”
The lieutenant snapped a quick salute with a grin and jogged into the hangar. Major Syfax Zidane frowned down at her. He was a huge slab of a man under his heavy orange coat, with a thick neck rising to a bullet-shaped head that he kept shaved. His eyes were always half-lidded, sometimes out of boredom and sometimes with squinting. His deep voice spilled out words with a slow and lazy cadence, ranging from rather bored to mildly threatening. She’d heard him laugh a few times, but it wasn’t much of an improvement. Syfax thumbed his nose and sniffed. “It’s about time.”
“Are you going to pat them down for weapons?” Taziri smiled as she led him back toward the gate.
“Out here? Hell no. I’ll do it when we’re in the air. If they’re carrying anything, I’ll drop them in the Middle Sea and let the sharks sort them out,” said Syfax. “Are we going to be okay in this snow?”
“I think so, as long as it doesn’t pick up much more.” Taziri glanced back at the office. “The local weather service wasn’t very helpful.”
“Oh yeah? What’d those jabber-jaws say?”
Taziri mimicked the Italian accent, “Maybe it snows more, maybe not.”
He grinned a little. “So who are we picking up this time?”
Taziri pulled the slip of paper from her pocket. Her scrawled notes were almost illegible. “A political advisor visiting the queen, a tourist from Eran, and a chemist of some sort.”
They reached the lane in time to meet the gaudily dressed passengers. The man tugged his scarf down and Taziri was amused to see that he was wearing a white mask painted in blue and silver flowers to match his costume. The woman wore a similarly painted mask with bright red lips and black-rimmed eyes. She inclined her head and spoke in an oddly accented Espani, “Good morning. I’m Shahera Zahd, pleased to meet you. I apologize for our dress, but my companion has a flair for the dramatic. Unfortunately, our carriage was unable to come down this icy hill and we were forced to walk, and well, I should probably stop talking so we can get out of the cold, yes?”
Taziri nodded. “Absolutely. I’m Captain Taziri Ohana and this is Major Syfax Zidane. If you’ll follow us, please.” She hustled back down the lane toward the front of the hangar.
“I’m very much looking forward to this journey, captain.” The man in blue had a rather high voice and quick step. “I’ve long admired the airships of Marrakesh. This will be my first voyage on one.”
Taziri smiled into her scarf. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, sir, but the Halcyon II is not an airship.”
“It’s not?” The man quickened his step to walk beside her. “Then what is it?”
They rounded the corner and stepped into the dark cavern of the hangar. Mazigh engineers had come from the south to build the massive structure over fifty years ago to receive the new airships from Marrakesh, but now it appeared completely empty except for the distant rumbling of an engine.
The machine that rolled out of the shadows was not an airship. If anything, it resembled an airship gondola with long metal wings. A single propeller spun in a blur on the machine’s nose, and its wheels were hidden beneath two long pontoons on struts. Taziri tugged her scarf away from her mouth and said, “It’s something new. For the moment, we’re calling it an aeroplane. If you’ll follow me.”
She led the two gawkers around the edge of the wing and into the tall door in the fuselage. She pointed the passengers to the upholstered seats and Syfax grudgingly helped them stow their bags in the rear compartment. Inside, the noise of the engine was a roaring drone that forced all conversations to take place in shouts and hollers. As Taziri slipped into her seat in the cockpit, Kenan hopped up and ran back to check on their passengers’ safety harnesses and to double-check that Syfax had stowed the bags properly. He gave her the thumbs up.
“All right,” she said over the engine. “Run out and take a look around for our third passenger. I don’t like the look of those clouds out there and I want to be above them before they get much closer.”
“Yes, ma’am!” Kenan snapped a little salute and hurried out the hatch and across the hangar floor, and then disappeared around the corner outside.
Taziri busied herself with preflight checks. The plane’s cockpit was twice as complex as the one Major Isoke Geroubi had designed for the first Halcyon over six years ago, and the new dials and gauges and meters spread across the console like children at a party, each one waving excitedly and demanding attention. As she ran down the checklist, Taziri let her gaze wander over to corner of the window where she had fixed the little portrait of Yuba holding their daughter Menna, both smiling for once. These days the portrait was more comforting than the homecomings. Yuba had grown brusque and formal when she walked into the house, and Menna stayed close to her daddy’s chair, always wanting him to play with her or to read to her or to put her to bed. Never her. Never mommy.
It’s just a phase, Isoke had told her. She’ll grow out of it.
Maybe. Hopefully.
Taziri set her clipboard aside and rested her eyes for a moment as she walked through the takeoff sequence in her mind. There was a dip in the field on the right side that the Italians never seemed to remember to fill, no matter how many times she reminded them. And then the swift climb above the city, and then over the water. The snow glare will be worse than usual. Mustn’t look at the ground. And the glare on those clouds won’t be much better. The tinted glass on the goggles should help with that, even if I can’t see the sun through that mess.
The sound of a gunshot snapped her eyes open and she spun to say something to Syfax, but the major was already out of his seat and sprinting toward the door of the hangar. Just as he reached the entrance, Kenan raced into view with a second man close behind them. Syfax shoved them both back toward the plane and Taziri watched them dash around the wing and leap inside the cabin behind her.
“What’s happening?” she yelled over her shoulder.
Kenan dropped into his seat beside her. “Four men with rifles. Shooting at him.” The lieutenant indicated the new passenger, a young man with a long nose and deep-set eyes gasping for breath in the rearmost seat.
“What’s the major doing?” she asked.
Kenan shrugged and pointed at the hangar doors. She turned and saw Syfax standing just inside the wall with his thick hunting knife in his hand. Suddenly a man with a rifle jogged into view and Syfax lunged out of the shadows to grab his head. The man struggled for a moment and then the major dropped him to the floor.
“Damn it, Syfax.” Taziri released the brake and shoved the throttle forward.
“What’s happening?” shouted the masked woman in the cabin.
Taziri ignored her and thumped Kenan on the arm. “Get ready. We’re going straight out and up, got it?”
“What about the major?” the young man asked.
“Get back to the door and yell at him to get onboard.” Taziri aimed for the edge of the hangar entrance as the plane accelerated across the smooth hangar floor.
Kenan hesitated, nodded, and slowly stumbled back through the shaking cabin to the hatch where he wound his hand around the safety straps on the wall. Taziri watched him in the little mirror she had just above her head so she could keep an eye on her passengers. She tried to imagine her co-pilot giving actual orders to the man who used to be his commanding officer, and she grinned, if only for a second.
Poor kid had a rough road to the Air Corps. Having his old boss tagging along on half our flights probably isn’t helping.
The plane roared faster and faster toward the doors and the bright white glare of the snow-covered airfield beyond them. Dimly, she heard Kenan yelling out the door but she kept her eyes on the major as he caught a second man with a rifle and pummeled him in the face until he fell to the floor. Taziri hoped the man was only unconscious.
Syfax looked up at the plane, took one last glance around the corner of the door, and then bolted toward the open hatch and Kenan’s outstretched hand. The huge man leapt onto the pontoon and grabbed the edge of the doorway as a third man in black rounded the corner of the hangar and took aim with his rifle. Syfax climbed inside and the bullwhip crack of the gunshot echoed across the empty hangar as the plane shot out across the snowy field.
Taziri watched her little mirror long enough to be sure that both of her officers were inside and the hatch was shut and then she focused on her flight stick and throttle. Power up, flaps up. The Halcyon shivered and skidded sideways just a bit and then the huge metal bird hopped into the air and everything changed. The vibrations settled down, the noise dropped, and the world tilted backward as the tiny plane angled higher and higher into a haze of falling snow. Taziri held the controls absolutely still as she watched their speed building and their altitude rising until she was confident that they were well and truly flying safely, and then she brought the nose down, leveled the plane against the horizon, and exhaled.
She gave herself a few moments to breathe and flex her hands. Her left hand responded as best it could. It was immobilized at the wrist, held firm by an aluminum brace after a vicious burn had destroyed most of the muscle and nerves in her forearm nearly two years ago. Her fingers still waggled on command, though the two little ones were completely numb. Still, she knew she was one of the lucky ones. Major Geroubi had lost an eye. The rest of the Northern Air Corps had lost their lives.
“Everyone all right back there?” she called.
Kenan flashed his nervous grin and his awkward thumbs-up, then stood and shuffled up to the cockpit to sit beside her. He made a small show of wiping the sweat from his forehead and then began checking his instrument panel. “That was a little more exciting than I thought it would be, captain.”
“It certainly was. How’s your board look, lieutenant?”
He blinked and nodded. “Looks good.”
“Then take the stick and get us above these clouds.” She barely gave him time to take over before she stood and made her way slowly back along the sloping cabin to the major. “You all right?”
He was poking at his upper thigh. “Yeah, he just nicked me. I don’t think it even broke the skin.” Syfax frowned thoughtfully. “Pretty pathetic guns in this country.”
“Well, I’m just glad you’re in one piece.” Taziri shifted to look at the third passenger, the young man with the prominent nose and brow who was curled up against the cabin wall and vigorously rubbing his temples. She said in Espani, “Excuse me, sir. You’re the chemist, right?”
The youth turned to stare at her with a vague look of horror on his face. “What? Yes. Aligeri. Dante Aligeri.”
“All right, Dante. Who were those men? Why were they shooting at you?”
With shaking hands, he fished a silver box from his pocket, produced a cigarette, and proceeded to light it with a wooden match. After taking several slow draws, he said, “They were Corso Donati’s men, the Black Guelphs.”
“What’s a Guelph? And why were they shooting at you?”
“Why?” Dante exhaled slowly and straightened up in his seat, swept the hair back from his face, and managed to look her in the eye for a moment. “They don’t like me very much. I’m sorry for any inconvenience, but as we all appear to be alive and well, I think we should all leave well enough alone. And shouldn’t you be controlling this unholy contraption, my dear?”
Taziri stared the man down until he turned his look of contempt to the small window beside him, and then she made her way forward. The tall man in blue, still wearing his tricorn hat and painted mask, was staring out his own window. But the woman in checkered purple and pink had removed her jingling headgear and offered Taziri a bright smile as she passed. The Eranian woman was young and slightly plump, her thick black hair just beginning to tumble loose from the elaborate ties and buns on the back of her head. She said, “This is all so exciting. Is it always like this?”
Taziri paused beside her. “Not always. But more often than I’d like.”
She strapped herself back into her pilot’s seat and checked that Kenan was on course for the island of Mallorca, corrected him, and then leaned back to relax her eyes. When she peered up at her overhead mirror, she saw Syfax dutifully patting down each of their passengers for weapons. The scowling Dante gave up a knife and a tiny two-shot revolver, which the major pocketed without any indication that he might throw the young man out the hatch to the sharks.
At the major’s request, the man in blue removed his painted mask to reveal that he wasn’t a man at all. She did have a rather square jaw and prominent brow, and in a dim room Taziri supposed she might be mistaken for a man anyway. The woman allowed herself to be searched, and being found unarmed, she said, “I apologize for the theatrics. My name is Nicola DeVelli, secretary to the Ten of War council.”
Taziri noted the self-satisfied but not entirely condescending smile the woman wore. “Are you running from someone too?”
“Not at all,” Nicola said. “But I find that a woman in my position benefits more from discretion than notoriety. Italia is a passionate nation, full of passionate people. Unfortunately, some of their passions include dueling and hunting in the streets. There are more factions and parties these days than there are people, or so it often seems. It’s going to get us into trouble one day unless we do something about it.”
Syfax checked the young Eranian woman and then thumped back to his seat, strapped himself in, and promptly fell asleep. Taziri watched him, envious. It took her forever to quiet the worries in her head and drift off at night.
“How long will this take?” Dante called from the back.
“Four hours west to Palma, where we’ll refuel and eat lunch,” Taziri said. “Then another four and a half hours south to Tingis.”
“Halfway across the Middle Sea in less than a day?” Shahera beamed. “That’s extraordinary. What will we be able to see from up here?”
Taziri smiled into her scarf. “Lots of clouds, and if you’re lucky, a little bit of water.”
“Oh. Well, it’s still very exciting. Can you tell me how it works?”
“Will you both please shut up!” Dante snapped. “I’m trying to sleep.”
Taziri frowned at the man and saw Kenan’s nervous glance out of the corner of her eye, but Syfax didn’t seem concerned at the outburst, and the major was a very light sleeper. Three months ago as they cruised above the Strait of Tarifa, a young man had had a panic attack and demanded to be taken back to Tingis, threatening to kill one of the other passengers if he wasn’t returned to solid ground immediately. Syfax had been asleep then too, but the moment the panicked man began shouting the major had been on his feet and a moment later the passenger was unconscious in his seat. Since then, Taziri hadn’t worried much about the passengers when she had the air marshal onboard.
The flight to the little airfield outside Palma on the island of Mallorca passed slowly. Taziri had Kenan map their progress using the airspeed indicator, fuel gauge, and compass to calculate their position since all they could see out the windows were several shades of white and gray clouds. Despite the weather, the landing was textbook and a bland Espani soup warmed their bellies while the ground crew refueled the plane with Major Geroubi’s new oil concoction. After only half an hour of stretching their legs, they were back in their seats and back in the air.
“The clouds are thinning out,” Kenan said.
“Yeah. So let’s plan to follow the coast as long as we can see it and turn south when we’re closer to Ejido.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Taziri liked that. Yes, ma’am. No, ma’am. Kenan wasn’t a perfect pilot and he was barely useful as an engineer, but he was a good officer with a strong work ethic, and she was sure with a little more work he would make a good flight officer. One day.
They were barely half an hour out of Palma when Kenan tapped the window to his right. “I can see a city. It’s pretty big. I think it’s Valencia.”
Taziri checked her map. “If it is Valencia, what does that tell us?”
“We’ve reached the coast of Espana?”
“It means we’re too far north because you’ve been bearing west instead of south-west. You need to keep one eye on the compass at all times. We’ve been over this, Kenan. Kenan?”
“I swear I did, captain. It must have been a crosswind.” The lieutenant pressed his face close to the window to peer down at something at an uncomfortable angle. “Captain? I think you should take a look at this.”
“At what?” Taziri stood up and looked over his shoulder. “Where?”
“See the sandy point that looks kind of like a duck’s tail? With the lighthouse? Okay, follow the coast inland toward the city and there’s a big black building between two jetties. See it?”
She squinted at the toy-like shapes on the ground. There were the jetties and the building, which seemed to extend well out into the water away from the beach. She followed the line of the building across the water and saw another, larger gray shape. It was a ship, rounded at the rear and slender at the bow, but she couldn’t tell what was scattered across its deck. “Nothing special, Kenan. Just a boat.”
“Right. But captain, it’s huge.”
“What?” Taziri looked again and saw a few flashing specks nearby that might have been fishing boats. The trawlers were pale dots beside the whale-like creature sitting at anchor beyond the long black docks. “It is huge. Wake the major. I’m going to go down and make a pass over it.”
Taziri took the controls with a hot flush in her palms. She didn’t know much about ships except that the old steamers used engines almost identical to the old airships, and when they exploded the crews drowned instead of falling hundreds of feet to their deaths. And she had grown up in Tingis, watching the Mazigh ships chugging in and out of the harbor. She knew how large a cargo ship should be, and this ship below them was much, much larger.
Kenan dropped back into his seat as Syfax shoved his head into the cockpit and squinted out the windscreen. “What’s up, Ziri? The kid’s acting all squirrelly again.” He tousled the lieutenant’s oily hair, glared at his hand, and then wiped the grease on Kenan’s jacket sleeve.
Taziri had already brought them down several hundred feet and circled around to approach the strange ship from the east. “Take a look at that boat. Notice anything?”
The major nodded and drawled, “It’s freaking huge. What the hell is on the deck? Those pointy things there and there? They look like cannons.”
“We’re about to find out. I can only make one pass before we need to get back on course, or we’re going to run into fuel troubles. Kenan.”
The lieutenant blushed and nodded and went back to his charts and calculations.
“Is everything all right, captain?” asked Nicola. “I see that we are quite close to the water now. Is that Marrakesh just up ahead?”
“No, this is still Espana. We’re just taking a quick pass over Valencia before continuing south,” Taziri called back over her shoulder. “If you look out your window, you may see some of the famed Espani cathedrals.” She saw the amusement in Syfax’s eyes and muttered, “I had to say something.”
The large gray ship was very close now, only a quarter of a mile ahead and five hundred feet below them. Taziri tried to keep her eyes on her instruments, but the closer they came to the ship the more she glanced down at it.
“Holy hell, that’s a big ironclad.” The major crammed against her shoulder to get a better look over her head. “And those are guns on the deck. Big ones. Six in front and four more in the back. Artillery. Machine guns.”
“The entire housing is mechanized. Look how they swivel,” said Kenan.
Taziri saw them swiveling all too well. One pair of the huge cannons was rotating toward them and they were close enough now to see the men scrambling across the deck, rallying around the smaller gun batteries. “I’m pulling up. We’ve seen enough.”
A distant metallic chatter echoed under their feet and they saw the first faint flashes from the muzzles of the mechanized rifles along the deck railing. The heavy cannon were still turning, turning, turning, and rising to follow the climbing plane. And then they fired. Taziri was looking down at just that moment when the two enormous barrels vanished behind a flash of fire and blossom of smoke. She pushed the yoke to the right and felt the Halcyon slice off to the side far out of the ship’s firing solution, and she exhaled, momentarily relieved at having cleared the first disaster.
And then the shells exploded.
Both shells detonated less than thirty yards behind them and the plane bucked and juked as the shockwave struck the tail. Taziri wrestled with the controls, stomping on the pedals, and cursing the brace on her left arm that kept her hand from bending and twisting the way she needed it to. The engine roared on without a sputter and she almost thought she had the clumsy bird level when a hailstorm of shrapnel tore through the rear of the cabin. The passengers all reflexively curled into balls, covering their heads and trying to huddle down in their seats. Tiny pin pricks of sunlight pierced the cabin in a dozen tiny rays from the holes in the walls.
Taziri could barely breathe around the weight in her chest. “Is everyone all right? Everyone say something!”
“I’m fine,” Shahera said, her hands still clasped over her head.
“As am I,” said Nicola, straightening up and peering back at the holes in the plane.
“Goddamnit, woman, what the hell is going on!” snapped Dante. “Are you trying to kill us all? Do something!”
“Shut up!” roared Syfax.
Through all the shaking of the frame and the whistling of the wind through the holes, Taziri managed to focus on the fuel gauge. Please stay full, please God save the fuel. She counted to ten, then twenty, then thirty, but the fuel gauge stayed high.
“We’re all right,” she said. “We’ll bear south and be back on course in a few minutes. Everything is fine. Kenan, give me a heading for Tingis.”
“Bearing…two-three-zero. Repeat, two-three-zero.”
Taziri nodded and turned the yoke as she pressed the pedals to make the turn. The Halcyon banked left, but did not turn. She held the controls for a moment, but the plane only shivered at its precarious angle, still bearing due west. She kicked the pedals, and again, and again.
“Captain?” Kenan looked down at her feet.
“We’ve lost the tail. I can’t turn.”
“What do we do?”
Taziri straightened the yoke and the plane leveled out. The city of Valencia spread out below them, and beyond the church spires and watchtowers lay the snowy fields and hills of Espana. “We’ll have to land. Somewhere.”
“What do you mean, somewhere?” Syfax pointed at the broken landscape below. “Look at that.”
“Maybe we can find a lake or a river.”
The major glared. “It’ll be frozen.”
“It’ll be fine.” She pressed her lips tightly and didn’t say, As long as it happens to lie east-west directly below us.
For half an hour they cruised west, slowly slipping lower and lower so Taziri could study the ground below. An entire country frozen in ice and snow, and not a single strip of water to land on? They passed a high ridge with a second one just ahead, and between the two crests she saw a flat white expanse below. “There!”
Kenan frowned at the frozen lake. “It’s running to the north-west. We won’t have much space to put down.”
“It’ll have to do.” Taziri tightened her safety harness. “Everyone, we’re going to land in a minute. Please hold on. This might be a little rough.”
Syfax went back to his own seat, pretending to stumble by Dante to slap the Italian in the head as he passed.
Taziri eased back the throttle as she brought the plane down, and the engine purred softer and softer.
“Captain?” Kenan tapped the air speed meter. “We’re close to stalling.”
“I see it,” she snapped. The entire plane was shivering now as the crosswind from the valley began driving them south. The soldier pines studding the lower slopes snapped into focus in the clear afternoon light. The sun’s glare had the entire frozen lake blazing with sparkling white light and she hastily clawed her goggles down over her eyes. Taziri lifted the nose and cut the throttle, and the Halcyon fell out of the sky.
The metal pontoons crashed into the ice and screamed across the frozen lake. The wheels underneath whistled and squeaked as the plane raced toward the far bank. Taziri slammed the flaps down and the wings roared in the wind as the elemental forces of air and ice clawed at the poor metal bird.
Over the shaking console, Taziri watched the line of trees on the far bank grow closer and closer. The plane was slowing, but not slowing enough. “Get down!” She grabbed Kenan’s head and pushed him down below the height of the console just as the Halcyon struck the tree line. A leafless branch speared through the windscreen and into Kenan’s shoulder and the lieutenant cried out. The passengers shouted and screamed, and a handful of small objects flew forward into the cockpit. Dante’s cigarette case. Shahera’s headdress. The bags stowed in the rear compartment. All of them pelted Taziri’s arm and head. And then it was over.
As soon as the ground felt solid under her feet, Taziri grabbed Kenan and inspected the wooden shaft in his shoulder. Without a word, she chopped her left arm down on the branch, smashing it to icy splinters with her medical brace and letting the young pilot slip to the floor.
He grabbed his bleeding shoulder and looked up at her. “Is this what it was like, captain?”
“What do you mean?”
“When you crashed the first Halcyon?” He smiled a little.
“No.” She shook her head. Looking back, the fuselage of the plane appeared mostly intact and all of the passengers were groaning and moving. “Trust me. You picked the right crash to be in.”



Chapter 4. Syfax


As soon as he was sure that he was still in one piece, Major Syfax Zidane unlatched his safety harness and began checking the passengers. All were groaning and shaken, and complaining of aches and pains where the harness straps had dug into their shoulders, but there were no broken bones and no blood to be seen. In the cockpit, he saw Taziri and Kenan were already busy poking around their equipment so he lumbered up behind them. “Hey, what’s the word? Is this thing still able to fly or not?”
“Probably, yes,” Taziri said. She sat up on the floor of the cockpit and wiped the sweat from her face. “I need to take a look outside.” She led her co-pilot out the hatch and Syfax watched them circle around to the nose of the plane where they had to climb up the icy embankment to examine the engine.
“Would someone please explain to me what is going on?” Nicola said sternly, staring up at him.
He shrugged. “We spotted a military ship, they shot off our tail, and Ziri saved your butt by landing on this lake. We’re all alive, and hopefully they can bang this tin can back into shape so we can get back in the air soon. Any questions?”
“Tell me about the ship.” Nicola folded her hands in her lap. Her blue and silver suit had been a bit crushed and crumpled, but still shimmered gaudily in the early afternoon light.
Syfax thumbed his nose. “Not much to tell. Big fella. Lotsa big guns. Never seen anything like it. Back home, the steamers are probably half its size, even the navy boats. This big boy is something new.”
“Are the Espani known for their steamships?” The tall woman plucked at the hem of her jacket. “Because in Italia, they are not. Their sailing ships, perhaps, are worthy of note. But my reports describe the Espani military as being nearly a century behind the latest trends in weapons and ships. No one takes them seriously anymore. Not at sea, anyway.”
“I dunno, lady. When I was in the army, I was mostly shooting at Songhai and Ahaggar rangers. Didn’t see many boats in the Atlas Mountains.” He glanced out the forward windscreen, but Taziri and Kenan were still puttering with their engine.
“What if they can’t fix it?” Dante asked quietly, his eyes fixed on the white nothingness outside his window.
“They’ll fix it,” Syfax said.
A minute later, Taziri poked her head in and waved Syfax outside to talk. When they were standing by the nose of the plane, she pointed out the damage as she said, “Well there’s lots of good news. The propeller isn’t bent. The wings aren’t damaged. The pontoons aren’t water-tight anymore but the wheels are still on. Nothing seems to be leaking from the engine. I think we got lucky this time.”
“So what’s the bad news?”
She pointed back at the tail of the plane. “The rudders are gone. We can’t fly until we get that fixed.”
Syfax glanced around the wooded slope above them. He knew the trees were probably frozen solid, but a little fire could go a long way. “Can we patch it up or not?”
“Not.” Taziri sneezed. “I mean, it’s not complicated, but it has to be done right or the wind will just rip it right off and we’ll be stuck flying in a straight line again. Or worse.”
Syfax squinted into the cold wind whipping at his face. The two ridges on either side of the frozen lake weren’t too high or steep, but the trees only stood on the bottom third of the slopes and there was no sign of a road or town in the valley. “How far are we from the coast? From Valencia?”
Taziri turned to her co-pilot. “Kenan?”
The young lieutenant blinked and frowned and began rubbing his bare hands and blowing into his cupped palms. “I’d say, maybe, a hundred miles or so.”
“All right,” Syfax said. “Assuming they don’t have anything faster than horses, they won’t get here until the morning after next.”
“Who?” Kenan asked.
“The guys who shot us down, kid. I don’t think they liked us sniffing around their new toy very much. And if they cared enough to turn those big guns on us, then they’ll care enough to send a handful of soldiers to look for us. The good news is they don’t know where we are. The bad news is that anyone who saw us fly past will point them in the right direction. Ziri, do you think you can fix this bird in two days?”
The captain’s stare hardened. “No, major. I wasn’t kidding. The new rudders have to be properly hinged and attached to the cables for the plane to fly safely. We’re going to need Isoke, one of her fabricators, and a set of spare parts from Tingis. Halcyon isn’t flying until we get a team up here to fix her.”
Syfax chewed on that for a moment. “All right, then we need to quit jawing and start walking.” He went back to the open hatch called inside, “Everybody grab your gear and get out here.” He paused long enough to yank the survival packs from the rear compartment but not long enough to hear their objections. Then he got Kenan to follow him up into the woods to find a couple of small logs and large branches to throw up across the plane’s wings and fuselage. “There. That should be good enough. With all the glare on the ice, no one should see it here until we get back. Kid, how’s the arm?”
Kenan shrugged. “Just a big splinter, really. It’s sore, but not bleeding much. Captain wrapped it up for me. It’s okay, I guess.”
“Glad to hear it.” He looked up and saw Taziri fooling with the engine again. “Hey Ziri, I thought we weren’t going to fix this thing until later.”
“I’m not fixing it.” She stepped out of the shadow of the plane with a black box in her hand that trailed half a dozen cables. “I’m stripping the battery and leads. This way, even if the Espani find it, they can’t possibly use it.” She shoved the battery into her survival pack and shouldered the bag.
“Fair enough. All right, let’s move out!” Syfax started walking away.
“Move out?” Dante shouted from the side of the plane. “Where exactly do you think you’re going? I’m not walking the length of Espana in the dead of winter, you idiot. Get back here and fix this damned machine!”
With his tinted aviator goggles shielding his eyes from the sun, Syfax trudged across the thick powder on the ice with a sharp grin on his face. Taziri and Kenan quickly fell into step behind him and a moment later he glanced back to see all three passengers marching after them.
Yeah, that’s what I thought, jackass.
Stumbling along at the rear, the Eranian girl in purple motley was moving slowly and seemed uncertain about every step in the knee-deep snow. Syfax grimaced. She’s not dressed for the cold, or even for walking. I’m going to end up carrying her, probably. Unless we find some horses. And I’m not that lucky.
As they climbed the eastern ridge at the mouth of the valley, Taziri quickened her step to come alongside him. “Major? What’s the plan?”
“I saw a road a few minutes before we went down. We backtrack east, find the road, find people, and head southeast. We’ll try to hit the coast south of Valencia and hitch a ride back home. If we’re quick about it, we should be out of the country before any soldiers come looking for us. And if we’re quiet about it, you might even get back here with Isoke and get the Halcyon flying again before anyone finds out about it.”
“You really think so?”
“If we’re lucky.” He grinned. “And you know how lucky we are.”
When the slope leveled out they saw a muddy road in the distance running back east to Valencia and angling northwest to God knows where. They had just begun descending the hillside when Kenan stopped short and pointed at the road. “What’s that?”
Syfax didn’t bother to look. He knew his eyes weren’t good enough to see anything more than fifty yards away. “What’s it look like?”
The lieutenant fished the binoculars from his pack and peered through them. “People on the road. Maybe half a dozen of them. On horses, coming this way.”
“Anything special about these people, kid?”
“All men, in matching blue coats. Rifles in the saddles and sabers on their belts.”
Syfax closed his eyes for a minute to ask God why he had absolutely no luck. “How the hell did they find us so fast?”
“It’s like you said, major,” Taziri said. “People saw us pass overhead. I guess there was a garrison in that last town we passed over. But those soldiers don’t know who we are. They’re just coming to investigate. We can probably just walk right past them.”
“Walk?” Syfax looked back at the girl in purple, the woman in bright blue, and the scowling Italian. Then he looked at himself and the pilots in their regulation orange flight jackets. “Yeah, that’s not gonna fly. We don’t exactly look like locals. And if they hold us for even a day, they might get wind of what happened back in Valencia. These guys might not have telegraphs, but they still use pigeons. We’ll need to stay off the road. We’ll head south cross-country and hope we strike another road toward the coast.”
Taziri winced and jerked her head back at the passengers. “Cross-country?”
Syfax sighed and curled his freezing hands into fists a few times. “Nah, you’re right. Scratch that. These folks need a road, a short road to a warm bed, or else they’ll be dead on their feet in a few hours. What do you think, Ziri?”
She pointed at the road. “We head the other way. Northwest toward Madrid. On the map, it looks to be a day and half away on foot.”
“Wait, you want to go north? We’ll never get home if we start circling around the whole country trying to dodge soldiers while staying on the nice comfy roads.”
“But I know someone in Madrid, major,” Taziri said. “Do you remember the day of the assassination? The Espani fencer with that foreign woman wearing the feathers? They were in all the papers. I met him after the attack before he left the palace. His name’s Quesada. He personally saved the queen’s sister and children. If we can get to him, I think he’ll help us. He’ll at least feed us and point us in the right direction to get home safely.”
Syfax grimaced. Nah, it’s all wrong. Heading in the wrong direction, on the roads in plain sight, looking to rendezvous with a dubious asset? “Sorry, captain, I’m pulling rank on this one. We go south. It may be the worst three days of their lives, but if we take this bunch south then we’ll have the best chance of getting home alive, sooner than later.”
“It’ll be the last three days of their lives if we take this bunch south, cross-country, in the Espani winter. And rank?” Taziri looked at him sharply. “You may outrank me, major, but you’re only in command of security.”
“Yeah, and I’m pretty sure surviving in hostile territory counts as a security problem.”
“Wrong. I’m in command of transporting our passengers and all decisions regarding their transport are mine to make. As long as we avoid the soldiers and play this smart, there won’t be any security problems. We go north, and it will take as long as it takes.”
If it weren’t for the three stragglers with them, he would have insisted on the hard march through the woods to the south. That’s what we would have done back in the Atlas Mountains, back in the army. But this is the Air Corps where the chain of command is some sort of committee tea party. What the hell am I doing here? He spat in the snow. “It’s a bad plan.”
“It’s a reasonable plan,” Taziri countered.
Syfax peered at the road and the dark blurs that might have been soldiers. “What do you think, kid? Can you see anything we’re not thinking of?”
“No, sir. But whatever we’re going to do, we need to get down off this ridge and out of sight soon.”
“Hang on, I’ve got something for them.” Taziri shrugged off her jacket and started rolling up her left sleeve.
Syfax grimaced. “Really?”
“Yeah. Here, hold this.” She handed him the flare shell. With her sleeve up around her elbow, the entire medical brace was exposed. The long aluminum plates encased her forearm down to her wrist and the small rods connecting the brace to her glove held her hand immobile. He’d seen her take the brace off once to wash her arm and change the gauze wrapped around the hideous burns, and he’d made the effort to avoid seeing it a second time. He glanced away now, too. Taziri shoved the top plate down into her arm and then let it spring up with a soft pneumatic hiss. The long brass tube popped up and clicked into place. She held out her hand for the shell and he gave it to her. Taziri slipped it into the tube bolted to her arm, closed the chamber, and aimed at the southern sky. She pulled the trigger and the flare streaked up into the air, leaving only a thin trail of gray smoke as it rocketed away from the ridge. Several seconds later the flare erupted into bright red flames, spewing dark red smoke into the wintry wind.
Taziri carefully sealed up the device in her arm, rolled down her sleeve, and pulled her coat back on. “There. That should at least lead them off in the wrong direction for a few hours and leave the road clear for us. Come on. Let’s get moving.”
Damn it, Ziri, you’d better be right about this Quesada fella. Syfax gave the southern horizon one last tired look before turning to the northwest road. “All right, everybody move out.” And if there’s any justice in this world, we’ll find a nice clean barn where we can freeze to death tonight.



Chapter 5. Shifrah


Someone was shaking her shoulder. She hated that. She hated any method of waking her up, but she hated shaking the most. Like she was a dog or a doll or a pepper mill. And it created a dilemma: Do I endure the shaking to steal a few last seconds of pretend-sleep, or open my eye and start the first argument of the day?
“Get up, Shifrah,” Salvator said in that infuriatingly calm, velvety voice of his. The Italian reached over her to grab his belts and sheathes from the shelf over the bunk. “We’re going on a little trip.”
“What are you talking about?” she muttered, her eye still closed. She knew the ship was too large for her to feel the movement of the deck, but she could feel it. And she hated it. The only thing that made it bearable was staying in bed. “I’m not going anywhere, and you’re supposed to be teaching some children how stab each other, aren’t you?”
“Not anymore. It appears I’ve worn out my welcome.”
“Already?” Shifrah blinked and sat up, letting the blankets fall off her bare chest to reveal the corded muscles of her arms and stomach and the thin knife scars on her hands and forearms. “What did you do this time, sleep with the admiral’s wife?”
“No. Some Mazigh fool just frightened the old man out of his small clothes and he wants me to hunt him down.” Salvator sighed as he belted his sword around his slender waist. “It was the strangest thing I’ve ever seen. An airship, but with no air bladder. More like a bird, with wings. It was tremendously fast, but Magellan managed to wound it all the same. It’s heading west, and the old man wants us to find it.”
“Mazighs?” Shifrah scowled as she crawled out of bed and began selecting her attire from the clothes scattered across the floor. “What the hell are they doing out here?”
“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll ask them before I kill them.”
She smiled. That’s my Sal. “When will you be back, do you think?”
He smiled and leaned down to kiss her. He bit her bottom lip gently as he pulled away. “Not me. We. The good admiral seems to have noticed you sniffing around the officers’ quarters.”
Shifrah pushed him away. “I didn’t take anything.”
“I don’t believe that anymore than Magellan does.” Salvator carefully slipped his folded clothes into his bag along with his books.
Well, it isn’t the first time we were kicked out of a warm bed. Sighing, Shifrah dressed and began shoving her things into her bag. “So, where should we go next? Back to Italia? Or maybe Carthage for the winter. I’m tired of the cold.”
“We’re not going anywhere. We’re going to do exactly what the old man wants,” Salvator said as he slipped into his long coat. “We’re going to track down this Mazigh spy and bring back his head for the admiral’s pleasure.”
“What for?” Shifrah rolled her eye. “Who cares what the Espani want?”
“I don’t give a damn what the Espani want,” he said quietly. “But I’m not about to leave them in possession of the Arkangel. A single warship like this could rule the entire Middle Sea and destroy any coastal city in just a few hours, and as I recall, most of Italia is still coastal.” Salvator inspected his rapier’s hilt. “It galls me to think that we have been here three months and I still have no idea how to steal or destroy this monstrosity. It’s simply too large. And God save us all if they build any more.”
Shifrah flopped back onto the bed, still only half dressed, her glorious black mane draped over her shoulders. She shrugged in agreement as she adjusted the patch over what used to be her other eye. She had been considering having a jeweler make her a new one cast in silver and set with a sapphire where the iris should be, but the idea had seemed too conspicuous even for her. “If you still want this ship, then fine. But why bother with some Mazigh spy? Let’s go back to Rome and see what your friends have drummed up. Maybe they’ll have some ideas about how to sink this whale.”
“No. I’m staying right here until the Arkangel problem is resolved. And who knows? Maybe if we do retrieve this spy’s head, the good admiral will grant us a little more leeway and we’ll begin to make some real progress.”
It’s always about the job, isn’t it, Sal? Shifrah stood up, letting her unbuttoned trousers fall to her knees and she shoved him back against the wall. “Well, if this is our last hour in a heated room with a real bed, let’s not waste the opportunity.”
Salvator glanced at the bunk. “Another time. Get dressed. We have a flying spy to kill.”
Spoil sport. She scowled and turned away to finish dressing and packing her bag.
The long hours on the road passed slowly. The Espani countryside plodded past them, field after house after field. It reminded her of home, of ancient Nablus in faraway Persia (or Eran or whatever they’re calling it now, she sniffed), only poorer and colder. Much colder. Salvator paused to question most of the people they met on the road, or near the road. Most nodded yes, they did see the strange little airship or the strange roaring bird pass by overhead. But on the afternoon of the second day the heads stopped nodding. The farmers and masons and furriers gave Salvator curious looks and shrugs, leaving the Italian to glare at the distant ridges and hills in silence.
When they came to Villanueva, the local soldiers told them about a strange machine they had found at the edge of the frozen lake just beyond the next ridge. So Shifrah endured the rough ride over the cold, windy ridge and saw the metal bird for herself.
Wings. Tail. Yes, it looks like a bird. So what?
The empty aircraft told her nothing except that no one had died inside it. In fact, she was certain no one had died at all, despite the dents and rents in the metal body. The Mazigh had tried to hide his machine under some branches, which told her that he intended to return to salvage it. But the fresh snow had covered any hint of which way the man had gone. Salvator ordered the soldiers at Villanueva to report their find to Admiral Magellan, and to haul the strange aircraft itself to Valencia, and then he and Shifrah continued on the road west in search of the pilot.
The Italian sat glaring in his saddle, lost in thought.
Ah yes, the exciting life of the dashing Salvator Fabris. Why did I ever come back? Shifrah called out to a little man driving his cart of beaver pelts away down the road. “You there! Are you coming from Madrid?”
The furrier turned. “I am.”
“Did you see any strangely dressed people on the road? Maybe wearing orange?”
He nodded. “Yesterday afternoon. Three of them, and some circus people, I think.”
Shifrah glared at Salvator. “Three of them. And a circus. How fun for them. You’re a spy, Sal, why don’t you travel with a circus? Maybe you’re doing it wrong.”
Salvator snapped his reins and they trotted on to Madrid. It was late in the evening when they spotted a slouched rider coming toward them, descending a small hill where the icy road wound its careless path through a skeletal forest. Salvator smiled. “Rui!”
Oh, excellent. Just who I wanted to meet. Shifrah shivered under her coats and muttered, “What the devil is he doing out here?”
The approaching rider perked up slightly and called out, “Fabris? Is that you? What the devil are you doing out here?”
Salvator glanced at her. “Great minds think alike.”
She scowled at him.
“An exciting expedition,” Salvator called out. “We’re looking for a Mazigh airship crew. The good admiral wants to have a word with their corpses.”
Rui Faleiro reined up beside them. “A Mazigh airship crew? Can’t say I’ve seen anyone like that around here. But then again, I haven’t been looking ahead so much as back over my shoulder.” He winked.
“What did you steal this time, Rui?” Shifrah asked.
“Just a book.” The older man grinned. “A sort of treasure map, if you will.”
“Treasure? I do so love treasure. You can buy so many wonderful things with it.” Salvator exhaled slowly, letting the pale vapor swirl around his face for a moment. “Is this treasure of yours anything I should steal from you, Rui?”
Faleiro blinked, his smile suddenly frozen and his eyes rather uneasy. “I doubt it’s anything that would interest you. It’s just an old Espani relic. A magic rock, if you will.”
Salvator shook his head. “You people are absolutely stunning in your faith in such profoundly stupid nonsense.”
Shifrah tugged her scarf away from her mouth. “What sort of rock?”
Faleiro shrugged. “Legend says it was bright and shiny, and the angels sang, and some nun saw it fall from heaven. A friend of mine likes these things. I thought he would enjoy the book.”
“A friend of yours?” Shifrah raised an eyebrow. Maybe this trip won’t be a complete waste of my time after all. “Would this be that gentleman from Aegyptus who came onboard the Arkangel last month?”
Faleiro swallowed. “Uhm. Yes, actually.”
“I see.” Shifrah nodded. “Did you know my broker in Alexandria would probably pay double or even triple for anything your friend might be interested in?”
“Really? Why is that? What do you know about my friend?”
“I know I killed him right after he met with you.”
She only had to glance at Salvator. The Italian drew his rapier and plunged it through Faleiro’s chest, and then withdrew to watch the man choke and shake and fall from his saddle into the road.
Salvator looked up at her. “Now, don’t misunderstand, I’m very pleased that this pathetic pile of offal is dead, but I too would like to know what your broker in Alexandria wants, exactly.” He dismounted and picked through Faleiro’s pockets very carefully to avoid the blood. With the man’s watch, wallet, and a small leather-bound book in hand, the Italian straightened up. He stared at her, waiting.
“My broker wants certain people dead.” Shifrah shrugged. “I don’t ask why. Faleiro’s Aegyptian friend was on the list, so I killed him. I was also told to send all of the man’s belongings back to my broker, which I did.”
“Why did you bother?”
“Because it doubled the bounty.”
“I see. So Faleiro’s friend was dealing in exotic valuables? Tell me, what is the current black market value of a magic Espani rock?”
Shifrah ignored the jibe. “I assume he was dealing guns, jewels, or drugs,” she said. “But all he had on him were some papers written in Aegyptian. Maybe this journal is more of the same.”
Salvator frowned as he dragged the fat little corpse into the ditch at the side of the road. He returned to his own horse, climbed up into the saddle, and then pulled the leather-bound book from his pocket. “I assume you want this, then?”
“Naturally.” She held out her hand.
He smiled and opened the book to flip through the pages. “Hand-written, and in Espani, not Aegyptian. It looks to be a sort of journal. Detailed notes. People, places, things. Dates and maps. How very interesting.”
“Yes, all very interesting. Can I have my bounty please?” She opened and closed her waiting hand. Don’t be a prick about this, Sal. This is business.
“All in good time.” Salvator tucked the journal into the breast pocket of his coat and turned his horse back onto the road toward Madrid.
You snake. Shifrah squinted into the snow-glare of the bright sky and the bright icy field, and followed him. You’ll pay for this the next time you want to see me naked.



Day Two



Chapter 6. Lorenzo


He sat by the window, boots up on the stone ledge, staring out at the gray evening as the heavens faded from violet to black and the pale stars began to gleam in the clear winter sky. A howling wind rose from time to time to shake the naked trees and rattle the loose roof tiles, and to throw clouds of ice and snow against the window pane.
“A cold night. Are you going to see her?” Qhora asked.
“Yes, I think so.” Lorenzo stood up and pushed his long black hair back over his head. “She’ll know what to do about this.”
“Enzo, I think you’re overreacting. It will take a few days for Faleiro to return to Valencia or wherever he’s going. And the Espani navy isn’t going to send a search team into the Pyrenees in the dead of winter to look for some rock, no matter how magically hot it may be,” she said. “And that’s assuming Faleiro will even get permission from Magellan to look for the skyfire stone at all. Maybe the admiral will tell him he’s an idiot and throw him into the sea.”
Lorenzo smiled at the thought of Rui Faleiro pitched headfirst into the Middle Sea, left to drift back to shore on the freezing waves and peppered liberally with gull droppings. “You could be right.”
“I’m always right.” She smiled.
“It’s just, what if there’s some garrison up there already, somewhere in the mountains at the edge of the glaciers or in one of the mining towns? What if Faleiro sends a pigeon to that garrison and his men start searching for the stone on their own?” He felt his gut tighten into a knot. “They could be looking for it right now.”
“Enzo.” She grabbed his shirt and jerked him forward slightly to face her. “You’re doing it again. You’re inventing problems where there aren’t any. Not yet, anyway. Go on, go outside and talk to her. She’ll tell you the same thing. We have all the time in the world. We can go find your relic in the spring, when it’s safe, just like we talked about last month. Go talk to her.”
Lorenzo nodded. “I’ll do that.” He kissed her for a moment, or two, and left. The soft warmth of her lips lingered on his own and for a moment he considered carrying her back up to their bedroom. Time enough for that later.
The hidalgo put on his long black coat and wide-brimmed hat and stepped out into the young night air. It was a sharp night, clear and cold with a needling wind full of ice dust to sting his cheeks and eyes. With his coat buttoned and the stiff collar flipped up, he reduced his exposure to a narrow gap across his eyes. His hot breath swirled inside the sealed collar, warming his nose and cheeks.
With his gloved hands in his pockets, he trudged out through snow that wasn’t quite as high as his knee-high boots. His students were supposed to be shoveling the snow every morning, and they usually did, but in this season a brief flurry could easily carpet any road or bury any object left in the yard in less than an hour. Outside the main gate, he veered off into the fields away from the road and the houses down the lane. Overhead, a hundred thousand stars shimmered like diamonds, drawing pictures of ancient beasts and heroes from myth and legend. The corner of his heart that was still eight years old began to name them and quietly reveled in their storied exploits slaying monsters and saving kingdoms. He grinned. It always sounded so easy in the stories.
When his house appeared to be little more than a black smudge against the starry sky behind him, Lorenzo found a large rock by a stunted tree, both scoured clean of the recent snow by the shrieking wind. His hat shuddered on his head, but remained in place. He swept his coat down straight and sat on the rock. At first touch, the cold of the stone stung his legs and rear, but soon his flesh warmed the rough seat, or it numbed his flesh. Either way, he ceased to notice it.
“Sister?” he called softly.
There was no answer. No sound or movement in the shadows, except for the wind in the tall dead grass below and the stiff crooked branches above.
“Ariel?” He peered into the darkness, searching. He was in no hurry. His childhood in Gadir had been filled with winters as bitter as those here in Madrid and he couldn’t remember the cold ever truly bothering him. And there wasn’t another soul for miles to disturb his wait.
“Good evening, Lorenzo.”
“Agh!” He fell off his rock into the snow, his heart pounding in his chest. The voice had been right in his ear, so close beside him where no one had been a moment earlier.
The ghost stood to his right, knee-deep in the unbroken snow, her pale silvery figure rippling slightly in the breeze, a figure drawn of mist and aether limned in starlight. Dona Ariella Espinoza de Cordoba still wore the same habit and dour expression she had worn in life centuries ago, and around her neck hung her triquetra medallion with its three curling branches for the Father, the Mother, and the Son. She stared at him. “A nice night.”
“Yes, it is. Although I was enjoying it more before the heart attack.” He stood up and opened his high collar a bit so he could speak to her more clearly. His heart was still pounding from her sudden appearance. “It’s good to see you again. You’ve been away for a few weeks, haven’t you? Traveling the countryside?”
The ghost nodded and spoke in the clear voice of a living person, “Well, it being winter, I doubted you would be very busy or in need of my counsel. I thought I might walk the worldly paths for a while, so to speak. I wanted to see what was becoming of the rest of Espana in this new day and age.”
“And have you learned anything?”
“Yes, but no one else has, as far as I can tell.” The old woman offered him a brief and uncomfortable smile. “The same old world, the same people, the same problems. Not even the fall of the armada or the rise of Mazigh industry has changed things. It troubles me to see how many people still hold to the old superstitions, the same ones I struggled to put to rest during my service at the cloister. Everywhere I go, there are people warning their children of the aloja haunting some well or the mouros lurking in some cave. You would think that here, of all places, the people would set aside the old stories and accept that wandering souls are just that, and not monsters.”
“Maybe the old stories are still around because they aren’t just stories,” Lorenzo said with a smile. “After all, in most of the world, ghosts exist only in stories as well.”
“This is not most of the world, Lorenzo.” She fixed him with a stern gaze. “This is Espana, where the Lord tests the faithful and keeps his children pure and protected from the sins of the world. A hard country, a cold country. We are an enduring people. Our flesh endures the hardships of this land and our souls endure the hardships of eternal service. The divine fire burns brightest here, in the cold and the dark of Espana.”
Lorenzo grinned but did not laugh. For every Sister Ariel who chose to guide the living, there were hundreds of miserable revenants who passed the ages by frightening children and elderly spinsters who wandered out too far into the night alone. Most were harmless pranksters who appeared for an instant to shriek or hiss in some poor person’s ear, or to flash a terrible face before their eyes. But some were not so harmless.
“I’ve been watching your students,” the nun said. “Their progress appears slow.”
“Probably because it is.” Lorenzo sighed. “They’re hardly gifted. They may never even be competent. But it’s a start.”
Ariel frowned. “You’d be surprised what most people are capable of. Push them harder. Demand more of them. Some of them will rise to the challenge.”
“And the others?”
“Will not.” She shrugged. “And I see Qhora is still quite slender.”
Lorenzo winced. “No blessings yet, I’m afraid.”
“Patience. Although, you too might benefit from pushing yourself harder in that arena.”
The hidalgo jerked upright, eyes blinking in the cold night air.
“Don’t look so surprised. I may have died a virgin, but I probably know more about lovemaking than most prostitutes. After all, I spent decades caring for them. God knows I heard more than my fair share of their exploits.”
“Anything you’d care to share with me?” he asked. “Something to make me blush?”
“Mostly things to make you vomit.” She stepped closer to him, her feet passing effortlessly through the unbroken snow. “So which is bothering you so much tonight? The practice room or the bedroom?”
“The library, actually.” He paused with a twinge of guilt, feeling that he was about to confess a terrible failing. “A man stole my journal containing all of my notes about the skyfire stone. This man knows what the stone is capable of, what it can be used to do. He’s a commander in the navy, and now I’m afraid he’s going to send his men up into the mountains to find the stone before I can go myself.”
For a moment, Sister Ariel’s shade appeared to sag and fold in upon itself, her clothing of silver smoke shuddering as the wind rose and tore through the image of her body. As the air stilled, her face grew more distinct, more lined and pitted, older and sadder. “That’s a shame. I know how much you were looking forward to your expedition.”
He shook his head. “That’s the last thing I’m worried about. If the skyfire stone is the same metal I saw in the New World, then whatever is left of our navy will suddenly be powerful enough to challenge anyone, even Persia. Eran, I mean. Whatever they’re called, the war will devastate the kingdoms of the Middle Sea. Millions could die.”
The nun nodded. “Possibly. We’ve spoken of this before. We’ve always known that this stone might be used for war. And if the military finds it first, then that will be its fate.”
“But the stone can be used for so much more!” Lorenzo said. “You’ve traveled. You’ve seen the new steamships and the tractors in the south. Clocks and watches and mills and trains. A machine can make a single man stronger than twenty. These machines are changing everything in Marrakesh and one day they’ll be here as well. But in Marrakesh, the men are little more than machine parts themselves. Worked to exhaustion, maimed and killed, and all in the name of progress and profit. It will happen here too, eventually. The Mazigh lost their faith. So will we. It’s already begun.” He thought of the empty churches, the pews where the men should have been if they hadn’t died in the New World and the pews where the women should have been if they weren’t working to exhaustion to support the remains of their families.
The nun gazed up at the sky. “And you think you can change all that with the skyfire stone? Will this stone make countless thousands of people turn away from the modern world? Will they choose God over their new machines, over the promise of easy wealth, just because you parade a hot rock in front of them and call it a holy relic? A relic so-named only because a nun was one of the hundreds of people who saw it fall from the sky hundreds of years ago?”
He smiled sadly. “You have a horrible way of putting things in perspective.”
“Regardless of how it’s used, it’s only a rock.”
Lorenzo straightened up. “But what if it isn’t? What if it is some crumb of paradise, some splinter of heaven? What if it can cure the sick, make the wicked lay down their arms, or even restore the dead to life? On the night that it fell from the sky, you described strange auroras above the mountains, and the witnesses you talked to heard voices singing on the wind.”
“Just random nonsense, Lorenzo. There’s a holy miracle or relic in every town in every province, and a dozen old men to tell you that they saw it themselves. Over the centuries, I’ve tried time and again to walk those mountain paths, to find another ghost who knows of the stone. I’ve never found a single one.” She folded her bare hands drawn in starlight and shadow. “Look, Lorenzo, I don’t know exactly why the good Lord keeps throwing me into your path, but I do know you’re a fine young man and I’m trying to help you live a good life. That means real work and real family. It means making the world a better place, too, but it doesn’t mean saving the world from all the evils in the human heart. There were wars before Lorenzo Quesada walked the earth, and there will be wars when you’re dead and forgotten. Your legacies, your real legacies, are your children and the things you leave behind. Your students. Your school. Your philosophy and teachings.”
Off in the western hills, two wolves howled to each other in long mournful cries.
Lorenzo sniffed the cold and lifeless air. There was nothing to smell, no scents of fruit or flowers, no animal odors, not even the char of burnt wood.
She’s right, of course. Her precious stone is probably just a rock, perhaps a strangely hot rock, but a rock nonetheless. And it probably doesn’t matter who finds it first. Even if I had it in my hands right now, Magellan and Faleiro would hear about it sooner or later and take it. I couldn’t possibly stop them.
Lorenzo stared at the ghost figure of smoke and chalk and moonlight quivering in the cold night air just beyond his reach. She had lived and died generations ago, and returned with stories of ancient Espana and the voices of angels and the gates of heaven. Lived and died. Died, and still here, still trying, still working. He felt a sudden lightness in his heart, and he grinned.
“You’ve convinced me,” he said.
“To focus on your real commitments? You’ll give up the stone?”
“Not exactly.” He shrugged. “It’s more of the opposite, really. I’m going to go find the stone myself. And I think I’ll leave tomorrow.”
“What? Why?”
“Because of you, sister. I can’t believe I only just realized it. Most people in the world don’t even believe in ghosts, let alone see them. But we take them for granted here, so much so that we’ve forgotten what they mean,” Lorenzo said. “You stand there, proving the immortality of the human soul, proving the existence of some greater power, some grand design for the universe, proving that there is more to this world than what most people see. Marrakesh and the rest of Ifrica is a land powered by machines and science. Qhora’s empire is a land powered by enormous beasts and nature. Maybe it’s time that Espana took its place in the world as a land powered by God and faith. But faith is a fragile thing. It needs to be shepherded and nurtured, trained and tempered in the right hands. Hands like yours. And maybe even hands like mine. So I’m going to find this stone, whatever it is, and I’m going to use it to save our country, and our faith, and our future. And then, if there’s time, I’ll make some babies and teach my students how to parry and lunge. I promise.”
She shook her head slowly. “You’re taking a terrible gamble. Ambitious military men are dangerous, and the mountains in winter even more so. A terrible risk to cross either.”
“It’s not so terrible. Just a little walk up to the glaciers to look for a rock. I’ll even take a few of my better students along and try to whip them into shape in the mountains. Meanwhile, the others can stay here to practice or go home to rethink their decision to be here in the first place.” He held up his empty gloved hands. “Everybody wins.”
“And Qhora?”
Lorenzo grimaced. “Well, I have all night to figure out how to tell her, don’t I?”



Day Three



Chapter 7. Qhora


It was close to noon when she caught the boys saddling the horses. They were muttering in low voices and stumbling around in the dark. A single open window or door would have flooded the stable with sunlight and snow glare, but every window and door was closed. She only found them because she was going to check on Wayra, who had been trilling and squawking in her pen all morning.
When she threw open the door and a bright rectangle of light fell on them, the two boys froze with expressions of extreme guilt.
“I expect this sort of thing from you, Gaspar, but you, Alonso?” She crossed her arms. It wouldn’t be the first time she had caught some of the boys sneaking off into town for a drink or a girl, though never in the middle of the day. Keeping an eye on Enzo’s students could be exasperating, but she also enjoyed the role, particularly bossing them around and watching them struggle to make up plausible excuses for whatever they shouldn’t have been doing.
Gaspar dropped his gaze to the saddlebag in his hands and was seized by a sudden coughing fit. Alonso glanced at his confederate and then looked back at Qhora. “We’re just getting ready to go out for a while, ma’am.”
“I see that. Uptown or downtown?” It was a meaningless distinction. Madrid was barely large enough to warrant being called a city, even by Espani standards.
More squirming and guilty looks. Alonso said, “Who, us? No, no, no. We’re just going out to see if there are any elderly farmers in need of a little wood chopping or snow shoveling. You know us young men, always looking for a chance to help old people do boring things.”
Qhora smirked. Alonso was many things, but he was not a good liar, which was why he never bothered trying to deceive her. He always went for the laugh instead. Her smile faded. Two boys, even two boys up to no good, only need two horses. “I’m sure. Carry on then, gentlemen. I’m just going to have a little chat with the head wood chopper and snow shoveler.” She spun around and stalked back through the snowy yard to the house and marched back to her husband’s study where she found him at his desk speaking to Enrique and Hector, but she entered too quickly to catch any part of their conversation before they broke off to look at her.
“Good morning, darling,” Lorenzo said. “You’re looking as lovely as ever.”
“You’ll tell me how beautiful I am later. Right now, I want to know why Alonso and Gaspar are saddling five horses in the dark.” Qhora folded her arms and noticed the heavy canvas bags in the corner. “And why you have those in here.”
Her husband nodded and asked the boys to leave. Enrique and Hector slipped out through the door past her without looking her in the eyes.
“Well?” she asked.
“I’m taking some of the boys on a little trip. Training.” He played with a pen on his desk. “It’s something Don Jeronimo did with us sometimes back in Gadir. I think if I just push these four harder, make them really work like they’ve never worked before, I can get through to them. Show them what they’re really capable of.”
“Really?” She moved closer to the desk. “And where will you go?”
“Zaragoza,” he said. Humming, he began very slowly shuffling his papers into a semblance of order and slipping them down into his desk drawers.
“Really? That far north at this time of year?”
He sniffed and glanced up at her. “Sure. Why not? They’re all city boys, southern boys. They need to suffer a little. When they’re older, they won’t remember the drills or half the things I’ll tell them. But they’ll remember the two weeks riding up and down the old roads in the dead of winter. Grumbling and shivering and cursing my name. It’ll bring them closer together, and make them feel special. When they come back, they’ll lord it over the others. They’ll feel elite, special, more confident. At least, that’s the plan.”
“That’s the plan,” she echoed. “Not to go to the mountains? Not to look for the stone?”
Lorenzo leaned back in his chair and stared into her eyes. “Yes, while we’re up there, I may look into it. Ask a few questions, discretely. I’ll see if there’s a garrison up there, and if there is, I’ll ask if they know Faleiro or Magellan.”
Qhora exhaled slowly. “This is what Ariel told you to do?” Say yes. Say yes so I can blame that frigid witch of a nun.
“No. She said to give it up. Forget the stone. She wants us to make babies.”
Qhora sputtered out a short laugh. “And when she talks sense for the first time, you stop listening to her for the first time. Fine. Enjoy your little trip. Get it out of your system.” She had expected to be angry, or angrier at least. And she had been for a minute when she caught him lying, but there was nothing to be angry about now. It’s better this way. Let him go poke around his snowy mountains now, long before Faleiro and the soldiers ever get there. It’ll be safe enough for him to go now. She smiled and tried to think of something nice to say.
“Don Lorenzo!” one of the boys called from down the hall. “Visitors!”
Enzo scowled. “I’ve told them to stop yelling in the house.” He stood up and rested his hands on her shoulders. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you straight away. I am. But I’ll only be gone a short while. Two or three weeks, I think. Will you be all right here?”
“I’ll be fine.”
“I know you will.” He kissed her. “Now let’s see what all the shouting is about.”
In the foyer they found Hector lingering by the front door. He thumbed outside. “You’re never going to believe this, sir.”
Qhora followed Enzo into the yard and saw six strangers who were clearly not Espani. Three of them wore matching orange jackets and padded black trousers, all stained and grimed with frozen mud spatter from the road. Mazigh uniforms, she guessed. The three almost looked familiar, but nothing specific came to mind. No names, no places.
Then there were the Italians. They had to be Italians. Only Italians would wear such hideous, garish, ridiculous clothing. The tall man was practically sparkling in baby blue and silver patches and stripes and sashes, and though travel-worn, he still looked rather fresh. His little lady friend in purple and pink had not fared nearly as well. Her jester’s motley was crumpled and discolored and torn a bit here and there. She was huffing and puffing just standing still, and her huge brown eyes were darting around the yard as her pale lip trembled. The third Italian was clearly the sanest, dressed in plain browns and blacks, though his face didn’t merit a second glance. His dark eyes glared out beneath his heavy brows on either side of his horse’s nose, and his lip seemed frozen in an angry sneer.
Enzo forced a smile and said, “I am Don Lorenzo Quesada. Is there something I can do for you ladies and gentlemen?”
The woman in the orange jacket stepped forward. “Sir, I’m Captain Taziri Ohana. You may not remember me, but we met in Orossa two springs ago. When the queen died.”
The hidalgo nodded. “I remember. A dark day, to be sure. You were the pilot of the airship that crashed, weren’t you? I can’t imagine a more tremendous display of courage and loyalty. I wish I had actually seen it for myself. I didn’t reach the airfield until just after it happened.”
“I actually don’t remember the crash myself,” she said.
The big man in orange grunted. “I sure as hell do.”
Qhora circled the yard slowly to inspect the group. Her first instinct was to look for weapons, for Italian blades and Mazigh guns, but she didn’t see either among them. Nor did she see horses or mules, carts or bags, or anything a traveler needed in the Espani winter.
Enzo said, “So, what can I do for you and your friends today?”
The woman in orange, Ohana, stepped closer to the hidalgo. “Sir, I was flying these passengers from Rome to Tingis when we passed over the harbor of Valencia. A ship in the harbor opened fire on us and I was forced to land halfway between there and here. I don’t know why they shot us down, and honestly I don’t want to know. We’ve walked for two days without food to find you, in the hope that you would help us reach the Strait and cross safely into Marrakesh. And I know that’s a lot to ask of a stranger, sir, but I know you’re a man of honor. I know that in Orossa you protected the queen’s children on the airfield. So anything you can do for us, anything at all, would probably save our lives.”
Qhora stared at the woman for a moment before striding up among the strangers and asking, “What sort of ship in Valencia shot at you?”
Captain Ohana turned. “A big one. An ironclad steamer with huge cannons on her deck. Clearly some sort of warship, but like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”
Qhora walked straight past her and up to her husband with her back to the strangers. “Magellan, Enzo. Magellan.”
“I know.” He pursed his lips and stared over her head at the Mazigh pilot. “Did you see any soldiers on the road? Were you followed here?”
“Hell no, we weren’t followed,” the big man said. He had a slow way of talking and sleepy way of staring at the young diestros-in-training that Qhora didn’t like. And when the chill morning wind tugged at the man’s coat, she saw the thick-bladed hunting knife sheathed on his belt. She didn’t like that either.
“Well, they’ll be coming sooner or later,” Qhora said. “If Magellan wants you dead, then he’ll find a way to make it happen. His officers are thieves and liars. And I’ve heard that he employs Italians and Hellans to train his sailors. What sort of man, what sort of patriot, hires foreigners to rebuild his military?”
The big Mazigh grinned. “One who wants to win.”
Qhora glanced at him coldly. “Exactly.”
Lorenzo shoved his hair back. “This is all very interesting, captain, but you’ve come at a bad time, not that there would ever be a good time to harbor fugitives from the military. I don’t have the resources to protect you here or on the road. I’m not sure I can help you.”
“Good God!” snapped the ugly Italian in brown. “It’s perfectly simple. Give us some food, give us some horses, and we’ll be on our way. As soon as we get out of this God-forsaken country, we’ll send you some money in return. Or is that too complicated for you people to work out among yourselves?”
The tall man in blue cleared his throat. “I think what my countryman means is that whatever small assistance you can give us would be greatly appreciated. We have nothing. Absolutely nothing. If we don’t resort to stealing food by the end of the day, we will be dead by the end of the week.”
Qhora squinted at the tall Italian. He looked and sounded rather effeminate. She didn’t like that either. Why can’t anything in Europa be simple? The politics, the religion, the food, and even the clothes are all ridiculous. And now the men and women are starting to look the same?
Lorenzo spoke to the captain. “Food I have in abundance. You can have all you can carry. But horses are dear, and I’m taking all of mine north this afternoon. And I can’t allow you stay here to rest even one night. I’m truly sorry, but I can’t jeopardize the safety of my students and servants to shelter you.”
“I understand,” said Captain Ohana. “The food will be fine, and directions to Tartessos. We’ll leave within the hour, I promise.”
Qhora stood aside as the six ragged travelers filed into the house and the students drifted away across the yard to talk or spar with sticks in the snow. She considered going back to the stable to steal a few moments alone with Atoq and Wayra, but she went back inside the house instead.
She hovered outside the kitchen until Lorenzo was finished telling the cook what to feed their guests now and what to pack for their immediate departure. When he stepped out into the hall, she followed him. “What am I supposed to do when Magellan’s troops show up looking for them? Do I say I never saw them, or admit to feeding them and sending them on their way?”
He sighed. “Tell them the truth. We fed them as we would feed any hungry travelers, and then we sent them off. But there’s no need to mention that we know the pilot, or that they’re going to Tartessos, not unless it’s absolutely necessary.”
Oh, Enzo, how can you still be so naive? She grabbed his arm and pulled him into his study. “Do you really think that will be good enough? Magellan shot them out of the sky just for being near this warship of his. If he’s willing to kill them, what are the odds he’ll leave us in peace?”
Enzo shrugged. “I don’t know. You’re right though, it’s too dangerous. As soon as the Mazighs are gone, I want you to get the rest of the boys packed up and take them to my father’s house in Gadir. We’ll call it a winter holiday or something. When the soldiers come, they’ll find no one here.”
“Won’t that look suspicious?” she asked.
“Better to look suspicious, my love, than be arrested or worse.” He squeezed her hand. “We’ll meet back here in a few weeks when this has all blown over. It’ll be fine. It will. You’ll see. And you can spend some time where the weather isn’t quite so harsh.”
“I don’t care about the weather, Enzo, I care about you. And you’re not taking this business seriously enough.” She gave him a little shove. “I’m coming with you to Zaragoza, and wherever else you’re going. Those boys don’t need me to get to Gadir or anywhere else. They know the roads better than I do, they’re bigger and stronger than I am, and they’re almost as old as me besides.”
Lorenzo smiled. “I love sparring with you. It’s so reassuring to know who the winner will be from the outset every time. North it is.”



Chapter 8. Taziri


Lunch consisted of roast beef stew, boiled potatoes and carrots, and all the hard black bread in the country, as far as Taziri could tell. The only spice on hand was salt, and plenty of that, too. It was a flavorless feast compared to the simplest cafe lunch in Marrakesh, but after two days of hard marching and two nights almost without sleep, the Espani fare was a feast all the same.
After she had wolfed down two bowls of stew and half a loaf of the crusty bread, Taziri left the table in search of her host, hoping to apologize for Dante and maybe negotiate with Don Lorenzo for something more than a bag of food, something like clothes and boots, and even some Espani reales in exchange for her pocketful of Italian florins. She moved warily through the old house, intensely aware of the fact that she was snooping through her savior’s home, when she heard the hidalgo’s voice and she entered the open doorway of a small office with a few hardwood shelves bearing a dozen or so books. Don Lorenzo and his wife turned to look at her. His last words hung in her mind. North it is.
“I’m sorry to interrupt you, sir,” Taziri said. “But I was hoping to have a word with you about our arrangements.”
“I’m having my people put together some bags for you with food for the road,” he said. And then he smiled broadly. “And I’ll see if I can find some better clothes for your Italian friends. I don’t think those fancy outfits of theirs were meant for long strolls in the snow.”
Taziri smiled back. “I asked them about it. The girl, Shahera, was only visiting Italia for a short time and she was going to miss Carvinale, so she got the costume anyway and her tall friend indulged her by getting one as well. They were planning to buy more clothes in Tingis as soon as we landed.” The pilot shook her head. “It was just a silly impulse, and it almost got them killed walking here. They both could have frozen in the night.”
Lorenzo nodded. “Again, I’m sorry to be hurrying you back out onto the road again, but as I said, I’m responsible for quite a few people here, and even if I wasn’t, there’s very little I can do against the military. The rank of hidalgo protects me from the tax collectors, but not from soldiers.”
“I understand perfectly,” Taziri said. I’m not asking you to fight a war for me, just to help me get my people to safety. Why is that so difficult? “I’m sorry, but I heard you speaking just now. You’re heading north today?”
“I am. A training expedition for my students, and I’m also hoping to do a little research of my own. The roads will be unpleasant, but we’ll all be safe from Magellan’s people, should they come looking for you here.”
“Safe.” Taziri nodded. “In your opinion, how difficult will it be for us to cross the Strait of Tarifa back into Marrakesh?”
The hidalgo glanced at his wife, his eyes dark with doubt. “If you could get there quickly enough, no trouble at all. But if Magellan is looking for you, then as soon as his messengers reach the ports, everyone will be looking for you. Even so, I suppose if you could find a little village on the coast and a fisherman willing to make a very long detour, you might slip across the water undetected. Maybe. For a price.”
“What my husband doesn’t want to say is that you’ll probably be caught,” the little woman said. The peacock feathers arrayed around her collar shimmered and swayed with every tiny movement of her shoulders. “I’m sorry, but it’s true. Three Mazighs traveling with three Italians? You’re far too conspicuous. And now, in the dead of winter, there will be plenty of hungry people willing to tell Magellan where you are in return for a handful of reales.”
Taziri exhaled slowly. She tried not to think of her husband and daughter in Tingis, just across the Strait, who expected her home two days ago and still wouldn’t hear from her for God-only-knew how long. No one back home knows where I am. Italia? Numidia? The bottom of the sea? And no one could seriously hope to find us even if they came looking, which they won’t. “If they capture us, what will happen to us?”
Lorenzo shook his head. “Magellan has a reputation. When I lived in Tartessos, I heard his name almost every day at court. He climbed the ranks by stealing others’ successes and passing off his failures on his rivals. He’s a hawk. Whenever he came to court, it was always to argue for more ships, more troops. A friend of mine once said that what Magellan really wanted was a shooting war with the Persians, but that he’d settle for conquering Marrakesh and Numidia. I think he just wants a really big statue of himself in Admiral’s Square in the capital.”
“Conquer Marrakesh?” Taziri blinked, thinking of the massive ship in the harbor at Valencia, already at sea, already able to fire its immense cannons. “That’s why he shot us down. Because we saw that ship of his. He couldn’t let us report it because he actually plans to use it.” Again her thoughts flew home to Tingis, the northernmost city in Marrakesh, its harbor full of cargo steamers and naval destroyers. It was the logical place to begin an invasion of the country. And her family lived less than a mile from the water’s edge.
“It’s possible,” Lorenzo said. “I’m sorry. Not all of my people go to church as often as they should.”
Taziri frowned. “You don’t need to talk to God to know that war is a bad thing.”
“No, I guess not,” he said. “But sometimes it helps.”
The tiny room drowned in the uncomfortable silence that followed. Taziri blinked back the tears that threatened to spill out. I’ve gone from “lost and presumed dead” to “hunted and soon-to-be dead” along with everyone else in Tingis. My poor Yuba and Menna. And Isoke, and her husband, and their two little boys. And all of the pilots, those young pilots I recruited and brought to Tingis. An entire city, thousands of innocent people. The vile taste of vomit washed lightly up against the back of her tongue.
“We have to get across,” she whispered. “We have to warn them.”
“You’ll be caught,” the small lady said.
Of all things, Taziri suddenly remembered the Halcyon ’s batteries and electrical leads in the bottom of her pack. When they catch me, they’ll have that, too. They’ll have the plane.
“Look,” the hidalgo said, then broke off to frown at his pitiful little shelf of books. A pained and confused look wrinkled his forehead. He looked sick. “Maybe you don’t have to go. Maybe we can hide you, at least for a little while. The navy doesn’t know who you are or what you look like, only that you’re Mazigh aviators. Right?”
“What are you suggesting?” his wife asked with an arched brow.
“They can come with us to Zaragoza,” he said to her. “It’s in the middle of nowhere, and the cathedral is enormous. The abbot is a friend of mine. We’ll all be safe there until this blows over.”
“I’m sorry, sir,” Taziri said. “But I can’t just hide away somewhere. I have a duty to my passengers. And I need to report Magellan’s warship to my government as soon as possible. Lives are at stake, sir. My daughter’s among them.” Why does the world have to be so damn big? Even the best engine in the world will only take you so far before it dies, and leaves you to swim, or crawl, or die yourself. If I ever get home, I’m never leaving again.
A heavy boot thumped in the hall just behind her. “Hey, Ziri, can you see if this guy has any…oh. Right. Sorry.” Syfax leaned into the study, frowning at the little room. “Kinda dark in here. What are we talking about?”
Taziri brought the major up to speed in Mazigh, which was only slightly faster than her well-practiced Espani. Syfax nodded thoughtfully and she could see the tactical wheels grinding away behind his lidded eyes. He said, “Well, I’ll tell ya what I’d do, if this was a security situation, captain. I’d have you and the passengers trot on out of here with the Don while I go south by myself to Tingis. If I go alone, I’ll be there in no time. March all day and night. I can steal a boat and cross the Strait in the dark. They’ll never even know I was there.”
Taziri nodded. He’s right, of course. Major Zidane wasn’t good for much, but running across a country and fighting his way past enemy soldiers definitely fell within the fields of his expertise. But his plan also meant hiding herself away in some church in Espana for days, maybe for weeks. Although, if Syfax makes it through at least he can tell Yuba that I’m alive. And that might be my best option, as terrible as it is. “You’re right, major. You should go. But take Kenan with you.”
The big man grimaced. “Nah, I don’t need him.”
“Take him anyway. He’s good with languages and maps. And he has sharp eyes, so he can watch your back. If anyone asks, you can say he’s your son,” she said.
The major rolled his eyes. “Fine. But he’s not my son. He can be my nephew. My stupid grinning excuse for a nephew.”
“I can live with that,” Taziri said. And then, for a moment, she felt a small weight lifted from her shoulders. They had a plan. It was a bad plan, a flimsy plan, one based on hope and chance, and one that she would have no ability to help carry out. But it was a plan, and that was more than they had a few minutes ago.
Back in the dining room, she found the Italians and the young Eranian lady huddled in the corner while Kenan was quickly becoming fast friends with the young Espani fencers by exchanging bits of old songs and bawdy jokes filled with juvenile double entrendres. Taziri got the room’s attention with a sharp whistle and in her best Espani she told them the plan. The young fencers brightened a bit at the idea of going home for the winter, but the Italians, Shahera, and even Kenan looked slightly horrified when she said they were going north instead of south.
Taziri held up her hand to fend off their objections even as they opened their mouths. She said, “I think we’ve all realized over the last few days that this is not just some inconvenience or unfortunate detour. We’re in very real danger, all of us. And right now, instead of trying to get on with our lives we need to be focused on staying alive. Not just for a few days, but for as long as it takes for us all to get safely out of the country.”
“Are you completely incompetent?” Dante slammed his fist on the table. “All we have to do is walk to the nearest fishing village, throw some coins at the first slack-jawed idiot we see, and row away back to Mallorca, or even all the way to Marrakesh if needs be. They don’t know who we are. They don’t know what we look like. They’re probably not even looking for us at all. And you want to run and hide in some church cellar? Absolutely not. I’m leaving, with or without you fools. I’ll probably be better off on my own anyway.”
The young Italian stood up and snatched a crumbly black loaf from the table to stuff in his pocket. He turned to find Major Zidane in the doorway behind him, and Syfax reached out to gently shove the smaller man back into his seat at the table. “You’re not going anywhere, except with the captain. This Magellan character knows we were in a plane, so we’ve got to be Mazigh, and he knows we were coming from Italia, so he knows you’re Italian. So unless you think you can cover up that stupid accent of yours, I guarantee you’ll be in a cell by the end of the week. If this bastard is as paranoid and controlling as everyone says, he’ll be rounding up every poor fool from Valencia to Madrid just for looking or sounding funny.”
Dante slumped back in his seat, scowling. He took out his bread and began picking at it.
Taziri used the commotion to slip back out into the hall, but she had barely taken two steps before she felt a hand on her shoulder.
“Captain?” It was Kenan, but the earnest young lieutenant wasn’t grinning for once. “If it’s all the same to you, ma’am, I’d rather go north with you instead of south with the major.”
“It’s not the same to me, Kenan. The major is going to need your help if he runs into trouble. And knowing him, he will run into trouble. I’m counting on you to be the sensible one. Keep your eyes open. Give him options and ideas before he pulls out that knife of his.” Taziri raised an eyebrow. “I thought you’d be okay with this. It’ll be like old times.”
“That’s just it, captain,” he whispered. “I transferred to Section Four to get away from him. I didn’t like the old times, even if it was only a year or so. He treats me like a little kid. And the things he does to people, I mean, I know they were criminals, but still.” The lieutenant looked queasy. “He’s dangerous.”
“Well, I’m sorry you feel that way, lieutenant, but you’ve got your orders,” Taziri said. “If things go well, it will only be for a few days and you’ll be safe and sound back home before you know it.”
“And if it doesn’t go well, I’ll probably end up in front of an Espani firing squad.” He turned and sulked back into the dining room before she could say anything else. Her instinct was to call him back and give him a severe dressing down for his attitude and threaten him with some sort of disciplinary action, but she couldn’t think of any way to punish him beyond forcing him to accompany Syfax. And the truth is, he’s right. He very well might end up in front of a firing squad. On any other day, that thought might have troubled her more, but she had too much to worry about already.
Three passengers to shepherd. An experimental engine battery to protect. A family less than four hundred miles away that I can’t reach. And unknown days or weeks holed up in the basement of some freezing Espani church listening to Dante complain.
It took almost two hours for the hidalgo’s household to pack up and lock up, but eventually everyone was properly dressed for a long walk down a cold road, every back was aching under a pack laden with food and blankets, and every animal in the stable had been trotted out into the yard. Taziri wasn’t particularly shocked by the huge striding bird that the hidalgo’s wife had saddled and mounted. Its clicking talons and massive beak were worrisome, as were the blood red plumes around its eyes, but she could almost think of it as a giant ostrich, and that was a bit less frightening. Not that she had ever seen such a thing before, but there were more than a few strange and enormous beasts from the New World in Marrakesh. Tamed megatheras labored in the factories alongside the huge engines, while the smaller sivatheras drew the carriages of the wealthy, as well as those who wished to appear wealthy for a night. She had even heard of the racetracks where giant birds sprinted for the gamblers and the well-dressed ladies, who watched from a safe distance in their tents, through their binoculars.
But the cat. The cat was something else altogether. When the beast called Atoq padded silently out of his pen, Taziri had nearly screamed. In fact, she probably would have screamed if she had not been surrounded by perfectly calm young Espani who barely gave the monster a second look. She had nothing to compare it to except the great lions of the eastern plains, but standing in the snowy yard, only a stone’s throw from the creature, she was certain that Atoq was larger than any lion. His shoulders were thicker and broader than any great cat or dire wolf, his head and neck were muscled like an elephant’s leg, and the huge fangs spearing down from his mouth told her not only that he could slice her apart without even opening his maw, but also that he could open his jaws at least as wide as the fangs were long. And they were very long.
When Dona Qhora emerged from the house, Taziri almost mistook her for the Eranian girl. Unlike everyone else who was wearing black and brown and gray coats, gloves, and scarves, the hidalgo’s wife strode out into the snow in buff colored trousers that disappeared into her tall, shining black boots. Over her high-necked white blouse she wore a tight purple vest, and over that a long blue coat decorated in silver threadwork across the breasts with elaborate silver ropes draped from her shoulders. Qhora paused to adjust her white leather gloves, then took her white fur coat from one of the students and wrapped it over her tailored blue one. And lastly she set on her jet black hair a blue and silver hat that by rights should have been identical to the hidalgo’s wide-brimmed black hat, except that she had folded up the edges of the brim and fixed them to the top of the hat with large blue satin ribbons. The result was a tricorn headdress resembling a festival ship ready to set sail.
“I’ve never seen a hat quite like that,” Taziri said. No need to mention that the Italians wear them that way, too.
“It was my husband’s dress uniform, as was the coat.” Qhora gestured to the blue and silver affair under her furs. “When he put them aside, I had them tailored to my own use. Military service is nothing to be ashamed of. It should be recognized and celebrated. But since he is too modest to parade for the masses, then I’m happy to do it for him.”
Don Lorenzo gave some final instructions to his students and staff, rattling off directions to each person in rapid-fire Espani. The horses were all heading north, but there weren’t enough for everyone. Taziri had meant to insist that she not be given one, at least not yet, but the gallant young diestros insisted that the ladies ride, and she knew enough about Espani men to give them their moment of chivalry. After all, she was still exhausted from the long march up the road from the crash, and, she reasoned, she was no good to anyone if she collapsed.
So when they set out, the hidalgo led the way with his wife at his side and her huge cat trailing, and behind them rode Taziri, Shahera, Nicola, and the scowling Dante. The four senior students followed them on foot, talking and laughing quietly. She envied them.
They aren’t afraid of anything. Still young. Still immortal. No responsibilities or duties. Only possibilities, egos, and libidos.
Taziri gave Kenan one last, sharp salute. The sad-eyed boy returned it half-heartedly and trudged away after the hulking major and the other junior students heading south.
The rough road north to Zaragoza was a far cry from the machined highways of Marrakesh. This was a dirt and gravel track, pitted and muddy and icy, winding its slow way around hills and through villages and over ancient stone bridges across tiny frozen creeks. For the first half hour, Taziri sat miserably in the saddle trying to remember the last time she had sat on a horse. Maybe when she was nine or ten when she visited her uncle’s farm in the highlands. Trapped between the lumbering mass of the horse under her legs and the sweltering mass of wool, leather, and fur on her back, she was almost ready to offer the horse to one of the young men trailing behind on foot, but the gentle rocking of the saddle and sighing of the wind through the pines soon had her eyes drooping and her head nodding.
She awoke with a start and a terrible ache in her neck and shoulders. The sky had grown gray and dim and dark clouds were gathering in the north. A light dusting of frozen rain was falling all around them, tinkling on the road and the frozen snow drifts to either side of the uneven lane. Taziri straightened up and glanced over at Shahera. She looked much older and even a bit thinner now that she was out of her jester’s costume. The Eranian girl offered her an exhausted smile, and then looked away. Lorenzo and his wife were still plodding along just ahead, but the saber-toothed cat was nowhere to be seen. Behind her, Taziri saw Dante leaning low in the saddle to talk to the youths, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying. She turned to face forward again and was about to trot ahead and ask the hidalgo where they would be staying the night when she realized that they were a rider short.
“Nicola? Nicola!” She stared up and down the road for some sign of another figure, another horse.
Everyone looked at her, looked around, and came to a full stop as they realized they had lost one of their party. Don Lorenzo questioned his students, but none of them could say when the tall Italian woman had disappeared or how long she had been gone. Taziri felt her heart racing.
How could I let this happen? How could I fall asleep and just lose one of my people?
But looking around, she realized that everyone had been nodding off or staring miserably at their boots, and at any given moment their little group had been strung out over as much as fifty yards. The road had wound through heavy woodlands and tall stone houses, and plenty of other places where a rider might have left unseen at just the right moment.
Why would she leave the road? Taziri tried to list the possibilities, but the only one she could think of was the need to answer nature’s call, which she was currently trying to ignore herself. Unable to think of anything else to do, she turned her horse to backtrack up the road but the hidalgo was suddenly beside her and he reached over to rein back her mare.
“No. Qhora will go. We will wait and see what she finds.”
The little Incan woman nudged her towering bird into a sprint and they vanished up the road, Wayra’s talons digging deep gashes in the frozen gravel.
Taziri sat and waited. Dante complained, though everyone ignored him. Shahera said nothing. The four boys asked permission to spar in the road, but their master said no. After half an hour, they heard a faint squawk and whistle and soon heard the rider returning. Qhora let her mount strut into their midst and said, “Over two miles back, I found a fresh horse trail leaving the road in a thick stand of pine trees. She circled around to the road behind us and went back south. I couldn’t see her over the hills.”
“I’ll go back,” Taziri heard herself say. She didn’t want to go back. She didn’t give a damn about Nicola, or Dante, or even poor Shahera. She just wanted to fall asleep and wake up in her own bed with Yuba and Menna beside her. But I have to. I just have to. “I’ll find her.”
“No.” Don Lorenzo pulled down the high stiff collar of his coat to speak. “She chose to go back. God only knows why, but we must stay together and continue north. If your friend is smart, and lucky, then she’ll survive. I wish her well, but she’s gone now, and we need to be moving on. It will be dark soon, and we still have a few miles to go tonight.”
Taziri nodded, grateful to him that he had saved her from herself, and hating him for making her turn her back on her duty. Or am I just hating myself? Some captain I’m turning out to be.



Chapter 9. Shifrah


There was no one at the Diaz estate. No smoke rising from the chimney, no lights in the windows, no animals in the stables. But the snow in the yard wasn’t as deep as the snow outside the fence, and when she stared at the dimples in the fresh snow beyond the gate, Shifrah could see the telltale patterns of boots tramping along the lane to the left and the thinner trails of horse legs walking up the lane to the right.
“Another dead end,” she said. “What a waste of time.”
“No, this is the place.” Salvator shook the locked doors and pressed his eye up to the dark glass of the windows.
In Madrid there had been more than a few witnesses who said a procession of strange people in strange clothes had arrived in town, asking for Don Lorenzo. A man splitting firewood at the bottom of the lane had described as many as half a dozen of these travelers, which matched the furrier’s description.
And here is Don Lorenzo’s house. His dark and empty house.
“It looks like our Mazigh friends arrived around noon, and then left again just a few hours ago. Assuming this Don Lorenzo was at home when they arrived, it is possible the gentleman is with them now.” Salvator swung back up into the saddle and studied the darkening sky. A light snow was falling, but the evening promised to be mild by Espani standards.
Shifrah glared at the dark gray clouds. She had been daydreaming of desert oases and hot sandy beaches for the last three days. She sighed, the exhaled vapor frosting in the chill air. “So where did they go?”
“South. And north.” Salvator grimaced at the tracks. He rode a few yards one way and then a few the other, staring at the tracks in the fading light.
“Well, which is it?” Shifrah demanded. “I’m freezing. What the hell is wrong with you people, living in the cold like this?”
“I can’t be certain who went where. They may have split up. There’s more than half a dozen people heading both ways.” He sounded, as always, perfectly calm and focused. There was no excitement, no frustration, no fatigue. It was infuriating.
Shifrah shivered. “Well, can’t we assume the Mazighs would go south to get back home?”
“The Mazighs could have gone south from their original crash site straight to Villa Real or Albaset. But they went north to Madrid instead, on foot. They asked for a Don Lorenzo on the road. And at that same time, our dearly departed Rui was stealing a journal also written by a man named Lorenzo. What if it’s the same Lorenzo? Clearly, this Lorenzo is an important person. I can’t be certain how or why, but I believe he may be the key to a much larger puzzle.”
“Well, I don’t care about your Lorenzos. I only care about the Mazighs because that’s who Magellan wants, remember?” Shifrah pulled her hood tighter around her head. “Come on. We’re going south.”
“No, wait just a moment. Consider the possibility that they aren’t trying to return home at all.” Salvator peered into the northern gloom where the long shadows of the hills and trees were already masking the contours of the land. “Maybe they meant to go north all along. They might be continuing their mission as planned, but on foot instead of in the air.”
“What mission? What the hell are you talking about? And why would a bunch of stupid Mazighs be coming to see this Lorenzo person?” Her face was tight and pinched, eyes narrowed to slits, mouth compressed into a long thin line.
Salvator looked up at her. “Wasn’t it you who mentioned that name to me about two weeks ago? A Lorenzo?”
“Did I?” She paused, then smirked as the conversation came to mind. “Oh, yes, I remember. I overheard Faleiro talking to another officer about going to meet with a Lorenzo. It must have been this Lorenzo, this meeting.”
“Did Faleiro say why he was going to meet this Lorenzo?”
She grinned a little wider. “To hire him.”
“To do what?”
Shifrah turned her smile on him. “To replace you, of course. I told you they didn’t like you. I told you they were unhappy with your progress teaching the sailors to fence. But as I recall, you said it was nothing to worry about.”
“Replace me? He must be a diestro, then. A diestro named Lorenzo.” Salvator leaned back and studied the skies again with wider eyes. “Ah! Don Lorenzo Quesada. Yes, I’ve heard of the man. A religious idiot, I think.”
Shifrah looked at him sharply. The swordsman in Marrakesh! The duel on the road, and the chase at the train station. “Quesada? I know that name. That’s the bastard who sliced up my hand on the road to Arafez! Didn’t I tell you? He wanted me to run away with him.”
Salvator raised an eyebrow. “Run away with him?”
Her grin returned. “To a nunnery.”
“Oh, yes. That sounds like him. He’s a zealot, from what I hear. Spends too much time in church talking to the dead, and he won’t kill a man for any reason. I suppose he wants to keep his soul nice and clean for Judgment Day.” Salvator scowled. “And you saw him in Marrakesh. He must be working with the Mazighs.”
“On what?”
Salvator shrugged. “I have no idea. But when I bring Magellan a platter of Mazigh heads and Quesada’s skull for a centerpiece, I don’t think I’ll need to worry about my job for quite some time. And then I can return to business of sinking his precious warship.”
Shifrah shivered. “So we’re going north then?”
“Don’t you want to catch him?” He studied her for a moment. “Or are you afraid Quesada will lock you away in a nunnery after all?”
“The fencer doesn’t scare me. He was good, but he didn’t beat me. If I hadn’t been outnumbered both times, I would have stuck him like I stuck his ugly friend.” Her voice was low and husky, and a bit congested. “It’s the Mazighs I’m worried about. They fight dirty. Guns. Bombs. They’re crazy.”
“This is about the eye, isn’t it?” he asked. “You lost it in Marrakesh, but never said how, exactly.”
She nudged her horse gently over to his, and when they were sitting side by side, she slapped him. “It’s not about my eye. And I am not afraid of anyone. But there are plenty of tracks going south, so I am going south. You can go north and kill whoever you like. I hope you enjoy your cold, empty bed.”
He shrugged. “As you wish. Track them down, whoever they are. If you find any Mazighs, do be so kind as to bring back their heads for me.”
She rolled her eye. “Really? Heads? You’re serious about that? I’m an assassin, not a butcher. How am I supposed to cut off a man’s head with one of these?” She whipped out one of her slender stilettos, twirled the blade across her fingers, and slipped it back into her coat.
“Don’t over-think it and I’m sure you’ll do just fine. Good hunting, my dear.” Without so much as a smile, he turned his mare to the north road and trotted away through the thick snow, quickly plunging into the shadowed lanes between the other large country houses and the rows of small pines that lined the road.
Shifrah glared at his back for a moment, then turned her own horse to the south and hunched down under her coats, praying that there would be a warm inn with a warm fire and warm food and a warm bed just over the next hill. She knew there wouldn’t be, so she prayed a bit harder.
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Chapter 10. Syfax


They got back on the road heading south first thing in the morning. One of the students named Diego led the way, followed by seven other boys and the hidalgo’s cook, maid, and footman. Kenan and the major brought up the rear. It was freezing cold, a light sleet was falling, and the sky was three shades of iron partly veiled by threatening clouds. Over night the snow had piled up to knee height and a thin glaze of ice glistened on it in the early sunlight. Every footstep was painful work, plunging through the ice and dragging through the snow. The freezing wind stung every patch of exposed skin and the day promised to be very long and twice as miserable.
Syfax grinned. A perfect day.
Last night’s quick march from the hidalgo’s house to the inn in Parla had been bracing for everyone, and they slept soundly enough. Shortly after leaving Parla the maid left them, veering off to the east toward her mother’s house. The cook and the footman left at midmorning, off to stay with their own families in some town around to the west of Madrid. Soon it was just Syfax, the lieutenant, and the eight pale-faced boys trudging down the highway to Toledo.
The countryside marched by slowly, one white hill after another, each landscape as bleak and colorless as the last. A stand of pine trees weighed down with fresh snow. A circle of identical stone houses around a well. Wooden fences and stone walls. And the frozen mud ruts of the road itself.
There were plenty of other people on the road and none seemed at all concerned with the cold or the threatening clouds. Children leading cows. Women leading mules laden with sacks. Men driving wagons behind horses and oxen. They were never completely alone on the road, always within sight of the next traveler or the last one, and every few moments a voice would rise across the snow. Children playing. Mothers shouting at the children. Men shouting at each other. Voices cracked and echoed across the great white plains and hills and iron skies.
They found Toledo just after noon, but long after the first boy had begun grumbling about his empty belly. Syfax slapped the boy on the back, remembering what it was to be sixteen and forever hungry, forever looking ahead to the next meal, and then greedily eyeing the table for seconds and thirds.
The best years of my life. Nothing but eating, sleeping, and working myself to death every day.
The town in front of them looked very much like the one they had left the evening before. The Espani seemed quite expert at dragging gray stones together to create what they called towns, but looked more like small, lumpy hills on the plains. Thatched rooflines formed ridges beneath their blankets of snow, and icicles hung from every eave like an armory of glistening spears. Nothing was clean, nothing was smooth or straight. Toledo was a city of soft curves and broken edges, of rough stone and frozen water. As the men entered the first gully between two tall houses, with muddy slush crunching underfoot and vicious winds whipping down the lanes, Syfax felt the first pang of unease.
Back home in Marrakesh, in any city, he could stand in the middle of the road and look for a hundred yards in every direction, seeing all the people, seeing the doorways and alleys, the vehicles and animals, the solid walls and fragile windows. In a Mazigh city he knew the terrain, its assets and liabilities, where to hide in a firefight, who to protect first, and which way to run. But here he couldn’t see more than a dozen yards before the street curved aside, or uphill or downhill, and the snow hid everything. Every step and gutter, if these people even have gutters. Every movement sounded exactly the same, like crunching snow. There was no distinguishing a child from a woman from a man, or even from a dog or a horse. And sometimes a block of snow or a wall of ice would simply break free of a roof and tumble into the road of its own accord.
He couldn’t trust his ears and his eyes were nearly useless, hemmed in by the crooked walls and snow drifts. Syfax began looking back over his shoulder and checking to either side more and more as he trusted his peripheral vision less and less.
There was no way to know if the Espani were really looking for them yet, but this was their fourth day in the country. If they weren’t hunting the Mazighs yet, they would be soon, or not at all. And he was betting on soon.
He grabbed Kenan’s arm. “Hey kid, we might want to think about splitting up or spreading out. I don’t like how bunched up we are in these streets. It’s too crowded. No exits. If things go sideways while we’re in town, we’d be screwed before we even saw the first soldier.”
Kenan gently tugged his arm free and nodded with a slight grimace tightening his face. “Yeah, I guess so, sir. What do you want to do?”
“Right now, nothing. We’re just getting lunch and moving on. But we might need to shed some of our little convoy sooner rather than later. Ask around. Find out if any of these kids are going all the way to the coast. If they are, we can just take them and try to make better time. If they aren’t, we might want to leave them all behind and go it alone. It’ll be a lot faster.”
“Faster? How much faster do you want to go?” An unmistakable whine twisted Kenan’s words.
Syfax glared at the lieutenant. Not this again, not now. There is no way in hell I’m letting you get my ass killed. He grabbed the sulking youth’s coat and shoved him back against an icy wall, ignoring the surprised looks from the people around them. He leaned in close to whisper, “You know, Ziri keeps going on about how smart you are. She seems to think you’re officer material for some reason. So why don’t you shelve the attitude and try using some of those brains. Get this through your head. We are behind enemy lines. Eventually, the guys who shot us out of the sky are going to come looking for us. And we’re not armed. And we’ve got no backup. We’re alone out here Kenan. It’s just you and me and a very long road. And you know what’s at stake if we don’t get home and tell the brass about that warship. You may not have any family in Tingis, but that ship will work its way down to Port Chellah eventually and set your precious momma on fire, I promise. So get your head in the game and do your damned job.” He let go of Kenan’s coat and stomped away after the eight young fencers, leaving the lieutenant to make whatever faces and mutter whatever curses he needed to get out of his system.
By the time Diego brought them to an inn where they could eat, Syfax was completely lost. Toledo was all curving roads and cramped market squares, and everything looked the same. The gray clouds continued to obscure the sun, making it impossible to even guess which way was south. Still, Diego’s inn was a bright warm place filled with quiet, middle-aged men who seemed more interested in napping in their chairs than paying any attention to the small crowd filing in through the door. And that gave the major a little hope that they would be safe here, for a while.
There was little enough fare to choose from. Salted pork or salted beef, cabbage, and bread all clumsily arranged into a pile that the innkeeper called a sandwich. It wasn’t good, in fact just chewing the thing was as laborious as walking through the knee-deep snow, but it was filling and the crackling fires in the two hearths at each end of the room were all the comfort Syfax needed. Sitting on a wooden chair that had probably been serving the inn for several decades, he scanned the doors and windows, and then the people quietly eating or snoring at the other tables. No drinking, no laughing, no yelling. His first instinct was to call it a dead place for old people, but as he sat massaging the cramp in his leg and the knot in his shoulder, he began to rethink what he meant by “old.” Quite a few of the hairs on his knuckles weren’t dark anymore.
The soft stillness of the room and the heat of the fires were as comforting as his own bed, and Syfax leaned back and closed his eyes for a moment. He opened them again when he heard the door squeak, and he saw two men in matching blue coats stamping their feet on the mat. The long barrels of their rifles swayed against the backs of their shoulders.
Aw, crap.
In the stillness of the inn, there was no way to move without drawing attention to himself. Still, Syfax tried to shift and casually slump over his empty plate as though about to join the other patrons in a siesta, trying to hide his face. Kenan followed suit. They were both three shades darker than any other men in the room, and for the first time in his life Syfax wished that wasn’t the case.
The two soldiers shuffled inside and sat at a table just a few feet away. They hung their rifles by the straps over the backs of their chairs and waved to the serving girl. Syfax decided to wait until the pair in blue started eating before he tried to walk out. They weren’t paying any attention to the Mazighs now and he doubted they would bother looking up from their food.
The girl had just given them their sandwiches when Syfax signaled to his companions that it was time to quietly stampede out the door. They were about to stand up when one of the soldiers turned around and said, “Diego? Diego Gonzalez? From Gadir?”
The young diestro named Diego blinked wide at Syfax and then turned to talk to the soldier. “Uh, yes, and you are?”
The soldier introduced himself as a Jorge something or other, apparently from the same town and possibly a distant cousin. The faster they talked, the less the major understood as his public school Espani quickly proved inadequate to the animated and informal conversation. Still, Diego seemed to be keeping Jorge’s attention and the food was keeping his companion’s attention, so Syfax decided to risk standing up and walking out. He made a small show of tapping the arms of the students on either side of himself, and then they stood up together and started for the door, leaving the other half of the young men at the table. Syfax half-hoped they would figure it out and come along and half-hoped he could just ditch them here and now.
“Excuse me, sir.”
Syfax froze except for his right hand, which began slowly sliding up toward the knife on his belt. He looked at the soldier who had spoken, the quiet one who had been focused on his lunch. Not-Jorge. Syfax shrugged. “Who, me?”
“Yeah.” Not-Jorge wiped his mouth and stood up. “Have you come from Marrakesh recently? You and your friend?” He nodded at Kenan.
“Nah, we’ve been down in Cordoba for about two years now. That’s my brother’s kid,” Syfax said, jerking his thumb at Kenan. “He’s been helping me out at work lately.”
“I see. And what is it that you do?” The soldier took a few steps closer to them, a few steps farther from his rifle.
“Cabinetry.” Syfax turned slightly to tower directly over the man in uniform. “I make cabinets. And other cabinet-type things. Like shelves.”
“Shelves.” Not-Jorge nodded and turned back to his table, but then paused. “Who is the governor of Cordoba now? Is it still Don Marco? I heard he was in poor health.”
Syfax clenched his jaw, pausing ever so slightly in the hope that Kenan might actually know the right answer and pipe up, but the kid was silent and he couldn’t risk pausing more than a second. “Yeah, it’s still Don Marco.”
Jorge looked over with a frown. Not-Jorge sniffed and said, “No, it’s not. The only Marco around here is me.”
Syfax grinned. “Well, I had a fifty-fifty chance.”
For a moment, nothing happened. The young diestros, both seated and standing, remained frozen with only their eyes darting about, each of them no doubt wondering whether their obligation was to their military or to their companions. In the absence of Don Lorenzo, Syfax knew better than to rely on them.
Everyone moved at once.
Both of the soldiers snatched up their rifles and swung them to bear on the two Mazigh men. The diestros at the table leapt to their feet, hands flying to sword hilts, but not a single blade was drawn as the young men stumbled back from the drawn firearms. Out of the corner of his eye, Syfax saw Kenan grab the nearby diestros and shove them back toward the bar. Score one for the kid, the major thought as he drew his knife and lurched toward the soldiers.
He caught the barrel of Marco’s rifle, yanked the smaller man forward off balance, and knocked his gun to the floor. Syfax spun Marco around, pinned the man’s arms in a crushing bear hug, and brought his knife up under the soldier’s chin where Jorge would be sure to see it.
Marco stiffened as the blade pressed harder and harder against his neck and Syfax hunched his larger frame behind his hostage. He locked eyes with Jorge. “Drop it. Drop the gun.”
Jorge did not flinch. He held his rifle tight into his shoulder, sighting along the barrel at Syfax’s head, which was mostly obscured by his hostage’s sweating face. The major made a small show of resetting his feet and retightening his grip on the knife. He bore down on Marco’s arms to make the young man gasp and shudder a bit, and then pulled back on the knife. Marco’s jaw shook and he rasped out, “For God’s sake, drop the rifle.”
Jorge didn’t move. “Diego, who is this man?”
Diego, huddled back with his friends against the far wall, stammered out, “I don’t really know them. We don’t know them. They’re friends of Don Lorenzo. Don Lorenzo Quesada de Gadir. The diestro. You’ve heard of him. You know him, right?”
“Yeah, I’ve heard of him,” Jorge said. “But what are these two doing here? Why’d he lie about Cordoba? What’s going on here, Diego?”
“Look, look, I swear, they just showed up at the Don’s house yesterday. I don’t know what it was all about. We were all getting ready to leave for our winter holiday, we were packing and getting ready. Then we all ate lunch together, and everyone left, and these two men came south with us.” Diego’s hand went up to his hair. The boy was shaking. “Please, that’s all I know. Please don’t shoot. They’re just friends of the Don. I swear. Please don’t shoot them.”
“Don’t lie to me, Diego!” Jorge shouted without sending even a slight shudder though the weapon held tight against his body. “He has a knife to Marco’s throat. He lied about who he is. And not an hour ago we got orders to be on the lookout for Mazigh spies. So you tell me who he is or I kill him right now. Right now!”
Holy hell, why couldn’t Kenan be more like this guy? The major locked eyes with the young soldier, not daring to blink. He’s steady as a rock and cold as ice. I sure could have used him back when I was running down serial killers in Arafez.
“Leave the kid alone,” Syfax said. “He doesn’t know anything. And we’re not spies. We just came to visit the Don. We’re old buddies, me and him. But it turned out to be a bad time, so now we’re heading home. Maybe we’ll get together later this summer.”
“Then why lie about it?” Jorge asked.
“The Don told me to. He said you people were getting antsy about foreigners,” Syfax said. “And it looks like he was right.”
“Jorge, for God’s sake, let them go,” Marco whispered. “Put your rifle down. Please.”
The major frowned. “Don’t worry, soldier. If he was going to shoot me he would have, and if I was going to slit your throat, you’d have drowned in your own blood a minute or two ago.” Syfax eased the knife away from the young man’s neck. “Now, Jorge, you’re going to put that gun down, and I’m going to walk out that door, and no one is going to get shot or stabbed. Deal?”
For the first time that the major had seen, Jorge blinked. The soldier nodded, ever so slightly. And then he began lowering his rifle. Syfax took his blade away from Marco’s neck but kept it high and visible. When the rifle was low enough for his taste, Syfax said, “Kenan, out the door now. Make sure these fellas don’t have any buddies out there.”
The lieutenant slipped to the door and poked his head out into the street. “Looks clear.”
Syfax kept one hand firmly on Marco’s collar to hold him in place. He sheathed his knife and for a moment considered grabbing the other rifle on the floor behind him.
No. That would probably be a bad idea, eventually.
He shuffled sideways toward the door, still holding Marco between himself and Jorge. And when he reached the door, he shoved the soldier toward his friend and bolted backward into the street. He stumbled into Kenan, who was still hovering by the doorway, but he grabbed the young pilot and steered him into the bustle of porters, horses, and carts threading up and down the narrow streets of Toledo.
“Do we run?” Kenan asked breathlessly.
“Not yet.” Syfax glanced back. There was no sign of pursuit.
“Where are we going?”
“Out of this town, I hope.” They came to an intersection and he scanned for street signs. There were none. But there were soldiers loitering here and there, pacing slowly along the shop windows and sitting on the wide steps of every church in sight. And there were quite a few churches in sight. He glanced up, hunting for a gleam of sunlight beyond the iron curtain of the winter clouds, but there was no hint of the sun’s position. “Damn it, which way is south?”
“There.” Kenan pointed at one street out of the square that looked as good as any other so they walked quickly and quietly down that road, and another, and another, and soon the buildings became smaller and slightly cleaner. Over the rooftops, he glimpsed a few trees, and then a bald hill, and finally the cobbled street became a road of frozen mud and dirty slush as they emerged from the town proper. Syfax slowed the pace. “I think we’re okay for the moment. They don’t know where we’re going since we don’t even know where we’re going. Level playing field.”
Kenan shook his head. “If you say so.” He kicked a lump of icy snow off the road.
“Something on your mind?”
“Were you really going to kill that soldier back there? Slit his throat?”
Hell yes, him and his brave little friend. We’ve got a boat to report, because warships mean war, and war means a hell of a lot more than two dead bodies. Syfax winced. Since when do I let the math decide who lives and who dies? I really am getting older. “Nah, I was just doing what I needed to do to get us out of there. Now pick up the pace. We need to put a few miles between us and this town.”



Chapter 11. Lorenzo


As the sun set on their second day on the road to Zaragoza, Lorenzo watched the tiny black line of the northern mountains with an eager eye. The loss of his journal had been as personally devastating as it was politically terrifying, and the appearance of the Mazigh refugees had been as unexpected as it was annoying, but now… now I’m on the road. All of the anxiety and anger and fear seemed so far away, so unimportant. Every hour brought him closer to the mountains, closer to the stone.
Ariel’s stone. Our stone. The skyfire stone. A piece of heaven fallen to earth. A holy relic that burns like molten gold and sings like a hundred thousand choirs of angels.
It was out there. It was real. And when he brought it back to the world and showed it to the quailing hearts of Espani men and women, they would remember who and what they were, and what God meant them to be, and a bright new future would be born.
It will.
It has to.
They had made good time from Alovera, even without the horse that the Italian woman had disappeared on. The sky had glowered at them throughout the day, but withheld its icy sleet and hail and snow, keeping the roads firm and clear all the way to Algora. When they arrived in the village it had taken a bit of effort to find enough beds for nine people and accommodations for four horses and a giant bird, but shortly after sunset everyone was settled either at the inn by the main road or a large farmhouse just up the lane. Qhora had suggested that the foreigners stay at the farm, farther out of sight and thus less likely to attract attention from anyone until long after they had left the next morning. And that left him, his wife, and his students to enjoy the quiet little inn. Qhora seemed to particularly enjoy the enormous fireplace.
Supper was still nearly an hour away, but no one was in the mood to do anything productive. The boys were in their rooms, probably sleeping if history was any indication. Lorenzo appreciated their ability to fall asleep at a moment’s notice at almost any time, in any place, in any position. It was something he himself had learned in the army and had often wished his wife had picked up as well. There were quite a few mornings when she woke up not entirely prepared to face the day with a smile. And sometimes she liked to tell him about it.
“I guess I should go check on Atoq,” Qhora said from her seat by the fire. A small mountain of blankets hid her from view, from her shoulders down to her feet. She sighed quietly. She didn’t move.
“I’ll take care of it,” Lorenzo said.
“Are you sure? You shouldn’t have to go back out there for me.” Qhora glanced at him with wide, dark eyes. She still didn’t move.
He smiled. “You’re getting a little too good at this routine.”
She smiled back. “I said that I would try to be more of a proper Espani lady. So I thought it only appropriate to learn how to cajole and manipulate you as any Espani lady would.”
Lorenzo chuckled as he stood up. “Full marks for execution and style. Bravo.”
“Are you really going to find Atoq, or shall I?”
“Neither,” he said with a frown. “After all, we’re a respectable Espani couple. We’ll make the boys do it. Gaspar! Enrique!”
After a moment he heard a door creak and several tired feet thumped in the back hallway. The two boys emerged with hair standing at strange angles but otherwise looking alert. “Yes, Don Lorenzo?”
“I need you two to go out and take a quick circuit around the village to look for Atoq.” Lorenzo saw the boys’ faces fall a bit. “It’s not that bad. Just do one lap around the village and call for him every few minutes. He’s nearby. Even if you don’t see him, he’ll hear you and know where we are. That’s all. Now go on. Supper will be soon.”
Gaspar and Enrique nodded and went back to their room for their coats and boots, and a minute later they shuffled through the room again and out the front door.
Lorenzo settled back into his seat and resumed scratching and scribbling at his loose pages of notes. Last night he had begun reconstructing his maps and directions from memory as best he could and during the day’s ride he had remembered a few more details. Sister Ariel had conducted numerous interviews with witnesses across the northern provinces in her attempts to identify the angle of the stone’s plummet from the sky to better estimate its exact position. He was trying to recall those interviews now. Reports and descriptions from the townsmen of Zaragoza, the farmers outside Huesca, and miners near Bielsa.
It fell above the tree line.
It crossed from the east to the northwest.
It fell in summer.
Some details were certain. Others weren’t. And as much as that uncertainty troubled him, it comforted him more. Every missing detail was an obstacle to Faleiro and Magellan. Each conflicting report was a reason to think that the military wasn’t going to go looking for the stone any time soon. And even if they had his notes, he still had the source. He had Ariel.
It has to be near Yesero. It has to be.
He was startled out of his work by the innkeeper’s wife setting the table for supper and making small talk with Qhora. Alonso and Hector shuffled out of their room looking equally disheveled and ravenous, exhausted by the road and yet mysteriously invigorated by the prospect of food.
Lorenzo glanced at the door. How long have the other boys been gone? How long should it take them to come back? And when exactly should I be concerned?
To his immense relief, the door opened at just that moment and Gaspar appeared in the entrance. Lorenzo set his papers aside and crossed over to the table as he said, “Were you able to find Atoq?”
“Don Lorenzo.” Gaspar hurried toward him. “He’s got Enrique. I didn’t know what to do. We didn’t have our swords. I’m sorry, I was stupid.”
“Wait, stop. Where is Enrique?” Lorenzo grabbed the boy’s shoulders and tried to lock eyes with him. He was terrified and breathless, shaking as much from the cold as from fright.
“At the bottom of the hill, by the covered bridge we crossed. He’s holding him. He wants to see you. Right now.”
“Who is he?”
“I don’t know. He sounded Italian.”
“Was it the boy I dueled? Silvio de Medici?”
“No. Someone else. Someone older.”
Lorenzo pushed Gaspar aside and dashed to his room for his coat and gloves. With his espada belted over his hip, the hidalgo strode back across the common room. “Alonso, Hector, get your swords and protect the door. Qhora, stay back there by the fire. Gaspar, stay by her.”
“I’ll come with you,” Hector said. The young diestro was not as tall as Alonso, but he had shown more confidence and aggression in his lessons, if not as much skill.
For a moment, Lorenzo considered it. “No, everyone stay here. I’ll deal with the Italian.” He managed a smile. “Won’t be a minute. Keep supper warm for us.”
Outside he found that night had fully fallen and ten thousand stars burned overhead with a chilling white light. The village sat in silence, wrapped and swaddled beneath its blankets of snow and ice that glowed with reflected starlight. Lorenzo moved quickly down the road, the frozen mud crunching and snapping beneath his boots. He wanted to run, but he knew better.
Only moments after leaving the inn he could see the dark shape of the covered bridge at the bottom of the hill. There were no lights, no fires or torches or candles to betray where the Italian and his captive might be. All he could see were the silvery snow drifts, the gleaming icicles, and the black shadows oozing around the edges of the trees and rocks.
Halfway down the hill, he saw the first flicker of movement, a waver of shadow-within-shadow inside the covered bridge. And as he reached the level bank at the entrance to the bridge, he could see clearly through it to the bright snow on the far bank, and against that blue-white slope there stood two black figures.
“Enrique!” Lorenzo continued forward. He could see everything now, certainly well enough to know that there were no other men hiding behind the skeletal trees or the knee-high rocks along the creek’s edge. They were alone. “Enrique!”
“Yes,” the boy answered softly. “It’s me.”
The two figures on the bridge parted abruptly and Lorenzo stood in the open starlight as the smaller person walked out of the shadows toward him. Enrique tilted his head back to reveal the thin black streams of blood on his cheeks where a slender blade had sliced his hairless skin. Lorenzo didn’t need to see them closely to know they would leave long, ugly scars. He caught the youth’s arms. “Are you all right?”
Enrique nodded and croaked, “Yes.”
“What happened?”
“We were just walking along and he stepped out of nowhere,” the young man said, his eyes level with his teacher’s shoulder. “He grabbed me and started yelling at Gaspar about getting you. I tried to get away, and he cut me.” He looked up slowly and gently touched his jaw, his fingers nowhere near the long gashes. “It’s bad, isn’t it?”
“You’ll be fine. I’ve never known a diestro who didn’t have a few scars.”
“You don’t.” His lip was trembling.
Lorenzo winced. Oh, yes I do, just not where you can see them. “Can you get back to the inn on your own?”
Enrique nodded and shuffled on. Over the scuffing of his student’s boots on the fragile ice, Lorenzo heard him sob and sniff.
The hidalgo watched him get halfway up the hill before turning his full attention back to the figure on the bridge. “I’ll spare you the sermon about hurting that boy. Anyone depraved enough to maim an unarmed opponent isn’t worth the effort. I’ll leave that to God. Who are you and what do you want with me?”
A short bark of a laugh echoed out from the covered bridge. The voice that spoke flowed like wine and honey carrying the posh accent of Roman nobility. “Oh, my. You really are a delusional zealot, aren’t you, Don Lorenzo? Sermons and God, souls and ghosts. I wasn’t sure whether I should believe the stories, but I can see now they’re all true. How disappointing.”
For a moment, a burning flare of rage and hate erupted in Lorenzo’s belly. It startled him. The sudden desire to carve a man into bloody pieces. The impulse to scream obscenities. It was so close to the surface. He knew he had only to touch his sword to unleash those dark passions. It would only take a moment, the briefest of lapses, the briefest of indulgences.
No, that’s all in the past now, and besides, murdering this man won’t heal Enrique’s wounds.
He exhaled and managed a smile. “You know my name! It’s terribly civilized of you to go to the trouble, what with the stalking and the night-time dramatics. Or am I so well-known in Italia these days that everyone there recognizes my face? I’m flattered. Really. But I’m sorry to say I have no idea who you are. Is there a name, or shall I just pick some barnyard animal to call you? Chicken, cow, dog, pig?”
The man paced forward slowly into the starlight. His lined face was no longer young, but he was far from middle-aged. A well-sculpted mustache swept across his upper lip and a sinister tuft of beard pointed down from his chin. A long, heavy coat concealed the shape of his body, but Lorenzo guessed from the angles of his face and his movements that the man was rather lean. His eyes stared out in an expression of intense study and yet also mild amusement. He nodded curtly and said, “Salvator Fabris, at your service.”
Lorenzo willed himself to stand very still. A moment ago he had been supremely confident that no matter what was about to happen, he would walk away from the encounter unharmed. Now that confidence was gone. The name alone was enough to cast dark doubts over his own abilities. Fabris’s reputation wasn’t merely one of skill or excellence, but casual ruthlessness and viciousness, and suddenly the long cuts on Enrique’s face seemed a mercy.
The one story that Lorenzo had long associated with this man was of an honor duel. Years ago, some wealthy Roman hired the young Fabris to fend off an angry Sicilian. The Sicilian unleashed a dozen Espani diestros to search the Roman’s home for a certain misplaced daughter, but Fabris had met them on the lawn and defeated all twelve of them in rapid succession. Later that day, the Sicilian had received the bodies of his champions, but not his daughter.
It was the sort of story meant for drunken embellishment. After all, there were no witnesses. There was no reason to believe it was true. Maybe it was only one diestro. Maybe Fabris hadn’t fought alone. Maybe. But for years, Lorenzo had allowed that story to worm its way into the mythology of this man, and now as he stood a dozen paces from Fabris, he couldn’t escape his irrational certainty that the entire story was absolutely true.
Lorenzo cleared his throat. “What do you want with me?”
“What do I want? Oh no, signore, you misunderstand. I want nothing. You, on the other hand, appear to want a great deal. You must have been quite pleased with yourself when that bloated swine Faleiro came to offer you my job.” Fabris rested one hand on the elaborate swept hilt of his rapier.
“I suppose it’s possible that I might have been pleased if he had offered me your job, but he left before we had a chance to speak.” Lorenzo rested his own gloved hand on his espada. He knew the Italian blade was just a little longer and lighter, and that small difference might be all that was needed to defeat him. “I was, however, a bit put out to find that your friend Faleiro helped himself to a little book of mine that I would very much like returned.”
“Ah yes! Funny you should mention that. Faleiro mentioned it, too. Just before I killed him.” Fabris held up the small leather-bound journal. “Fascinating story, this. Your handwriting leaves something to be desired, but your drawing is really quite excellent. I particularly liked your maps.”
Lorenzo blinked. Faleiro’s dead. My book is in this man’s hand. It never reached Magellan. No one knows about the stone after all. It’s over. The skyfire stone is safe! For a moment, all his concerns about Fabris were swept away by a cleansing wave of relief. He smiled and nodded. “Thank you. I was very proud of the maps. May I have it back now?” He held out his empty gloved hand.
“Oh, I think not. You see, I just couldn’t put it down. I read the entire book last night, and I found one part in the middle especially interesting. Your heroic journey through the jungles of the New World. The priests, the soldiers, and the stone. The otherworldly stone. Boiling soldiers alive in their armor. Very interesting reading, indeed.”
Lorenzo frowned. “This stone is a gift, a life-giving gift, an inspiration, a clue to the broader nature of the universe. It is not a weapon.”
“Oh, my dear Lorenzo. Of course it’s a weapon,” Fabris said. “It’s the most powerful weapon I’ve ever heard of. If these stones can boil a river, they’ll make short work of a city harbor. Carthage comes to mind. They have a lovely harbor full of things I wouldn’t mind boiling or burning.”
“Yes, I’m sure Rome would find all sorts of horrible things to do with the stone if they had it, which they don’t, and they won’t.” Lorenzo flexed his hand to work some blood into his fingers. “May I have my book back now, please?”
“No,” Fabris said airily. “Tell me about the Mazighs. Are you working with them to build a weapon around the stone? Or were you just planning to use that little airship of theirs to fly over the mountains to find the stone?”
“The Mazighs?” Lorenzo shrugged. “They’re just old friends from out of town. Visiting. For the holidays.”
Fabris nodded and shrugged back. “Perhaps. Although, I must say they didn’t appear to be visiting for the holidays when Admiral Magellan and I were watching them circle above the harbor in Valencia.”
“Magellan?” Lorenzo glanced about at the shadows again, looking for the regiment of soldiers that must surely have accompanied Fabris.
“Yes. Technically, I’m here at the Admiral’s request. He’d like the Mazighs dead and asked me to see to the matter personally. A bit simple for a man of my talents, but far be it from me to refuse an order from the man paying my rather obscene salary.”
“But the Mazighs aren’t soldiers or spies. They’re just travelers. There’s no reason to kill them.”
Fabris nodded. “If you say so. I can always ask them myself after I kill you and your extremely unimpressive students.”
“Honestly?” Lorenzo curled his fingers around his sword hilt. “Why would you kill me? A complete stranger who has never done you any wrong, whom you’ve never even met before? You would murder me and then murder those poor innocent people? That’s what you want to do with your life?”
“Honestly? Yes.” Salvator drew his blade, the steel singing softly as it came free of its sheathe. “Although, I’ll also happily kill you to get my hands on this skyfire stone of yours. Italia has her share of enemies and problems. The Hellans, the Eranians, the Numidians, and oh yes, you Espani. In fact, your dear Admiral Magellan has quite a nice little boat in Valencia that I very much want to destroy. Your stone will be invaluable to my efforts. Your poor Espana fell in the New World and I intend to see that it remains fallen.”
It’s just talk, he’s all talk. Lorenzo whipped his espada out into the starlight, slicing through the chill air in a sharp and precise movement. “Is this how you earned your reputation? By hiding in the dark and making grandiose threats?”
Fabris chuckled. “Not at all. I earned my reputation by killing men, better men than you. And also by serving my country and my king. I don’t make the mistake of dividing my service between masters. The church can buy its own swords if it needs them. As it often does.”
What now? He isn’t afraid of me, he won’t back down. And I can’t let him leave with my journal either. I have to fight him. And I have to beat him. Lorenzo said, “You’re a small man with small ideals. You kill people for money. Do you understand how pathetic and common that makes you?”
“I am the Supreme Knight of the Order of Seven Hearts.” Salvator strode forward onto the road, the hard mud cracking beneath his boots. “Have you heard of it?”
“I heard my stomach growl just now. I really need to get back for supper, if you don’t mind. So I can stab you a few times before I go, or not. It’s up to you, really. But I do need my journal back now, if you please.”
Fabris glared and quick-stepped into position, his blade raised. Lorenzo presented his sword in a mirror-stance. For a moment, neither man moved. Then Salvator lunged and Lorenzo shuffled back, swatting his blade away. As they studied one another, the hidalgo reached back with his left hand to pull his heavy coattails up and away from his legs, and then he slashed at the Italian’s arm. Salvator parried and stabbed at Lorenzo’s belly, but the hidalgo sidestepped the attack, grabbed the Italian’s sword arm, and drove his fist into the older man’s face.
Salvator stumbled back as a trickle of blood darkened his moustache. “What the hell was that? Are you a diestro or just some street brawler?”
“Who’s to say?” Lorenzo smiled. “I tend to do whatever feels right, in the moment.”
The Italian flash-stepped forward and unleashed a furious rain of slashes and thrusts at Lorenzo’s head, neck, and chest, and for several breathless moments it was all the diestro could do to parry and block them. Each flick of Salvator’s blade was aimed at some vital organ, at something Lorenzo knew he could not live happily without. And as he danced backward up the frozen road, grimly holding his defensive lines and angles, the story of the twelve dead diestros loomed up in his imagination.
Salvator threw a quick thrust at his shoulder and Lorenzo leapt forward to ram his elbow into the Italian’s stomach. He straightened up sharply and clapped the man’s head between his right elbow and his empty left hand. Salvator pulled back, slashing wildly with his right hand while clutching his bleeding ear with his left. His teeth flashed in a terrible snarling rictus. “God damn you, Quesada, fight like a man!”
“Meaning what, exactly? You’d prefer that I fence with open trousers?”
Salvator raced forward, slicing at Lorenzo’s legs with his blade flashing in the starlight. The hidalgo quick-stepped back, slapping away the few slashes that actually came near his feet, but he felt the slope of the road behind him steepening and when his retreating heel fell into a frozen wheel rut in the mud, he looked down to check his footing.
The rapier sliced through his right sleeve and seared the flesh of his sword arm even as he tried to parry. Lorenzo fell over the frozen wheel rut as he clamped his left hand over the cut. Fabris struck again and the hidalgo watched his espada fly across the road and clatter against the frozen face of a snow drift. The cold of the road beneath him stabbed up through his heavy coat to sting his legs and back as the Italian stood over him, his rapier hanging at his side.
Fabris exhaled, his breath dancing and swirling in the cold night air. “And where is your God now, Don Lorenzo?”
Lorenzo shrugged. “Everywhere, nowhere. Same as always. He hasn’t written lately. Some people are beginning to worry, actually.”
Salvator snorted as he pointed his sword at the hidalgo’s throat. “And what does a man of God think at a moment like this? Do you curse your lord and savior for abandoning you, for spurning your devotion? Or do you cling to your sad faith right to the last moment, praying for the heavens to open and a host of angels to save your worthless skin?”
Lorenzo shook his head slowly. God was the last thing on his mind. He kept picturing Qhora sitting by the fire, waiting for him to come home alive. And his students waiting for him to come striding through the door to tell them all was well. And poor Enrique with his cheeks weeping dark blood. And even the foreigners who had trusted him to lead them all to safety.
But mostly Qhora. Tiny, beautiful Qhora. As powerful and fearless as she was fragile and lonely. And with him dead, she would be utterly alone.
If only. Lorenzo winced. If only we had had a child, this might not be so horrible. At least I would have fulfilled the Mother’s commandment, and left someone behind with Qhora.
He said, “No, not at all. I just-” A movement in the shadows off to the right behind the Italian caught Lorenzo’s eye. “-I just find myself feeling very grateful. Grateful for all I’ve been given. For my life, my health, my friends. And for cats.”
“Cats?” Salvator frowned.
“Yes.” Lorenzo smiled faintly. “I’m feeling profoundly grateful for cats right now.”
Behind the Italian, Atoq padded softly across the covered bridge, his massive body weighing heavily on the old, frozen planks. The wood creaked and groaned with his every step. Salvator stepped back from the hidalgo to look over his shoulder at the enormous beast walking toward him. Atoq’s claws clicked on the ice and his long white fangs shone in the starlight as he emerged from the bridge and proceeded up the road.
“What the hell is that?” Salvator pointed his rapier at the saber-toothed monster.
Lorenzo stood up slowly, still clutching his right arm. “Call it fate. Call it luck. Call it a heavenly host. My wife calls him Atoq.”
Eight hundred pounds of carnivorous flesh and fang thumped up the road toward the two men. Atoq’s eyes flashed in the starlight, two bright silver coins in the dark. The cat ran a long black tongue around his mouth as he came alongside Lorenzo and butted his huge head against the hidalgo’s leg. He swung his head up on his massive, powerful neck to stare at the Italian, and then he sneezed.
“You fight with your fists and with animals. So much for Espani chivalry.” Salvator lowered his weapon and hid it behind the bulk of his coats, his eyes never leaving the cat.
“I’d rather never fight at all,” Lorenzo said as he retrieved his espada from the ground, wiped the snow and ice from the blade, and slipped it away inside his coat. “Killing you won’t make my life any better. And sending you away alive and angry will probably make my life slightly worse, sooner or later. Is there anything I could say or do that would settle this matter between us?”
“I’d be happy to leave your worthless students and your ugly wife in peace,” Salvator said. “Simply give me the skyfire stone and your Mazigh friends.”
“No.” Lorenzo shook his head. “A bit of advice, then. Atoq here will be in the village with us, and on the road with us, and everywhere we go. He knows your scent now. If you should ever meet him alone, he will kill you. And it won’t be a quick death.”
Salvator nodded. “I believe you.”
“My book. Now.”
Salvator tossed the leather-bound journal to him, and then the Italian melted back into the shadows and only the soft crunching of his footfalls on the crumbling ice betrayed his crossing back over the bridge to the far side of the creek.
Lorenzo knelt down beside his furred savior and looked into his bright eyes. “Atoq, give us a roar. A big one. Roar? Rawwww?” He pointed across the creek.
The great cat swung his head toward the bridge and roared a deep, throaty roar that sounded like thunder and fire crashing down a mountain side. And from across the creek, Lorenzo heard a man stumble in the snow, and swear.
The hidalgo smiled and began trudging up the road with huge cat padding softly at his side. His injured arm burned and stung, but the cold was already working its numbing magic on the pain. He wrapped his fingers around the familiar leather cover of his little journal, and he reached the inn with a bright smile on his face.
I won. I beat him.
Sort of.



Day Five



Chapter 12. Qhora


The ride out from Algora was quiet and grim. Qhora sat astride Wayra, for once taking no pleasure in the sensation of traveling the world as a proper lady, free and proud, striking fear and awe in the eyes of all who saw her. Now all she could think of was the poor boy back at the inn in Algora with his cheeks sown shut with only an innkeeper’s wife to care for him. And after she brushed away a few tears of rage over young Enrique, she twisted the reins in her fist at the thought of the stitches in her Enzo’s arm. She’d done them herself and knew he’d be fine in a few weeks, but a few weeks was a long time, especially as he was riding up into the north and not back to their home.
“Faleiro’s dead and you have your journal. The stone is safe. Can’t we go home now?” she asked. “We should be taking Enrique home where you both can rest.”
“I wish we could, but Magellan’s probably going to be looking for our Mazigh friends for quite a while and home may not be safe. Besides, we now have the illustrious Salvator Fabris who wants the stone for the Italians, so the sooner we have it locked away someplace safe, the better,” Lorenzo said.
“You should let me take care of it,” she said. “Let me take care of him.”
Lorenzo smiled atop his horse beside her. “As much as I would love to see you again in all your Incan finery, tearing across the snowfields with Atoq roaring at your side, I’d rather have you here with me. After all, I need a bodyguard now.” He touched his arm.
She gazed at him a moment. He was taller than her, but Wayra’s shoulder was higher than his saddle, which put her at eye level with him. She glanced back at the others, all riding and walking more than a few dozen yards behind, and she said, “Was he really better than you?”
“Sword to sword, I would probably have to say he’s the better man. He certainly has the better weapon. But he’s not terribly creative. I put my fist in his eye and my elbow in his jaw. He may be the greatest fencer who ever lived, but he’s only a fencer. Last night all it took were a few dirty tricks I learned in the army to bloody his face and shake his confidence.”
“He cut you.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that. He didn’t mean to cut my arm, I’m sure. It was an accident.”
“Oh really?”
“Absolutely. I’m quite sure he was aiming for my throat.”
“Don’t joke, Enzo.”
“It wasn’t a joke, love. Just proof that he isn’t quite as good as he’d like me to believe.”
As they plodded down the muddy lane beneath a gray sky, Qhora continued to glance back from the top of every rise and hill to scan the miles behind them for a lone man on foot or a rider quietly pursuing them with a rapier on his hip. But she saw only a handful of mule-drawn carts and children running along the tops of the garden walls throwing fistfuls of snow at each other and laughing.
Fabris might not be behind us at all. He might have gone on ahead in the night. He might have allies somewhere. He might be planning an ambush.
“I’m going on ahead,” she announced. “Wayra needs to run and I think Atoq is ahead of us, rather than behind. What’s the name of the village we’ll be staying in tonight?”
“Ariza.”
“Then I’ll see you at the inn in Ariza this evening.” And before he could object, she nudged the great eagle into a sprint and let the morning chill tear at her exposed face for a few minutes. They ran and ran, dashing down the wide muddy road and drawing the occasional stare from the startled people working near the road’s edge. They ran until she came to be alone in the middle of a wide white plain with more than a mile between her and next nearest soul.
Come out, you coward. Try to cut me, I dare you.
A thin sound drew her gaze to the east, and Wayra swung her huge beak in the same direction. “You hear it too, girl?” Qhora stroked the bird’s neck. “What was it?”
It had been a low cry. It might have been anything. A person. An animal. The wind. She waited there in the middle of the road, listening.
There it is again. A man’s voice. But the words were lost on the wind.
Qhora shook the reins and nudged Wayra on down the road, but a moment later she heard the man’s cry a third time and managed to understand him: “Por favor!” Please.
She frowned across the snowy field at the dark tree line at the base of the eastern ridge. There were no lanes or walls or houses that she could see, but the word had been unmistakable. Please.
Just a quick look. Still frowning, she turned Wayra off the road and urged her into a sprint across the wide, even field. Here on the ancient farmland she didn’t have to worry that her mount would misstep in a ditch or hole. The earth would be tilled level and frozen solid. So they ran with the wind and enjoyed a strange respite from the elements as the temperature seemed to rise, if only for a moment. At the edge of the trees, she reined up and looked around for an easy path into the woods.
Seeing no breaks in the underbrush, she called out, “Hello!”
There was no answer. But as Wayra strutted along the edge of the clawing shrubs, the man’s voice rose above the shivering of the dead trees. “Please!”
“Sah!” Qhora wheeled her great eagle into the trees and Wayra leapt over the low brush and trotted into the woods. The old pine trees stood huge and silent all around them, their upper branches still thick with green needles and blanketed in snow, but their lower limbs jutted out from the trunks brown and naked, dry and frail. As the huge bird passed, she brushed against the dead branches and they snapped and crackled as they fell to the carpet of brown needles on the ground.
The earth rose and fell in gentle waves as they moved east toward the ridge, and in the low places they saw frozen puddles and pools in the hollows where the oldest trees had toppled over and torn their roots out of the ground. In the distance, she could hear the cries of birds and the fluttering of wings.
“Hello?” she called.
Qhora peered into the shadows shot through with the odd shafts of sunlight that pierced the heavy canopy above. Ahead and to the right she saw a glimmer of light and color, and she rode toward it. The trees parted suddenly at the edge of a long thin pond bordered by the wood on its west bank and a rough tumble of mossy stones on its east bank. The water was frozen solid and dusted with snow and brown needles, and at the water’s edge there stood a man.
Dressed as he was in a dirty leather coat and boots, she guessed him to be a farmer. He was short and balding, judging from the horseshoe of stubble on his exposed head. He was clutching his hat to his chest as he stumbled along the edge of the frozen pond, staring down at the ice, and every few moments a raven would swoop down across the clearing and he would raise his hat like a shield to ward off the bird.
Qhora watched him for a moment, trying to guess what he was doing or who he had been talking to, but there was no one else there, nor any footprints in the snow except for his own. “Hello, sir. Are you all right?”
The man spun around and stared up at her with wide, wild eyes. His gaze wasn’t fixed on her, but the towering bird she was sitting on. Qhora patted the eagle’s neck. “This is Wayra. Don’t be afraid. She won’t hurt you.” She slipped down to the ground and approached the man with Wayra’s reins in her hand. “Are you all right? I heard you all the way out on the road.”
He glanced at the wood in the direction of the road. “You shouldn’t be here. Please, you should go back to the road, miss.”
Overhead, the raven had been joined by two more. They croaked and cawed to each other.
“Who were you talking to?” Qhora asked. She paced along the edge of the frozen pond, looking for whatever the man had been looking at. She saw nothing but ice.
“No one. Please go. It isn’t safe here.”
Another pair of ravens fluttered down to the rocks across the water.
Isn’t safe? Is that a threat? She looked up at him, a middle-aged man only a few inches taller than her. Not a threat to me, at least. Surely he’s not a soldier or even a brawler. But still she thought of the five daggers hidden in her boots and coat, and which one she would draw first if he so much as reached inside his own coat for a weapon. “What do you mean, it isn’t safe?”
“Please, just go.” He reached out and gently touched her elbow to steer her back toward the woods. At the moment she felt his hand on her arm, the five ravens screamed and dove at them. Qhora threw up one hand to shield her face and the man did the same with his hat, and Wayra hissed and thrashed her beak through the air.
A heavy battering of wings and talons collided with her upraised arm and Qhora closed her eyes as she stumbled back toward the trees, letting go Wayra’s reins and fumbling for the Italian stiletto inside her coat. She shoved the bird away as hard as she could and sliced her long thin dagger through the empty air.
The raven was gone. All of the ravens were gone, but on the edge of the pond stood a woman with flaming red hair, icy blue eyes, and milk-white skin. Her boots were polished black leather, her skirts shimmering silver blue, and her coat was a shining black ermine fringed not with fur but with black feathers. Qhora thought of her own feathered cloak that she had brought back from the Empire, and which now lived in a trunk in the attic to preserve it from the elements. She missed that cloak.
“Renata!” the man cried.
But the woman in black only had eyes for Qhora. “Is this the bitch you told? Did you bring her here to mock me, Aaron? Did you think I would allow that, you pig?”
Qhora drew her curved Eranian dirk and held both blades at the ready. “Who are you?”
The woman looked sharply at the man. “She doesn’t know? How many people did you tell about me, Aaron? How many? HOW MANY!?” A blast of water full of ice shards burst from the pond and slammed the poor farmer to the ground, where he lay soaked and shivering.
“Renata, please! Let me explain. You don’t understand. I don’t know this woman. She just came here a moment ago. I told her to leave, but she didn’t. Please, listen to me!”
“Yes, listen to him,” Qhora said as she edged sideways toward Wayra, who was standing quite still at the edge of the wood and peering strangely at the woman called Renata.
The woman in black strode swiftly over to Aaron and grabbed him by the throat. “It was a simple promise, wasn’t it? Don’t tell anyone. That was all I asked.”
“I didn’t mean to,” the man sobbed. He grasped her wrist with one hand and covered his eyes with the other. “But you don’t understand what it’s been like.”
“What it’s been like?” She pushed him down and stood up straight. Behind her, the shattered surface of the pond began to steam, the remaining ice breaking up and floating across the surface, then melting and vanishing all together. “I chose you, Aaron. Of all the men who have come to this pool, I chose you. You were honest. You were faithful. You were deserving of love, of my love. I gave you a son. I made you happy. Why was that so terrible?”
Qhora lowered her knives.
“It wasn’t terrible at all. It was wonderful.” Aaron rose to his knees and wiped the water from his face. “But it was hard, too. What was I supposed to tell people? Where did this son come from? Why did my wife never come to mass? Why was my wife never at home when the neighbors came to call?”
“Small questions from small people.”
“They’re good people. My friends,” Aaron said, rising to his feet. “All I ever wanted was what everyone else had. And you, you were so much more than I had ever hoped to have. But I suppose that’s not what I needed. It’s not what our son needs. He needs his mother during the day as well as the night. And I need you too. Maybe it would have been all right, but the questions turned to rumors. They were saying awful things. They said I was liar. They said I stole the boy and killed his mother. They even said it might be some missing girl from Sauca. They were going to arrest me. They were going to take our son away. I had to say something to someone. So I told my brother Phillip, not that he believed me.”
“Oath breaker!” the woman screamed, and a column of boiling water whirled up from the pond, arched through the air, and crashed down on the farmer. The man screamed and scrambled back from the pond to plunge his face and hands into the snow at the edge of the trees.
“Stop!” Qhora dashed forward, slashing with both daggers at the woman’s chest.
But Renata seemed to fade back from each attack without moving her feet. She was always just a hair’s breadth out of reach and Qhora stumbled to a halt at the edge of the pond. The woman in black stood a few paces away on the surface of the rippling pool.
Wayra leaned her long neck over the water, blue and green plumes bristling around her head, and hissed at the woman.
“What are you?” asked Qhora. This is no ghost. A ghost is just an image in a cloud of aether, but this creature is real. She can touch him and she can control the water. I know I’ve heard of this before, but where?
“One of the aloja. She’s a water-woman,” said Aaron from behind her. “And my wife. And the mother of my son. And my love. But it’s too hard. It’s too hard, Renata! I can’t live like this. No one can. Don’t you understand?”
“I have lived in this pool for four hundred years, Aaron.” Renata turned to pace across the surface of the boiling water. “I understand men all too well.”
A marriage to a spirit? A bargain? Rules? Yes, it’s like those folk tales that Alonso sings about. And I know how those tales all end. Badly. “You asked too much,” Qhora said. “You gave him an impossible ultimatum. If he had kept your secret, he would have lost his son and his life. He may lose them still! If you ever loved him, how could you blame him for trying to save his family? Your own child?”
“He knew the terms of our marriage,” Renata said. “And he knew the price of breaking faith with me.”
Another column of hot water spun into the air, but Qhora kept her eyes on it as she raced back to grab the farmer and pull him out of the way just as the boiling torrent crashed down on the earth. The snow and ice on the ground vanished in a cloud of steam and a sharp hiss of scalded soil.
As they stood gasping by the trees, Qhora grabbed the farmer’s coat and forced him to look at her. “Aaron, you have to leave! Get away from here, away from this farm, away from this town, right now. Take your son and leave.”
“But…” The man turned a mask of sorrow toward the pool and the woman in black. “But if she would only come home with me, we could be a family, and it would be all right again. Everything would be all right.”
“No, it won’t,” Qhora said. “It will never be all right. She’s not a woman. She’s a creature, a ghost, a demon. Whatever she is, she doesn’t love you or your son. Only herself. Look at her. Look at her, Aaron.”
The man blinked and looked again. Renata had stopped pacing and was staring down at the last remaining pane of ice on her pool, staring down at her reflection as she stroked her bright red hair.
“But she’s my wife. She loves me.”
“She only loves herself!”
The farmer quailed in her arms for a moment, his miserable eyes downcast. Then he whispered, “I’ll go, I’ll go.” And he scrambled up and dashed away into the woods.
“Aaron!” Renata stormed across the pond. “Come back here, you worm, if you ever want to hold me in your arms again. Come back here this instant!”
Qhora stood up and presented her mismatched knives in a boxer’s stance, something she learned from a young Hellan in Gadir. “Spirit, go back to your pool. Your husband and son are gone. They’re free of you now.”
“They are mine,” the water-woman said. “And you do not command me.” She raised her hands and the boiling pond erupted into a shining wall of water. For a moment, the water hung in the air, a shimmering curtain of silver like flowing glass, and then it shattered into a screaming hail storm of frozen daggers flying toward Qhora.
She dove behind the nearest tree and listened to the heavy thumping and airy tinkling as the icicles crashed into the trees and shattered all around her. In an instant it was all over and Qhora leapt to her feet to face the creature again, but she stayed in the shadows of the trees. “I’m not afraid of a little rain, spirit. And I’d be happy to leave you to your puddle but for the next poor soul who finds you here, and the next child you leave motherless for your vanity.”
Renata smiled. “Come out of the trees, little girl.”
“No, I think I like it just fine in here. Why don’t you join me?”
“Perhaps I will.” The water-woman shook her black coat and she collapsed to the ground in a flourish of feathers, and suddenly five black ravens leapt forth into the air on midnight wings, screaming, “Blood!”
Qhora pinwheeled her arms through the air, slashing as the birds dove at her face.
“QUOORK!” Wayra crashed into the clearing, dry pine branches bursting from the trees as the huge eagle slid through them across the loose needles on the ground. Her massive beak tore one of the ravens out of the air and crushed it into bloody mass of black feathers and hollow bones.
A second raven tumbled to ground where it flapped and screamed over the gash in its belly from Qhora’s knife, and Wayra stepped back and crushed it beneath her long shining talons. The last three ravens flapped up and roosted overhead for a moment to screech and dance in the pine boughs, their wings raised like clawing hands. Wayra lowered her head, her full crown of blue and green plumes bristling tall, and she hissed.
The ravens dove again with beaks and talons open.
As Qhora readied herself to strike again, a terrible thunderclap shook her ears, echoing through the wood, and two of the ravens tumbled out of the air at her feet. The last raven flapped up through the branches, cawing and crying as it fought its way up through the green needles into the open sky beyond.
Qhora stared down at the two dead birds on the ground before her, their singed feathers smoking darkly. And then she looked up at the woman walking toward her from the direction of the road. It was the Mazigh woman, the pilot. And there was a cloud of black smoke rising from her left arm. Her metal arm.



Chapter 13. Taziri


Her arm buzzed with a strange ringing pain that shivered up and down her bones. The recoil from the shotgun was worse than she imagined, far worse than the flare she fired over the trees south of the Halcyon. As Taziri walked toward Dona Qhora, stepping carefully over rocks and fallen branches, she inspected the brace on her left forearm.
It covered her bandaged skin from elbow to wrist, and it was bolted to the special glove on her palm to hold her hand in position. Without the brace, her hand hung limp from her arm like a dead fish. Her fingers moved well enough on their, even the two little ones that had gone numb and never recovered, but the wrist was a lost cause. The burn had taken months to heal, but even now, almost two years later, she had regained no sensation or control. The damage was done. The flesh shriveled and scarred, muscle atrophied, and skin permanently discolored. But she still had her hand, and that was something.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
Qhora nodded and slipped her knives away. “What is that thing?” She pointed at the brace and the open mechanism on its back.
“There was a fire. I almost lost my arm, but I was one of the lucky ones. Actually, I was the only lucky one that day. Anyway, this brace protects my arm and helps me control my hand so I can work,” Taziri said. She touched the open mechanism, a brass tube half a foot long that popped up from the top of the brace on a small spring to point down her arm over her thumb. “And this is a little storage compartment we added where I can keep my smaller tools. Screwdrivers, pencils, that sort of thing. But, in a pinch, it’s also a perfectly good flare gun, or even a shotgun.”
It’s not perfectly good. It’s not good at all.
Even with the heavy reinforcement around the back of the brace, it scared her to death to think of the explosive force being released just an inch from her elbow. But it did work.
Qhora nodded again. “Well, thank you. Why are you out here? Did you follow me?”
“After you rode away, I talked with Don Lorenzo for a while. We found the place where your tracks went off across the field. Your husband didn’t seem worried. He said there wasn’t anything out here that you couldn’t handle. But I had one of those feelings,” Taziri said. “Like when an engine knocks or my little girl coughs. So I came out to look for you. I guess I’m just used to worrying about women traveling alone.” She thought of a certain alleyway, long ago and far away, where she had found a young man about to swing a brick at a woman’s head. Her new brace hadn’t concealed any weapons back then, but it had proved a decent enough bludgeon at the time. And here I am, still finding new ways to hurt people with it.
“Well, that may be a problem for women in Marrakesh, but it isn’t here. This is a civilized country, captain,” Qhora said. “Men are still honorable here, and the women can take care of themselves.”
You’re welcome. Taziri frowned. “Why were those birds attacking you?”
Qhora raised an eyebrow. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
Taziri held up her arm as she slid her tools back into the brass tube and snapped it closed into her brace. The springs creaked and the latches clicked into place. “You’d be surprised what I would believe.”
The lady took the reins of her giant bird and they began walking back through the woods toward the spot where Taziri had left her horse at the edge of the snowy field. Over the next few minutes, the hidalgo’s wife described an encounter with flame-haired woman, a boiling pond, and a flock of ravens, all of which had apparently married a local farmer and given birth to a baby boy.
Taziri pushed through the brush, untied her horse, and climbed up into the saddle. The buzzing pain in her arm was almost gone. “Well, if someone had told me that story anywhere else, I wouldn’t have believed it. But here in Espana? I suppose that’s downright normal.”
Qhora swung up onto the bird’s muscular shoulders. “I’ve lived here almost three years now. Would you believe this was only the second time I’ve seen a ghost or a…whatever it was?”
They began trotting briskly across the field, not westward back to the road but northward, hoping to find the road again somewhere closer to the rest of the group.
“Aloja. I wonder what that means, exactly,” Taziri said. “Scientifically speaking. I mean, I’ve never heard of a ghost that could so much as touch water, let alone move it, or anything else you saw. There are natural laws governing the spirit world, but this sounds like something very different, very strange.”
“Alonso sings stories about them. He sings all the time, playing his guitar. He must know a thousand stories,” Qhora said. “This country is full of stories. There are water-women in every lake, river, well, and pond in the country, to hear him tell it. They’re women who drowned, but didn’t quite die. Some mixture of the water and aether changes them, makes them immortal, and makes them insane. Half their soul drowns but the other half stays in their flesh, or something like that. But whatever they are, in the stories every last one of them is desperate for love and attention. They never love the men back, though.”
“Isn’t that always the way in stories?” Taziri smiled. “Although, I try to only tell Menna the ones with happy endings.”
“Menna? Is that your daughter?”
“Yes.”
“You must miss her, always traveling the way you do.”
“Yes.” Taziri looked away as the chilly breeze lifted a handful of ice crystals from the field and cast them in her face. “I keep meaning to quit, but it seems like there’s always a reason to keep working just a little longer. There’s always one more project to finish. One more person to help. A little more money to make. Sometimes I think the only way I’ll ever get to stay at home is if I get pregnant again.”
“We’ve been trying for over a year.”
Taziri heard the weary resignation in the woman’s voice. She wanted to console her, but it had happened for her and Yuba almost instantly once they made the decision to try, and she wasn’t sure what to say. “It can take some people longer than others. Just give it time, and be grateful for the quiet evenings until then. You will definitely appreciate a full night’s sleep after the baby comes, I promise.”
Qhora glanced at her with a pinched frown.
They rode on across the field, picking their way over a small frozen stream in a ditch and around a low stone wall, and eventually they came back to the main road to Zaragoza.
“Do you think we’ll see more ghosts on this trip?” Taziri asked, hoping the air had cleared. Please don’t make any more enemies on this trip. I already have the Espani navy and an Italian assassin hunting me. I don’t need to add a New Worlder to the list.
“Almost definitely. It’s only going to get colder the farther we go.”
“Why does the cold matter?”
Qhora sighed. “You’re the scientist, you tell me. All I know is that ghosts are souls that appear in clouds of aether. Aether is everywhere, but it can only coalesce where it is very cold. It also helps to be very dark, but apparently water-women don’t play by those rules.”
“I guess that’s why we never see any ghosts back home. Too warm,” Taziri said. “It’s just as well. Things are hectic enough these days without seeing dead people walking around.”
“I’m sure. I’ve been to Marrakesh. There were enough dead people lying on the ground, as I recall, and far too many lining up to fall down beside them.”
Taziri looked over at the little woman on the huge strutting bird. “Are you talking about the assassination? I know you were there. I probably saw you there, on the airfield, but I don’t remember much of that day. It’s a pity you couldn’t save the queen.”
Qhora sniffed. “I saved her children. And I hear the new queen has already begun cleaning up the mess her sister left behind. Isn’t that true?”
“You could put it that way,” Taziri said. Did everyone hate the old queen? Was I the only person who thought she didn’t deserve to die? “Tell me, what was it like on that airfield? What did you see? The last thing I remember is crashing the Halcyon into the queen’s skybarge.”
The smaller woman didn’t answer right away. They rode several paces, long enough to listen to the whistle of the wind, the clopping of hooves, and the scratching of talons on the frozen mud. Then Qhora said, “When I walked out onto the field, the first thing I saw was a huge black cloud in the sky, spreading out on the wind. Then I saw the people running and screaming, grabbing each other, servants dropping bags of luggage and trays of food, soldiers with rifles, children crying. I sent Enzo to round up the children. I didn’t know what was happening, not exactly. My Mazigh wasn’t very good so I couldn’t understand what people were saying. But I knew there were people trying to kill the queen. I found the queen’s family in the wreckage. And the assassin as well. I threw my knife at her and the bomb went off.”
Taziri nodded. “That’s what I heard. It was in all the papers. Did you see the queen there too? She must have been close by.”
“What is this all about, captain?” Qhora snapped. “I told you what happened. Maybe if you had done something more constructive than crash your airship that day, the old queen would still be alive. I did more than my share, considering how miserably I was treated by your people.”
Taziri wanted to lash back at her, but what was the point? They would be stuck together for days or weeks in close quarters, and a looming argument or a flurry of insults wouldn’t make it any more bearable.
Besides, it really doesn’t matter what happened that day, not now. Qhora’s right, anyway. She killed the assassin and saved the royal family while I just stumbled away from my wrecked ship and passed out.
The low clopping of hooves echoed behind them and Taziri looked back. A lone rider, a man, approached them from the south. He wore his collar upturned in the Espani-fashion to hide his face from the wind. Taziri winced.
And there it is again. That cold, sick feeling in my gut.
Taziri reined up and turned to watch the man draw closer.
Qhora looked back. “What are you doing?”
“Just waiting for this gentleman to pass us.”
Qhora frowned, but directed her huge eagle to strut over beside the Mazigh woman. The man’s horse stopped in the middle of the road, still quite some distance behind them. He lowered his collar to reveal an oiled mustache and small tuft of beard on his chin. Taziri suppressed a smile. He looked like the Espani devil.
“Good afternoon, ladies,” he called out. “I am Salvator Fabris, at your service.”
Qhora drew a long straight Songhai knife from her boot. “You maimed an innocent boy, you death-worshipping filth!” Wayra screamed as her rider yanked on her reins.
“No, stop!” Taziri held up her hand.
The Italian had opened his coat and drawn his rapier. It shone in the midday light. “You there. Mazigh woman. What are these Espani paying you?”
Taziri frowned. “What?”
“Are you here to build the stone weapon, or merely to transport the stone itself?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“No, of course you don’t. But I imagine you’ll recall the details once we have time to discuss the matter in private, as I slice apart your fingers. They’re terribly sensitive, the fingers.”
Taziri swallowed. It was real now. Up until this moment, everything had been threats and fears and possibilities, but no longer. It was real. It was here. Capture, torture, and death. She began unfastening the buttons on her left sleeve. “I think you’re a little confused. I was shot down by an Espani warship. I never meant to come here. I was on my way to Tingis.”
“Yes, I was there when the Lord Admiral gave the order to shoot you down. But nothing can explain why you were flying over Valencia in the first place, unless it was to visit your dear friend Don Lorenzo, who was about to set out on this little venture of yours.”
“We were blown off course.” Taziri pulled back her sleeve and raised her arm. The medical brace gleamed brightly in the snow-glare, yellow sun on pale aluminum and warm copper. She touched the release switch and the long cylinder popped up with the soft hiss of an air ram, the twang of a spring, and the click of a gear.
The Italian snarled, his face transformed into a wrinkled mass of rage. “Guns! Always guns with you damned Mazighs. A coward’s weapon. A weakling’s weapon!”
“That’s right. A weapon for the weak. A weapon for all the people who can’t defend themselves with muscles and blades.” Taziri leveled the shotgun barrel at the rider. “A weapon to protect anyone.”
“Protect? PROTECT?” Fabris had his horse dancing and sidestepping across the road, nervously wheeling in little circles, but never coming any closer. “One coward with a gun can kill an entire regiment of brave soldiers. Or a hospital full of the sick. Or a church full of wedding guests. Or a school full of children. Oh yes, we have a few of your precious guns in Italia, but I’m still waiting to hear a single story of them protecting anyone!” The Italian spun about one last time and galloped away, racing back south at a dead sprint and he didn’t slow until he was over the second hill and out of sight.
Taziri exhaled and shuddered. She lowered her arm and pressed the cold metal tube back down into her brace.
Qhora put away her knife. “Would you have shot him? Killed him?”
“I guess we’ll never know.” Taziri tapped her arm. “It wasn’t loaded, except with pencils. I suppose we should hurry on ahead to tell your husband about this.”
“No, we won’t.” Qhora shook her head. “If Enzo knew that this Italian was willing to come after us, alone, then he would send us away or lock us up in a tower. When it comes to protecting a woman, my husband tends to hold to some very old Espani traditions. It’s better that he doesn’t know, for now.”
They rode the rest of the morning at a brisk trot without saying another word, and shortly after noon they found Don Lorenzo and the others climbing a long gentle slope through a small wood. Qhora went forward to her husband’s side and Taziri ambled up to the three young diestros on foot. They all nodded and smiled and said hello. She passed them and came alongside Shahera and Dante astride the other two horses.
“So you found her.” Shahera smiled. “I’m glad. I was starting to worry about you both. What was she doing?”
“Fighting a ghost of some sort,” Taziri said casually, wondering if that’s how the Espani talked about the spirits among them when they were alone. For a people so intensely focused on their worship, scriptures, rituals, and the state of their immortal souls, they don’t seem very interested in the blessings or curses of the supernatural creatures living among them.
“A ghost? How exciting! I love stories, please tell me everything,” Shahera said. And for the next few minutes, Taziri described what she had seen and what Qhora had told her about the water-woman and the farmer. Shahera stared thoughtfully up the road ahead. “It’s so sad. For the farmer and his son, I mean. They lost everything, even their home. I hope they have friends or family somewhere to take them in.”
“Oh for God’s sake, who cares what happens to them?” Dante gave them a flat stare. “The man’s an idiot and so are his neighbors. We have just as many spirits wandering about in Italia, but you won’t hear any of this tragic nonsense back home.”
“So what do you do when the dead come back to haunt you?” Taziri asked.
“Nothing! We ignore them. They just want attention, and it’s not as though they can do anything to you except whine about their problems and shake their little hands at you.” Dante waggled his gloved fingers at them.
Taziri shook her head. “No, this ghost attacked Qhora with water and birds.”
“Then it wasn’t a ghost, was it? Some sort of rotting undead thing, I suppose, one that likes to lay with men and pump out squalling infants! That’s what happens when you don’t handle your corpses properly. Espani idiots.” Dante sniffed and spat in the snow. “Our priests have the good sense to teach us how to handle the dead. Bury them deep, ignore them, and they’ll go away. This drama is what you get from Espani romanticism. Water-women and iron imps and whatever else they call them.”
Taziri fixed the Italian with a long stare. He was still ugly, maybe slightly uglier with the darkening stubble on his cheeks, and the cold air had left his face a bit more discolored. A little redder around the eyes. His nose was peeling. “How does a chemist earn enough money to fly from Rome to Tingis? Mixing tinctures must pay very well in Italia. I had no idea your people were so sickly.”
“My business is none of yours.”
“I don’t care about your business at all. But I care about those men who put two bullets in my plane trying to catch you. I was going to ignore that little show in Rome and leave it for the police to keep an eye on you in Tingis, but since I’m stuck with you, it’s my problem,” Taziri said. “Actually, it should be the major’s problem, but he isn’t here. So tell me what happened back there and whether it’s going to be a problem for us here.”
Dante’s scowl brightened with a look of incredulity. “It’s not a problem, not here or anywhere except in Italia. And it’s personal. If you want to talk about problems, let’s talk about why you crashed us in this miserable cesspool and then set us on this death march to nowhere instead of getting us out of the country.”
Taziri sighed. “We’ve been over this, Dante. This is the plan, the best plan to keep us all alive as long as possible. We hide and we wait. With any luck, the major will be able to slip across the border and help will be on the way.”
“And what about the swordsman who gave Enrique his first shaving lesson last night?” Dante asked. “You’re supposed to be hiding us from the military, but there’s already at least one of them following us now. And as soon as we pass a fort out here, he’ll have a hundred soldiers riding us down. I’m starting to think the DeVelli woman had the right idea. We should turn around right now and head south before this Quesada character gets us all killed.”
“You’re not going anywhere.” Taziri kept her voice low so neither the hidalgo ahead nor his students behind would hear. “I’m taking you to Zaragoza and wherever else the Don goes until we know for certain that we can safely leave the country.”
“And how long will that take?”
Taziri grimaced. “As long as it takes.”



Chapter 14. Syfax


The major had to admit that the last hundred miles had made quite a difference in more than just the Espani weather. On the road from Toledo he had seen the land swelling with color, if not with life. As the snow thinned, the warm browns and cool grays of the mountains struck dark outlines against the overcast sky and the pines and firs stood in bright greens up and down the hills. What little moisture fell from the sky was mostly sleet and left pale slush on the road that was equal parts hard ice and watery puddles. Both were treacherous, but both were easier to walk through than snow.
Syfax paused to consider the line of roofs and steeples on the horizon and the handful of round windmills standing out in the fields. “Any idea what this place is called?”
Kenan trudged past him, hands shoved in his pockets, face half-nestled in the upturned collar of his borrowed coat. “Ciudad Real.”
Syfax started walking again. “We’ll stay here tonight. Dry out and get some warm food. You’ll feel better in the morning.”
“I feel fine.” The lieutenant sneezed, leaving a long shining trail of slime hanging from the stubble on his chin. He wiped his face and rammed his fist back into his pocket.
“Come off it. You’re as sick as a dog.”
Kenan glanced up at him. “Just so long as we stay somewhere really quiet and out of the way. That mess back in Toledo was a little too close.”
“Nah, it was all right. No one got shot. Hell, those guys wouldn’t have shot us anyway. We learned that back in basic training. Espani don’t like shooting folks anymore than I do. They think knives and swords are more honorable or holy or something.”
Kenan sneezed again. “I don’t even remember basic.”
Syfax grimaced. I’m sure you don’t, kid. There was a good reason I took you with me when I went over to the marshals. Any longer in the army and you would have met a Songai arrow with your name on it.
Just outside Ciudad Real, Syfax paused to ask an old woman where they might want to stay the night. She described two places. The first was a large inn near an even larger church. The second was a small tavern near another, larger tavern. The major steered his subordinate to the larger tavern with a grin.
It was late in the evening when they found the Red Swallow, and they found the dining room overflowing with travelers and laborers who were already quite drunk. Two young men in the corner were abusing a pair of guitars and the lyrics of an old ballad between glasses of lager and most of the tables were rustling with piles of coins and stained playing cards.
After cramming some hot food into the sniffling lieutenant and depositing him in a bedroom in the back of the building, Syfax returned to the dining room to see if he could turn one handful of Espani reales into two or three handfuls. He found a table of stone masons who were all too happy to invite a stranger into their game. They were just dealing the first hand when a tall figure stepped up the table and said, “Good evening, gentlemen. Would you mind if I joined you?”
Syfax looked up, stone-faced. It was the Italian woman, Nicola DeVelli. She peered down at the table with a smug little smile and two of the men made room for her. But to the major’s relief, the woman never once made eye contact with him, never once gave any hint that she recognized him at all. They played monte for over an hour, the deal rotating around the table with every hand. And the hands were quick as the masons showed little care in placing their bets and only slightly more care in losing them. Syfax struggled to break even. There was no skill, no bluff, no real playing at all. Only the bet and the flip of the gate, and the sweeping of the coins this way or that.
By the time most of the men were ready to leave, the largest pile of reales sat in front of the tall woman from Italia. Syfax watched the masons leave the tavern before he leaned across the table and said, “You’ve got some stones on you, lady. What the hell are you doing here? Why aren’t you with Ziri and the others?”
Nicola swept her winnings into her pocket and unbuttoned her coat, folding down the high collar and moving her hat from her lap to the table. “Major, I never intended to ride off into the north and disappear into some church with a group of zealots and lunatics when my best chance for leaving the country was heading south to the coast. I left them on the first evening. I had thought I’d be able to catch up to you on the road rather quickly, but you moved quite quickly yourself, especially after Toledo, and I have found the weather to be uncommonly disagreeable.”
“Toledo? What do you know about Toledo?”
“Just what I was told. That two Mazigh spies matching your description had fought and escaped from the soldiers. In fact, if my Espani accent wasn’t so well-practiced, I might have ended up in a cell myself. They were interrogating everyone leaving the city. Thank you very much for that, major. It was one more delay on my journey south to find you.”
“Not my problem, lady. You’re Ziri’s passenger, not my charge. She made that pretty clear.” He rolled his empty cup between his fingers. “But I guess you’re going to keep following us anyway, and you’ve got a nice little pile of money there, so I suppose I’ll let you tag along.”
“How generous, major.” She smiled awkwardly. “Can I buy you a beer?”
“Nah, I don’t touch the stuff. Tastes like piss to me.”
“I’m intrigued at your choice of comparison, though I don’t want to know how you came to that particular conclusion. Do you drink at all?”
“Not at home. It’s illegal in Marrakesh.”
“But you travel a great deal. Surely outside your country…?”
Syfax shrugged. “I do like sweet liquors. And I had something called mead once. Made from honey. Better than beer, but not by much.”
“What about vodka?” Nicola flagged down the barkeep and had him fetch a bottle and a pair of glasses. She poured the clear liquor.
“What is it?” Syfax sniffed his glass and the vapor stung his nostrils.
“It’s from the land of Rus originally, but now you can find it everywhere in the north. They make it from potatoes, if you believe that. It’s not sweet, but I think you’ll warm to it.” She swallowed her glass in one gulp.
Not to be outdone, Syfax imitated her and almost choked on the burning in his throat, but he held it back and managed a grin. “You drink this for fun?”
“No, I drink it to get drunk, major. When you live in a climate like this, some nights are best spent with your brain on fire, burning your blood from the inside out. Another?” She had already refilled her glass.
Syfax nodded. Soon the bottle was half empty and the major felt his skin burning and his head swimming. She was right about one thing, he thought. This is better than being wet and cold in a hellhole like this. He thumped his glass and the Italian woman poured him another. She was smiling almost constantly now, and she had shifted her chair a bit closer to his to lean over the table toward him.
At the far end of the room, a woman with a husky voice yelled out, “Whoever thinks he’s man enough to lie between my legs can line up right here, right now!”
Syfax leaned over sharply to see who was making the offer, but his blood cooled rather quickly at the sight of the woman by the door. She was tall enough and trim enough, but too ugly, even to his weak eyes. A wide mouth, a jagged beak of a nose, and an eye patch surrounded by twisted, scarred flesh. Syfax had never thought himself very picky when it came to women, but he was feeling picky now at the sight of her. Still, a knot of drunken Espani soon formed around her and she herded them off to a corner, and within a few minutes men were queuing up to arm-wrestle each other for the privilege of bedding the hatchet-faced woman.
Syfax shared another shot with Nicola, and another after that. Through a gap in the crowd, he saw the one-eyed woman had taken off her coat to reveal her muscular shoulders and scarred arms. Suddenly she looked a bit more appealing, and the longer he studied the line of men trying to prove their strength and stamina for her, the more he started to think he ought to be in that line himself.
Who cares if she only has one eye? I bet she’s a demon in the dark.
Still, he knew he was drunk and tired and had to deal with a sick, whiny lieutenant in the morning as well as this leering Italian woman who was looking more and more like his dead uncle with every sip of liquor. Nicola edged forward. He edged back.
The feats of strength in the corner evolved from arm-wrestling to gut-punching to all-out fighting in just a few minutes and Syfax grimaced at the three men at the center of the brawl. Big fellas. Gonna be trouble. And I’m drunk, damn it. He didn’t want to deal with them. He hoped they didn’t move any closer to…
The tangled fighters stumbled into the table right in front of the major, shoving Nicola back in her chair and destroying the table top, vodka bottle, and glasses. But they missed Syfax’s knees by an inch, leaving the major to sit, unperturbed, looking down at the two men grappling on his boots.
Nah, I’m not that drunk.
He leaned forward and smashed his fist through the closer man’s jaw, sending him to a quiet oblivion. The second man stared down at his unconscious opponent in confusion, and then looked up at the major just in time to get a knee in the chest. Syfax slipped out of his chair, shocked at how fluidly the entire building seemed to be sliding to his left, but when he focused on the gasping man in front of him, the tilting room disappeared. Syfax grabbed the man’s shirt and smashed his forehead through the other man’s nose. Done properly, there should have been very little pain. He did it sloppily, yet came away as clear as bell. The other man collapsed, dead to the world.
Syfax lurched up on his rubbery legs and noticed Nicola tugging insistently on his sleeve. He wrenched his arm away. “What? What? What? Get off me, lady. It’s over.”
Nicola pointed across the room. “I’m not sure that it is, major.”
Syfax followed her pointing finger. Oh, right. The third guy.
The third man wasn’t as obviously drunk as the first two, which was probably why he had the good sense to the let the other two beat each other bloody so he could claim the evening’s prize. The prize in question was standing on a chair with one boot planted on a table, her scarred arms crossed under her breasts, a cruel smile on her wide black lips. Seeing her there, proudly watching her suitors fight like mad dogs just to lick her boots, Syfax found that she wasn’t nearly as ugly as she had been a short while. He didn’t even mind that she only had one eye or the scars around the patch.
He was still admiring her leg mounted on the table top when the third man plowed into his belly and slammed him against the wall. The room whirled and crashed onto its side and Syfax felt something cool and wet sloshing in the back of his throat, but when his skull bounced off the wood panel of the wall, everything snapped back into focus. He swallowed the remains of his liquid supper and brought both fists down on the man still trying to crush him against the wall.
It took two hammer blows to the man’s back to get him to let go, and then Syfax shoved forward, driving the man off balance over the broken remains of the table and the two men lying on the floor. With a wide-eyed look of surprise, the third man slipped and fell back over the other two and his head landed on the shattered vodka bottle. He clutched his bleeding scalp and rolled away toward the bar. After a moment of hissing through clenched teeth, he staggered up to his feet, cast a few dirty looks at Syfax, and shoved his way out the door.
“Major, that was fantastic.” Nicola was suddenly standing very close to him.
Standing side by side, he realized that they were exactly the same height. He also realized that he had never looked directly into a woman’s eyes without looking down before. The novelty of the moment made him queasy. The lady’s square jaw and small eyes didn’t help.
“What’s your name, big man?” The one-eyed woman jumped down and sauntered across the room toward him. “I noticed you and those big arms of yours the minute I came in, but you didn’t even come over to say hello.” She wrapped her wiry arms around his waist.
He looked down at her, relieved to be looking at a woman at the correct angle, and the firm pressure of her breasts against his ribs more than made up for the eye patch and scarring on the side of her face. He smiled as he slipped his arm around her. “What say you and me find something to lie on?”
She grinned wickedly.
As they stomped down the back hall, slightly off balance, Syfax had a brief moment of distracted thought in which he wondered where the Italian woman had vanished to when his new companion had appeared. And as relieved as he was by his change of admirers, he couldn’t help but wonder whether he might have gotten both of them to come back with him together.
They entered a room, kicked the door shut, and crashed onto the bed in the dark, her lips already pressed hard to his, her tongue furiously exploring his mouth as her hands whipped her shirts off and went to loosen her belt. He raced to keep up, hurling away clothes and kicking off boots, which clattered against the walls wherever they broke free. His belt hit the floor like a rock, the sheathed hunting knife landing edge up. Syfax kicked it under the bed and heard the steely clangor of more knives hitting the floorboards as the woman climbed out of her pants and tackled him onto the rough wool blankets.
As she sat astride him, writhing and battering at his hips, he had a brief moment to congratulate himself on his good fortune. In the dark, he could bare see her face at all, but her bare breasts hung smooth and firm in his hands, and that was all that really mattered. She rode him hard, grunting sharply with every thrust, sometimes sitting up straight and sometimes falling forward with her hands planted on his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin, her teeth biting into her wide bottom lip.
Syfax arched his back, straining to keep up with her, straining to stay in control, but she had taken control from the moment they fell into bed and he was only there to be ridden until he couldn’t be ridden anymore.
His climax lasted a long moment, and he pulled her hips tight against his to make it last as long as he could, but then it was over and his attention quickly shifted to a sharp pain in his back. But she wasn’t done. She grunted louder and there was something angry about the little half-words she was spitting out with each crash of her sex onto his. Syfax cupped her breasts and tried to relax and wait for her to finish, but the pain in his back was growing sharper and the noises she was making were more disturbing than arousing.
She snapped upright, grabbing his arms and pressing her sharp, broken nails deep into his wrists as she shuddered and gasped. “Nnnn!” Then she let go his arms and rolled off beside him.
Syfax rubbed his wrists to make sure he wasn’t bleeding and then rolled onto his side to massage the twisted muscle in his lower back. As he lay there, face to face with the one-eyed demon, he started to wonder where she had come from and who she had been thinking about just a moment ago. Whoever she was, she was no prostitute or farmer’s wife. She was something very different. Hard. Angry. Dangerous.
She shoved her head up onto his shoulder, eye closed, and said, “Still with me, big man?”
“Mm hm.”
“Mind if I stay a few hours?”
“Nope.”
“Good answer.”
He pulled a lock of black hair away from her face and stared at the deep shadows around her long nose and wide mouth. The eye patch and the scars were turned away from him, hidden.
She’s not so bad. And she’s not Espani. Too bad we’re in the middle of all this crap or I’d ask her name. She’s definitely one of a kind.
Syfax passed out.
He awoke with a blinding ray of sunlight in his eyes and a foul scummy feeling on his teeth. The sheets felt cold and clammy, and slowly he realized it was because the wool blanket was gone. A sharp metal clank snapped his eyes open and he saw the blanket trailing from the foot of the bed to the woman standing by the door, pulling on her clothes and stamping on her boots. A long knife had fallen to the floor and she was sliding it back into its sheathe. She straightened up and grinned at him. “Morning, big man.”
He sat up slowly, his head pounding. “Morning.” He looked up at the light streaming through the window, then dropped his gaze and saw the other little bed against the opposite wall. Holy shit, this is my room.
Kenan was still snoring and one of his arms had slipped out of his blankets to hang near the floor. A puddle of drool darkened the pillow beside his open mouth.
“Cute friend,” the woman said.
“Nephew.”
“Really? I don’t see it. You’ve both got that southern coloring though.”
Syfax snorted. “Yeah, we’re not exactly locals.” He froze as he realized what he had just said. Slowly, he relaxed his grip on the edge of the thin mattress and tried to remember what he’d done with his knife.
The woman was watching him as she slipped into her coat. A tiny smile flickered across her wide, black lips. “Mazigh?”
The major frowned and shrugged. “Who isn’t? Probably somewhere on my mother’s side.”
“If you say so.” She backed into the door, her eyes gliding back and forth between the two men on the beds. “Be seeing you, big man.” And she slipped out.
Damn.
“Kenan, get up. Now!” Syfax clawed up his clothes from the floor and yanked them on in no particular order. “Kenan! Time to get moving, kid.”
The lieutenant grunted and opened his eyes. “What time is it?”
“Time to get the hell out of town. I think we’ve got about a quarter hour before this place is crawling with soldiers.”
“What?” Kenan sat bolt upright, blinking hard and rubbing his eyes, and then he grabbed up his boots. He’d slept in the rest of his clothes. “Why? What happened?”
“Something stupid.” Syfax grabbed his belt and knife from under the bed. “Something really damn stupid.”



Day Six



Chapter 15. Shifrah


It’s not my fault. Sal never told me what they looked like.
Then again, Sal didn’t know what they looked like. Still, he was the only person she had ever known who called himself a professional spy, and all that time on the road from Valencia he had called the Mazighs spies, and somewhere along the way she had come to assume they would be just like him. Slender, debonair, condescending, and vicious. They would be experts in language and fashion, able to slip into a local crowd and vanish as one of them. They would be masters with knives and poisons, perhaps even with rapiers and explosives. And they would be staying in the most conspicuous places possible, sleeping in the most expensive hotels and dining with mayors and wealthy friends in every city from Madrid to Tartessos.
Nope. Shifrah shivered in the early morning breeze as she crossed the street toward the barracks by the north gate of the city. No, they were just a couple of drunks in a tavern. The big ugly Italian led me straight to them and I didn’t even realize it. A big meat head and his pathetic little sidekick who couldn’t hold his liquor.
How was I to know? Although, I suppose he was the only man in this freezing hellhole with a shaved head. But he looked as light or dark as anyone else in there. In the dark.
She stopped cold in the street.
I should be back there right now, slitting their throats. That was the whole point. That was the job. So why am I out here? It’s not because I rode him. Wouldn’t be the first time. No. But if it’s not him, then it’s Sal. And damn you for that, Sal. I’m not hacking off a pair of heads and dragging them all the way back to Valencia for your precious mission or your ego.
Still she stood in the street shivering as the chill morning air seeped into her sweaty hair.
But I may still need Sal one day. No need to burn that bridge just yet. If I give them to the locals and then make up a story for Sal, that should be good enough. And then I can go south. I can go someplace warm.
Shifrah strode into the guardhouse by the city gate and pounded on the inner door. “Wake up, boys, you’ve got a few minutes of work to do.” Her Espani wasn’t perfect, and she knew she wasn’t pale enough to pass for local, but the stolen triquetra medallion displayed on her chest had proven a reliable passport before. Only in Espana would they care more about the trappings of faith than the genuine article.
The door opened and two pale children of seventeen or so stepped out in dark blue uniforms. Mottled little beards clung to their cheeks, which only made them look younger. “Yes?”
She sighed. “Do you have anything bigger in there? Because honestly, this Mazigh is going to eat you boys alive.”
“What Mazigh?”
“The big Mazigh staying at the Red Swallow. Two of them, actually, but I’m not too worried about the little one.”
The young soldiers looked confused. “Did they do something?”
“Haven’t you heard? There’s a manhunt going on across half the country for foreign spies, particularly ones from Marrakesh. And I just found two of them at the Swallow. Now get the real soldier boys out here before they leave.” She crossed her arms, nudging her breasts up higher, and she stared at the boys in blue. They both blinked at her chest.
“Let me go talk to the captain.” One ducked back inside, leaving his friend to stand in the doorway looking cold and nervous.
Shifrah smirked at him. “So, you ever kill a man, soldier boy?”
“What? No, no ma’am. No, I haven’t.”
She sniffed. “What about a woman?”
His eyes widened in horror and she laughed.
The door opened again and half a dozen soldiers spilled out into the street, their shining black boots clacking on the icy cobblestones. At least three of them were over thirty, and the one with the air of authority had a rather impressive mustache. He said, “Ma’am, I understand you’ve found some foreigners in the city?”
She nodded as she waved them after her. They followed in a loose knot with their rifles in their hands, and at the door of the tavern the captain set two of them to stand guard outside. Shifrah told them which room to check and then paced across the street to wait. It was still early and precious few Espani were hustling through the streets to wherever it was that Espani went to work. Churches, she guessed.
A sneeze caught her attention and she looked to her left. At the end of the street a lean figure was straightening up and wiping his face. A much larger figure grabbed him by the collar and hauled him around the corner and out of sight.
“Damn.” She turned to the two soldiers still outside the tavern. “Hey! They’re down there! End of the street! Left at the corner!”
Shifrah bolted down the icy street, hoping that any ice she stepped on would crack and shatter rather than slip under her weight. She skidded around the corner and saw a thickening crowd down the next road. The big Mazigh’s bare scalp bobbed among the sea of heads and she took off after it.
She felt her heart pounding in her chest and her blood thundering through her head. How much whiskey did I drink last night?
Shifrah crashed into the edge of the crowd and set to worming her way deeper and deeper into the press of bodies. They were in a large, open square bordered on two sides by a small cathedral and lined with clothiers’ shops on the other two sides. She saw the dummies standing behind the tall glass windows, stuffed and headless bodies in sharply tailored suits.
How Italian of them.
The tide of the crowd flowed toward the cathedral. A morning mass. The Mazigh’s head showed the big man wasn’t making much better progress cutting across the square and she focused on his stubbled crown and the bright puff of vapor streaming from his unseen face.
Shifrah grunted and began shoving people out of the way to close the distance to the big man’s head. The Espani around her made countless surprised and angry looks, but she didn’t give them a second glance.
They won’t do anything. They’re church people, just like the church people back in Rome. The only church people to worry about are in Constantia, and there aren’t any Constantians here.
The Mazighs broke free of the crowd and darted down a side street, and a moment later Shifrah burst out of the square and raced after them. The two men were only a few yards away now. The sounds of her boots slapping the ice and slush echoed off the stone walls and the Mazighs twisted their heads around to look over their shoulders.
Still running, she drove her bare first through the young one’s surprised face and felt his nose crack under her knuckles. When she saw him falling backward with the first glimmer of blood in his nostril, she knew he was no longer in this fight and she spun just in time to catch the big man’s open-handed strike to her neck. She grabbed his arm with both hands but still the blow threw her against the alley wall. Her boots slipped but she scrambled away before she fell and threw a fist and another fist and a boot at the hulking Mazigh’s face, but each time the man just raised his own fist and took the blow on his arm.
He’s a boxer. He’s used to pain. I won’t be able to wear him down.
Behind her she heard the younger Mazigh moaning, his voice distorted by his broken nose and no doubt one or both hands clutched to his face.
“Lady, who the hell are you?” the big man asked.
She backed away a few paces up the alley, careful not to let him corner her against the wall. She considered drawing her knives but she had seen the man’s fat hunting knife under the bed.
A boxer and a knife-fighter, and three times my size. This is not turning out to be one of my better days.
She straightened up and lowered her fists. “I was sent to kill any Mazigh spies I could find. I found you.”
“What for? You’re no soldier. Hell, you’re not even Espani, are you? I guess that makes you a freelancer, doesn’t it?” He nodded and lowered his meaty fists. “Fine, you want money? Let us get out of here and I’ll get you money. We’re not spies. We’re just trying to get home.”
The younger one staggered up, gingerly touching his face. “Major, she broke my nose.”
“Major?” Shifrah smiled. “A Mazigh officer who carries a knife instead of a gun. I like that.”
“Good for you.” The major spat on the ground. “So, do we have a deal? You cut us loose now and I pay you later. Name’s Zidane. You come find me in Tingis and we’ll settle up there. You’ve got my word. Okay?”
“It sounds like a very nice deal.” It did sound nice. Marrakesh, far across the Strait of Tarifa, would be warm, so much warmer than Espana or Italia. The only hiccup was the Mazigh warrant on her head, but that could be dealt with. “And I’d be happy to take that deal and walk away right now except for one little problem, major. I already told the soldiers where you are.”
Behind her at the mouth of the alley, she heard the Espani soldiers shouting as they slipped out of the cathedral crowd and ran toward the Mazighs. The big man glared over her head and muttered, “Damn.” He grabbed his companion by the collar and hauled him away at a dead run.
Shifrah smiled and bit her lip. She stepped back against the cold stone wall of the alley to let the soldiers fly past, and then she stepped back into the lane to watch them plunge into the slow-moving traffic on the main road ahead. With her hands on her hips, thumbs gently pressing against the handles of two of the knives hidden in her coat, she stood thinking.
So which is the better deal? Do I bag some heads to keep Sal happy in case I need him again, or do I save the big man, take the cash, and spend a few months in the sun?
The sounds of men yelling and the sharp, solitary reports of rifle shots echoed in the distance.
Sorry, Sal. You need to learn to be nicer to the ladies.
She turned and hurried back up the alley, across the now-empty square beside the large church, and then around the smaller streets back to the Swallow. Her horse was waiting for her.
It took several precious minutes to get the blanket and saddle in place, and though she’d done it a hundred times, she still rode out into the cold morning streets with the nagging doubt that she’d done something wrong. She dismissed it. When it came to horses, something was always going wrong.
Dumb animals.
She rode as swiftly as she dared back across the square and then began listening for the sounds of violence. Six soldiers with rifles against one man with a knife and one boy with a cold. Shifrah worked her tongue across her teeth as she listened to the quiet murmurs of the street, of people walking and talking and working.
Maybe this is a bad idea.
Three rifle shots echoed over the rooftops and she spurred her horse into a gallop, angling across the street and around the corner at the next intersection. People on foot scattered before her and it wasn’t long before she spotted a knot of chaos in the middle of the road ahead. People were shouting and scattering, dropping baskets and sacks in the middle of the street to make way for the squad of men in blue mechanically firing and reloading their primitive rifles. Shifrah grimaced. At least they’re only Espani rifles. If they were Mazigh weapons, they’d be spewing bullets non-stop. Never mind Mazigh revolvers.
She shuddered at the thought of bullets, weapons flying faster and smaller than the eye could follow, tearing down a strong woman, or even a man for that matter.
With a knife in one hand, she charged the back of the soldiers’ line and cried out, “For God and good Prince Valero!” in her best Espani, which sounded a great deal like her best Italian. But the soldiers all froze at the cry and glanced up at her as the horse clattered into the center of their loose formation in the street.
“Where are they? Where are the spies?” she shouted, waving her knife.
“Get out of the way!” The soldiers poured around her, surging on down the street. Only the mustachioed captain bothered to catch her eye and give her a properly dirty look.
She grinned back. “Let’s get them!” She kicked the horse into another dead run down the street and from her elevated seat she caught a glimpse of the major’s head darting to the right around a corner at the far end of the street. “They went left! Down there!” She pointed with her knife and to her relief three of the soldiers stumbled to a halt and then veered off to the left. The other three shouted back, “No, no, they went right! Right!”
The confusion was brief but real. Blank looks all around and uncertain fingers pointing in different directions. But the captain’s shouting soon had them back on the trail.
Unwilling to risk another transparent interruption to the chase, Shifrah turned down another street running parallel to the one the major took and emerged on the next avenue to find it almost completely deserted. Nowhere to hide. “Not what I wanted.”
She trotted down to the next street, the one the major should have been about to come out of, but she found it empty except for the echoing shouts of angry men. Halfway down the lane she saw a front door kicked in.
“What the hell are they doing?” She stayed on the wider avenue and headed south, peering down the narrow gaps between the houses and shops at the small gardens behind them.
A flash of brown leather.
A rifle shot.
“Hell, kid, keep your head down!” the major roared.
Shifrah squinted down the narrow alleyways and suddenly a flock of blue uniforms flooded through a small garden right in front of her and a half dozen male shouts echoed back out to her, “Shoot, shoot! He’s right there! Get him! No, the other one!”
She dashed down the avenue parallel to the men, separated from the chase by a row of houses that seemed to have no paths between them wide enough to admit a horse. Looking ahead, she spotted the next side street and raced around the corner. The men were still running through the back gardens, crashing through fences and tearing down laundry lines, shouting and shooting. Bullets ricocheted off brick and stone, and shattered glass windows. Every few seconds, a woman would shriek inside one of the houses.
Shifrah nudged her horse back and forth, trying to guess which house the two Mazigh officers would come barreling through.
To her right, the front window of a small house exploded in a rain of broken glass and wooden splinters. The major landed on his shoulder, rolled slowly, and stood up, clearly favoring his right leg. The kid tumbled out of the window after him, collapsing to the street and looking like a sweaty corpse, his face pale and bloodshot eyes set in dark eye sockets.
Zidane hauled the kid to his feet just as his eyes met hers. “What the hell are you doing here? Are you with them are not?”
“I might be with you, but now is not the best time to chat, major.” Shifrah jerked her head at the sound of the pursuing soldiers crashing through the house. She pointed down the street. “The south gate is that way, assuming you’re still heading for warmer places to run and play.”
Zidane hesitated a moment too long. Two faces appeared in the broken window just as the front door of the house swung open. The major dropped his friend and lunged at the two men in the window, grabbed their jackets, and hauled them out into the street where he dropped them on their heads and stripped them of their rifles. He tossed one gun to the kid as he spun around and cracked the butt of his own rifle into the head of the man rushing out the front door.
Shifrah spotted another rifle poking through the broken window and she screamed in her highest screeching voice, “My baby! Someone save my baby!”
The rifle jerked back inside, replaced a moment later with two more confused faces.
Zidane grabbed the sick kid and they both took off down the road, rifles in hand. Shifrah wheeled her horse around just as the Espani captain charged out the door, hollering, “Arrest that woman!”
“Oh, hell.” Shifrah kicked her horse and sped away in the opposite direction of the two Mazighs. “You’re on your own now, big man. But I’ll be seeing you soon enough.”



Chapter 16. Lorenzo


The night in Ariza passed without incident, though they did keep everyone together in one farmhouse and rotated guards in the dining room throughout the night. As long as everyone was within sight of someone else, Lorenzo wasn’t worried. Even Salvator Fabris was only one man, and they wouldn’t pass by any forts before reaching Zaragoza, so the Italian was unlikely to find help before then. More importantly, Atoq stayed close that night and it was easy to feel safe and secure with eight hundred pounds of saber-toothed cat sitting just outside the door.
All day he had worried about the boys’ morale after leaving Enrique behind, but they appeared to rally quickly, especially when Qhora and the Mazigh pilot told them about their little adventure with the water-woman.
At least I was right about this trip being an experience the boys won’t soon forget.
The following day, the weather turned and they made poor time against the heavy sleet and freezing winds. Still, they pressed on for the full day and reached Zaragoza shortly after sunset. Deep within the city, the familiar arches and towers of the Cathedral of San Salvador rose above the surrounding buildings like an ancient, crumbling mountain. Many claimed that once this massive cathedral, often called La Seo, had been adorned by the most elegant of carved buttresses topped with stone gargoyles and marble angels and bronze saints, and each facade had been covered in triquetras of every size and style from Vlachian to Numidian. But now, after centuries of exposure to the screaming north wind and driving snow and shattering ice, there was precious little beauty left outside the cathedral. And what limited money and manpower there once had been to protect and maintain the building had sailed away to the New World and never returned.
Lorenzo led his wife and the others along the road that followed the River Elbro to give them what he had hoped to be a grand introduction to the La Seo, but the evening sky was dark and dreary, and a light needling of frozen mist stung their eyes whenever they lifted their heads to look about. They reached the grand entrance to the church, were brusquely directed to the side entrance for travelers with animals, and then began the long ritual of climbing down, unpacking, explaining what exactly Wayra was and how she was to be cared for, and all the other arrangements for their stay.
Atoq had been a concern when they reached the edge of the city, but Qhora simply climbed down and stroked his head and whispered in his ear, and the giant cat had padded off into a snowy field beside the road. When Lorenzo asked her about it, she simply said, “Don’t worry about him. He knows how to deal with a city.”
When they finally reached the cathedral’s guest quarters on the upper level, Lorenzo called a quick gathering in the hall outside his room. It felt strange to speak to his wife, his students, and his guests all at once with his natural inclinations to be familiar or formal warring as he looked from one face to the next. “Well, here we are. Home away from home. Alonso, Gaspar, and Hector, there is an empty store room in the cellar that we’ve been given permission to practice in. Feel free to explore, as we have the run of the cathedral, more or less. Don’t disturb the priests, of course, and if they ask you for help doing anything, anything at all, you will do it. Yes?”
The boys nodded solemnly.
“As for you three,” he said to the pilot and her two passengers, “I’m afraid you’ll have to stay inside the building, and probably keep away from the public spaces where the townspeople might see you. I don’t think we’ll have to worry about soldiers storming La Seo, but if the mayor demands it, then the bishop will definitely hand you over rather than risk a fight in a house of God over a handful of spies or criminals or whatever it is they think you are. The priests here are good men, but they have their own priorities and their own problems.”
“Don Lorenzo, might I just say,” Dante said, his voice almost civil for the first time that Lorenzo could recall. “Thank you for bringing us here to this sanctuary. I’m sure you have delivered us from being suddenly discovered by any soldiers from Valencia who might have been pursuing us. However, I’m sure you’ll agree that we’re now well out of danger. From what you told us, I think the man you fought in Algora was more interested in you and your private affairs than any of us. Assuming that’s true, wouldn’t it be reasonable for me, and perhaps the young lady from Eran, to head east to Barcelona and sail back to Italia as soon as possible?”
“Maybe,” Lorenzo said. “But I think it’s best if we all stay indoors for a day or two and get a sense of the ground under our feet first. I’ll speak to the bishop tomorrow and see what he has to say about the military here in town. If everything is quiet here, then maybe you and your friend can leave.”
Dante pressed his lips tight for a moment and sniffed. “All right. A day or two.”
They said their good-nights and retreated to their rooms. Lorenzo sat on the hard pallet he was to share with Qhora for the next few weeks. It was easily one of the three worst beds he had ever felt, and one of those others had been a prison cell floor covered with straw to soak up his urine.
Qhora closed the door and slipped off her heavy coat. She was still wearing his re-tailored army coat, the belt cinched tight to accentuate her tiny waist. He remembered wearing that coat while slaughtering Incan warriors on the beaches of the New World, his uniform covered in mud and gore.
And now it’s covered in satin ribbons. Life is strange.
She said, “Well, here we are. I suppose it could have been worse, this little journey of yours. Enrique could have died.”
Lorenzo sighed. It’s going to be one of those evenings. “Yes, yes, we all could have died. They would have told stories about it for a hundred years and our ghosts would have roamed the countryside, knocking over milk buckets and frightening small children.” He smiled at her. She worries about death at all the wrong times, but it’s nice that she worries. “But at least we would have been together, my dear. I’m sorry you’ll have to settle for us all being very much alive, here in the grandest cathedral in northern Espana.”
“Ah, yes, our life of luxury.” She glanced around at the bare walls and floor of their cell. The only objects in the room were the bed, the pegs for their clothing, and the triquetra hung from the wall above the bed. The narrow window was completed obscured by icy grime on the outside. She smiled.
Lorenzo laughed. “It will get better, I promise. This is just the first night. We’re all tired and cold and hungry. Everything will look better in the morning.”
A door creaked in the hall and both them looked sharply at their own closed door, listening. The soft shuffle of footsteps chuffed away down the corridor.
“It must be Shahera looking for the toilet,” Qhora said.
Lorenzo didn’t answer. He focused on the cadence of the footsteps, quick and precise. No, the Eranian girl moves more slowly and less certainly. He stood up and slipped his sword belt back on. “I’ll just be a moment.”
Qhora narrowed her eyes but said nothing.
He peeked out into the hall and saw no one there. With his left hand holding his weapon still and silent on his hip and his injured right arm aching with every jostle of his body, Lorenzo slipped to the end of the corridor just in time to look down the stairs and see a shadow moving below.
Well, he isn’t looking for the toilet.
Down the stairs and around the corner he spotted the hooded figure striding through a narrow doorway, and then down another hall, through a door, across a courtyard, and out into the open starlit streets of Zaragoza. Lorenzo stood in the shadows, watching the figure in Italian boots hurry away down the lane.
Seriously? You couldn’t wait a single night? Some of us have wives to undress.
The hidalgo followed Dante through the cold city streets, seeing and hearing no one else outside though he saw and heard many people in their homes, eating and laughing and generally looking warm and comfortable. His injured arm ached fiercely.
Dante followed the river east and Lorenzo guessed he was looking for some sort of transport on the Elbro itself. Though it was frozen solid and all hulled ships were locked to their moorings, the river’s banks were lined with ice-sailers. The slender canoes rested on long blades on the Elbro’s frozen surface and tall sails carried them flying before the wind from Zaragoza along the mad snaking paths of the river all the way to Amposta on the shores of the Middle Sea.
There was nothing and no one to be found along the banks of the Elbro, though the wind shrieked mightily and Lorenzo heard bats squeaking in the dark, their leathery wings fighting valiantly against the icy gusts.
“What are you planning to do, Lorenzo?” a woman’s voice whispered in his ear.
“Gaaa!” The hidalgo stumbled sideways into the iron chain along the river’s edge that prevented pedestrians from slipping on the ice and falling down to the Elbro’s white face. He clutched his chest as adrenaline burned through his brain and arms.
Dante!
He looked up and saw that the Italian had stopped and was looking around, snapping his gaze from one side to another. He looked back at Lorenzo once, directly at him, but the shadows were deep enough and he was huddled low enough to remain unseen. Dante resumed his quick march into the night.
Lorenzo stood up, glaring at the pale ghost in the street beside him, her silvery outlines shuddering before the wind like a thousand pennants in a fresh morning breeze. “I don’t mean to tell you your business, sister, as I have almost no experience being dead myself, but could you please try to appear in front of me instead of behind me? Even just once in a while? Just for the novelty of it?”
“I am sorry, Lorenzo,” Ariel said. “But I go where the aether lets me and you have an uncanny knack for standing with the thickest clouds of aether behind you. It’s almost as though the aether sweeps along behind you in a tide wherever you go.”
“Well, just try harder next time. Please.” Lorenzo exhaled and shuddered away the last of the sudden fright. He set out down the street again. “What did you say?”
“I asked, what are you planning to do? That is, when you catch up to this silly man?”
Lorenzo smiled. “You know, I’m not really sure. I suppose I should stop him before he finds someone to talk to.”
“To drag him back to La Seo? To hold him against his will?”
Lorenzo frowned. “Well, no. It’s for his own good. We know that Magellan’s sent at least one agent to kill the Mazighs, and there may be others, and by now they may know about Dante and Shahera. Dante’s life is in danger, even if he doesn’t want to admit it.”
“Ah. So you are out here, tonight, in the cold and the dark, while your lovely wife waits for back in a warm bed, because you are so very concerned for this Dante’s welfare?”
Lorenzo exhaled slowly, watching his breath curl and spread in a vaporous cloud. “I’m concerned for the lives of all men.”
The nun shook her head. “Lorenzo, I know you want to believe that, but I also know that you don’t. Not yet, anyway. You love your family more than your friends, your friends more than your countrymen, your countrymen more than strangers, and strangers more than enemies of the faith. Universal love sounds grand in the pulpit, but men are only men. God won’t hate you for not loving this Italian as well as your wife.”
“Love him as well as I love Qhora? I doubt she’d put up with that for very long.” Lorenzo smiled. “So what then? Are you suggesting that I leave him to his own devices? Abandon him to his fate?”
“I’m suggesting that he is the sort of person who is going to get himself into trouble, even if the finest diestro in the land is at his side. But your arm is injured and you’re alone in a strange city. It may be his path to walk into danger and not come out again.” Sister Ariel brushed his arm with her insubstantial hand. “And it would be a terrible loss if you died for him.”
“Died for him?” He smiled a little wider. “You sound positively cynical now, although to be fair, you are dead. Look, Dante’s just a rude young man in need of a little seasoning. And the truth is that he’s probably only walking into a short fight with a drunken oaf in an alley. A broken nose and bloody lip, that’s all.”
“If you think so, then you haven’t spent as much time in Zaragoza as I have,” the ghost said. “This is not a quiet northern city. This is an angry place.”
“An angry place?” Lorenzo squinted into the wind. Half of Espana is angry these days, and the other half is staring into a black void of a future, wondering if they’ll survive the winter without their husbands or sons or brothers to help them. Father’s letters say that Gadir is already on the edge of disaster. People are starving. People are dying. The war ended three years ago, but it’s still killing us. “What do you mean, exactly?”
“I mean the people are angry. Look.”
In the distance, Lorenzo could see a circle of men beneath a pair of torches at the top of the bank. The firelight danced on the frozen face of the Elbro below. A few shouts echoed down the dark lane.
“Is it a fight?” He looked to his right when she didn’t answer, but the nun was gone.
Lorenzo hurried toward the men and soon saw Dante hovering at the edge of the group. The Italian was leaning forward, pointing, gesturing, and talking to some of the men around him.
A boxing match?
Two huge brutes stripped to the waist were swinging their bloody fists at each other’s faces and connecting more often than not. They had been at it quite a while judging by the extensive sheen of blood on both their faces, blinding them and filling their mouths. They were staggering and spitting and drooling, lurching into one another and hanging on each other’s shoulders even as they tried to throw one more punch, one more jab, one more gouge.
The hidalgo sidled up to the Italian and said, “Nice night, isn’t it?”
Dante only scowled at him, not a trace of surprise on his face. “It’s as nice as any other. Do you have any money on you? They won’t take my florins.”
“No, we’re not betting here. Come on, let’s go back.” Lorenzo touched his arm.
“Get off me.” Dante jerked his arm away, lost his balance on the icy cobblestones, and crashed into the three men on his right. The men roared curses in three languages as they all fell to the ground in a tangle of limbs and coats. Dante was the first on his feet but instead of offering to help the others up, he kicked them and swore back in Italian.
Suddenly half of the spectators around the boxing match had turned their attention to the angry men behind them. They laughed and jeered at the fallen men, particularly at the one who had planted his face in another’s crotch. The three men scrambled up and found themselves being shoved and mocked by the crowd, and Lorenzo saw them turn toward Dante with knives drawn. The Italian did not see them at all as he was trying to worm his way back into the knot of men still watching the boxers.
“No, no, no!” Lorenzo burst into motion only half a step ahead of the raging drunks. He grabbed Dante’s collar and hauled him away from the spectator’s circle. The Italian didn’t even turn to look before he began shouting and trying to throw the hidalgo off. Struggling and stumbling backward, Lorenzo felt the cold chain fence at the edge of the bank digging into the back of his knees and as he tumbled backward he prayed, Dear God, I swear I will do anything humanly possible to glorify your boundless love and grace if only you will refrain from breaking my neck right now.
He crashed onto the hard stone slope with Dante on top of him and they slid together, accelerating down the icy incline to the frozen river. He kicked at the stoneworks frantically to turn around and managed to get his feet halfway round before they hit the Elbro. They slid apart in a light cloud of snow dust across the hard ice.
Lorenzo rolled over and pushed himself up to all fours. Nothing broken. Thank God! Oh right, God. I guess I owe you a holy stone and the renewed faith of an entire nation. Well played, Lord. Well played.
He stood up to see the three men with their knives running across the embankment toward the old stone stair that would bring them safely down to the river. “Dante? Dante!” He grabbed the Italian and pulled him up.
“What in God’s name is wrong with you?” The Italian shoved him away.
“Them!” Lorenzo pointed at the three men rushing down the stairs.
Dante looked. “Oh.” He was up and running in an instant with Lorenzo only a step behind.
The ice underfoot was treacherous but solid and it could be managed by someone used to running on it. Lorenzo had no trouble and Dante seemed to actually be pulling away ahead of him. But behind them, he could see the three men had reached the river and were only a long stone’s throw away.
“The boat! Get to that boat!” Lorenzo yelled.
Dante angled right and leapt into the ice-sailer tied to the nearby dock. He dove to the front of the canoe and began wrenching the frozen ropes off the cleats that held them to the pilings. Lorenzo charged up a moment later and hacked viciously at the ropes with his espada. The lines cracked and broke apart in a burst of icicles and frost. Both men grabbed the mast ropes as high as they could and then dropped with their combined weight to raise the sail. The canvas rose half the height the mast and the easterly wind gusting up the river snapped the sail taut, hurling the boat away from the dock.
The armed men were still closing.
“Again!” Lorenzo and Dante leapt up to grab the line and hauled it down again. The sail cracked against the upper pulley and now the full height of the canvas caught the wind. The two men fell back into the canoe as the ice-sailer skidded and sliced across the Elbro, tipping up to the left at a precarious angle. Dante threw himself to the right and the sailer crashed back down level on its skates.
Lorenzo looked back. The three armed men were slowing, stumbling to a halt, doubling over, and gasping for breath. The hidalgo grinned. “You see? All we needed was to borrow a canoe on skates with a sail and we were perfectly capable of escaping. Nothing complicated about it.”
Dante collapsed into the bottom of the canoe on his back and laughed. “We stole this boat, Quesada, fair and square.”
“No, no.” Lorenzo shook his head. The wind blasted through his unbound hair and he used his free hand to hold up his collar to protect his face. “We’re just taking it out for a bit of exercise, to keep it limber for the owner, and then we’ll leave it tied up a mile or two upriver.”
The icy banks of the Elbro streaked by for several minutes until Lorenzo pointed out the dark silhouette of La Seo against the blue-black clouds roiling beneath the pale stars. They lowered the sail and let the boat glide to a halt beside an empty slip beside several other sailers. Lorenzo tied up the boat as best he could with the remains of the frozen lines and then the two men trudged up another long stone stair to the top of the bank.
When they reached the street again, the hidalgo paused to stretch his back. “Are we done running about for tonight?”
Dante nodded. “Yes. And thanks.” He grinned, but as his eyes strayed to the left his grin faded. “Or maybe not.”
Lorenzo turned and saw at the far end of the road a column of soldiers marching toward them, rifles held at the ready. By the light of the moon, the hidalgo peered into the distant face of the man leading the company and saw the sinister sweep of a black mustache and pointy little beard.
Two dozen armed men. Well, Fabris, that’s one way to skin an eight-hundred pound cat. Unfortunately, it’s not one that will work tonight.
He grabbed Dante’s arm and pointed him toward a dark side street. “Time to disappear.”



Chapter 17. Qhora


She sat in the last seat of a cold wooden pew near the back of the nave, far back in the corner near the entrance to the stairway that led up to their private rooms. For the first few minutes after Lorenzo left, she had waited in the room alone. Then she had ventured out to pace the hall, then to explore the stair, and now to sit and wait.
He’ll be back.
Flipping through the hymn book she found beside her, Qhora realized how far she still had to go in her Espani studies and she set the book aside. The stained glass windows were dark and indiscernible. The scattering of candle light throughout the vast chamber cast only the faintest of amber glows on the great stone columns and on the tiny stone statues hidden in the alcoves along the walls.
He’ll be back. Soon.
The minutes passed slowly. A man in a brown robe paced along the wall at one point, inspecting the candles. She watched him walking along from one pool of light to the next. A lay brother? A choir monk? She couldn’t remember what they were each called, or why, and she didn’t care.
He’ll be ba-
The heavy doors on the far side of the nave banged and the man in the brown robe strode across the wide room to the door. Qhora stood and peered through the gloom, waiting. The door squealed open and a babble of voices echoed across the pews. She couldn’t understand the words, but she knew that Enzo wasn’t one of the men speaking. She stood and slipped back to the doorway that led to the stair.
The voices burst out louder and more insistent as a stampede of boots pounded on the stone floor of the nave. Qhora saw the men pouring through the doors, she saw the rifles in their hands, and she turned and dashed silently up the stairs.
She passed the doors where Alonso, Hector, and Gaspar slept and rapped sharply on the door beyond them. She knocked again. And she knocked again. The door opened suddenly to reveal a squinting, yawning Mazigh pilot and behind her the Eranian girl sitting up in bed.
“What is it?” Taziri whispered.
“Soldiers. Grab your clothes and get out now,” Qhora said. “Take the stairs at the far end. Don’t hide. Get out of the church. They’ll search every room. The priests let them in, and they might tell the soldiers everything.”
Taziri and Shahera scrambled to grab up their discarded clothes and boots.
Qhora lingered in the hall, watching the near stairs. “Faster, faster. You can get dressed downstairs or outside. You need to get out, now.” She wasn’t thinking of politics or spies, or even of arrests or interrogations. All she could think about was what she had seen in the streets of Cusco when the Espani soldiers first arrived, and what those soldiers, those men of God, had done to the Incan women. I haven’t thought of that in years. It was a different time, it was war, and it was half a world away from here. And yet… Qhora touched the tiny Numidian dagger tucked between her breasts just to be sure it was still there.
Shahera dashed out of the room, her short arms clutching her coats and boots, her dark eyes wide, her plump lips parted in breathless panic. Taziri was just behind her, but she paused beside Qhora. “What about you? Are you coming with us? I mean, what if they think you’re Mazigh?”
“They won’t. You’d be surprised how many people in Espana have heard of the hidalgo’s Incan princess. And besides, the boys will look after me. We’ll be fine. Now go!”
Taziri hesitated another heartbeat before nodding and racing away after Shahera toward the far stair. Qhora slipped inside the women’s room to straighten the sheets and make sure nothing had been left under the beds, and then she stepped outside and closed the door. A torch flickered and flared at the top of the near stairs. She smoothed her dress, ran a finger through her hair, and walked slowly toward her own door. When the first soldier reached the top of the stair, she was drumming her fingers on the door handle and staring at the young man griping his rifle.
“Halt!” he yelled.
“I’m not moving,” she said.
“Yes, well.” He frowned. A moment later there were half a dozen more just like him on the landing, and a moment after that a tall man in red pushed through them.
Qhora forced her hands to rest by her sides and she swallowed her sudden desire to slash the Italian’s throat. “Good evening, Senor Fabris.”
“Signora Quesada, what a pleasure to see you again. Where is your husband this evening?”
“Not here, but not far away.”
“Far enough though, I imagine. What a shame. I was so hoping to see him again.” He turned to his men. “Check every room.”
The soldiers had barely stepped away when two doors across the hall opened and Alonso, Gaspar, and Hector all emerged as one. Gaspar and Hector both had their trousers on and shirts untucked, standing barefoot with their naked swords in hand. Alonso, however, was wearing only his boots, his small clothes, and a smile. Qhora stared at him. This is not the time, Alonso!
“Gentlemen!” Alonso raised his arms as though to embrace the entire regiment. “How nice of you to welcome us to Zaragoza. We are honored, pleased, and flattered. My name is Alonso, this is Hector, and that is Gaspar. We are students of Don Lorenzo Quesada. Perhaps you have heard of him, the hero of Cartagena? But of course you must know this already. I’m sorry to have you all out of bed on such a cold night, so why don’t we all retire for the evening and reconvene in the morning when I have more pants on?”
Salvator smiled. “Young man, where are the Mazighs?”
Alonso blinked, still smiling broadly. “The who?”
“The young woman with the metal arm and the curvaceous young lady who giggles so infectiously.” Salvator rested his hand on the golden hilt of his rapier. “I can’t tell you how delightful it was listening to the sound of her laughter on the wind as I followed you up the road from Madrid.”
Alonso’s smile faltered. “Oh, I admit my voice is more tenor than bass, but I hardly think my laugh would be mistaken for a girl’s.”
The soldiers continued opening and closing doors up and down the hall. A faint echo of voices from the stair heralded the arrival of several choir monks carrying candles and wearing stern faces. At the sight of the holy men, the soldiers froze to a man, all glancing from one to another, and finally looking back at Salvator.
“What is it now?” The Italian glanced back at the priests advancing on him. “Yes, gentlemen? Is there a problem?”
“Why are you disturbing our guests?” the tall man in brown asked. “Don Lorenzo, his wife, and his companions are friends of this parish, this church, and our beloved bishop. We do not permit officers of the law to disturb our prayers or our works, be they faithful Espani or otherwise.”
“My dear fellow, I would not dream of disturbing any man of the cloth, and certainly not one so esteemed as the bishop of Zaragoza. However, this is no common matter of law and order.” Salvator draped his arm around the monk’s shoulder in a brotherly embrace. “I am here as a special envoy from Rome in the service of your own Lord Admiral Magellan to-”
“I don’t care who you are or why you have come. You will leave immediately.”
“I’ll leave when I wish and not a moment sooner.” Salvator gently pushed the monk back against the two others standing behind him. “Sergeant! Please escort the good brothers into that room there,” he indicated one of the empty cells, “and ensure that no one disturbs them until we leave, which will be shortly.”
“Outrageous!” Qhora stormed in between the Italian and the monks. “You have no right to detain these men in their own home, in a house of God!”
Salvator merely nodded at the sergeant. The young man in uniform swallowed, his face pale and sweating, his eyes wide and darting, but he nodded back and took the monk’s elbow, making certain to hold his rifle quite far from the robed men. When the three brothers were behind a closed door, he took his place at the threshold, his fingers clenching and unclenching his rifle.
“Sir.” Another soldier approached. “There’s no one else here. The other rooms are empty. No clothes or anything else.”
Salvator sneered. “Search the entire cathedral, floor by floor and room by room. I want those foreign women found, now.”
“Yes, sir.” The soldiers jogged away to the ends of the hall and down the stairs.
“Since when do Italian swine command brave Espani soldiers?” Hector kept his sword down, but held it in front of himself. His voice caught in his throat, threatening to break. Qhora could almost feel the nervous fear coming off the young man in waves.
“Since your royal swine Prince Valero came to the realization that the only chance his pathetic excuse for a military would ever have of fighting real men would come at the tutelage of foreign masters.” Salvator glanced at the boy’s espada. “That is a very cheap strip of tin.”
Hector lunged at the Italian’s exposed chest, and Salvator began to draw, but Alonso was faster than both of them. The half-naked student tackled his friend to the floor in a tangle of loose clothes and bare limbs. Qhora saw Alonso’s eyes squeezed shut as the boy anticipated the Italian’s sword, but when no retaliation came he looked up. Fabris stood looking down at him, unmoved, his sword still sheathed. The sergeant guarding the monks stepped away from his post, but the Italian waved him back again.
“Well done,” Salvator said to the small pile of bodies before him. “You’ve just saved the life of your friend. And I must say I’m rather impressed with your reflexes-”
Gaspar leapt over the two boys on the floor to slash at the Italian’s chest. Salvator stepped back, drew his rapier, and slashed the young diestro’s arm from shoulder to elbow in a single stroke. The boy tumbled to the floor, his sword skidding away, forgotten. Gaspar screamed as he clutched his arm, the dark blood pouring from the enormous gash in his flesh.
Again Qhora raced forward but again Alonso was quicker. He tore the loose sleeve from Hector’s shirt and dove onto the writhing form of Gaspar, wrenching the injured arm from Gaspar’s grip and binding it quickly and tightly with the torn cloth. The blood quickly stained the entire bandage, but the torrent became a mere dribble of red and black running down to drip from Gaspar’s fingers. The wounded youth leaned against the wall, pale and shuddering, his eyes unable to focus on anything.
“Two lives saved and still without pants,” Salvator said. “Most impressive.”
Alonso leapt to his feet as Hector scrambled to Gaspar’s side, but Qhora grabbed Alonso’s wrist as she placed her other hand against the Italian’s chest, holding them apart.
Salvator smiled. “All this pain, all this suffering, and for what? For the Mazighs? For a few foreign spies? Don’t you realize these people want to destroy what’s left of your homeland?”
He doesn’t seem to know about Dante. Qhora exhaled slowly. If only Dante was of any use to anyone. Enzo, where are you?
For a moment, only Gaspar’s strained breathing and soft moaning echoed through the corridor. Qhora felt the tension leave Alonso’s arm and she let him go. The young man stood very close behind her and she felt the heat billowing off his bare chest.
At that moment, a pair of soldiers returned to the near stair to report nothing found in the corridor above them. A minute later, another man returned empty-handed from the kitchens. And another from the stables. And another and another. Soon the entire company had returned and all with the same report. There was no sign of the other women anywhere in La Seo.
“And what now, Senor Fabris?” Qhora asked. She gestured to Gaspar. “This young man needs a doctor. Will you leave us in peace, or do you need to continue maiming children, threatening women, and bullying the gentle priests of this church?” She projected her voice over the crowd of soldiers, scanning the young men’s faces for reactions. She saw many pursed lips and uneasy eyes.
Salvator sighed. “No, I suppose not. Sergeant, please let the good brothers out. And wait here until Signora Quesada and her companions are fully dressed before you bring them back to the barracks with us. I’ll return immediately to summon a doctor, or whatever passes for a doctor here.” He turned and strode away to the stairs.
Qhora blinked. The barracks?
The boys dressed, helping Gaspar to wrap his shirts and coats around his arm, and within a few minutes they were all bundling down the stairs and out into the street over the mealy mouthed objections of the sleepy priests and monks. The first blast of night air snapped her eyes open and left her shivering all the way down the riverside, and then through the maze of narrow stone and ice corridors to the prison-like block of the army barracks.
Moments later she was sitting in a large cell with the three boys posturing around her like overprotective lions. They might have made a more impressive display if they had had their swords and if Gaspar hadn’t been hunched over, cradling his arm to his chest with a spatter of red on the floor beside him. A dozen soldiers milled around the large room on the other side of the bars while Salvator explained to the Espani major why he was holding four prisoners and why he needed a surgeon and why he needed a cup of real coffee and not the watered down piss the Espani called tea. Then Salvator left the room.
As soon as the Italian was gone, the soldiers dropped their rifles and converged on the cell with bright beaming smiles. “Alonso!”
Alonso pressed up to the bars, shaking hands and grabbing shoulders and tousling hair. The next few minutes were a deafening roar of laughter and shouts as the young diestro embraced his old friends and tried to introduce them to his fellow prisoners at a full holler. Qhora just smiled and waved at the young men hanging on the bars and babbling in their sharp northern Espani accents.
Eventually one of the soldiers, a narrow-faced boy with a crooked nose and a booming voice took over the chaos. “Alonso, what’s really going on?”
“I don’t know. One minute we’re on vacation to train at the cathedral and the next minute some fancy Italian is dragging a whole party into my room in the middle of the night, and not in the good way.”
The boys laughed.
Alonso pointed at the door through which Salvator had left. “So who the hell is he? Why are you taking orders from an Italian?”
“Who knows? He just showed up two hours ago, flashed some papers at the major, and suddenly he’s in charge. And he smells.” More laughter. “Like a drunken wad of burnt hair.”
“Boys, boys, please.” Qhora stood up. “Now that we’re all friends, can we please go?”
They exchanged guilty looks. “Sorry, Dona, we can’t do that. Orders are orders. But we do have the doc coming to patch up your friend there. Did Fabris really do that?”
Alonso nodded. “He may smell like dead fish, but he knows which end of a sword to hold. Keep clear of him.”
Qhora approached the bars. “Please, listen, this Italian is hunting innocent people. He says he’s looking for Mazigh spies, but we’ve only seen him attacking Espani. We had another young man with us, Enrique. Fabris attacked him on the road and we had to leave him behind in the care of strangers. He attacked my husband, and now he’s attacked Gaspar. This Italian is as depraved as he vicious. You must help us. Please, I need to find my husband, Don Lorenzo Quesada de Gadir. He’s out in the streets right now, he can’t be far.”
The soldiers hung on the bars outside, casting frowns and squints at each other. The one with the crooked nose said, “Sorry, but if Fabris comes back and you’re not here, we could all end up in a cell, or out in the street. We didn’t exactly join the army because it was the best job available. It’s either this or working the ice.” He shuddered.
Alonso snapped his fingers. “I’ve got it. Switch clothes with me.”
A smattering of nervous laughs ran through the crowd. The soldier boy said, “The Italian may be stupid, but he’s not that stupid.”
“Just for an hour. Half an hour,” Alonso said. “Just so I can find Don Lorenzo and tell him what’s happened, please. I’ll be gone and back before the surgeon ever gets here, if he’s even coming at all.”
Everyone glanced back at poor Gaspar, doubled over on the stone bench with Hector hovering over him.
The soldier frowned. “Half an hour?”
Alonso nodded. “Or less.”



Chapter 18. Taziri


As she slipped through the squeaky kitchen door and into the howling wind of an icy alleyway behind La Seo, the Mazigh pilot felt the freezing night air stinging her eyes. Above the dark gray walls she saw a black ribbon of sky salted with cold stars. Taziri shivered as she tried to straighten out her hastily assembled layers of shirts and coats. The sleeves were all snagged and bunched, particularly around the brace on her left forearm.
Shahera stood panting and shaking beside her. The Eranian girl shuffled down the alley toward the road. “Come on, come on! They could be right behind us!”
Taziri glanced back at the door they had just come through. Old and filthy. Grimed and rusted. In her inner jacket pocket she found one of her older screwdrivers and she jammed the tool through the door’s handle. “Let’s go.”
At the end of the alley they found a dark road that ran the length of the rear of the cathedral, and with no sound of pursuit in the alley behind them, Taziri led the way more slowly and carefully. With several inches of snow and ice lumped on the ground, the footing was treacherous and both women kept their eyes on their boots. The next intersection was empty but footsteps and voices echoed to their left so they drew back into the dark recess of a doorway and waited.
First the shadows and then the bodies of the soldiers marched past and Taziri clenched her teeth at the sight of the Italian leading them down the street. Qhora looked as regal and defiant as ever surrounded by the armed men, as though they followed her instead of herded her along. One of the boys was obviously injured, but they were moving so quickly and were so obscured by the soldiers that she could not tell who it was or how badly he was hurt.
When the soldiers were gone, Taziri stepped out into the road. “We have to help them.”
“What? How?”
“I don’t know. But she saved us. It should be us going to prison, not them.”
Shahera shook her head. “No. If they took us, they’d kill us. But they’ll let the Espani go in a day or two. They’ll be fine. I’m sure they’ll all be fine.”
“That Italian is some sort of butcher. You saw what he did to Enrique. I’m not leaving Qhora with him. Come on!” She strode into the night and a moment later heard the Eranian girl following a few paces behind.
They followed the noisy troop of soldiers through the dark, cold maze of Zaragoza, twisting and turning from one stony lane to another until the men filed into a bleak little building on a dark square where only the flickering candle light in the windows illuminated the road outside.
As soon as the door closed behind the soldiers, Taziri dashed to the wall and eased around the edge of the first window to peer inside. She saw snow and soot, and through the filth a blurry yellow glow.
Damn it. Can’t these people keep anything clean?
She ducked down and shuffled to the next window, which she found as impenetrable as the first. Back in the shadows, she saw Shahera beckoning her away from the building. But Taziri moved on to the front door just as the handle clicked and the door swung open. A young soldier dashed off into the darkness, never glancing back at the dark figure flattened against the wall.
Where’s he running off to?
She turned and found Shahera crouched beside her. The girl said, “I have an idea about how to get inside.”
“How?”
“The next time a soldier goes by, we hit him over the head and steal his clothes. Then one of us can sneak inside-”
“Good lord, you must read a lot of novels. We’re not stealing anyone’s clothes.”
“But it always works in the stories!”
“Well, this isn’t a story,” Taziri whispered. “It’s a cold night in a dark alley, and someone wants us in prison, or dead. Let’s go around back and see if we can find Qhora through another window.” She slipped past Shahera and ducked under the windows on her way to the corner of the barracks.
The door opened again. Taziri glanced back just in time to see Shahera leap forward and take a wild swing at the lone soldier emerging from the building. Her fist connected with the side of his face and the young man stumbled away from her.
“Ow! What the hell was… you!” Alonso rubbed his head. “What are you hitting me for?”
“I didn’t know it was you,” Shahera said. “I thought you were one of those soldiers.”
“You hit one of my favorite eyes. It really hurts,” he said, massaging the side of his face.
Taziri jogged out into the courtyard and dragged both of them toward the far wall, into the shadows. “Shut up, both of you.”
Shahera arched an eyebrow and nodded at Alonso’s army uniform. “I told you it works.”
“And I told you to shut up.” Taziri turned to the young man. “How did you escape? Where are the others?”
“Oh, it was easy. This is my home town. Half the guys in there are my friends. They let me run out to find Don Lorenzo. I have a message for him from his wife.” Alonso took his hand away from his face to reveal the first dark glimmers of black eye. “I just have to get back before the surgeon gets here.”
“What surgeon?”
“For Gaspar. Fabris sliced open his arm.”
Taziri stared. He was hurt because of me and Shahera, the poor boy. What kind of monster stalks strangers and helpless young men like this? “And the soldiers just let you leave?”
“Sure. They know I didn’t do anything wrong, and they sure as hell aren’t loyal to Fabris. In fact, it sounds like the major is pissed enough as it is and after a few more hours of these orders he’ll be ready to throw Fabris out on his ass, papers or no.”
“Then why didn’t they just let everyone else go in the first place?”
He sniffed. “Well, that’s the tricky part of doing the right thing. Sometimes you let your friend go, and sometimes you follow orders because you swore an oath to follow orders.”
“So they chose to let you go?”
Alonso shrugged. “They did what all honest and devout souls do. They split the difference. But don’t worry. They’re not going to let anything happen to the others.”
“What do we do now?” Shahera asked.
“We find the Don. He needs to know what’s happened. And he needs Alonso’s message.” Taziri took off into the city again without waiting for the others. It was becoming second nature. Just decide and go and let the rest sort itself out.
Alonso hurried to keep pace with her. “Dona Qhora said he went out chasing after Dante, so we should probably check the bars along the river.” He froze. The sharp clapping of boots on cobblestones echoed from just around the next corner. “Off the street!”
Taziri slipped sideways into a narrow alley and kept shuffling into the dark hole as the others crowded in behind her. The boots clapped and clicked louder as they turned the corner, and then began to fade quietly into the whistling wind.
Alonso whispered in her ear. “Two of them! A soldier and an older man with a bag. Shit!” They shuffled back out into the street. Alonso clutched his short black hair as he stared after the two men. “That was the surgeon for Gaspar. I thought I had an hour. Shit. They’ll know I’m gone now, I can’t go back.”
Shahera shivered. “Should we try to stop the surgeon then?”
“No. Gaspar needs him. We’ll worry about that later.” Taziri took their arms and steered them back down the road toward the river, or where she guessed the river to be. “Right now, all that matters is that we’re all free and Qhora is in good hands with your friends, right?”
“Absolutely. My friends won’t let Fabris touch a hair on her head.” Alonso led them to the riverside where they stood exposed above the banks of the Elbro, shivering in the starlight.
Taziri clutched her arms around her belly, feeling the hard edges of her brace digging into her ribs. Where is Lorenzo? And what am I doing here? No streetlamps. No trolleys. No telegraphs. But they do have some sort of post service. I can send a letter. It might take a week, but at least I could warn Isoke about the warship and tell Yuba that I’m still alive. How many days have I been missing now? Five? Six?
“Let’s try this way.” Taziri turned right and started walking. Any direction is better than none. Walking is better than standing. The wind blasted through her hair, turning every drop of sweat on her scalp into an icy finger clawing at her head.
“Alonso! Alonso!” Don Lorenzo dashed out from a side street with Dante just behind him. “What happened? I saw the soldiers going into the cathedral. Where’s Qhora? Where are the others? Where’s Qhora? And why are you dressed like that?”
“She’s fine, sir. They’re all fine.” Alonso winced. “Well, almost. It was the Italian, Fabris. He was looking for Taziri and Shahera, but Dona Qhora got them out in time. And then Gaspar tried to fight Fabris and got his arm slit open.”
“Fabris’s arm?”
“No, Gaspar’s. But it’s okay. They took him to the barracks and called for a surgeon to stitch him up, so he should be fine.” Alonso paused, chewing on his lip. “I hope he’s all right.”
“What about my wife?” Lorenzo asked.
“Oh, sorry, she’s with Gaspar and Hector in the barracks. In a cell. But that’s all right, too. She’s absolutely safe there. Most of the soldiers quartered there are old friends of mine. They’d never let anything happen to Dona Qhora or the others.” Alonso blew on his naked hands and rubbed them together. “They’re already on the verge of throwing Fabris out and letting everyone go free anyway.”
“Well, thank God for that. Take me back there now.” Lorenzo checked his espada. “We’re going to get them out.”
“No, sir, wait. I have a message from her. From your wife. She said to tell you not to come for her. She said to tell you to go get the stone and that she’ll take care of Fabris.” Alonso frowned. “I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I swear that’s what she said.”
Taziri frowned too. What stone?
“No, absolutely not,” Lorenzo said. “We’re getting them all out of there right now. I’m not about to take any chance that Fabris might hurt Qhora or the boys. If your friends are on our side, all the better. We can finish this business with Fabris right now. Tonight.”
“But, sir, that’s not what she wants. She wants you to go get a stone. What stone is that? She didn’t say.” Alonso shrugged. “Whatever it is, she made me swear that I would send you out of town as fast as you can go to get it while she keeps Fabris here in town.”
“But that devil could kill her!” Lorenzo shook Alonso by the jacket.
“Not without killing the entire garrison first,” Alonso said, shuddering as he pulled his ill-fitting uniform tighter around his belly. “They drew up lots and plans before I left. Six armed men guarding the cell at all times, rotating shifts, with another two men keeping an eye on the Italian so there’s no surprises. They know who you are, sir, and they know who your wife is. They’d rather kill their own commander than let anything happen to her. And when I left they were talking about killing Fabris just for arresting her.”
Don Lorenzo stepped back, one hand over his mouth. He stared out over the frozen Elbro. “If we did go back, there would be a lot of questions to answer. Fabris might have a chance to make his case to your commander. And I suppose, regardless of what’s said, Fabris would probably walk out of there alive and well, and this whole business would just repeat at the next town and the next until we’re all injured or dead.” The hidalgo exhaled slowly and peered at Alonso. “You’re certain that’s what she said? To go get the stone?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What stone?” Taziri asked, but Lorenzo didn’t even look at her.
The hidalgo exhaled slowly, his breath vapor streaking away on a sudden icy wind. “And you’re certain your soldier friends won’t harm her or the others?”
“I’ve known most of them since I learned to walk. I was an altar boy with five of them. All decent lads, I swear it. Your wife isn’t so much a prisoner as a lady with a private army, at the moment.” Alonso was shivering continuously now.
Lorenzo frowned and stroked his chin a bit longer. “I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all. But she has a point about the stone, and I’d rather put my trust in a company of Espani soldiers than in my own, solitary sword.” He sighed and shook his head. “All right, we’ll do it her way.”
“So what now, sir? And what stone did she mean? The stone in the message. What is that?”
“I’ll tell you all about it. All of you.” Lorenzo glanced around the street. “But first we need to get indoors. It must be past midnight now. We need sleep and heat.”
“I agree, but where?” Dante asked. “If you have more friends in Zaragoza, I hope they’re more trustworthy than the priests at La Seo.”
“I know a place,” Alonso said. “The church by my parents’ house. We can sleep there tonight.”
“More churches.” Dante scowled. “There must be a hotel or inn or something civilized in this frozen bunghole of a city.”
“No, it’s perfect,” Alonso said. “Tiny. Dingy. Empty. No one will see us. And I can get us breakfast from my parents in the morning.”
“Hot food?” Dante raised an eyebrow. “Free hot food?”
“I suppose that’s decided then. We’ll get the horses from the cathedral on the way,” Lorenzo said. “We’re going to need them tomorrow.”
With the hidalgo giving commands, and admitting that she knew nothing about this city or their options, Taziri followed the group back up to La Seo and helped to quietly steal back their horses from the cathedral’s stables. Back on the road, Alonso led them across the river and into a neighborhood of tiny stone houses and snowy streets. Every window was dark but smoke rose steadily from most chimneys to scatter on the surging winds racing across the rooftops. They stopped at the front door of a building that looked just like the houses to either side of it except for the large wooden triquetra carved over the door.
Father, Mother, and Son.
Taziri grimaced at the sight of the dark ruin before them, thinking of the bright and beautiful Mazdan temples back home in Tingis.
Everything is better in Tingis, in Marrakesh. The food. The weather. Even God.
Don Lorenzo led his horse straight through the open door and Taziri followed on her own mare. When they were all inside, the single room of the church was overflowing with bodies and horseflesh. But with a few simple directions, Lorenzo had the horses bedded down in the front to block the door and the rotting, overturned pews had been dragged into the outlines of beds.
Inside and away from the wind, the temperature seemed to rise quite a bit. And after half an hour in a small room with four other people and three horses, the temperature rose a bit more than that. Taziri made a hard, lumpy pillow out of her bag and lay down on a carpet of decaying hymn book pages. She closed her eyes, intending to think about little Menna’s face, to wonder what her little girl was doing, what she was learning, what she was thinking. Instead, Taziri fell asleep.
She woke in black silence. Still hours until morning. What was that noise?
Taziri squinted in the gloom, trying to remember the sound that had roused her. A voice? Was it Shahera? She rolled over.
A white face stared down at her, a man’s face, thin and drawn, a face of swirling silver mist that rippled out in the vague shape of hair floating on water. The ghost hovered over her, nose to nose, grinning a terrible toothless grin. “Bah!”
Taziri screamed and scrambled back against the closest wall. The ghost vanished, its aether fading into the darkness. She sat against the cold stones, shivering, listening to her heart pound in her chest.
“Are you all right?” Alonso propped himself up on one elbow, squinting around the dark church.
“It was nothing. Just a ghost. Sorry.”
He nodded. “Probably the old priest. Sorry. I should have mentioned it. I forgot that you folks aren’t used to ghosts.”
Taziri crept back down to her blankets. “How can anyone get used to that?”
“I don’t know. It’s just a face and a voice,” Alonso said. “Nothing dangerous. Not like Marrakesh. I hear in Marrakesh you’ve got a place called a factory.”
She frowned. “Yeah, lots of them.”
“Are they really full of giant machines that tear off men’s arms and legs?”
She paused. “Yeah. Sometimes.”
“Yeah, well, that scares me a lot more than any ghost. Good night.”
“Good night, Alonso.”
When morning came, she heard the crackle of a fire and she sat up in a daze, trying to remember where she was and why. A horse whickered by her foot and she remembered it all instantly. Looking around, she saw Alonso and Lorenzo sitting beside a small fire with an open tin of biscuits, white cheese, salted ham, and moldy black bread.
Breakfast of conquistadors. She crawled over to them and began eating.
A few minutes later, Shahera and Dante had joined them and Don Lorenzo was telling a confusing and disjointed story about his journey through a jungle, a dead nun named Ariel, and a burning hot ball of metal lost somewhere in the Pyrenees Mountains.
“That’s fantastic. A magic stone.” Alonso grinned. “And we’re going to go find it?”
“But what is it? What is it really?” Dante asked. “I may not be much of a chemist, but I’ve studied my craft a bit and I’ve never heard of any such metal.”
“Neither have I,” said Taziri. “Metal heats when you heat it and cools when you don’t. It doesn’t stay hot for no reason, and I for one don’t believe in magic. Sorry, Alonso.”
“I don’t know, I really don’t.” Lorenzo shrugged. “But I’ve seen it. I watched those priests use it to kill those men in the river. And now Salvator wants it, maybe for Magellan or maybe for himself. But I don’t intend to let either of them use the skyfire stone as a weapon. It’s a gift. It’s an opportunity. Whatever it is, I’m going to use it to heal this country, to soften the winter and help the crops, maybe even to power our cities as the Mazighs do with their steam engines. But most of all to show the people something good, something hopeful, something to revive their faith. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to let anyone use it to kill a single person. I’d rather see it lost in the depths of the ocean than that.”
Taziri cleared her throat. “That’s all very well and good, but I still have two passengers I need to deliver to Tingis, and a home and family to get back to. I came this far because I believed you could hide us from the military. But now we have this Fabris person just half a step behind us with the Espani army at his beck and call, and you’re setting out to find some magic stone. I think it may be time for Dante, Shahera, and I to head down the river to the sea.”
“Yes, finally, thank you,” said Dante.
“No, please, you can’t do that,” Lorenzo said. “It’s not safe. We can’t afford to stay in the city another hour. I know I’ve kept some private matters from you, but I didn’t think I needed to tell you. I planned to leave you safe and sound in the cathedral while I went to find the stone. But here we are and I think I know where to find the stone. It’s near a town called Yesero, a prospector village at the foot of the mountains. We can be there well before midnight tonight if we ride hard all day. And tomorrow, if I’m lucky, and I am very lucky, I will have this stone in my hands. Then we can all go straight south to Tartessos and I’ll put you on the boat to Tingis myself. You’ll be perfectly safe once I have the stone. The stone is the key. We’ll show it to everyone we meet on the road, and by the time we walk into the capital we’ll have a procession of thousands of pilgrims with us. No soldiers will stop you. No Italians will swing a sword at you. You’ll be back home with your daughter in your arms before you know it.”
Menna. Taziri stared down at her left hand, her fingers wrapping lightly around the plates and rods attached to her glove to support her hand. The two little fingers twitched, their nerves all dead leaving the flesh numb and rubbery. Home.
“Two days to find your magic stone? That’s not too bad.” Dante frowned. “How big is it?”
“What?”
“How big is the skyfire stone?”
Lorenzo blinked. “I have no idea.”
Dante rolled his eyes. “Well, what if it’s too big to carry? It’s a meteorite, right? It could be the size of a boulder. It could be bigger than this church.”
“I’ve just assumed it will be the same as the one I saw in the New World. I have a special harness with clay pads to carry it. But if the stone is too big?” The hidalgo shrugged. “We’ll figure something out.”
“And what happens if we don’t find it?” Taziri asked. “What happens then?”
Lorenzo exhaled slowly. “Then I will escort you all to Barcelona and put you on the first boat to Rome. I swear it. Either way, you’ll be safely off Espani soil by the end of the week.”
Dante scowled. “I suppose that’s the best deal we’re going to get.”
Shahera touched Taziri’s knee. The girl was smiling mischievously. “Oh come on, we’ve come this far already. Don’t you want to see if this stone of his is real? It’d be the greatest story ever. You have to be curious!”
Of course I’m curious. I’m an engineer, after all. But I’m also a patriot, and a wife, and mother, and very tired and very cold person. She stared at the hidalgo. “Two days?”
“Two days.” He nodded.
Taziri nodded back and stood up, stretching and groaning. “Then let’s get the horses ready to go. Before I change my mind.”



Day Seven



Chapter 19. Qhora


After one night in the cell, Qhora was ready to leave. The surgeon had done a fine job stitching up Gaspar’s arm and the young diestro had slept soundly through the night with Hector watching over him. Morning brought no sun, only a brighter haze outside the window. A soldier brought a tray of porridge bowls and as she sat eating her lukewarm breakfast she wondered what Lorenzo might be eating just then. Porridge, she guessed.
When the soldier returned to collect the bowls, he was followed by Salvator Fabris and the Espani major.
“Good morning, Signora Quesada,” Salvator said. “It would seem your husband has abandoned you. I’ve just received a report that he was seen leaving the city this morning before dawn, under cover of darkness, with several confederates. No doubt one of them was the young man who accosted me in the nude last night and then mysteriously vanished from this cell. Now, you and I both know what your husband is going to do. He may have the journal, but I’ve read the journal. Unfortunately, I did not have time to properly analyze all of the information in it. So, my question to you is, where exactly is Lorenzo going now?”
“I wouldn’t tell you if I knew,” she said. “But thank you for informing me that he is now at least two hours ahead of you and therefore far beyond your reach.”
The Italian nodded curtly. “Yes, well, I had rather hoped to simply intercept your husband when he returned from his little expedition, and thus save myself the trouble of following him. But since he didn’t even attempt to save you last night, I can no longer assume if or when he might return for you at all, and I do not like to be kept waiting. So I’ll just have to find another role for you to play. Major, kindly release the lady, shackle her, and place her on my horse. I’m leaving immediately.”
Qhora opened her mouth to speak but was interrupted before she could begin.
“Yes, you are leaving, but the lady will not be accompanying you,” the major said.
“Won’t she?” Salvator turned on the shorter man. “Need I remind you of my letter of command from Lord Admiral Magellan? It clearly states my acting rank as commander, which exceeds yours, major. You will follow my commands or I will find someone else who will. I only overlooked your incompetence regarding the escaped boy because I assumed Don Lorenzo would not leave without his precious wife. But since that is no longer the case, your incompetence is once again at issue.”
Qhora saw a pair of nervous young soldiers hovering in the open doorway across the room.
“Yes, yes.” The major sighed. “Your letter bought my obedience last night when I had no reason to doubt your actions or intentions. But you are persecuting Don Lorenzo Quesada, a war hero, and without offering a single accusation or shred of evidence to warrant such action. And now you have imprisoned the Don’s wife and students, again without charges or evidence. From what you have said this morning, it is clear you are simply abusing these poor people for your own purposes, and that I will not allow.”
Two more soldiers appeared in the doorway.
“Have you any idea what the admiral will do when he learns of this treason?” Salvator asked.
“I very much doubt the admiral will look kindly on your abuses of power, but at any rate, I swore no oath to the admiral or any other officer. I swore my oath to my sovereigns, to Prince Valero and to God.” The major gave his soldiers a little wave of his fingers and the young men filtered into the room to stand behind him. “What you are doing here, sir, violates the Father’s command for justice and the Son’s entreaty for mercy and compassion. So you can report my actions to my superiors however you wish, but you will do so after you leave my barracks, right now.” He gestured to the far door.
“I think not.” Salvator snapped his fingers. “Men, please remove the major and place him under house arrest. And prepare my horse and the lady for my departure. I’ll need an escort of six of your best riders and sharpest shooters.”
Qhora glanced back at Hector and Gaspar on the bench behind her. What will happen to them after Fabris takes me away? Who will look after them?
The soldiers did not move.
“Today, gentlemen,” Salvator said.
The soldiers still did not move.
The major said, “It would seem you have much to learn about what it means to be a soldier, sir. Especially an Espani soldier.”
“Any man who divides his loyalty between two masters is of no use to anyone.” Salvator strode to the far door by himself.
“I disagree,” the major said. “But a man who has no loyalty to anyone is a danger to everyone. Take care, Senor Fabris. I will send my own report on this affair to your admiral, and my general, and perhaps to the minister of war, as well. Good day, sir.”
The door slammed behind Salvator.
Qhora released the breath she was holding. “Thank you, major. I cannot thank you enough. You’ve saved my life, and my husband’s, and his students’ as well. Thank you so much.”
The major shrugged as he unlocked the cell door. “It was nothing, senora. I was merely doing my duty. My only regret is that I did not do so earlier. It is extremely rare that any officer has just cause to question an order, let alone a senior officer. I admit, I was not prepared to do so until this moment.”
She saw how pale the older man had become, his forehead beaded with sweat, his veined hand shaking. When the cell door opened, she stepped out and took his hand. “I understand, and thank you again. I’ve said it before and I’m certain I will say it again, that the Espani are the most honorable people I have ever had the privilege to know. But now I need to go. My husband is still in danger.”
“You mean to pursue this Italian? I would not advise it,” said the major.
“No. I mean to put an end to this business entirely. But I will need you to look after Hector and Gaspar for me.”
“Of course.” The major nodded. “But where are you going?”
“Back to La Seo for my mount, and then to Valencia.”
“I see. Well, I’ve heard that Lord Admiral Magellan is a passionate man, but a good officer and a true patriot. I’m certain he will hear you out and see that justice is served.”
Qhora smiled. “I hope you’re right, major. Hector, Gaspar? Take care of each other and when you’re ready to travel again, I’ll see you back at home in Madrid.”
They all said their farewells and Qhora hurried back through the narrow icy corridors of Zaragoza back to the great cathedral. It took over an hour for the monks to help her pack a single bag of clothing and food while readying Wayra to leave. Most of the brothers wanted to express their seemingly boundless regrets at the invasion of their sanctuary the night before and the harsh treatment Qhora and her companions had suffered while guests under their holy roof. But eventually she was ready and mounted on Wayra’s shoulders once more. The monstrous eagle quorked and hissed as she strutted out into the bright glare of the morning sun reflecting off the icy walls, icy river, and icy snow drifts that covered the city in a glistening shell.
The hour was still early, but many people were already out in the streets on their way to work or already hard at it. The crowds forced Qhora to wind her way along side streets and back streets and any place that offered her a clearer path to the edge of city where she could escape the gasps and stares of the pedestrians and let her feathered hatun-anka run free across the frozen plains. It took nearly half an hour to do so, but when the vast rolling hills of Espana spread out before her she felt all her anxiety about controlling her mount melt away. There was no single road running straight from Zaragoza to Valencia, but Qhora glanced at the sun and noted the nearby mountain peaks and soon she had her bearings.
A light snow began to fall and Qhora folded up the stiff collar of her Espani coat to shield her face. She pressed her tricorn hat tightly over her hair and shook the reins.
“Sah!”
Wayra lowered her head on her long feathered neck and set out at a blistering sprint, her vicious claws slicing and splitting the frozen dirt with every step. The falling snow whipped back into Qhora’s eyes and she felt the tails of her fur coat and Enzo’s old army coat flapping behind her in the wind.
The huge eagle ran and ran. She dashed up and down hills, across roads, and over frozen streams. Time and again they startled some poor rabbit or fox crossing their path and the tiny white creature would bolt away into the half-dead remains of the underbrush to hide. And more than once Qhora cried out to some person ahead, “Pardon me!” just before the towering bird thundered past, leaving children screaming and adults stumbling back in the snow.
At noon she stopped at a small pond, hoping that the ice would prove easy to break and that there would be no angry spirit to contend with, but the ice proved too hard even for Wayra’s iron beak and so they were forced to eat snow, though Lorenzo had often cautioned her not to. They ate sparingly from the rations that the monks had provided and rested on a dry, rocky spot above the pond.
She was just about ready to coax Wayra back up to her feet when a familiar growl caught Qhora’s ear. Searching the northern trail they had been following, she saw a dark shape coming down the hill side. One part of her heart took wing with joy at the sight, while another part shriveled and quaked.
What are you doing here?
A few minutes later a very large saber-toothed cat was butting his head against her hands.
“I’m happy to see you too, my big brave boy,” she said into his thick bristling fur. “But you shouldn’t be here. You should have followed Enzo north. You should be protecting him, not me.”
Atoq merely purred his godlike purr, his entire skull vibrating with the sound.
“It’s all right,” she said. “But we have a long way still to go, and I have no meat for you. You’ll have to hunt for yourself and try to keep up as best you can.”
She stared into his huge golden eyes and tried to force him to understand her words by sheer willpower alone. He blinked and looked away, licking his fangs.
“All right then.” She climbed up into Wayra’s little shoulder saddle and turned to the southeast. “Let’s go.”



Chapter 20. Syfax


The long walk from Ciudad Real to Cordoba shrank by quite a few hours when a passing wine seller took pity on the two Mazighs and let them ride in the back of his cart. But it was an Espani cart, just a few wooden planks on a wooden axle with iron-rimmed wooden wheels, and the ancient contraption rattled and banged along the pitted road, rocking violently over every dip and bump. It rolled slowly and loudly, and it was completely exposed to the winter wind. And despite his best efforts, Syfax couldn’t sleep on it.
But Kenan could. The young lieutenant slept through the day and night and when he finally woke up his cold was gone and there was almost a hint of the old grinning kid in him again, despite the biting cold and the miserable cart. His nose hadn’t been broken after all, just bloodied and bruised. The major wondered if the kid had ever been seriously hurt in his life.
All the way to Cordoba, Syfax watched the horizon for soldiers on foot, soldiers on horseback, and military pigeons carrying death warrants across the gray skies, but he didn’t see any. It had taken most of an hour to lose the soldiers in Ciudad Real and then slip outside the city past the guards at the gate, but now it was almost as though the entire chase had never happened. No one out here seemed to know. No one seemed to care.
Syfax sat on the rear lip of the cart, feet dangling just above the icy road, staring out across the bleak white hills and thinking of his one-eyed lover.
What the hell sort of woman screws you, then calls the cops, and then helps you get away?
They had nearly reached Cordoba when a rider appeared on a distant hilltop behind them. Syfax watched the rider grow and grow until the figure became a tall Italian woman riding along next to the cart.
“Well, I’ll say this,” Nicola began. “At least this time I didn’t have any difficulty leaving the city to follow you. The soldiers were so busy looking for Mazighs that they didn’t care about me at all.”
“Yeah, sorry about running off like that,” Syfax drawled. “We ran into a little trouble first thing in the morning and had to get moving, and I sort of forgot about you. No hard feelings?”
“Of course not,” she said, her face blank and unreadable. “The first rule of anything is survival. I understand that as well anyone.”
When they reached Cordoba, Syfax almost thought they’d turned around in the night and returned to Ciudad Real. The cities looked so similar. Snow and ice on stone and brick, with too many bodies crammed into too narrow streets. Too many church spires loomed above the city like shepherds or sentinels, and too many soldiers loitered near the gates and intersections. After thanking the wine seller for the ride, Syfax led a very quiet Kenan through the main gates, passing within an arm’s length of three soldiers in blue. Nicola rode along in stately silence behind them. None of the men gave the towering Mazigh a second look.
They don’t know yet. We must be ahead of the pigeons still, so we have a few hours. Maybe a day or so. When they were well inside the city in the press of bodies and away from the guards, he said, “We should find someone who knows the coast and can give us directions. Maybe there’s a book store with a map.”
“I’m the map,” Kenan said, squinting into the bright light glinting off the icicles that hung from every eave and sign and withered tree. “Captain Ohana had me memorize them. All of Marrakesh and all the coasts of Espana, Numidia, and Italia. It seemed like a waste of time back then since I figured we would always have a map on the plane. I never figured on having to navigate without the plane.”
“Yeah, you learn something new every day,” Syfax said. “So we’re in Cordoba. Where should we go next, mister map? Sevilla? Tartessos?”
“No, no, you’re way off. That’s all west of here. We want the shortest way south to the coast, right? So we go south to Malaga, get a boat, sail along the coast to Gibraltar or so, and then cross the Strait to Tingis. Very easy. We’re halfway there already.”
“You’re sure about all that?” Syfax glanced at the kid. After all, you got us into this mess in the first place by going off course to Valencia.
“Yes, I’m sure.” Kenan peered into a shop window and looked back to see Syfax still staring at him. “What?”
“Nothing. Just, you know. Valencia.”
“I told you, and I told the captain, that wasn’t my fault. There was a crosswind. I did everything right to keep us on course, but without a coast line or other landmark, it’s impossible to verify a position using just a compass, a fuel gauge, and a watch.” He glared as he ran a gloved hand over his bare head.
“If you say so, kid. Let’s get some lunch.”
They ate as they walked through an open air market, and as they were leaving Syfax realized that the weather had improved enough in the last few days for there to be open air markets. Bins full of chilled fruits and berries sat in rows, and huge cuts of beef and pork and whole chickens hung in the stalls along the streets. Yet there was almost no smell of anything in the streets except for the occasional whiff of fresh horse droppings.
As they left the city shortly after noon, Syfax struck up a friendly conversation with yet another wine merchant, this one driving a much larger cart that squeaked and bounced lightly over the holes in the road, and in no time at all the major and the lieutenant were invited to join the merchant on his spring-mounted seat to enjoy a luxurious ride to Malaga. Nicola followed a short distance behind, her horse plodding along with the considerable flow of pedestrians, carts, and wagons heading south to the coast.
That afternoon they rumbled into Malaga, into the smell of brine and fish, of oil and pitch, of smoke and offal. The day’s sun had regained some of the strength that Syfax remembered it once having, and for the first time he seriously considered taking off his second coat. He didn’t take it off, but he considered it.
They bid farewell to the wine merchant, a talkative man named Angelo who kept offering them a taste of his reds if they would only come with him to the shop and help him unload the casks. Only Nicola was tempted by the offer, though not much, so the threesome entered the town on foot. Here the mud and filth in the streets was only half frozen and fairly slippery, and the icicles dripped steadily from the roofs. The occasional stray dog or cat trotted across their path, sniffing out vermin to hunt. The occasional church bell rang in the distance, calling to absent school children and idle housewives and anyone else not working their fingers raw in the sharp ocean wind to put the boats out, or bring the boats in, or to clean the fish while arguing over weights and measures.
Syfax led Kenan and Nicola led her horse down to the docks. The late afternoon sun gleamed red on the choppy waters of the Strait of Tarifa. Syfax watched a few fishermen sailing into the harbor. “All right. Looks like we’re still ahead of the pigeons. I say we wait until dark and then swipe a dory to row down the coast.”
The pouting Italian lady nodded. “Certainly. But there seems to be a steady breeze from the east. Why not find something a bit larger and sail the whole way? It will be much easier.”
Kenan glanced from one to the other. “Wait, why are we stealing anything? I’m not robbing some poor fisherman of his entire livelihood when we’ve got Miss Money-bags here. I’ve been listening to those reales jangle in her purse all the way from Cordoba. Why don’t we just pay someone? Then he can sail us down to Marrakesh and we don’t have to steal anything or do any work.”
Nicola sighed. “How many fishermen do you suppose you might have to talk to before one of them agrees? And then how many fishermen are going to know about the Mazighs looking for passage across the Strait? And how many of them might tell the constables or the soldiers about us? No, no. One day, lieutenant, you will understand the harsh realities of the wider world and the hard choices that must be made if you want to survive, let alone succeed in life.”
Syfax grinned. She’s only half right, but right enough. No risks. No chances. And certainly no trust in strangers when your own life is on the line.
Kenan spat in the street. “The hell with that. You want to know about hard choices? How about choosing whether to get a doctor for one child or food for the other three? How about choosing to go back into the mines, day after day, even though your lungs are rotting in your chest and you’re coughing up bloody chunks of them when you think your children aren’t looking?”
Syfax laid a heavy hand on the kid’s shoulder. “Hey, look, we all have our sob stories, kid. But today is today. We need to get home to tell the generals about that warship, and we can’t afford any screw-ups. We’re not talking about murdering anyone, just stealing a boat.”
“Go to hell. I’m no thief.” And he turned and stomped away.
Syfax lunged to grab his arm but Nicola caught the major’s sleeve and said, “No, let him go. An officer who can’t follow orders is a liability. Let him go and talk to whoever will listen to him. He’ll be arrested by sundown if the search for us has reached this town. And if it has, the soldiers will be so pleased with themselves that they’ll drink and celebrate, and possibly spend the evening beating the boy. No one will be watching the harbor. No one will see us rowing away.”
Damn it, kid, I thought you were supposed to be smart. The major exhaled and nodded. “All right. We’ll find someplace warm to sit and wait for dark.”
Nicola made a short detour to a stable where she sold her horse for half of what it was worth. Then they wandered into the center of town and though Syfax was looking for a tavern where he could rest his feet, he didn’t object when Nicola steered him into a large, empty church with an altar blazing with hundreds of candles. A scant handful of worshippers sat in the pews, most with their heads resting on the pews in front of them with their eyes closed. The rare cough or shuffle of feet echoed over and over through the high rafters. Syfax sat in a back corner where he could see the doors, and Nicola sat beside him, her hip just touching his. He grimaced.
Two hours later, the waning light through the windows faded altogether and Syfax decided it was time to move. He nudged the Italian lady awake, lifting her head roughly from his shoulder. Outside he found a sky painted deepest black and drenched with shining stars from one horizon to the other. There were no streetlights here, no haze of smoke and ash looming over the city, nothing at all conspiring to hide the stars from view. Syfax breathed the cold salty air, wondering if Port Chellah had ever been so clean and clear.
They went down to the water and walked along the gravel strands and wooden docks, scanning the small boats for simple rigging, loose lines, and especially shadowed moorings. But there was always a shaft of light from a cottage or a passing man or a tricky looking knot, and so they walked on and on.
“Here. This one.” Syfax jerked his chin at a fifteen-foot dinghy. He recognized the knot. He recognized the oars. And there was no one about to see or hear him shove it down the gravel slope to the water.
“Surely something larger. A yacht. A single mast.” Nicola pointed out across the harbor. “Maybe one of those.”
“Hey lady, we didn’t exactly cover sailing in soldier school. I know how to row and that’s it. All I know about sails is they need a hundred ropes and knots, and then the long arm swings around and hits you in the back of the head. No thanks. This here will do.” He knelt and whipped the single anchor line free of the ancient chunk of masonry in the sand serving as a mooring. Then he grabbed the raw and splintered wood of the dinghy’s bow and he pushed.
The tiny boat scraped and groaned down the gravel slope. Syfax winced at the noise and glanced about the deserted beach. Then he shoved again. The hull growled and rattled, and a few pebbles tumbled free to clatter down the short slope and splash into the softly rolling waves. He shoved a third time and the dinghy screeched into the water, and the first incoming wave shoved the boat right back into the beach where it banged and crunched on the stones and sand.
“Hey!”
Syfax whirled to see a stocky, older man just a few yards away, silhouetted in the open doorway of a cottage just above the high water line.
“Hey, you! Stop!” The man waved.
“Aw, crap.” Syfax grabbed Nicola and lifted her into the boat, dropping her into the bottom on top of stiff coiled ropes and rotting tarps. Then he grabbed the rough gunwale and shoved the boat back into the sea, back against the rising tide, driving out until he was hip-deep in the freezing water. Syfax leapt up into the dinghy, dragging his soaked legs up into the howling sea breeze. He rolled to his knees and stomped off-balance to the seat in the center of the boat, wrestled the oars into the oarlocks, and began sweeping them about in awkward circles as he tried to propel the little boat out into the harbor.
“Help! Boat-thief! Help!” The stocky man was no longer in the open doorway and Syfax couldn’t bother to look for him in the dark.
The oars bit into the inky sea and drove forward inch by inch. The boat rolled as the waves and wind whipped and battered it back toward the beach.
We’re moving. Just stroke. Gotta be a machine. Gotta work like an engine. Stroke. Again. Again.
Syfax ground his teeth as he hauled on the oars. His rough palms were already burning where tiny splinters sliced open his skin and his back was already aching from the unfamiliar motion.
Harder. Harder.
The beach was still only a dozen yards away when the first rifle shot echoed across the water. A babble of Espani shouts soon followed, and a smattering of rifle shots followed that. Syfax peered up at the beach and saw the dark figures running down toward the water.
Four, eight, twelve.
Damn it.
“Halt, thief!”
The next shot was a proper volley, six rifles crackling in unison. Two bullets struck the water just to their right, sending up tiny jets of brine. A third bullet struck the stern of the dinghy.
Nicola lay flat in the bottom of the boat, twisted and contorted at the major’s feet. “Can we escape?”
Syfax took one last quick glance at the black waves shoving him back to shore where a line of men were leveling their weapons at him. “Nope.” He let go the oars and raised his hands over his head. “Stand down!”
No more shots were fired and in a very few moments the tide deposited the dinghy back on the beach. Syfax stood up, hands raised, and let the sneering boys in uniform pull him out onto the sand at gunpoint. He looked back at Nicola. “Don’t say anything.”
“Don’t be stupid, I’m well versed in Espani law. I can have us out of this little predicament in an hour.”
“I said shut up.” Syfax looked into the face of the oldest soldier there on the beach. The grim man peered back with an all-too-familiar sleepy-eyed look. There were no nervous eyes, no shaking hands, no shuffling feet here tonight. “Just shut up.”



Chapter 21. Shifrah


She stood in the shadows across the street and watched the soldiers lead the Mazigh major and his homely friend into the constable’s little jail. When the uniforms were all gone, Shifrah stepped out from the alley and walked slowly past the jail. It was a small building but built of massive gray stones, and she knew the country’s construction habits well enough to guess that the cell would be caged with heavy wrought iron bars bolted deep into the stones.
So much for you, big man. Shifrah paused. But where is your sickly little friend?
She continued past the jail and down the lane, through a dark little graveyard behind a dark little church, and onto another street that looked to have a few more lights than the others. But she found only three guttering torches outside a tavern. She ducked inside, found only a few old fishermen nodding in their cups, and resumed her walk down toward the water.
Maybe the kid ran away when the major got arrested.
But as she strolled along the top of the pebbled beach, she saw no men still at work on their boats, and the boats themselves were little more than rotting relics passed down from fathers and grandfathers who probably knew as little of shipwrighting as she did. There were a thousand places to hide in the dark, but no real shelter, nowhere worth staying for more than a few minutes.
She stood in the cold wind, smelling the salt and tasting the faint oils of the dead fish. Seeing and hearing nothing, she turned to walk back up into town when she heard the unsteady shuffling of boots on the steep slope of the beach. And there in the darkness was the sickly boy, only he wasn’t so sickly now. He walked tall with an angry stride, as though stomping either toward or away from some argument. She couldn’t quite see his face, but she recognized the line of his small nose and the unhappy lines around his mouth.
“Good evening,” she called.
He stopped and looked up at her, squinting in the dark. The starlight fell on his angry face. “You again. What do you want?”
“I came to find you, of course. Well, your friend the major, anyway,” she said. “Have you seen him lately?”
He glanced up the beach. “Not in a few hours. I was just going to find him now.”
“I think I can help you with that.” She turned and started walking back the way she had come. “I saw him and that horse-faced Italian woman less than hour ago.”
“Where?”
“Being led into a jail.”
He shook his head and started walking again parallel to her along the water’s edge. “Don’t be stupid. It would take a dozen soldiers to take down the major.”
“Only half a dozen from what I saw.”
He stopped short. “You’re serious?”
“Always.”
“Show me.”
It only took a few minutes to lead the young man back past the tavern, through the graveyard, and around to the back of the jail. He strode as all angry young men do, hunching forward, fists clenched, brow furrowed. “Do you have a name?” he asked.
“Shifrah. And you?”
“Kenan.” He studied the heavy stones of the jail walls, grimed with filthy ice and pitted by countless years of salt winds. “You’re sure they’re in there?”
“I saw them go in. I assume they’ve not gone out for supper.”
“Right.” Kenan’s gaze wandered up the wall to the roof and the stars beyond. “Well, then I guess it’s up to me to get them out of there.”
Shifrah smirked. “And how exactly do you plan to do that?”
“The old-fashioned way. Wait here.” He strode off into the night with his arms crossed over his chest and his frown as deep as ever.
She waited in the shadows, huddled under her furs, staring at the stone wall and wondering if it was time to disappear again, to wander off into the darkness and find some young sailor willing to share his bunk until they reached some distant, warmer shore. Numidia, perhaps. Or even Aegyptus. It might be time to visit my broker again and check my accounts.
Kenan’s loud footsteps preceded him up the alleyway from the graveyard, as did the flickering light of the torch in his hand. She recognized the iron basket holding the coals as one of the torches from the tavern near the beach.
“If you’re planning to burn the jail down, you may be disappointed. I don’t know if stone walls burn in Marrakesh, but here in Espana I can almost assure you they won’t.” She smiled.
He only cast her a tired look stained with contempt as he passed by. He walked right up to the jail and held the torch high over his head against the first ironwood rafter of the roof. Patiently he stood there, waiting for the frozen wood to burn.
“This is stupid. There are other ways to get him out of there,” she said. “Lies. Bribes. Distractions.”
“I don’t recall asking for your help. You can leave now.”
“Oh no, I want to watch you burn down a stone jail covered in ice.”
Just then a soft crackle sounded overhead and she saw the tongues of fire licking greedily at the rafter. Kenan took two steps to his left and began heating the next one. And so one by one he slowly proceeded along the back of the jail setting dark orange flames wriggling and writhing around the rafters.
It took nearly half an hour, but eventually the roof was well and truly burning. Kenan nodded. “All right, let’s go.” He strode toward the corner of the jail and Shifrah followed him, right into the arms of a startled old man peering up at the roof.
“Fire?” The old man squinted.
Kenan held his torch up between the man’s face and the roof above. “No. Just my torch. Sorry about that. Here, let me help you, sir.”
“Ah, yes. Thank you.”
Kenan and Shifrah each took the old man by the elbow and escorted him back out into the street in front of the jail where they left him and strolled calmly away. Kenan tossed the still-burning torch into an alley as they passed, and at the top of the street they turned to look down on their handiwork. The entire back of the jail’s roof was burning steadily and smoking mightily, but the fire burned quietly under the whistling sea wind.
Minutes passed. Then they heard the first shout, and then some more. Men yelling. Church bells ringing. Buckets clanging. Water sloshing.
The constables jogged out to consult with the bucket-bearers, and then the lawmen dashed back inside only to emerge again a minute later with the major and the Italian in chains.
“All right,” Shifrah said. “You got them out. But what now? We’ll have half the city down here in the few minutes to put out that fire before it starts spreading from roof to roof. Don’t you think it will be a little difficult to get to him with four hundred people watching?”
Kenan shook his head as he picked at his lip. “No. It’ll be easier. Much easier. And besides. There’ll only be two hundred at most.”
“I’ll bet you one of my shiny Espani reales it will be more.”
Kenan didn’t smile. He didn’t even look at her. He only watched the fire and crowd growing in the street. “Two reales.”
Ten minutes later the fire had spread across the entire roof and leapt to the adjoining building, but the buckets were flying from hand to hand and freezing sea water was flying through the air, splashing and hissing on the roofs. With a creak and a groan, the entire roof of the jail buckled and broke and collapsed within the walls.
“Now.” Kenan started walking down the street, straight into the crowd. It was no tangle of panicking bodies. The men stood in loose lines, passing buckets and sloshing water. Several shovels and axes lay in the street where they’d been deposited by the rallying townsmen, just in case there would be wreckage to clear away later. Kenan stepped over the tools without looking down at them.
The two constables had positioned their prisoners just across the street from the burning jail, pressing the tall man and woman against the cold stones of a house that had already poured out its share of men to fight the fire. Shifrah followed Kenan along the edge of the street, wondering what this angry young man would do. Or at least, what he would try to do.
She remembered some of the angry young men she had known in Eran, the gallant soldiers of Nablus near her home on Mount Gerizim. Quick to drink, quick to laugh, quick to argue, quick to fight, and all too quick to die. She had no particular love for angry young men, and yet they fascinated her. Their passion. Their violence. She had no idea what this one would do next, but she wanted to see.
Kenan swept past the prisoners and the constables and barked out, “Constables, with me. We need to put your prisoners somewhere safe.”
Shifrah marched along at his side as he turned sharply into the next alley to cut over to the next street. To her mild surprise, the constables followed with their prisoners. The older lawman said, “Sir? Sir? I’m sorry, who are you? Where are we going?”
“Somewhere secure,” Kenan said over his shoulder.
“Did General Vega send you?”
“Of course.” They stepped out of the shadows onto the next street, a quiet lane where the moonlight on the snow and ice gleamed a pale blue. Kenan turned. “Do you have the keys to their shackles with you?”
“Yes, of course,” the older constable said, his hand going to his jacket pocket.
“Good.” Kenan grabbed the man’s collar and punched him in the nose.
Shifrah yanked the older man forward and punched him in the throat, leaving him gasping and staring. She pulled a long thin knife from the sheathe on her thigh but Kenan grabbed her wrist. “No killing.”
She smiled. “That’s very sweet, and very stupid.” But when she tried to slice the constable’s throat, the young man’s grip on her tightened. He’s strong for a stringy one. “Fine. No killing.” She reversed the knife in her hand and struck the constable in the temple, and then a second time, dropping him to the ground.
A few feet away, the huge major had his arms around the younger lawman’s neck, gently choking him into oblivion.
Kenan knelt down and found the keys in the constable’s pocket. He removed the major’s restraints and then the Italian woman’s as well. Then they shackled the two constables and stowed the unconscious men on a pile of firewood in a narrow alley. Kenan paused to study his towering companion with a look of tired irritation. “How did they find you?”
The major shrugged. “We were the only people stealing a boat at the time, so it probably wasn’t too hard for them.”
Kenan glared. “I told you not to steal from anyone!”
“Yeah, well, I don’t take orders from children, so clearly we weren’t communicating very well. Don’t worry about it. You got me out of jail, so we’re square. Just don’t do it again.”
“Square?” Kenan shook his head as he walked away down the street.
“And you,” the major turned to Shifrah. “What’s your story? You helping us out or not?”
Shifrah looked from the hulking Mazigh to his younger companion striding away toward the beach. “No. I think I’m helping him now. He had the good sense to not get arrested, and the brains to get you out again.” And she set out after Kenan.
“I saw you at the bar in Ciudad Real, didn’t I?” asked the Italian lady. “Who are you? Who is she, major?”
“I dunno, just some crazy broad looking for someone to mooch off.”
“That was good enough for you at the time, wasn’t it, major?” Shifrah said.
“We both got what we wanted.”
Shifrah sighed. “If you say so. Do you two have names?”
“I’m Syfax. She’s Nicola. You?”
“Shifrah.”
“Nice to meet you,” the major said. “Now what the hell do you want?”
“From you? Nothing.” Shifrah quickened her step to come alongside Kenan. She could see the rage in his face, just barely contained below the skin.
He was cool back there. His plan wasn’t very clever, but it worked perfectly. He was in control. Even his voice was calm and even. But now he’s on the verge of a bloodthirsty tantrum. I wonder how dangerous he could really be.
She glanced back at the major following a few yards behind.
And all because of him. Kenan hates him. I wonder what else he hates.
At the beach Kenan turned to follow the waterline farther and farther from the dim glow of the burning jail and the huge plumes of smoke and steam rising above Malaga.
“Hey kid, slow down,” Syfax called out. “We need to start looking for another boat.”
“No, we don’t.” Kenan kept walking.
“Oh, I see. So you’ve found religion and you plan on walking across the Strait now?”
“No, I found a fisherman willing to sail us to Tingis and I plan on sleeping across the Strait about an hour from now when the tide turns.” Kenan lowered his voice. “Idiot.”
Shifrah smiled. “What exactly did you tell this fisherman?”
He looked at her and some of the darkness clouding his young face faded away. “I told him the truth. I told him that we were foreigners, that we hadn’t done anything wrong, and that we wanted to leave before we were wrongly arrested. I told him we just wanted to get home to our families.”
“You have a family? You’re married?”
“No. I guess I was thinking of the captain and her family, mostly. She’s a good officer, a good person. Smart. Tough. You’d probably like her if you met her.”
Shifrah scratched the edge of her eye patch where it rubbed her cheek. “So where is this captain of yours?”
“I don’t know exactly. Somewhere up north, I guess. She’s guarding the rest of our passengers until she can get them out of the country.”
“Up north? In the Espani winter?” Shifrah laughed. “She’s got stones, I’ll give her that. No, give me a warm beach and a clear sky any day.”
He grinned and suddenly looked five years younger. “Yeah, me too.”
Kenan led the way to a small house at the top of the beach. Looking back, Shifrah saw they were more than two miles from the city center and there was no sign of the fire anymore except for a dirty haze in the air.
The fisherman was waiting for them with a curvaceous little pipe clenched in his teeth. He gave them all a brief glance and led the way down to the water. “Good timing. Tide’s just turning now. Weather looks as fine as I could ask, considering. Not expecting any rain for another few days, says the almanac, if you believe in that sort of thing. Come along.”
At first Shifrah thought he was leading them toward a rotting, collapsing dinghy on the beach, but the fisherman turned to the right and led them onto a floating dock made of old planks lashed over old barrels that bobbed and shook when she stepped on them. The floating dock reached out some thirty yards into the harbor, and while the first few boats moored there all seemed to be more hopeless dinghies, out at the end she saw a half dozen little yachts, their naked masts pointing at the stars.
The fisherman waved them onto a narrow sailboat no more than twenty feet long. Shifrah moved cautiously in the dark, clutching at ghostly ropes and rails to keep her feet under her, and sat down on a hard, cold wooden seat just behind the mast. Kenan sat beside her and Syfax sat beside Nicola across from them. For the next few minutes they sat in silence as the fisherman went about loosing the moorings and freeing the sails, winding his winches and lashing his lines to the cleats. The old canvas sheet snapped back and forth as the night wind raced across the harbor, and the boom swung violently back and forth just above their heads.
Finally, the fisherman grabbed a pole, planted it on the neighboring boat, and shoved them away from the floating dock. The little yacht glided back into the free waters, the breeze caught the sail, and suddenly they were away with the wind whipping their exposed skin with a freezing salt spray. The fisherman sat on a high seat in the stern, one hand on the tiller, one foot on a cleat, and his pipe clenched in his teeth.
“So how long to Tingis?” Syfax asked.
The fisherman shrugged. “Depends on the wind.”
Shifrah huddled down against the hard seat, which she suddenly realized to be a small trunk with a hinged lid, no doubt full of unwashed fishing tackle judging from the smell. The wet chill invaded her furs and the thick coil of her hair, and she shivered.
A weight fell on her shoulders and she opened her eye. It was Kenan’s arm.
She smiled. Boys.



Day Eight



Chapter 22. Lorenzo


They rode all day from long before dawn until long after dusk. Zaragoza vanished behind them not long after they stopped to eat breakfast, but the mining town of Yesero did not appear until the night sky appeared in full starry bloom. When they dismounted at the little wayhouse, Lorenzo had to grit his teeth against the raging soreness in his legs and back. After a thousand hours of fencing, my arm grows stronger and surer, but after a thousand hours of riding why do I just want to lie down and die?
The grizzled old man at the wayhouse barely glanced at them as he collected Lorenzo’s money and pointed them to a modestly sized room with three modestly sized beds standing side by side. Three beds.
Lorenzo sighed. “Alonso and I will sleep on the floor. You three can have the beds.”
“No,” Taziri yawned. “Shahera and I will share this one. Dante and Alonso can share the second. You take the third. You need the rest if your arm is going to heal properly.”
The hidalgo glanced down at his right arm as though he’d completely forgotten that he owned it. “All right. Thank you, captain.”
“ Taziri is fine.” She smiled.
He kicked off his boots, fell into bed, prayed for Qhora’s safety, and slept.
“Lorenzo?”
The hidalgo jerked awake, cracking his head on the headboard. As he rubbed his new welt, he squinted through the darkness at the misty figure standing in the corner beside his bed. Behind him, he heard the others snoring and breathing deeply. “Sister?”
“You’re almost there,” the dead nun whispered. “I’m sorry I cannot go with you, that I will not be there to see the stone when you first see it. But it will be reward enough to see it when you return.”
“Why can’t you go with us?” Lorenzo lay very still. His back and legs were too stiff to manage sitting up. “I don’t think you need to worry about an errant heat wave tomorrow.”
“It’s the wind.” Sister Ariel gestured to the window and the mountain ridge beyond. “Over the years, I’ve tried countless times to walk these mountain passes, to search for the stone by myself. But the winds are too fierce. They scatter the aether even as the cold gathers it together.”
Lorenzo nodded. “I’m sorry to hear that. You should be there when we find it.” He frowned. “Speaking of which, how did you find me so quickly? You always seem to be just a step behind me.”
“It’s difficult to describe what it’s like to be a walking ghost,” she said. “Sometimes my feet carry me where I want to go. And sometimes I simply close my eyes and I’m there already. A church in Ejido, a graveyard in Tartessos, a jeweler’s shop in Toledo. But those are all just places, though they seem a bit random. You are the only person I can find, it seems.”
“You mean you can find me, and only me, anywhere in the world? Like you did in Zaragoza and in Marrakesh?”
The nun nodded.
“Ever since I came back from the New World,” he muttered. “Was my soul so in need of saving that God tied a string around my finger to guide you back to me again and again?”
“Perhaps. Although I’ve often wondered if it isn’t something simpler. We first met in Tartessos, didn’t we? Just after you returned from Cartagena. Hm. Prince Valero gave you several gifts when you returned from the New World, I believe. What did he give you?”
Lorenzo sat up slightly. “My sword. He gave me this sword.” He reached down and picked up the antique espada lying wrapped in his coat on the floor.
The nun only glanced at it. “I doubt I have any connection to that.”
“He also gave me this.” Lorenzo pulled the holy medallion from his shirt and held it dangling from its slender chain. The three interwoven links of the triquetra gleamed dimly in the starlight.
Ariel swept closer, her smoky outlines wavering as she moved. “Look closely at it. Is there a discolored patch of gold on the lower edge?”
Lorenzo didn’t have to look. He’d stared at the strange dark gold countless times, wondering if the medallion had once been mended with bronze. “Yes. Do you know it?”
“It was mine,” she said. “The one I wore in life. I’d always thought it was buried with me, but it would seem some poor soul saw the need to pocket it before I was interred. And then it found its way into the Prince’s coffers. Maybe the abbess gave it to the tax collector the year I died. Did you know they taxed the abbeys in my day?”
“No.” He stared at the little patch of dark gold, rubbing it gently. “Are you drawn to anything else you knew in life?”
“No, not even the nunnery where I was buried. You would think I would have a stronger connection to my own bones than that medallion.” She smiled. “Well, mystery solved, I suppose, though it doesn’t explain why I can travel to those other places so easily. Rest now. You have a long day ahead of you.”
The hidalgo laid his head back down on the cold pillow. “Good night, sister.”
When Lorenzo awoke, he prayed that Qhora had slept as well as he, and got up. He found the common room bustling with the morning rush. Half a dozen middle-aged men sat at the trestle table, quietly eating their porridge and drinking their tea. The hidalgo collected his own bowl of steaming gray mush from his host and said, “I’m heading up into the mountains today. Do you suppose you could ride with me to help me find the trails? We’d be back by nightfall, and I can pay you for your time.”
The old man grinned. “I’d love to, young sir, but I’m afraid my riding and hiking days are behind me.” He reached down and knocked on his wooden leg. “Where exactly are you looking to go?”
Lorenzo produced his journal from his jacket pocket and flipped to the page with the silk bookmark. He scanned the page. “Here. I want to take a look at the north face of Pic Blanco.”
The old man frowned. “Pic Blanco. You want to look at the old silver mine? No one goes out there anymore. Not since they shoved that Mazigh demon into the mine.”
“Demon?”
“Steam drill. It was supposed to make us all rich. All it did was collapse one of the best silver veins in the area, and the only thing of value on Pic Blanco. But that was thirty years ago.”
Lorenzo nodded. “So no one knows the area now?”
The man shrugged. “Well, you could always ask the goblin queen.”
A smattering of chuckles rose from the men eating their breakfast. Lorenzo glanced at them and then asked his host, “What do you mean, goblin queen?”
“He means my sister,” said a voice behind him.
The man winced. “Sorry, Nina, I didn’t know you were there.”
Lorenzo turned to see a woman in the doorway about his own age dressed in heavy, dirty leathers. Her black hair was tied up in a careless bun to reveal a face that was no doubt quite beautiful before the years working underground had etched the lines around her eyes and mouth so deeply. The hidalgo stood up as she entered the room and he saw she was as tall as him, and when she tossed her coat on the bench to get her breakfast, he saw the muscles of her arms straining against her threadbare shirt.
“Your sister?”
“My little sister Mirari. She lives in the old silver mine, or what’s left of it. The number six shaft where the steam drill burst apart and collapsed the tunnel.”
He moved closer to her and lowered his voice. “I don’t mean to pry, but why do they call her the goblin queen?”
“It was a hard birth. Mirari’s head was too large and she almost didn’t make it out alive. Her ears were mangled and they healed badly.”
“That’s all? She has misshapen ears?”
“Well, that, and she’s not quite right in the head. Talks to herself.”
Lorenzo chewed his lip. “I see. Well, maybe you can help me. You seem to know the area.”
“Not especially,” Nina said. “I’ve never been past the silver mine, certainly not to the north face. Are you looking for another ore vein?”
“Something like that. Then do you think your sister can help me?” he asked.
She nodded. “Sure, Mirari’s the one you want. Don’t worry, she’s not dangerous. Just a little odd, that’s all, which was more than most folks around here could stand.”
Lorenzo went back to the room to wake the others. He’d only meant to collect Alonso and tell the others where he was going, but they all got up, dressed, and ate breakfast with every intention of joining him.
“You’ve already ruined my holiday and nearly killed me a dozen times,” Dante muttered to no one in particular. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to miss out on this treasure hunt of yours. It’ll probably be the only profitable thing about this whole disaster.”
The miner woman introduced herself as Nina Velasquez, a prospector with three stakes on the east face of Pic Verde, where she would be returning in a few weeks when the weather began to warm. Shahera instantly struck up a conversation with her about life in the mountains, mining disasters, and the harsh winters in the Pyrenees.
When everyone was ready to go, they followed Nina on foot along a thin winding track up into the hills above Yesero, quickly climbing into the rocky ravines where sheer cliff faces peered down at them from their snowy crags.
“How did they ever get a steam drill up here?” Taziri asked.
“In pieces,” Nina answered.
The ravine widened into a small box canyon. A huge black hole in the north wall gaped at them, its stone jaws propped open by ancient frozen timbers set there decades ago by the first miners to strike the silver vein. From the mouth of the tunnel a thin trickle of bright water traced a meandering path across the stone floor and vanished into a crack on the far side of the gully.
“Mirari!” Nina peered into the mine. Over her shoulder she said, “I hope she’s home.”
Lorenzo frowned at the tunnel. What sort of person would choose to live in a cave? “Look, maybe this wasn’t a good idea. I do have an old map and I doubt this mountain has moved around much recently, so I think we’ll just find our own way.”
A faint whisper of a voice echoed up from the tunnel. “Nina?”
“It’s me,” Nina said. “I have some visitors for you.”
“Visitors?”
In the darkness of the mine, Lorenzo saw a shadow move. The figure shambled and tottered as it came forward to the edge of the light. The cold air caught in his throat.
She has horns.
Huge ram’s horns curled on either side of her head.
Horns. Nina said mangled ears. She said ears, not horns. What in God’s name is going on?
The figure stepped out into the light and the horns snapped into focus, as did the filthy sheepskin draped over the girl’s head. Lorenzo exhaled and blinked, and grinned his embarrassment away. A quick look at Alonso told him that he wasn’t on the one who had thought of the old fairy tales of iron imps and spirits in the earth.
The girl stumbled out of the mine with a yawn and a stretch. “It’s so early.”
“Morning’s half over.” Nina embraced her sister. “Are you eating all right?”
Mirari nodded. “I found a sheep. He slipped on the rocks and fell. His belly burst when he landed. I ate him.”
Nina nodded thoughtfully as she lifted the ragged skin and horns from the girl’s head. “I see that.”
Mirari leaned around her sister’s shoulder to look at her visitors, and quickly hid behind Nina again. “They’ll see me. See my ears. Will they hit me?”
“No, no, sweetie, they won’t hit you. They came to ask for your help. They want to see your mountain.”
Mirari peeked out again. “There’s a boy, Nina.”
Nina glanced back. “What’s your name?”
Alonso blinked. “Who me? Alonso. My name’s Alonso Ramos de Zaragoza. It’s very nice to meet you.”
“His name is Alonso, and he’s a very nice boy, and he needs your help,” Nina said. “Can you help them? Just show them the paths and trails for a few hours, that’s all. Can you do that? They’ll pay you and then you can buy some food and new clothes.”
“Can’t buy food, can’t buy clothes,” the girl stammered. “They hit me.”
“Shh, never mind that, I’ll buy them for you. Will you help Alonso and his friends?”
“No, he’ll see me!”
Lorenzo sighed. “Miss Velasquez, I appreciate your trying to help, but we do need to be moving on.” He strode across the gravel floor of the gully toward the two sisters. “I give you my word as a hidalgo and as a faithful servant of God that no harm will come to you as long as you are with us.” He froze. Now standing only a few feet away, he could see the girl’s face clearly. Before he had thought the strange hue of her skin had been a trick of the light, a glint from the stone walls and gleaming ice. But it wasn’t a trick at all.
She was silvery blue.
“Her face,” he whispered.
Nina looked at him. “She’s been drinking the water in the mine. I told her not to, but she did. Has been for years. It’s the silver in the water that dyes the skin.”
The hidalgo nodded. He could see the twisted and pointed tip of the girl’s right ear, too, but that seemed the least of her strangeness.
Still, what others have broken with cruelty maybe I can heal with a little kindness.
He swept his wide-brimmed hat from his head and bowed. “Senorita Mirari, would you be so kind as to be my guide today on your mountain?”
The silver-skinned girl straightened up a bit, her expression suddenly softer and her eyes clearer. She curtsied clumsily. “It would be my honor, sir.” But then she looked at Alonso again and turned back into a nervous little creature, her eyes fixed on the ground. “I don’t want him to see me. The pretty boy. He can’t see me. Can’t see my face. Not him. No, no.”
Lorenzo blew out a hard sigh and looked from Nina to his own companions for some help.
“Oh!” Shahera started forward and slung her shoulder bag down so she could dig through it. “I have it, I have just the thing!” She continued rummaging, shoving clothes left and right and then digging at the lining before finally pulling out a bright white mask with painted red lips and black-rimmed eyes. She held it out to the girl. “You could wear this. It’s Italian. Brand new.”
Mirari hesitated only a second before taking the mask and inspecting it as she turned it over in her hands. She nodded. “Brand new. A brand new face. A pretty face. I can wear a pretty face for the pretty boy. Then it will be all right.”
Lorenzo exchanged a look with Nina as the woman helped tie the mask over her sister’s face. She stepped back and said, “Are you all right?”
Mirari straightened up again and said, louder and clearer than ever before, “By all means, let’s be off. These good people have work to do and I have a day’s wage to earn. Thank you, Nina, I’ll see you later. Take care, dear sister.”
The sisters embraced and then Nina left, giving Lorenzo one last warning look as she passed. “Stay close to her.”
“She’ll be fine,” he said.
“I’m not worried about her.” Nina winked and set off down the trail.
The masked girl said, “Mirari Velasquez, at your service. And you, sir?”
“Don Lorenzo Quesada, at yours.”
“Don Lorenzo, please follow me.” Mirari turned and set out along the edge of the wall of the gully and pointed out a natural stair in the stone. “We’ll follow the old goat trail to the high paths. Where exactly did you wish to go today?”
Lorenzo looked at her masked face, still a bit stunned by her sudden transformation. “The north face of Pic Blanco. I’m looking for a certain cave or pit. We should know it by the heat in the rocks, as though from a hot spring, but not from a hot spring.”
“You wish to see the burning gold?”
He swallowed. “You’ve seen it?”
“Just once. Just for a moment.” Mirari turned and began to climb the stair. “But then the basajaun chased me away and I never went back.”
“The what?” Lorenzo started up the stair after her, not sure he had heard her correctly. “What chased you?”



Chapter 23. Taziri


The wind screamed against the western face of Pic Blanco. Taziri shuffled along the narrow trail behind Lorenzo with one hand on the rocks to her right and the other hand clutching the high collar of her coat around her face. At first the wind would slice through her clothes, penetrating her heavy leathers and wools in defiance of all reason and stinging her skin with the freezing air or worse, the freezing rain. And then the wind would batter her like a ram, shoving her off balance and slamming her into the rock wall.
She wore her aviator goggles over her eyes, which protected them from the stinging ice but required constant wiping and cleaning or else they would quickly fog up with steam and then crust over with frost.
Whenever she passed into the lee of some stone pillar or blasted tree, Taziri would glance back at Shahera and Dante, each time finding them as miserable but as dogged as herself.
Her mind ran over and over the last week, trying to sort out where everything had gone wrong.
What was the first wrong decision? What could I have done differently?
And every time she asked, she offered up a hundred new answers. It was Kenan’s fault, or the weather, or the Espani.
I could have flown farther, or landed closer. I could have tried to force the Halcyon into a near-stall banking maneuver to force it to turn south.
I could have gone south when Syfax first suggested it, or again later when he went that way with Kenan.
I could have gone to the authorities.
I could have gone back to the coast.
Could have.
Should have.
No.
She swallowed the guilt and doubt back down into her empty, growling stomach.
No, I need to focus on here and now. I’m not stupid or careless. Every decision I made was reasonable at the time. Every one of them.
But when she looked up at the masked figure leading them through the storm high into the Espani mountains, it was hard to see how any of this made sense.
How is this reasonable?
So she focused on Yuba and Menna. She called up their faces, their voices, their laughter. She remembered the last night they had all been together.
No, not that night.
Maybe another night from last month, a night when there had been no arguments about all her time away from home, no sullen looks, no hurt feelings, no loneliness or confusion. A good night. A quiet night at home with her family, safe and happy and warm.
Ahead of her, Lorenzo had stopped and was staring back through the howling sleet at the trail behind them. He leaned down close to her to speak into her ear. “We’re being followed.”
How is that possible?
She peered back but all she saw was a dark gray sky and a dark gray mountain and a veil of flying ice in between. “I don’t see anything.”
“I’ve seen him twice now. You go on with the others. I’ll bring up the rear.”
“All right.” She trudged on up the trail, following the dark flapping coats of their masked guide. Mirari seemed to be in her element here on the mountain, sure-footed and able-bodied. The strange girl climbed the treacherous, icy paths as easily as any goat and occasionally she turned to call out in a loud clear voice where there was a good handhold or a dangerous footing.
Another half hour of hiking brought them around to the north face of Pic Blanco. The stinging sleet softened into a heavy snow that fell in endless waves of perfect whiteness, obscuring the entire world. She felt as though they’d died and gone to some no-place between heaven and earth, a frozen wasteland that God forgot to fill with color and warmth. And still Mirari trekked on and Taziri followed her, angling down the rocky slope.
Taziri dragged her boots through the thickening snow, trying to ignore the thought that every step forward was another step they would have to take back again. She was also trying to ignore the thought that all of this effort was being spent to help a near stranger to collect a rock for his holy relic collection when her next step fell on hard, bare gravel. Looking down, she saw that all the ground ahead was bare. The snow was falling as thick and silent as ever, but the boulders and pebbles and dirt stood dark and hard against the soft white world around her.
She trudged through a few yards of soft mud and soon found the earth growing drier and firmer underfoot. Behind her, Shahera and Dante stumbled out of the snow drift and clawed their scarves away from their mouths.
“Did I miss something?” Dante asked. “Is it spring or did we just wander into an undiscovered circle of hell?”
“It’s a miracle.” Shahera pulled her hat and scarves off her head and shook her hair free. “It’s like another world, a secret garden where magical spirits dwell.”
The snow continued to fall but it vanished before it could kiss the warm earth. A sultry haze hung above the dry ground. Mirari stopped and pointed down the slope. “There. If you keep going that way, you’ll find the fire gold.”
Taziri glanced back for Lorenzo, but the hidalgo had not yet arrived. “How will I know it? What does it look like?”
“It’s gold. About the size of your head, I would say.” The Italian mask muffled her voice slightly, but Mirari’s wide eyes flashed behind the porcelain face. “You don’t have an axe.”
“You think we’ll need one to get the stone?”
Mirari’s eyes narrowed but her painted smile did not change. “I think you’ll need one to survive.”
“Why?” Taziri looked hastily around but there was no sign of anyone or anything dangerous. No trees or grass, no birds or mice. Just earth and stone. What was that word she used? “What is a basajaun?”
“Something that will not let you take the stone.”
Taziri pulled up her left sleeve and released the gun barrel in her brace. The weapon snapped up with a click and a hiss of compressed air. She set about loading a shell. “Well, if it’s human, this should scare him away.”
“And what if it’s not human?” Dante asked.
“As long as it’s not a snow bear, a gunshot or two will send it running.”
The Italian frowned. “I’ve heard stories about snow bears.” He knelt down and picked up a jagged rock. Shahera picked up one as well. Alonso picked up a handful of stones about half the size of his fist.
Mirari leaned back against a dark gray boulder. “I’ll wait here for your friend, the Don.” She produced a small hatchet and a long knife from inside her coat, which she held tightly as she crossed her arms. “Go on, if you still want to.”
Taziri stared up the dry path to where it ended in a wall of swirling white. “We can’t stand around waiting for him. We’ll start losing daylight eventually and I don’t want to be caught on this mountain in the dark. Come on. Let’s find his rock.”
She led the way down the slope, gravel crunching under her boots. Dante and Shahera followed close behind her. The Mazigh pilot scanned the mountain side.
A lump of gold as big as my head. That’s going to be heavy.
Ten minutes later a cascade of pebbles drew her attention to the trail behind them and Taziri saw Lorenzo shuffling sideways down the steep path. The hidalgo shrugged at her. “I waited at the last narrow pass, but our shadowy friend never came. Maybe he turned back.”
“Or maybe he fell.” Dante grinned.
“Or maybe he’s still out there, stalking us,” Shahera said.
“Or maybe he was never there to begin with.” Taziri pointed at the chaos of rock and earth below them. “We need to find your stone and get off this mountain as quickly as possible. We won’t survive a night on that trail.”
The five of them spread out and picked their way down the slope from ledge to ledge, peering into cracks in the earth and under fallen stones.
“This is pointless!” Dante yelled. “Your precious stone is probably buried a hundred feet underground, if it even exists!”
“Mirari said she saw it here,” Alonso said. “So it has to be on the surface.”
“Oh, right. The crazy girl saw it, I forgot.”
“She’s not crazy!”
“Alonso!” Lorenzo sighed. “Let’s just focus on the search right now.”
Taziri continued down, trying to angle across the mountain in the direction that the masked girl had pointed. The ground underfoot grew hotter. And then she saw it. A great bowl had been cut or beaten out of the face of the mountain and in that depression, on a wide flat rock that glowed a dull red, was a golden lump shining with a bright golden light. “There! There it is!”
She started toward it, hopping lightly to avoid scorching her boots any more than necessary. The others called back to her and to each other. “Which way? She found it? Who did? Down there! Oh, I see her!” Their voices echoed across the huge stone bowl, reverberating up into the bright noon sky.
And a bloodcurdling roar answered back. Taziri stumbled against a boulder and grabbed it for support. It was warm to the touch. The sound of the roar grew and grew, like the screams of a thousand madmen and hungry lions and enraged elephants. When it stopped, its echo screamed on all across the mountain, and when the echo faded the following silence was horrible. Taziri looked wildly all about her.
What could scream like that? A beast? Just one or many? And where is it? Where? Where?
With her right hand on the trigger of her brace-gun, she jogged out into the open, descending the almost smooth slope of the bowl. The golden stone sat on its glowing red table only a few dozen yards away.
Just a little farther. Almost there now.
To her left she saw Lorenzo and Alonso rushing down toward her with a strange harness dangling between them. As they approached, she saw that the heavy leather straps were reinforced with steel bands on the outside, but on the inside was an arrangement of ceramic tiles and studs to hold the stone. When she asked about them, Lorenzo claimed they wouldn’t shatter from the heat. Taziri hoped he was right.
The three of them dashed to the edge of the red rock and spread the harness between them. Working without speaking, they shuffled right and left, stretching the leather straps over and around the golden stone and when the hidalgo nodded, they wrapped their ends down and around and lifted the stone from the ground in its new cradle of steel, leather, and clay. Taziri peered at the lumpy golden mass in all its jagged imperfection. Despite the heat, the stone showed no sign of melting, and when she reached her hand toward it, the sensation of the heat did not grow any stronger. The only heat she could feel radiated up from the rock on which the skyfire stone had rested.
Alonso and Taziri held the laden web for a moment while Lorenzo carefully inspected the straps to be certain that only the ceramic plates were touching the stone, and then he closed the clasps and tied the handles shut. The entire packaged was lowered into a heavy canvas sack, which Lorenzo rolled over his shoulder. He smiled and nodded, and took the first step back up the slope.
A second roar boomed across the bowl, and here at the bottom of it Taziri felt the pure bestial rage behind the sound piercing her bones. She turned to look just as Lorenzo stumbled and dropped his precious cargo. The hidalgo straightened up and reached for the sack, but the canvas was already blackening and tiny flames licked its seams.
“It’s burning the bag!” Alonso pointed at it.
“No, it’s not the stone. It’s the heat from the ground, the gravel, the pebbles.” Lorenzo lifted the bag a second time and resumed his climb.
Taziri looked back over her shoulder and what she saw made her fall to one knee on the burning stones. She struggled up and pointed across the bowl to the figure on the far edge. “Look!”
It was shaped like an enormous man with massive shoulders and no neck. Long shaggy white hair hung over every inch of its body, and above its bearded face two huge dark eyes peered out beneath its heavy brow. From its giant fist hung a long wooden club, but when the creature shook its club over its head, Taziri saw the long row of metal teeth shining on the edge of the weapon.
“Dear God,” Lorenzo said. “It is a basajaun. They exist.”
“A what?”
“Run. RUN! ”
They all turned and scrambled up the steep, rocky slope as fast as they could. The ground grew steadily cooler the higher they climbed, and step by step Taziri noted the falling snow as it began to reach her eyes, and then her hands, and finally her feet. She wanted to turn, she wanted to look back, but the gravel was so loose and the patches of ice and snow so slick that she didn’t dare take her eyes off the path in front of her. She heard Lorenzo yelling to the others to run, to make for the trail, to go on without them.
And for a brief moment, she hoped that she would reach the top of the slope first so that the hidalgo would be between her and the monster.
If someone has to die, God, let it be someone else. Let me get home to my little girl. Let me see her face again, please!
But then she thought of all the thousands who might die if the holy stone fell into the wrong hands, and how much this Lorenzo had done for her, a stranger, and she hated herself for that moment of selfish weakness. Planting both feet on solid ground, Taziri grabbed the trigger of her arm-cannon and turned to look for the beast.
The basajaun was only a dozen yards behind them, just a few seconds away. It had followed them up the slope, running as silent as a cat, and now it loomed over her with its huge saw-bladed club raised to strike.
“No!” She screamed as she pulled the trigger and felt the recoil of the shotgun snap her arm back as she fell to the ground. The blast hit the creature in its left arm and the monster screamed at the woman as a dozen tiny red rivers began streaming from its fur.
Taziri kicked and clawed her way back up the slope and when her feet finally picked her up, she began fumbling for a second shell.
“Alonso!” Lorenzo threw the canvas bag to his student and drew his espada. He dashed down and lunged at the creature, stabbing it twice in the right arm, and then slashing it across the leg.
The monster lowered its club as it cradled its huge arms around its injuries, moaning and screaming. It stumbled back a step, and then another. Lorenzo lowered his sword and backed away up the mountain. Then the giant howled. And from the distant white slopes, another howl answered.
Taziri shoved a new shell into the gun strapped to her arm. Her elbow was throbbing and her hand felt cold and weak, but she could still lift and aim, and that was all that mattered. She pointed the barrel at the beast.
“No, don’t.” Lorenzo took her hand and pulled her up beside him. “It’s injured. It’s not following. Let’s just go.”
“But there’s another one out there.” She pointed in the direction of the second howl.
“All the more reason to leave.” Lorenzo pushed and she obliged by hiking up to the trail. They found the others with Mirari, standing in the ankle-deep snow.
Taziri breathed a cool breath and enjoyed the absence of the sultry vapors of the mountain side as she folded up her tall collar and wrapped her scarf around her neck. She shoved her gun barrel back down to click shut in her brace and then slid her sleeve back down to her wrist.
Mirari, her face unreadable behind the slightly amused expression of the Italian mask, waved them back onto the trail with her drawn hatchet and Dante and Shahera followed close behind her. Taziri gave one last look at the wounded creature on the slope below, and then started walking a few paces behind Alonso with Lorenzo bringing up the rear.
The second basajaun leapt from a stone ledge just above and to their left. The huge mass of flesh and hair smashed into Alonso and sent the young man sliding down the icy slope, slipping and rolling away from the trail toward the featureless wall of whiteness where anything might await him. The canvas sack tumbled away, down and down through the deep snow until it lodged beneath a spear of rock. A sudden blast of wind lifted the curtain of falling snow for a moment and Taziri saw the sharp outline of a cliff edge just below the fallen diestro.
“Alonso!” Taziri dashed after the young man, her whole body bent low to the ground to grab at the sharp teeth of the rocks around her to keep herself from falling out of control. She could see him struggling to roll over and sit up, his hands clinging to a long lip of rock jutting out of the snow.
“Alonso!” someone screamed.
Taziri froze and looked up behind her. Lorenzo had drawn his sword again and was holding the second creature at bay, but he wasn’t the one who cried out. To her right, Taziri saw a figure in dark fur racing back up the trail toward them, a hatchet and long knife flashing in her hands. Mirari leapt up from the trail from one rock ledge to another to gain some height and then fell on the basajaun’s shoulders with both her blades.
The beast-man screamed and flailed left and right, shaking the girl through the air, but she clung to her weapons as her legs swept through the falling snow. Lorenzo shouted and slashed at the basajaun’s hands to keep it from reaching back to grab Mirari.
Taziri looked down at Alonso. He was straining to haul himself up over the rock lip, kicking to get his boot onto solid ground. She scrambled and slid down the slope, skidding from rock to rock until her feet landed on Alonso’s handhold. Grabbing his coat, she helped him up and over the edge, hauling him up to his feet. “You okay?”
He nodded and together they began crawling back up the slope. Taziri’s gloves were soaked from groping through the snow for solid handholds and her fingers began to tremble and tighten. All except the two little fingers of her left hand, the numb ones that never recovered from the fire.
Above them, Lorenzo and Mirari had leapt back from the wounded basajaun. The masked girl had left her knife in the creature’s shaggy back, but she still held her bloody hatchet in her gloved hand. The hidalgo yelled over the howling wind, “Alonso! Taziri! Can you make it?”
Alonso had one hand pressed tight to his ribs and his steaming breaths were huffing in short, quick bursts. Taziri tried to measure the distance back up to the trail. It’s not that far, and there are plenty of rocks to grab, plus the snow is hard-packed but not icy. “I think so!”
The basajaun roared at Lorenzo’s sword, and it swiped one of its massive hands through the snow on the ground to hurl a small blizzard at the hidalgo. Lorenzo took the blow on his arm, where the snow clung to his coat.
Taziri focused on climbing.
Hand, foot, hand, foot. Always keep three points of contact on the mountain. Weight on the legs, not on the arms.
Just above her, she could see the outcropping where the canvas bag had fallen. She started angling toward it. Alonso struggled along close to her feet.
“Get back!” Lorenzo yelled. “Stop right there!”
Does he really think that animal will understand him?
Taziri looked up again to see Mirari and the hidalgo standing back to back. While the girl threatened the moaning, bleeding creature, Lorenzo pointed his espada at another man with a drawn sword.
Fabris!
“Where is the stone?” The Italian slashed his rapier in short, vicious arcs.
Taziri glanced at the canvas bag. It was only a few feet away now. She crept forward.
“Salvator!” Lorenzo’s sword flashed through the blinding waves of snow. “If you don’t stop, we could all die. Look at that beast behind me! There are more out here, and they’re not in a forgiving mood. We need to get off this mountain. Go back! Go!”
As the clashing steel blades rang out across the mountain side, Taziri wrapped her fingers around the woven strap on the mouth of the bag and gently pulled it back toward her. The heavy stone inside the bag rolled and lodged deeper under the rocks. She whipped her hand back to avoid it being crushed. “Damn it!”
She looked up again and saw Fabris staring straight back at her from the trail.
“No, no, no!” Lorenzo lunged just as the Italian took two running steps and leapt out over the snowy slope.
Fabris landed gracefully on an exposed stone, then dashed down and stutter-stepped his way through the snow, bounding over mounds and crashing through the drifts. It only took him a few seconds to reach the rock where the canvas bag was wedged. Taziri was still hauling on the strap to pull it free when the Italian’s boot slammed into the rock just above her head and his sword sliced toward her face.
And then the world raced away and she saw the rapier spark against the rock as she fell backward. Alonso’s hands were digging into her underarms, the left one pinching her breast, as he hauled her away from Fabris’s blade and she fell back onto the young man.
“Thanks,” she wheezed.
Alonso fumbled across her chest and yanked down on her left sleeve. “Shoot him!”
Salvator had both hands on the woven strap and was straining to pull the bag free of the rocks. Taziri shoved her sleeve back to her elbow and released her cannon. It sprang up and clicked into position as the mountain air stung her exposed skin. “Fabris! Drop the bag!”
If he heard her over the gusting wind, he made no sign of it as he continued to yank the bag back and forth. A moment later, the bag scraped free of the rocks and the Italian wobbled upright, swinging the bag over his shoulder.
“Shoot!” Alonso cried.
I’m killing a man in cold blood. I’m shooting a human being. I’m committing murder. What if…
Taziri held up her shaking arm against the arctic blasts of snow and sleet and she pulled the trigger. The shotgun’s recoil shoved her back and the side of her head clipped Alonso’s chin. For a moment all she could do was clutch the blazing spot on her skull and clench her eyes shut, grinding her teeth and trying not to scream. Alonso groaned through his pressed lips.
With a blazing, throbbing ache in her arm, Taziri sat up and saw Fabris staring back at her with a hateful glare.
I meant to wing him, not to miss him!
She fumbled through her pockets for another shell as she stood up. Alonso dragged himself up by grabbing her belt and almost pulled her back to the ground. By the time she found another shell and opened the chamber to reload, Taziri’s fingers were blue and numb.
The Italian was already halfway back to the trail with the bag slung over his shoulder by the time Taziri raised her gun again, but she dropped her arm a second later.
Not in the back.
“Come on!” She grabbed Alonso’s arm and together they began trudging and stumbling and clawing their way up through the snow and over the rocks.



Chapter 24. Lorenzo


The hidalgo almost leaped after Salvator, but Mirari’s shrieking turned Lorenzo back to the tower of shaggy white hair behind him. The basajaun didn’t seem to notice the knife still stuck in its back or the dark red streams of blood running down its arms and legs to stain the snow. It leaned down to roar in the masked girl’s face, and the masked girl raised her hatchet to scream back into the creature’s fanged maw.
The beast swung its sharp rock at Mirari’s head and she swung her hatchet two-handed into the basajaun’s wrist. A thin spatter of blood sprayed across the virgin snow as the creature fell back a single step, wailing and clutching the stump where its hand had been.
It lunged forward again, throwing its full body weight down on the girl as through to crush her into the freezing snow. Lorenzo caught the tails of her coat and pulled her out of the way. The basajaun collapsed face down on the ground, two of its outstretched fingers clawing at Mirari’s boot.
Lorenzo scrambled forward and slid his espada into the beast’s neck and then again through the back where he guessed the heart to be. Standing back and surveying his work, a sudden coldness and emptiness hollowed him out, leaving him disgusted and saddened. The creature didn’t move, didn’t twitch, didn’t gasp.
Rest in peace, whatever you are.
He turned away and made a half-hearted effort to look for Shahera and Dante on the trail ahead.
Mirari stood up and retrieved her knife from the carcass. “You fight well, Don Lorenzo. You should try using a real sword some day.”
He glanced down at the thin whip of a blade in his hand where a few drops of blood had already frozen and crystallized on the steel. “This one seems real enough.”
He frowned at the snow obscuring the trail and then peered down the slope where he could see a cluster of bodies around a large rocky outcropping. “Mirari, go find Shahera and Dante. Make sure they’re all right.”
“But Alonso!” she pointed at the figures below them.
“I’ll get Alonso, you just take care of the others!”
She nodded and dashed off into the whiteness, leaving a thin trail of blood dripping from her knife.
With his sword in hand, Lorenzo leaned down to find a handhold and begin his descent when he heard the gunshot. The boom echoed up the mountain side and he froze, staring through the driving snow at the blurred figures.
Did she kill him? Or did he overpower her and kill her with her own gun?
“Alonso! Taziri!” Seconds passed and no one seemed to be moving so Lorenzo slid down a few yards to the first boulder. Then he saw Salvator climbing back up toward the trail, angling away from him, and below the Italian he saw two more figures struggling to ascend.
They’re alive. They’re all right. So I need to stop him.
Lorenzo scanned the terrain for a safe path, but saw only shining and shadowy whites, and so he dashed out from his boulder with a breathless prayer on his lips. He crashed and slipped and jumped and ran across the face of the mountain, careening downward twice as fast as he moved forward but still plunging straight for Salvator. Lorenzo kept his uphill hand on the ground and with the other he held his sword high and ready to strike.
Five more paces.
Two more.
Lorenzo sliced at the Italian’s hand holding the canvas bag but his feet betrayed him, shooting across a sheet of ice and dropping him to the ground. His espada slashed down Salvator’s leg and the Italian shouted, “Merda!”
Lorenzo fell on his side and grabbed at the snow and the rocks but his momentum carried him on below Salvator, sliding and falling sideways, faster and faster. He skidded to a stop just a few yards above Taziri and Alonso. He blinked down at them. “Are you all right?”
They squinted up through the freezing wind. “Yes!”
He looked up to see Salvator still trudging up the slope, though slower than before. Lorenzo sheathed his sword and grabbed the Mazigh woman’s hand. Together, they hauled Alonso up the slope one painful step after another. Several times the hidalgo looked up to see how far Salvator had gotten, and finally he looked up to see that Salvator was gone.
He took the skyfire stone. He took my stone. What am I going to tell Ariel? How will I track him down? Where will he go? Back to Rome? And what will he do with the stone when he gets there?
At the top of the slope, they staggered onto the trail and stood in the knee-deep snow beside the body of the basajaun already covered in a thin blanket of white powder. After a moment of exhausted gasping and shivering, Lorenzo helped the other two to properly close up their coats against the bitter storm and then he led them slowly along the trail in search of Mirari and the others.
It took longer than he expected to find the three people huddled in the lee of a large overhang. They were kneeling and sitting close together in the snow.
“Where is he? Where is Fabris?” Lorenzo shouted over the wind.
Mirari pointed down the trail. “He ran past a moment ago.”
The wind screamed higher and louder and everyone stumbled half a step toward the mountain side, all clutching their coats and hats.
“Get up! Everyone needs to get up. We need to keep moving,” Lorenzo said. “I know we’re all tired and hurt, but if we don’t get off the mountain before dark, then we’ll freeze. Come on, everyone up.”
He held out his hand to Dante. The Italian didn’t move. Shahera lay curled up beside him, one bare hand on his chest.
“Both stabbed through the heart,” Mirari said calmly. “He must have killed them as he came up the path to find you.”
Lorenzo swallowed as he knelt down to check them each for a pulse. There was none. Dante slumped against the rock, his legs dusted with fresh snow, one of his eyes still open and white with frost. Shahera’s mouth hung open, her lips blue. Lorenzo closed their eyes and mouths and smoothed their hair away from their faces.
It wasn’t supposed to be like this. None of this was supposed to happen. And now we have to leave them here like this.
He stood up. “We have to leave them here. We can’t carry them with us.”
“Oh God, no.” Taziri knelt down beside the bodies. She took Shahera’s hand.
“I’m sorry, but we have to go now.” Lorenzo helped her up and started her moving on down the trail.
“But they were my responsibility!” Taziri shook him off. “We can’t just leave them.”
“We have to!” Lorenzo grimaced as he pulled her away from the bodies.
They were unarmed. Why kill them? Why would anyone kill a stranger for no reason?
Mirari led the way with the others close behind her. Lorenzo lagged a few paces with Alonso. The younger man breathed in shallow wheezes and his hand remained tightly pressed against his ribs. Lorenzo kept a firm grip on his student’s shoulder, ever ready to grab him should he stumble or falter, but Alonso shuffled all the way back across the western face of the mountain and down the goat path without a single misstep.
When they finally reached the deep rocky gullies, the sky was a deep purple and a few colorless stars were glistening overhead. The snow let up but the wind grew fiercer, whistling and howling and shrieking through the cracks in the rocks and showering them with the snow dust lying on the ground. Mirari led them all the way back down the road to Yesero, to the doors of the wayhouse. Taziri stumbled inside without pausing, but Mirari stood by the door and when Lorenzo and Alonso passed her she touched the young man’s arm. Alonso stopped, looked at her, and then nodded at the hidalgo.
Lorenzo went inside alone and passed the table where Taziri sat near the fire, already clutching the edge of her steaming plate of roasted goat and potatoes, her face pale, her eyes vacant. He went back to the little room with the three beds, closed the door behind him, and sat down on his bed. The room was dim and cool, but compared to the hours of walking through the mountain storm, Lorenzo felt swaddled in heat and silence, his eyes useless after staring into the snow glare all day long. He looked down at his gloved hands, barely able to see them in the dark.
“I’m sorry, sister.”
“It’s not your fault.” The dead nun sat down on the bed across from him, her silvery hands folded in her silvery lap. “You did what you could. That’s all anyone can do.”
“I should have left the others here,” he said. “Dante and Shahera would still be alive, and Alonso wouldn’t have been hurt, and those things on the mountain would…” He swallowed.
“If you’d left the others here, then Salvator might have simply killed them all here before he came after you. You can’t know what might have happened. Be grateful that you’re alive, and your student is alive, and the Mazigh is alive.”
Lorenzo raised his head. “Are you saying that it’s not so bad since the people who died weren’t important to me? Because they were strangers?”
“Not exactly. But losing two strangers is easier than losing two friends or loved ones. I’m not saying it’s noble or holy, but it is human. Don’t hate yourself for that,” Ariel said. “You’re allowed to be human.”
“I hate being human,” he said. “I should be better than this. Wiser. Stronger.”
“Oh, Lorenzo. You already took them in, fed them and clothed them, and did everything you could to defend them from their own enemies. God knows where your heart lies.”
“This isn’t about scoring points with the man upstairs.” Lorenzo looked up at the black ceiling. “Dante and Shahera died because of me. Because I took them up there. Because I got them excited about finding the stone. But why…why did he kill them? Why bother? How can he just go through life killing innocent people? He could have left them alive and nothing else would have changed. He still would have stolen the stone, only maybe a moment or two later.”
“A moment or two can make all the difference in the world.”
They sat in silence. Lorenzo looked back down at his hands and slowly pulled off his gloves. He peered up through his brows, expecting to see a vacant bed but the ghost was still sitting there, watching him.
“Lorenzo?”
“Hm?”
“I saw him leave. The Italian. I saw him leave through the village about an hour before you arrived. He mounted a horse and rode away with a large sack over his shoulder,” Ariel said. “And I knew the skyfire stone was in the sack. I could feel it.”
He nodded. “I wish you could have seen it. A lump of gold as big as my head on a rock table glowing red from the heat. A whole mountain side bare of snow and hot to the touch, but the stone was cool as we wrapped the harness around it.”
“No, Lorenzo. I mean that I actually felt the stone. I could feel it pulling me toward it just as I can feel the pull of your medallion and those other faraway cities.”
Lorenzo touched the triquetra under his shirt. “You mean you have the same connection to the stone as to this? But I thought the reason you could sense the medallion was because you wore it in life. You never touched the stone in life, did you?”
“Of course not. I never dreamed it was a mere half day’s walk from a little town like this, either. How were you so certain this was the right mountain?”
He shrugged. “I wasn’t completely sure. I had a list of six mountains, but this was by far the best fit for all the evidence we collected. We got lucky.” He winced at his choice of words.
There wasn’t anything lucky about today.
The nun refolded her insubstantial hands. “Lorenzo, I can still feel the stone now. I can feel it drawing me south. It almost feels as though I could release this aether form right now and be whisked across the countryside to the stone this very minute.”
Lorenzo pulled out his medallion and stared at the metal disc. “And it’s the same feeling you get from this thing?”
“Oh yes, only stronger. Much stronger.” Ariel reached out her pale hand to the dim golden disc in his hand. As her finger passed through the metal, the drifting aether of her form suddenly swirled down violently into the triquetra. The woman cried out and snatched her hand away.
Lorenzo stared as the white vapors slowly resolved back into the nun’s hand, and then he stared down at the medallion. “It feels…warmer. What just happened?”
“It felt like I was being drawn into it.” Ariel shifted away down the bed. “It felt like a riptide of aether, and my very soul was draining down with it.”
He held it out to her. “I don’t understand. What does that mean?”
She frowned but reached out again with a single finger. As it came closer to the dark gold, the aether slid forward off her in a silvery cascade. “It feels warm. I don’t understand, I haven’t felt warm since I died, Lorenzo. I’m afraid.”
“All right, that’s enough.” He pulled the medallion back and Ariel fell off the bed toward him, her entire hand embedded in the gold. “What’s happening? Back away, sister.”
“I’m trying!”
They both stood up and Lorenzo retreated to the far wall, but the nun glided after him, her arm sunken into the medallion up to the shoulder.
“Lorenzo, please, make it stop. I can’t focus, I can’t think.”
The hidalgo stared around the room, but there was nothing at hand except the bedding. “What can I do? Tell me what to do!” He pulled back again but the nun was swept along with him. The medallion felt warm in the palm of his hand. He threw the triquetra across the room.
The medallion clanged against the wall and thumped on the floor.
Lorenzo blinked. Ariel was gone.
“Sister?”
He slowly crossed the room, staring at the shadows, listening.
“Sister?”
Oh God, what have I done?
He found the medallion in the corner and picked it up. The gold warmed his skin and he wrapped his hand around it, pressing the triquetra into his palm. “Ariel?”
“Lorenzo?”
“Sister?” Lorenzo looked around the empty room. “Where are you?”
“I don’t know. I can’t see anything. It’s dark. And it’s warm.”
Lorenzo opened his hand to look at the medallion.
“It’s lighter now. I think I can see your face, Lorenzo, but I can’t seem to move. I can’t feel my hands. I can’t even turn my eyes. Can you see me?”
He nodded at the golden disc in his hand. “I think I do. I think you’re inside the medallion.”
“Inside…?”
Lorenzo sat on the bed again. “I’ve never heard of anything like this before.”
“Neither have I.” She paused. “It feels like nothing I’ve ever known. It’s so still and warm. I don’t feel like myself. I don’t feel like anything. I feel adrift and anchored at the same time.”
“I don’t know what to do. Tell me what to do.”
What have I done? Nothing can harm a ghost, nothing!
“I don’t know, Lorenzo.” Ariel fell silent for a long moment. “Well, whatever this is, I suppose it’s not the end of the world. I spent the first twenty years of my death resting in my grave, contemplating my life. It can’t hurt to spend a little time resting here. Wherever here is. I’m sure we’ll figure it out in time. Just try not to lose the medallion, Lorenzo.”
“Of course not, never.”
“And don’t wear it in bed with Qhora.”
He blushed. “All right.” He turned the golden disc over and over in his hand. The discolored edge gleamed darkly at him. The gold. The dark gold, the red gold. Just like the skyfire stone. The warmth. The heat. “Oh my God. It’s the metal. The metal in the stone. There must be some of it here where the triquetra was mended. It drinks up aether. It’s some sort of lode stone, like an aether magnet!”
“Not just aether, but souls as well,” Ariel’s voice said. “This is a natural substance that can imprison a person’s immortal soul. The divine fire of the human soul trapped in a bit of gold. Maybe this substance really is a shard of heaven, as you said.”
“Souls. Divine fire. The heat.” Lorenzo felt his heart pounding in his chest. But if Ariel’s soul makes this medallion warm… “How many souls are there in the skyfire stone? How many souls would it take to make it so hot that it can make a rock glow red and keep the snow from touching the ground for a hundred yards in every direction?”
“I don’t know. Dozens? Hundreds? Thousands?”
He nodded, his hands trembling. “All those years on the mountain side, the stone must have been drawing in the souls of the miners and their families, all the ghosts that might have been wandering the north. Whole generations, whole towns.”
“Dear God, that’s why I’ve never met a ghost from this region,” Ariel said. “Because there aren’t any. Sooner or later, they all stumbled across the stone high on the mountain, and they touched it. And now they’re all trapped inside the stone.”
Lorenzo looked up sharply at the window. “The stone. Salvator has the stone. He’s taking it and all those poor souls to make a weapon, to kill people.”
“And the more people he kills, the more souls could be drawn into the stone, making it even more powerful and more deadly.”
The hidalgo looked at his pillow with infinite longing. His body ached and every blink of his eyes was a battle to force them open again. “Alonso’s hurt. He needs to rest. And I can’t put Taziri in any more danger. I’ll have to go alone. And I’ll have to go now.”
“You need to sleep. You’re no good to anyone exhausted.”
“Salvator already has a long head start. I can’t waste the night sleeping.” Lorenzo stood up and slipped the medallion over his head, letting it rest on his chest over his coat. “Can you still feel the skyfire stone? Do you know which direction it is?”
“Yes. South and east.”
Out in the dining room, he announced his intention to leave immediately and he told Alonso to escort Taziri back to Zaragoza as soon as he felt strong enough to ride. “You won’t have to worry about Fabris. He isn’t heading that way. Find Qhora and the other boys, and when you’re ready, go back to the Diaz estate in Madrid and wait for me there. I’m sure it won’t be long before it’s safe for foreigners to travel openly again and you’ll be able to return to Marrakesh.”
Alonso nodded. “Yes, sir. Will do.”
Taziri frowned into her empty tea cup. “Don Lorenzo, my whole reason for being here with you was to protect my passengers. But I’ve lost them all. Nicola, Dante, and Shahera. But I have another oath to keep, to protect my country. I need to go with you to make sure that stone never reaches its destination. I can’t let it be used against my people, or yours, or anyone else’s.”
“All right.” Lorenzo sighed. I can’t stand between her and her duty. I have to respect that. As much as I want her to stay far away from Fabris and the stone. God, please don’t let me lose her too. “Alonso, you’ll be all right on your own?”
“Absolutely. Mirari invited me to lunch tomorrow with her sister Nina.” The young diestro winked. “Assuming these crazy mountain people don’t kill me, I’ll be just fine.”
Lorenzo rested his gloved hand on the door. It’s going to be pitch black out there, and freezing, and snowing. Why did this all have to happen in the dead of winter? “We need to go now, if you’re sure you want to come with me.”
“I’m sure.” Taziri stood up and crossed the room. Her eyes were half lidded and lined, her lips thin, her shoulders slumped. “Let’s go save the world.”
The hidalgo managed a brief smile. “Let’s.”



Day Nine



Chapter 25. Qhora


Wayra strutted up to the gate in the tall chain fence, the long blue feathers atop her head fluttering in the breeze. Beyond the fence stood a few long, low buildings near the edge of the bay, and beyond them Qhora could see the Middle Sea rolling darkly in the late day sun. To her left, the city of Valencia huddled close to the shore as though clinging to the feeble warmth of the sea.
The two guards at the gate looked up at the huge bird and glanced at each other. If she hadn’t been so tired from two days in the saddle, Qhora might have enjoyed their nervousness. “Good afternoon. I’m here to see Lord Admiral Magellan.”
The left guard said, “I’m sorry, miss, but the admiral left aboard the Arkangel several days ago. I can’t say when he’ll return.”
His answer wasn’t entirely surprising. As she rode up the coastal lane, she hadn’t seen anything in the bay matching Taziri’s description of the warship that shot down her aircraft. “Very well, then I need to speak to your commander. Immediately.”
“This is a military facility, miss. No civilians permitted without authorization. But I can deliver a message to Captain Ortiz, if you like.”
“I am Dona Qhora Quesada, wife of Don Lorenzo Quesada de Gadir, and I am here on behalf of Commander Rui Faleiro,” she said. “And I need to speak to your Captain Ortiz, in person, immediately.”
The names worked. The guard escorted her through the gate and across the yard to a small brick office flanked by a pair of small browning pine trees. Captain Ortiz greeted her curtly. “We haven’t heard from Faleiro in quite some time. He was due back over a week ago, according to my log. I suppose he ran into some weather on the road somewhere.”
“Actually, he was murdered on the road somewhere, between here and Madrid I believe.” Qhora wore her most professional bored expression. For two days, she had had nothing to do except to guess when she would stumble upon Valencia and to perfect her questions and answers for when she arrived.
“Murdered? By whom?”
“By an Italian named Salvator Fabris. I believe he was stationed here as well.”
Ortiz frowned. “He was. I thought he’d been discharged. You have evidence against Fabris? A witness?”
“A confession. He told my husband that he’d killed Faleiro.”
The captain sighed. “This is what happens when you let in foreigners. Begging your pardon, Dona, I mean Italians and Mazighs and so on, not New Worlders like yourself. This entire project has been twice as difficult since the admiral started bringing in his special contractors. And now they’re murdering our officers?” He glared as he shuffled the papers around his desk, yanked out a clipboard, and began scribbling notes. “I’m issuing a warrant for Fabris’s arrest. No doubt you and your husband will be summoned to testify against him, but that could be months away. No need to worry about it now.” Ortiz paused, then resumed writing on a fresh page. “And I’m shutting down the science experiment in the warehouse. No more nonsense on my watch until we get this foreigner business under control.”
Qhora smiled her best high-society smirk of flirtatious conspiracy. “A science experiment? Here? How bizarre! Whatever do you mean?”
“Oh, it’s this machine they brought in, apparently on Fabris’s orders. Something that he found out on the road last week.”
“What sort of machine? Like a locomotive? I visited Marrakesh once and saw two locomotives crash straight into each other. Can you imagine?” Qhora loathed the act right down to the little giggle and smile at the end of her questions, but she had no other leverage with this man and couldn’t risk being turned away empty-handed.
Ortiz shook his head. “No, ma’am, I cannot. But this machine is no locomotive. It looks like a damned bird. Lord knows why those Mazighs keep building these flying contraptions. If God wanted us up in the clouds, that’s where he would have put us in the first place.”
“I couldn’t agree more.” Qhora rested her gloved hand on her chest, just below her little golden triquetra.
Ortiz offered her a polite smile and nod. “Well, Dona Qhora, I can’t thank you enough for coming all this way to report this Fabris matter to me. I promise you, it will be dealt with swiftly.”
“Thank you so much, captain.” She stood to leave. Her hand strayed to her empty purse and she thought of her empty saddlebags. “Oh, look at the time. It’s already so late in the day. Can you recommend a hotel where I might spend the night?”
Ortiz stood up. “Actually, my wife and I would be honored if you would stay the night with us, Dona. It’s the least I can do in return for your services today.”
Qhora smiled. Such predictable nobility. I almost regret manipulating him like this, but a twinge of regret is better than another night out in the cold. “Why thank you, captain, I believe I will accept your most generous offer.”



Chapter 26. Syfax


When the little fishing boat rounded the point, they saw the enormous harbor of Gibraltar and Algeciras glittering with the light of the setting sun. It had taken a day and a half to sail down the coast, fighting with the unpredictable winds of the Strait and then putting in at Marbella for a few hours of rest during the previous night. Syfax squinted into the brilliant white flashes on the dark waves and noted all the small craft coming in off the Strait for the evening. Big fishers, little fishers, sailers and rowers, and even a few trawlers with Mazigh steam engines huffing amidships. His gaze swept from south to north, from the Strait up into the harbor.
“Aw, crap.”
The enormous warship sat at anchor just inside the mouth of the harbor, lying east-west with her bow facing them.
“How the hell did that get here?” Shifrah asked. “The last I heard, the engines were still being tested. I didn’t think it could move at all.”
“They must have moved it right after we flew over it,” Kenan said. “Maybe they were afraid we would report it and send some Mazigh steamers to investigate.”
“But if they meant to hide it again, wouldn’t they have moved it north, perhaps to Barcelona, instead of south?” Nicola asked. “I mean, on a clear day someone in Marrakesh could probably just look across the Strait with a spyglass and see this monstrosity sitting here. There’s no good reason to place a warship so near another country unless you mean to use it, either as a threat or a deterrent or an actual weapon.”
“You’re probably right,” Syfax said. He studied the ship for a moment, staring up at its high decks and heavy anchor chains. They moved it as soon as they knew we’d seen it. And they moved it closer to Marrakesh, damn close. They must mean to use it. People are gonna start dying. And soon. “All right. Slight change of plans. You guys keep sailing to Tingis to report all this to the generals. I’m gonna see what I can do about this boat.”
“What do you mean?” Kenan pointed at the warship. “You’re going to go pick a fight with that thing?”
“Yeah, well, if they decide to use that ship, we’d only have about half an hour’s warning before it started shelling one of our cities.”
“So we get to Tingis as fast as we can and have the council send a military blockade to fence this thing in until the politicians can talk it out,” Kenan said. “You might have noticed it’s sort of a big ship, sir. I’m not sure what you think you can do to it on your own.”
“It’s a machine.” Syfax shrugged. “Open a few valves, rip out some wires, spill some fuel. How hard can it be?”
“That’s insane.” Kenan slumped back against the gunwale with Shifrah huddled close beside him. He muttered, “You’re insane.”
Syfax gave the one-eyed woman a second look. He’d made several attempts to coax her away from the kid and over to his side of the boat during the long sail from Malaga, but she’d pretended to ignore all of his looks and gestures. It was hard to imagine that a woman like that would be cozying up to Kenan on purpose, so it was probably just an accident due to the fact that Nicola had claimed the seat next to the major. Well, I’m sure we’ll have time to clear that up when this is over and we’re all back home.
“Hey, captain?”
The fisherman glanced at him. “Hm?”
“I need you to swing in close to that ship there in the middle, as close as you can stand it.”
“You’re serious?” The fisherman adjusted the tiller slightly, a frown and a squint tightening his face. He spoke around the pipe clenched in his teeth. “All right, but I’m not getting too close. There’re rules about this sort of thing. Rules like, don’t get too close to nothing with guns on it.”
Syfax dragged his fingers through the salt water. A cold wave slapped his skin. It stung. “Don’t worry about it. I can swim this.”
A few minutes later they were sailing west parallel to the warship, still at least two hundred yards away. “Closer than I’d like,” the fisherman muttered.
“It’ll do.” Syfax shed his heavy coat and turned to Kenan. “All right kid, you’re on solo duty now. Get the women into Tingis safe and sound, and then run straight to the head office to report everything. Recommend they send at least four destroyers to blockade this harbor immediately. And don’t forget to send someone to look for Taziri and the others in Madrid.”
“You mean Zaragoza?” Kenan raised an eyebrow.
“Yeah, right. Good. Good luck, kid.” The major took one last look at the looming warship with its tall, sheer hull and he slipped over the side into the water. The cold struck his chest with a hammer blow that sucked the air from his lungs, and in the bare moment that his head was underwater the freezing sea burned his scalp. He broke the surface again, already shivering.
For a fleeting instant he tried to remember whether he’d ever done something quite like this.
I must have, some time. Maybe in the army, or when I was a kid.
Nothing came to mind. Syfax turned to face the ship and began long, powerful breaststrokes just beneath the surface. He didn’t dare use an over-arm style that might kick up a spray and attract any attention.
He didn’t look back once. All he focused on was the gray wall of the ship’s hull where it met the dark frothing waves of the harbor. The salt stung his eyes. His fingers felt as thin as icicles clawing through the water, and his boots weighed three tons but he kept them on.
Stroke, kick.
Stroke, kick.
Ten minutes, then fifteen. He scanned the hull for features, for a way up and in other than the anchor chain and after closing half the distance he found it. A metal ladder ran down the face of the hull from a wide cannon port straight into the water. He angled toward it. When he reached the ship, every muscle in his body was threatening to cramp, to knot up tightly into a warm ball and let him sink into the darkness.
Syfax gripped the rungs of the ladder and began to climb. As he rose out of the water, the whistling sea wind sliced through his soaking clothes and set him to shivering all over again but he just tightened his muscles that much more to steady himself.
Hand, foot.
Hand, foot.
He glanced up at the edge of the ship against the purpling sky and saw nothing but a few wisps of cloud hurrying east on the wind.
Hand, foot.
Syfax raised his head to look over the edge of the cannon port and saw a wide, dark space terminating in an armored door. The space was empty.
So, not a cannon port at all. Wouldn’t have made much sense to have the ladder if it was. Must be some sort of rescue hatch for people falling overboard.
He climbed up and inspected the hatch.
No handle, no lock. Everything on the inside.
He glared at the door for a minute, then pulled out his hunting knife and banged it once on the hatch.
The clang echoed inside.
Syfax flattened himself against the wall and waited. After two minutes, he struck the hatch a second time, and again readied himself.
He was about to hit the door a third time when he heard the latch click and saw the door swing outward. A man stuck his head out, squinting into the cold air. Syfax grabbed the man’s throat and hauled him out onto the exposed deck. He planted his boot in the back of the sailor’s knee and as the man went down, Syfax wrapped his arm around the sailor’s neck and waited for the sailor to pass out.
With the sailor safely sleeping in the external bay, Syfax slipped inside and locked the hatch. The corridor was narrow and brightly lit, and everything seemed to be made of steel. The walls, the decks, and especially the intestinal mass of pipes and tubes winding along the ceiling.
He dropped his dripping shirt on the deck and started down the nearest stair. In the distance he could hear footsteps and voices echoing, but none seemed close or urgent so he pushed them to the back of his mind and focused on the walls and doors, and the numbers labeling everything. Occasionally someone would come down a nearby corridor and the major would slip back around a corner, or into a doorway, or up a stair, and each time the sailor would wander past showing no sign that the intruder had been detected.
So, where is it? The great big, breakable heart of this pile of junk?
Down.
His stairwell ended two decks down where the lights were dimmer and sounds of human activity were drowned out by the regular roaring, huffing, and clacking of machines.
Bingo.
Syfax jogged down the narrow gray hall to a closed hatch. The engine noises grew louder as he pressed his ear to the door. He grabbed the wheel in the center of the hatch, jerked it loose with a sharp clang, and spun it open. The hatch swung aside and Syfax stepped through with his knife in his hand.
“Damn.”
He was standing in a long, low-ceilinged room with two massive boilers along the right and left walls stretching down into the distance. The network of overhead pipes here completely obscured the ceiling, glass-faced gauges and brass-handled valves studded the pipes at irregular intervals, and blocky workstations stood at the ends of the boilers, and clustered in a central console, and along the back walls.
Twenty grim-faced engineers looked up from their work. Some stood over the consoles, some were holding clipboards, some held toolboxes, some lay on the floor inspecting their precious machines, and one older man was sipping a cup of tea. This older officer stood just inside the hatch and turned to see the huge Mazigh step into the engine room beside him and say, “Damn.”
The officer raised an eyebrow. “Who are you?”
Syfax froze. He glanced up at the dozen faces half-turned toward him, and the enormousness of the engines, and he pointed up at nothing in particular. “Yeah, they sent me down to have a quick look at the, eh, you know…thing.” He shoved the officer back into the wall and charged into the room. There were a hundred things he could break, but he knew he needed more than half a second to open a valve or smash an instrument panel and the engineers were already running toward him, most wielding wrenches, screwdrivers, and hammers.
The major caught the first sailor’s wrist, smashed him in the nose, and stripped the hammer from his hand. The hammer flew into a glass-faced board of waving needles, and a shower of sparks flew out. In the last moment before the tide of sailors crashed into him, Syfax drove his knife into the panel right near the switch marked electrico and hoped he’d hit something important.
The first three men to reach him all got a fist in the face or a boot in the stomach, and then the major lifted one bodily and hurled him back into the oncoming sailors. Wrenches and hammers were flying, men were hollering in Espani, and suddenly red lights were flashing and a klaxon was wailing. Syfax hunkered down in his boxer’s stance with his back to the corner and focused on pummeling the men one at a time. There was no way to reach the hatch now, not through the press of sweaty, greasy bodies.
A hammer smashed his left wrist and he paid back the engineer with an elbow through his jaw that left the Espani unconscious on the floor to be trampled by his comrades.
A glass jar full of washers shattered against his right temple and he squeezed his right eye shut in case some fragments of glass trickled into it with the veil of blood that spilled down over the side of his face.
A small man dashed in close and got his arms around Syfax’s legs. The major bent down to tear the engineer away and that was all the opening the others needed. They fell on him like a pack of wolves and the last thing that Syfax saw before his head struck the bulkhead was a line of armed men streaming in through the open hatch.



Chapter 27. Shifrah


“What the hell does he think he’s going to accomplish?” Shifrah watched the major swim away toward the warship.
“Who knows?” Kenan was looking the other way, out to sea. “Captain, are Espani channel markers the same as Mazigh ones?”
“They are.” The fisherman exhaled slowly and a thin haze of smoke rippled away from his pipe. “Why do you ask?”
“Well, you may have noticed that ship back there. It’s a warship.”
“Looks like.” The fisherman nodded.
“It means that Prince Valero is getting ready to start the holiday season just a bit early this year. A ship that size is meant to terrify, to control, and to kill.” Kenan ran his thumb along his lip. “It means he’s going back to the good old days when the Middle Sea ran red every summer with the blood of Espani, Italians, Numidians, Mazighs, and Hellans.”
“Could be.”
“And do you remember what would happen every autumn?”
The fisherman nodded. “The Persians came.”
“Yes, they did. And they would take whatever they wanted, and they would stay as long as they liked,” Kenan said. “My mother said it was always bad for business when the Persians came through, back in Port Chellah.”
“It was bad in Italia, very bad indeed,” Nicola said quietly.
“Bad in Malaga, too.” The fisherman shifted his foot on the winch to let out a bit of line and the sail swung out a bit farther.
Shifrah smiled. This boy is smart, and not just clever in the way that some angry young men could be, but really smart. He understands people. He doesn’t have to lie to get what he wants. That’s a child’s game. No, this boy tells the truth. No lies to remember, no lies to get caught in. And that’s why he’s going to live a very long time.
“I think we should do something about this ship, captain,” Kenan said. “You and I both know that the major is just going to get himself killed.”
“Most like.” The fisherman nodded. “That’s why I let him go. I’m no traitor.”
“I know you’re not. I’m not asking you to kill anyone or even to damage that ship back there, but I do need your help.”
The old man reached down and tightened his winch line again. “How?”
“The channel markers.” Kenan pointed at the buoy rocking on the rough waves at the mouth of harbor. A small bell clanged on top of it, and just below the below the bell was a ring of mirrors to reflect search lights and starlight. “They’re damaged by rough weather all the time. Waves. Lightning. Driftwood.”
“True.” The fisherman turned the tiller slightly.
“I think some of these markers here are due for a little damage.”
The fisherman shook his head. “We all need the markers. If we muck about with them, then the fishermen start running aground, losing traps, crossing lines, tearing nets. That’s a lot of good men losing their livelihoods for you. No, sir. I’ll take you to Tingis and you can have your blockade. That’s more than fair.”
Kenan frowned, then leaned down to paw through the major’s discarded coat. He sat up a moment later with a tiny Italian two-shot revolver in his hand, pointed at the captain. “I’m sorry about this. You’re a good man and you don’t deserve this, and I don’t want to hurt you. But I will if I have to. So now you’re going to help me break those markers, or I’ll kill you and then break them by myself.”
The fisherman’s eyes narrowed. He chewed his pipe for a moment. “All right then.”
His tone was as flat as ever. It might have meant he was willing to help, or that he was willing to die. But he nudged the tiller and the little sailboat swung toward the first marker buoy.
“Thank you.” Kenan slipped the gun into his pocket and leaned back.
Shifrah slipped her arm down around the young man’s waist and rested her head on his shoulder. It was an uncomfortable position, especially on a cold rocking boat, but she knew it would work. He slipped his arm around her shoulders and held her against his slender body, and he rested his chin on the top of her head.
She smiled. Dangerous, smart, and powerful, yes, but still just a man.



Day Ten



Chapter 28. Lorenzo


They trotted slowly up the wide gravel road from Valencia along the shore toward the huge black docks on the south side of the harbor. Taziri was quick to point out the absence of the warship and for a moment they simply sat in their saddles and stared out over the water at the handful of brave little fishing boats rocking on the wintry waves. Then Lorenzo nudged his mare onward to the docks.
“There must be someone there who can tell us what is going on,” he said.
“The stone is very close now, Lorenzo,” Ariel whispered from the triquetra around his neck. “Very close. Be careful.”
Taziri followed in silence.
Up ahead they saw another rider sitting in the middle of the road and looking out to sea. Soon they recognized Salvator Fabris’s oiled mustache and the golden rapier on his hip. The burned and stained canvas bag hung from the rear of his saddle against his horse’s flank. As Lorenzo and Taziri approached, the Italian called out, “You can imagine my surprise to find the ship rather…gone.”
“Yes, well, clearly Magellan heard you were returning and thought the most sensible course of action was to hide his entire armada and hope you would just go away,” Lorenzo said. “I wish I could do the same, but once again you seem to have something that belongs to me.”
“Stop worrying so much, Quesada. You think I would use it against Espana?” Fabris shook his head. “Give me some credit. Your country and mine are more alike than any two in the world. We are natural allies in all things, from the Roman Church we defend to the wine we drink. This stone will be a sword and shield against the powers of the east. The Empire of Eran. The Constantian Church and the Mazdan Temple. They are the true warmongers, and they are ones who should fear my intentions, not you.”
“You’ve threatened my wife, stolen my property, attacked my students, and murdered two of my companions. A lesser man might take that personally.” Lorenzo smiled. Stay calm, no matter what. My only hope to win here is by shaking his resolve first. “Fortunately, I am not a lesser man. Give me the stone now and I’ll let you go in peace. Go back to Italia and defend your home howsoever God directs you.”
“How long would you keep the stone? A week? A month? How long before Magellan or some other military commander discovers it and takes it for himself and turns it against your neighbors? Magellan is no saint and barely a patriot. I should know, I’ve sat through enough of his egomaniacal tirades. He wants war. He craves it. A great war in which he can cement his place in history. He wants his name to be remembered.” Salvator shook his head. “Men like him cannot be trusted with power, and men like you cannot be trusted to stand against men like him. You’re too forgiving. Too trusting. Too holy. The world doesn’t need holy men. It needs strong men.”
“And who says my husband isn’t a strong man?”
Lorenzo looked up at the figure on the hill above them. Qhora sat astride Wayra, a dagger in her hand, his old army coat flapping about her in the morning breeze, and her tricorn hat perched proudly on her head. The huge eagle strutted carefully down the icy slope. “Good morning, my love.”
“Good morning, sweetheart.” Lorenzo smiled at her. Dear God, she’s perfect. “You’re looking lovely. Well rested. And not at all in prison.”
“I know. Didn’t Salvator tell you? The Espani soldiers threw him out on his ass as soon as they realized what he really was.”
“And what am I?” Fabris asked.
“Not a good man.”
Salvator smiled at her. “Your husband, on the other hand, is indeed a good man. The world would be a better place if more men were like him, but alas, the world is full of monsters in human guise and it will take more than good men to safeguard the civilized world.”
Qhora came down to the edge of the gravel road. “Captain Taziri, it’s good to see you again. Thank you for looking out for my Enzo.”
The Mazigh woman nodded. “He wasn’t too much trouble.”
“I’ve found something you might want to see, captain.” Qhora nodded at the black docks. “The soldiers have something here that belongs to you. They’ve even been trying to fix it in your absence.”
“My plane?”
“I’ve befriended the man in command of this place, a Captain Ortiz,” Qhora said. “I can take you to the hangar right now to see your machine.”
“Won’t the soldiers mind?” Salvator asked with a grin.
“Of course not.” Qhora turned her bird up the road. “It’s Sunday.”
Salvator nodded knowingly as he nudged his horse away from the Incan woman. Wayra snapped her huge head forward and screamed at the Italian’s nervous mount, and then the great eagle raised herself up to her full height to shriek and trill over and over. Qhora stroked the bird’s neck until she fell quiet again. “Shh, shh.”
She smiled at Salvator. “That was her blood song. The hatun-ankas are very protective of family, including their riders. They mate for life, and raise their young quite lovingly and tenderly. And when family is threatened, they sing the blood song. It summons the rest of the flock to war. They are flesh eaters and blood drinkers. Wonderful creatures.” She stroked Wayra’s neck, her eyes fixed on the frowning Italian.
Taziri glanced at Lorenzo, and he waved her on toward the naval base gates at the top of the road. “Go ahead. I’ll be fine.”
The women rode on toward the base. Qhora called back, “Enjoy your present dear.”
Salvator looked down at the hidalgo. “Present?”
Lorenzo jerked his head up toward the hill that his wife had descended. Atoq sat at the top silhouetted against the colorless morning sky. The huge cat roared.
“Ah yes, your dueling partner.” Fabris nodded. “I remember him well. Strong leg work, but a rather muddled and brutish style.”
“The stone, senor,” Lorenzo said. “Place it on the ground, and leave.”
“I decline.” The Italian drew his rapier and kicked his horse into a gallop, driving down the shallow hill toward Lorenzo.
The hidalgo drew his espada and nudged his weary mare into a light-footed trot. When Salvator passed by he slashed at Lorenzo’s face, but the Espani batted the rapier away and then guarded his back, catching the Italian’s second attack just behind his neck. They trotted apart.
“You’ll have to kill me to take this stone, and I know you won’t kill me,” Salvator said. “What good is a soldier who can’t kill? You’re a broken sword, Quesada. Useless!” He charged again and this time Lorenzo held his horse quite still until the moment of contact. The hidalgo yanked his mare into a side-step so the Italian’s thrust whisked past his shoulder, and then he threaded his espada into the swept hilt of the rapier and flicked the Italian weapon high into the air.
The golden sword clattered on the gravel road many yards from Fabris.
Lorenzo dropped from his saddle and picked up the rapier. It was beautiful. The mirror finish of the blade, the smith’s scrollwork signature, the gleaming hilts, the slender crossguards. “The rapier is better than the espada,” he said. “Stronger. Thinner. Longer. Lighter. The design brings us all one step closer to the ultimate sword, the perfect gentleman’s weapon for slaughtering his lover’s husband.” He threw the rapier to the Italian. “Dismount.”
Salvator snatched his weapon out of the air. “And if I don’t?”
Lorenzo gestured with his blade to the eight-hundred pound cat on the hill above them. “I don’t suppose I can fight a mounted rider, but Atoq will slaughter the horse with you still on it. I imagine that scenario will end rather poorly for you.”
Fabris dismounted. “I’ve killed good men before. I won’t hesitate to do so now.”
“I didn’t ask you to.”
Salvator attacked and Lorenzo defended, and then the duel began in earnest. As he fell into his routines and his carefully choreographed circles of attack and defense, Lorenzo watched the Italian’s eyes.
What sort of man is he really? A patriot? A killer? A thief? A warrior? What does he believe in?
Their blades rang out again and again, echoing dimly across the flat beach below the road where the sand lay frozen under a layer of ice and grime. Salvator favored the press, driving forward, closing within half a pace of his opponent. But Lorenzo didn’t give him the control he was seeking. The hidalgo stood his ground and let the Italian squirm half an arm’s length away, their swords clashing fiercely until Fabris was forced to step back again, and Lorenzo pushed forward.
He’s stronger, but I’m faster. He’s taller, but I’m steadier. And he’s wearing the wrong shoes for this terrain. Very Italian of him.
Lorenzo swiped at Salvator’s legs regularly, forcing the man back to the edge of the dead grass above the beach. Fabris slashed at the hidalgo’s neck, keeping Lorenzo’s defense tight around his face.
After the first minute, Lorenzo’s injured arm was warm. After the second minute, his arm was aching. And after the third minute he knew he would have to win soon or else falter and be killed by a mustachioed man wearing the wrong shoes.
“The man you killed on the mountain was your countryman,” he said. “An Italian.”
Salvator smiled. “Most of the men I’ve killed were Italian.”
Try something else. “The skyfire stone isn’t natural.” Lorenzo shifted to keep his opponent pinned against the edge of the bluff above the frozen sand. “I know why it’s so hot. It drinks in aether and imprisons the souls of the dead within it. That stone is a tomb for ten thousand Espani men, women, and children. It belongs on holy ground, and it belongs here in Espana.”
“That will make a fascinating footnote in my journal,” Salvator replied.
“I’ll ask you again. Yield and go in peace.”
“Yield and I’ll kill you swiftly.”
Damn your pride. “Atoq!”
The saber-toothed cat roared and bounded down the hill, his heavy paws thumping and crashing through the light ice crust on top of the snow.
Salvator’s eyes flicked to the left, toward the cat.
Lorenzo lunged. Not his own lunge, the destreza lunge taught by his dear old master Carranza. This was an Italian lunge, a lunge many considered to be perfect, a lunge crafted by the master Ridolfo Capoferro.
Dear Lord, thank you for the gift of Silvio de Medici’s pride.
He felt his espada scrape down the length of the Italian rapier toward the man’s belly. Fabris twisted at the last moment and the espada sliced into his coat, piercing his flesh at the farthest edge of his kidney.
Salvator froze, his teeth clenched in a terrible rictus of surprise and pain.
Lorenzo held the strike for only half a moment before sliding his blade back out. Salvator pressed his left hand to the wound and grimaced, his own sword drooping toward the ground. On reflex, Lorenzo raised his boot and brought it down sharply on the Italian blade, snapping it just below the golden hilt. As Fabris raised his hilt to smash down upon the Espani’s head, Lorenzo snatched up the broken blade and shoved it through the Italian’s hand and deep into his side.
The hilt fell from Salvator’s hand and the Italian stumbled aside. His eyes were twisted into a miserable squint, his jaw shook, and a pinkish trail of spittle hung from his bloodless lip.
Behind him, Lorenzo heard Atoq growling at the horses. He raised his hand without looking back and the cat fell silent.
“You cheated,” Salvator rasped.
“I used what God gave me.” Lorenzo sheathed his espada.
Salvator glanced down at the wound. “You haven’t killed me.”
“Good. I haven’t killed anyone in almost four years. I would hate to start again now.” Lorenzo began walking back toward the horses.
“Why break my sword? You’re fast enough to have beaten me fairly. You drew first blood. You might have ended it cleanly. Why destroy something so beautiful?”
“You can dress up death in a hundred shades of gold and silk and pearl, but it’s still just a sharp stick for killing people.” Lorenzo shrugged. “Now there’s one less stick in the world.”
“I’ll just get another. I’m the killer, not the sword.”
“That’s right.” Lorenzo took the bag holding the skyfire stone from the Italian’s horse and then swung up into his saddle. “ You’re the killer. And may God have mercy on your soul.”
He trotted up the hill to the gates of the compound with Atoq padding silently beside him. At the turn in the road he glanced back and saw Fabris pull the broken blade from his side, and then stagger toward his own horse. Lorenzo grimaced. “I should have killed him. If not for his past crimes, then to prevent more in the future.”
“You’ve done enough, Lorenzo,” Ariel’s voice answered from the medallion on his chest. “You took back the stone, shattered his sword, split open his hand, and bled his flesh. You’ve upheld the Father’s command for justice and answered the Son’s call for mercy. And you walked away alive and unharmed. You’ve done well. Very well.”
Lorenzo called out to the lone guard at the gate. “I’m looking for my wife. You may have seen her a few moments ago. Black hair. Blue hat. Riding a giant bird.”
The guard smiled and opened the gate. “You must be Don Lorenzo.”



Chapter 29. Taziri


The Mazigh pilot peered up at the new steel plate bolted to the tail of the Halcyon. She sighed. Poor thing. Isoke’s going to stop trusting me with her aircraft one of these days.
“Is it broken? Or fixed?” Qhora asked. “What is it, exactly?”
“Technically, it’s an aeroplane, but these pontoons make it a seaplane.” Taziri climbed up into the cabin and glanced over her instruments. Everything was right where she left it. Sitting in her seat, she worked the pedals and watched in the mirror as the tail swung left and right, just like it was supposed to. She climbed back out to stare at the steel plate again. “On the one hand, they did a terrible job. On the other hand, they did fix it. And if she flies, then you can’t argue with the results, can you?”
“I suppose not.” Qhora wandered back toward the hangar doors.
Taziri circled back around to the nose of the plane and opened the engine cowl. For a moment she wasn’t sure what she was looking at. Then she giggled.
“What is it?” Qhora asked.
“They tried to wire it back into itself,” Taziri said. I can’t believe I laughed at that. I must be exhausted. “They must have thought the loose wires were disconnected from each other. I guess it never occurred to them that there was a piece missing.”
“What piece?”
Taziri set down her bag and pulled out the battery with its tangle of electrical leads. “The piece I’ve been carrying around all over this country.” She stepped up onto the end of a pontoon and carefully set the battery back down into its slot. As she twisted the wires back together, she said, “I’m sorry about all the trouble I’ve caused you and your husband. If it wasn’t for me, you never would have needed to leave your home, and those boys wouldn’t have been hurt, and Dante…”
“The obnoxious Italian with the eyebrows and the nose? What happened to him?”
Taziri focused on checking her wires. “Fabris. Dante and Shahera both.”
“Oh, no. I’m so sorry. I liked that girl.”
Taziri turned to the little woman in the tailored soldier’s coat. “Aren’t you worried?”
“About what?”
“Lorenzo. Your husband is out there right now with that psychopath. What if Fabris hurts him or…or kills him?”
Qhora glanced briefly at the open doorway. “When I first met Lorenzo, I could barely believe that such a skinny boy with such a skinny sword could have made it across the Empire, let alone into Cusco past our warriors and past the Pizzaros. And weeks later he stumbled out of the jungle, all alone, wasted and thin. He could barely stand, but somehow he led a hundred men out of Cartagena and down to the ships. I’ve seen him duel men taller and stronger and more seasoned than him, again and again. It took time for me to accept it, to really accept it, but Lorenzo is a survivor. The plague couldn’t kill him, the forest couldn’t kill him, and two armies couldn’t kill him.” Qhora smiled. “Salvator Fabris won’t kill him either.”
“But he’s still just a man. What makes him so special?”
“Maybe he’s blessed by that god of his.” They looked up to see the hidalgo framed in the open doorway. “Or maybe he’s just lucky.” The hidalgo sauntered inside and behind him another shape filled the doorway. Atoq sat down and licked his fangs. Qhora smiled. “Or maybe his wife made sure there was a hungry saber-toothed cat nearby with a certain Italian perfume stinking up his nose.” Qhora held up a stained handkerchief and then tossed it away. “Lorenzo is good. He’s very good. But he’s also an idealist. Fortunately for him, his wife is more practical.”
Taziri finished up her work on the engine and closed the cowl. She crossed back to the door and climbed inside the cabin just as she saw the little woman in the faded soldier’s coat wrap her arms around her husband’s neck and pull him down to kiss her.
In the cockpit, Taziri pulled out her pre-flight checklist and began checking her gauges and needles and lights and controls.
If the wind plays nice, I should have enough fuel to make it to Tingis. Then I can report in, get refueled, and come back for the major and Kenan. I hope they’re all right.
She smiled.
The big ape is fine. I should be more worried about poor Kenan.
She poked her head out and saw the wide doors at the end of the warehouse were wide open. She called out to the couple still kissing passionately beside the yawning saber-toothed cat, “I’m ready to leave. I’ll be back as soon as I can to find my officers. Thank you both so much for your help. And good luck with that rock of yours. I’ll look forward to seeing what you learn about it.”
Lorenzo extracted himself from his wife and approached the plane. “Actually, captain, I’d like to come with you. With the warship missing, I’d like to see if we can spot it on the way to Tingis. It’ll help to know where it is. And I can confirm your report about Fabris to your superiors. Now that my little matter is resolved, I want to stop this war before it starts just as much as you do. After Tingis, I’ll be going to Tartessos to protest this entire matter to Prince Valero straight away.”
Taziri nodded. “Thank you. And you, Dona?”
Qhora shook her head. “I have to get my babies home and open the house for the boys. With the servants all on holiday, someone will have to look after them until you bring my husband back.” She reached out and gently shook the pilot’s hand. “It was nice meeting you. Please try not to crash again anytime soon.”
Taziri smiled. “I’ll try.”
Husband and wife said their goodbyes as Taziri fired up the Halcyon ’s engine and the propeller vanished into a blurry disc of flashing white and silver. Behind her, she saw Lorenzo come inside and lock the hatch behind him. He set down his bag in one of the passenger seats and came to sit in the co-pilot’s seat beside her.
“What’s with the luggage?” she asked over the drone of the engine.
“It’s the stone,” he said.
Taziri tightened her grip on the controls. “The stone that can set half a mountain on fire?”
“I’ll need it when we go to see Prince Valero. Nothing makes a stronger impression on that man than a ridiculous spectacle. And setting the entire Rio Tartero to boiling should convince him that Magellan is looking to plunge his country into a war that no one will win.”
“All right.” Taziri turned the Halcyon to point out the open warehouse doors. “Just don’t take it out of the bag while we’re in the air.”
The seaplane roared across the warehouse floor and rocketed out into the late morning sky over the Valencia harbor. Taziri wrestled the flight stick and pumped the pedals to keep the patched tail on course, but she soon had the feel for the damaged bird and swung about to head to south to the Strait. Below them, the Espani coast meandered along the edge of the Middle Sea between the glittering water and the shining snow-scape.
“Nice day,” she said. The sky was nothing but blue on blue across the horizon with only a few gray wisps of cloud.
Lorenzo nodded. “Hopefully we can alert everyone and have this whole business wrapped up without anyone else being hurt.”
“Do you think Valero will listen to you?”
“He’s a fat old man who just wants to enjoy his declining years and be remembered fondly. The only reason he hasn’t passed the throne to his son is that he doesn’t want to give up all the attention,” Lorenzo said. “Although, all this excitement over Magellan and the warship might just be the high note he’s looking for before he bows off the political stage.”
Taziri nodded. She didn’t care. All that mattered now was getting home, reporting in, and rushing home to hold her little girl and Yuba.
How long has it been now? Nine days? Ten? They must be going out of their minds.
The hidalgo fell silent and after a few minutes she glanced over to see him sleeping with his head at an uncomfortable-looking angle.
Two hours later she saw the distinctive outline of the narrow spit of land the Espani called Gibraltar Point below them and she eased the Halcyon south across the Strait. She could already see the dark line on the southern horizon.
Marrakesh. Home!
Halfway across the water she began angling west again to make better time to Tingis. To her right she saw the afternoon shipping traffic criss-crossing the Strait. Squared-off barges and sleek steamships cruised the choppy waters leaving trails of white steam above their wakes. Lateen-rigged yachts raced before the wind. A dozen old galleons, frigates, and brigantines rocked on the white-capped waves, slowly making the long crossing with only their huge square-rigged sails to catch the inconstant wind.
A strange outline caught her eye and she nudged the hidalgo awake. Pointing at the shape in the water, she said, “There it is.”
He peered out the window. “That’s the warship?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s enormous.”
“Yeah.”
“It’s putting out a ferocious wake. The engines must be huge. And it’s plowing straight through the shipping lanes.” Lorenzo pressed closer to the glass. “It’s hard to tell from the wake trails, but it looks like they just barely missed the nose of that steamer behind them. And there’s a barge coming up ahead of them. I can’t be sure, but it almost looks like…oh no, they hit the barge!”
Taziri banked the plane over so she could see what was going on for herself. Below them, she saw the mighty warship plowing through the midships of a small barge that was now sinking beneath the waves. More than half of the crippled vessel had already disappeared under the warship’s hull. “Are they insane? They’re killing innocent sailors and passengers. What the hell could they be thinking?”
But she already knew what they were thinking. They were racing to the Mazigh coast to launch their attack, to fire the opening salvo before a defense could be deployed. They were going to use their secret weapon while it was still a secret.
And it’s all my fault. It’s all because I flew over the ship. It’s not even Kenan’s fault for going off-course. It’s my fault because I had to make a second pass over the ship. That was my call. My order.
“They’re heading to Tingis,” she said softly.
“But we can get there first, right?”
She shook her head. “It won’t matter. We’re down to minutes. By the time we land and I tell someone what’s happening, that ship will be within firing range of the city.”
“God help us.” Lorenzo leaned back into his seat to stare at the ceiling. “How long, do you think?”
“Maybe thirty minutes. Maybe less.” Half an hour until those sons of bitches start shooting at my baby girl. Her eyes burned with tears. Maybe I can get there in time. Maybe if I run straight off the landing field and grab a trolley I’ll get home in time to get them out. Yes. I can get them out. I may not be able to save everyone else, but I’m damn well going to save my baby girl. She leaned on the throttle and felt the harsh vibrations shaking the Halcyon ’s frame as the engine roared up to full power. Two needles edged past their red lines.
“Taziri!” Lorenzo shouted over the noise of the engine. “When does steel melt? How hot?”
“What?” She wiped the stillborn tears from her eyes. “I don’t know. Two thousand degrees, I think.”
“What about the skyfire stone? Could it melt through steel?” He grabbed her shoulder and looked back at the bag on the seat behind him. “Could it melt through steel quickly?”
She almost didn’t bother thinking about the question. She was so consumed with planning her route from the airfield to her house, and where to check if Yuba and Menna weren’t at home, and where she might be able to hide them during the shelling that she barely heard Lorenzo. But then his words sank in and she realized what he was proposing.
“Drop the stone on the ship?”
He nodded emphatically. “It burns on contact with anything except that clay. If we drop the stone on the ship, can it burn through the hull and engines and things?”
I have no idea, but if it can save my little girl… “Yes! It’ll work! Get the stone!”
Lorenzo scrambled back to the bag, crouching low to keep his balance as the plane banked back around.
Taziri shoved the sticks forward and let the nose of the plane drop. The Halcyon shot down out of the clear winter sky and streaked low over the choppy waters of the Strait, curling back around toward the enormous warship. On its deck, the massive cannon turrets were slowly turning toward the Mazigh coast.
“Open the door!” She yelled over her shoulder. “I’ll take us across the length of the ship, bow to stern. Drop the stone in the middle of the stern. Even if you miss the engine completely, you’ll still tear apart the prop shafts, or their supports. It should be all we need to stop them.”
Lorenzo waved his acknowledgement as he knelt at the cabin door. With one arm wrapped around the hand rail, he unlocked the hatch and let it swing open. Taziri felt the sudden change in cabin pressure, and the drop in temperature, and the clawing wind whipping her hair into her eyes.
Up ahead she saw the first few muzzle flashes of mechanized guns and the bright lines of tracer fire streaked by the Halcyon ’s wing. It’s just like before. They’re going to shoot us out of the air. “Get ready!”
In her overhead mirror she saw Lorenzo take the clay-studded harness out of the canvas bag and open the clasps on the clay-studded straps. He grabbed the steel handles with his free hand and reset his grip on the hand rail. “Ready!”
A second salvo of rapid gunfire screamed through the air just behind the wing. They’re getting closer.
“Almost there!” she yelled.
A third chatter of gunfire clattered up from the deck of the warship and erupted into a high-pitched cacophony of shredding aluminum as the bullets tore through the Halcyon ’s fuselage. Lorenzo screamed and Taziri looked back to see him fall back from the open door clutching his chest. Half his face was painted red.
No, not him too! And where’s the stone?
A frozen spike of adrenaline stabbed at her spine as she caught sight of the stone rolling out of the harness and back into the small baggage compartment in the tail of the plane.
Nononono!
The Halcyon roared over the bow guns of the warship.
Out of time! Nothing I can do! I can’t help him and fly the plane at the same time!
The Halcyon was juddering and rattling as though the engine might tear free of the plane and leave the metal bird to plummet into the seat.
“UP!” Lorenzo hollered. “UP! Go up! Straight up! Now-now-now!”
He’s alive! She glanced back once to see the entire inner tail of the plane glowing bright orange. Brilliant gold cinders were flaking from the walls and tiny white tongues of flame were dancing in the back of the baggage compartment. The first wave of heat flooded up into the cockpit as she felt her rudder controls growing looser and less responsive.
Lorenzo still clung to the rail beside the open hatch, the entire side of his body drenched in blood. “Dear God please. UP! ”
She had never heard a man scream like that before. Not out of pain or fear, but pure selfless pleading with the Almighty, for the hand of God to intervene, not for himself but for the world, for life itself. Lorenzo’s voice was a conduit from his naked soul to his immortal Creator, and the sound of it snapped her around in her seat. She yanked back on the yoke and the crippled plane leaned back to climb into the pale cloudless sky.
The engine sputtered. Almost out of fuel. Going to stall. Need to level out.
“Keep going!” Lorenzo screamed. “Don’t stop! You can do it!”
She dug her fingers into the shaking flight stick and kept her eyes on the pale patch of blue in her window. Her feet floated off the floor as her whole body’s weight came to press back on her seat and she clung to the controls to keep from sliding out of her seat belts. The needles and dials faded away, the vertigo of having the whole world shrinking away behind her vanished, and all she could feel were the violent spasms of the plane as it disintegrated around her.
The view in her mirror changed sharply and she looked up to see that the entire tail of the plane had torn free leaving only a ragged ring of melted metal around the cabin just behind the hatch. Lorenzo hung limp, his arm still caught on the rail, his face turned down toward the clear view of the sea below, and the deck of the warship beneath them.
Taziri slammed the yoke down and the Halcyon gently, ever so gently, nosed over and leveled out, gliding on wings clinging to their last bolts and rivets. The engine sputtered and coughed, the pistons misfiring and stuttering as they gasped for fuel. Her feet rested on loose and useless pedals no longer connected to the tail of the plane, which was falling back to earth in a blazing comet of molten steel.
She eased the plane down a bit and felt the wings bite into the wind and the Halcyon began to glide. The engine banged once and fell silent.
The distant chatter and thunder of the warship’s guns reverberated distantly through the air. Taziri held the yoke very still as she craned her neck to see the ship far below and behind them. The remains of the Halcyon ’s tail had transformed into a bright glowing fist and it punched down into the warship’s deck with a thunderous boom. Men screamed and steel screamed. A column of black smoke rose from the jagged hole in the deck.
We did it. We got them. It’s over. We’re safe. Menna’s safe.
She clung to the yoke and sat rigidly in her seat, fighting to keep the Halcyon as level as possible. The whole airframe shuddered and rattled. With the engine no longer belching heat back into the cabin, the cold quickly seeped into her seat and back and neck. She shivered, but she didn’t dare let go the controls to put on her flight goggles.
They were falling slowly but steadily. She held still and focused on breathing and watching the coastline get closer and closer.
We’re not going to make it.
The Halcyon coasted down and she planted the pontoons on the foaming waves. The plane skipped and shook over the water and then plowed into a sudden halt. For the first moment, she just sat in her seat and felt the plane rocking around her. Then she pried her hands off the yoke and stumbled back to the remains of the hatch. The twisted wreckage of the missing tail had already cooled and dimmed to a smeary ring of black and gray. She knelt beside Lorenzo and slipped his arm free of the rail and rolled him onto his back.
One bullet had grazed the side of head. A second had punched through his right thigh. The floor was sticky with his blood.
She cradled his head in her lap. “I’m sorry.”
His eyes fluttered open. “Me too. This hurts. A lot.” He tried to smile.
She peered at the wound in his leg. “It doesn’t look too bad. Missed the artery.” Taziri gently pulled his long black hair out of his face. “Your wife was right about you.”
“She usually is. About what, this time?”
“That you’re very, very lucky.”



Day Eleven



Chapter 30. Lorenzo


Sunlight streamed through the open window with a fresh breeze that smelled faintly of roses and sea salt. It was a bright, airy room with tiled walls painted yellow and orange. The bed was soft and the pillow softer. Lorenzo explored the bandages on his head and then around his hip. As far as he could tell he still had all of his fingers and toes, and that was a good start.
Down past his feet he saw a woman sleeping in an old leather chair. He smiled. “Hello, captain.”
Taziri woke slowly, blinking and yawning. She smiled back. “Hello yourself.”
“How long have I been here?”
“A day or so.”
He grimaced. Qhora. “What happened?”
“There was a lighthouse nearby. The keeper saw the whole thing and telegraphed the authorities in Tingis.”
“Telegraph.” Lorenzo shook his head. “I’m starting to think we could really use one of those in Espana.”
“You’ll want at least two, I think. Anyway, there was a whole armada of cruisers and rescue ships out there in less than an hour.” Taziri stood and stretched in front of the window. “One of the coast guard boats picked us up and brought you back here to the hospital. You’re fine, by the way.”
“Good to know,” he said. “And the warship?”
“It took most of the day and night, but it sank right where we hit it. Deep water, apparently. The stone burned right through every deck and destroyed the engines and left a string of breaches straight through the whole ship. They couldn’t seal off the leaks, so they abandoned ship. Some made it back to Espana on their own. The others were picked up and they’re being questioned down in the harbor.” She dragged her chair over to his bed and sat beside him. “How do you feel?”
“Alive.” Lorenzo exhaled and felt the slight ache in his side under the bandages. He glanced over at her, wondering what was different about her. “You showered, didn’t you?”
She smiled and nodded. “Second thing I did after I got home.”
“And the first?”
“My husband.”
He laughed. “Well, you look beautiful.”
She blushed.
“Well, you do. I feel safe saying so since my wife is in another country and probably can’t hear me.” He sat up a little higher. “I suppose the skyfire stone is gone forever now.”
“It may be at the bottom of the Strait, but it’s not gone. There’s a strange warm current running through those waters now. And there’s a rumor that fully cooked fish are washing up on shore. It’s attracted quite a few picnickers and should be a very profitable new tourist destination by the time spring comes around.” Taziri grinned.
“Well, it’s nice to know something good came of it all,” he said dryly. “After all that running and fighting and worrying and dying over that stupid rock, all that trouble, and now it’s just gone. Just like that.”
“It did stop a war, you know. That’s something. It probably saved my family and everyone else in Tingis at the very least.”
He nodded. He tried to feel good about that.
Thousands of lives saved. That’s a good thing. But still, that stone might have made a difference in Espana for generations. It could have been placed in the canals under some poor city and brought heat and life to an entire province. It could have become a limitless font of wisdom if I could have learned to speak to the souls resting inside it.
Who knows what good might have come from it? And what did I do? I threw it into the ocean.
Lorenzo reached up to wrap his fingers around the triquetra medallion on his chest. “Sorry, sister. I…I’m sorry.”
The image of the dead nun appeared by the foot of the bed. It was not the swirling, vaporous shape of a ghost, no dim shade outlined in silvery aether. Ariel looked quite sharp and distinct in her ancient robe and hood, but discolored and transparent like a reflection in a dark window. She nodded and smiled. “I’m sorry, too. But you’re still alive, Lorenzo, and I think the world needs you more than that rock right now. It’ll be all right. You just need to have a little faith.” She bowed her head and faded away.
Lorenzo glanced at Taziri. “You didn’t see or hear any of that, did you?”
She frowned. “Any of what?”
“Nothing, never mind. Oh! Have you heard from your friends yet? The other officers who went south from Madrid, did they ever make it out of the country or do we need to round up a search party for them?”
Taziri’s face darkened. “They did show up last night. They hired a fisherman to sail them across the Strait from Malaga.”
He smiled. “Well, there’s some good news. They’re all fine?”
“The Italian woman, Nicola, is fine and my lieutenant, Kenan, is fine. But Major Zidane didn’t make it.”
Lorenzo bowed his head and made the sign of the triquetra. “I’m so sorry. What happened to him?”
“I don’t know. They’re debriefing Kenan and there’ll be an investigation.” She waved toward the window. “There’ll be a mountain of paperwork and headaches to deal with. Isoke almost cried when we dragged the Halcyon up onto the airfield.”
“I take it this Isoke built the Halcyon?” He nodded. “Please offer her my sincerest condolences. It was a magnificent machine. It saved us all.”
“I guess so.” She leaned her cheek on her hand. “You’ll probably be out of here in a few days. Will you still go to see Prince Valero?”
“Absolutely. Someone has to speak for all the people who nearly died here, and it needs to be one of us, not one of you. If men like Magellan continue to control our country, then it won’t be long before this all happens again.” Lorenzo squeezed his medallion and felt the unnatural warmth of the metal against his skin. “The wars in the New World almost destroyed Espana. We lost so much. Men, ships, wealth. God only knows how Magellan found the money to build that monstrosity of his.”
“Just be grateful he didn’t think to armor it against super-heated meteorites.” Taziri smiled. “You know, we’ll need to come up with a name for this new metal of yours. Perhaps espanium? Or maybe lorenzium?”
He laughed. “Dear God, I hope not. I’m sure the scientists will come up with something a little less ghastly.”
“What about aetherium?”
Lorenzo nodded. “Why not? That sounds genuine enough, and it won’t bring any of your tourists to my house for autographs.” He turned his medallion over to look at the discolored patch along the bottom edge. “There’s a legend about something like this. In ancient times there was a magical metal called orichalcum, a reddish gold more precious than any gem. I wonder if this is what they were talking about?”
“Could be.”
“You know, the city of Tartessos is built on the ruins of another, older city. The old city of Atlantia was destroyed so long ago that no one remembers why. There are a dozen different stories about earthquakes and tidal waves and fires.” He held up the medallion to the light. “You don’t suppose the entire city was destroyed by a lump of aetherium, do you?”
“Entirely possible. A magic metal that falls from the sky? I’ll bet every place in the world has a myth or legend about this stuff.”
“You’re probably right.” Lorenzo’s smile faded into a frown. “You’re right. If this aetherium has been falling from the sky all over the world as far as the Incan Empire, then there should be stories about it. It should be known. It should even be common. But it isn’t. It’s a myth, barely even a memory. Why is that? Does it all end up lost or destroyed like the skyfire stone? I mean, where has all the aetherium gone?”
Taziri raised an eyebrow. “I think that’s a question for another day. Get some rest. I’ll be back in a little while and we’ll write a little note to your wife. A friend of mine volunteered to fly up to Madrid to deliver your mail for you.”
“You have another plane?”
“No, just a good old-fashioned airship.” Taziri smiled.
“That sounds lovely. Thank you. And can you do me a favor?”
“Name it.”
“Go give that daughter of yours a hug from me. And tell her I’m sorry I kept her mother away for so long.”



Epilogue: Taziri


“What?” the Marshal General muttered to the colonel next to her. “No, we’re not going to wait for her again. I want to get out of here on time for once. Are you ready? Fine. Let’s just start.” She cleared her throat and projected her voice across the room. “I hereby call to order this hearing to review the events of investigation 1875-F-08. Captain Taziri Ohana?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Taziri nodded from her seat. On her left, Kenan sat with his hands folded in his lap and a dark frown troubling his face. On her right, Major Isoke Geroubi sat rifling through her papers, reading them carefully with her one good eye, the one that had survived the fire. Someone had said once that the scar would look dangerous and sexy, but Taziri couldn’t quite see the allure of her friend’s eye patch. “I’ve reviewed the case files to date.”
“Yes. I have here your request for certain information regarding Major Zidane. You understand of course that I cannot release that information to you in writing, but I can provide you with some answers here today, behind closed doors.” The general leaned back in her seat and poked one of the stems of her gold-rimmed glasses into the corner of her mouth. “Let’s just walk through the events of last month and try to fill in the gaps as we go. Now, we know that Lieutenant Agyeman was flying the Halcyon when you arrived over Valencia. You then took the controls when you sighted the Espani warship, Arkangel. This panel agrees with your decision to inspect the ship and to report it to us on your return to Tingis. Were you still in control of the aircraft when it was fired upon, captain?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“But you were unable to avoid the ship’s fire. You then succeeded in landing safely away from Valencia, disabling the aircraft against capture, and leading your passengers to a safe location with a Mister Lorenzo Quesada.”
“ Don Lorenzo, general.”
“Mm hm. You did this over the objections of Major Zidane. Also a good decision on your part. However, it’s at this point that the story falls apart for us, captain. While the major and Lieutenant Agyeman proceeded south to alert us to the danger of the warship, you led your passengers several hundred miles farther north to assist Mister Quesada in his search for a religious artifact. Is that correct?”
Taziri took a slow breath to collect her thoughts. “Yes, ma’am. Major Zidane, Don Lorenzo, and I were in agreement that the Espani military would pursue us with the intent to arrest, interrogate, and possibly execute us as spies. With no other assets or options, I agreed to accompany Don Lorenzo to Zaragoza where we hoped the remote location would prevent our capture. It was certainly not an ideal course of action, but at the time it did seem safest for our passengers.” She frowned. I hate talking like that. I sound like a damn machine.
“And you were pursued by an agent of the Espani military, so it would seem your concerns were justified. But you then left Zaragoza, with your passengers, and spent several days climbing through the Pyrenees Mountains where two of your passengers, a Mister Dante Aligeri and a Miss Shahera Zahd, were killed by the military agent.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And that occurred while you and Mister Quesada were, quote, fighting a pair of giant hairy ape-men, unquote.”
Taziri nodded.
“And then you pursued the military agent back to Valencia where you recovered the Halcyon with the assistance of Mister Quesada’s wife, while Mister Quesada recovered his religious artifact from the agent.”
“I thought it was my duty to ensure that the military did not acquire the artifact, which appeared to have military applications.”
“And that was your professional assessment of the object, as an engineer?”
“It was.”
Major Geroubi looked up. “From the evidence collected, I agree with the captain’s assessment about the object. The so-called skyfire stone.”
The general squinted up at them and glanced back down at her papers. “At any rate, you then proceeded south to Tingis. The events that followed in the Strait are not in dispute, there being hundreds of eyewitness accounts on file. Now, regarding Major Zidane. Lieutenant Agyeman?”
Kenan cleared his throat. “Yes, ma’am?”
“When you discovered the Arkangel near Gibraltar, the major swam to the ship by himself to attempt to disable the vessel, according to your report. This panel is well aware of the major’s service record and we have no difficulty believing that the major would attempt such a thing, regardless of the possibility of success.”
Kenan smirked and shook his head.
“You also stated that you disabled several navigational buoys around Gibraltar in the hopes that the Arkangel might be damaged by running aground.”
“That’s right. I mean yes, ma’am.”
“And the next morning, the Arkangel proceeded south from Gibraltar toward the Mazigh coast at flank speed, crashing through several commercial fishing vessels and freighters before being destroyed by Mister Quesada’s so-called artifact. We’ve had several officers from the Arkangel testify that Major Zidane did indeed board the warship and enter the engine room, but he only managed to damage a single control panel before he was subdued and incarcerated. One of the engineers has stated that shortly after the Arkangel set sail, it accelerated out of control, but no one has offered an explanation for why that happened. And in the confusion as the ship was sinking, apparently Major Zidane was left in his cell, and drowned.”
Kenan shrugged. “From my boat, I observed the Arkangel leaving its anchorage. I saw it run through the shallows and breach its hull on the rocks, per my design. I believe that the crew realized that the ship had only a short time before it sank, and so they set out across the Strait at full speed in the hopes of using their weapon before it was rendered useless. The fact that they crashed straight through those other boats tells me that the damage to the hull may have impaired their ability to steer the ship as well. I also believe, from studying the Arkangel ’s course, that it was incapable of turning fully west toward Tingis and that it would have run aground had it not been destroyed by Captain Ohana and the…artifact.”
The general leaned back. “Captain Ohana, your opinion?”
Taziri cleared her throat. “Ma’am, I have no doubt that Kenan disabled the buoys, and it is possible, however unlikely, that the Arkangel was seriously damaged while leaving its anchorage. But from what I observed in the Strait, I believe the Arkangel suffered a critical systems failure. Something very specific, something internal. If Major Zidane did damage one system before he was captured, I would guess it was something minor. Something no one thought to check before setting sail. Something like an oil pump. Without oil, any number of gears or drives could have overheated, locked, and shattered. That could have caused the ship to accelerate out of control and impaired their ability to steer.” She saw Kenan staring at her.
The general nodded. “So, you believe Major Zidane succeeded in crippling the ship, which led to its destruction, or would have led to its destruction had you not intervened.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Oh please,” Kenan muttered.
Taziri shot him a look.
“And considering the outcome,” the general continued, “it will be the recommendation of this panel that Major Zidane receive a posthumous commendation for his heroic actions.”
“Are you kidding me?” Kenan slapped his hand on the desk.
“Lieutenant!” Major Geroubi leaned around Taziri and peered at Kenan with her one good eye. “You’re dismissed. Get out.”
The young lieutenant stood up slowly, a sneer slowly curling his lip. “Go to hell, all of you. I’m through with this.” He shrugged off his dress uniform jacket and threw it over the table, and he left.
The room was silent except for the general’s fingers drumming on her desk.
“I’m sorry, general,” Isoke said. “Please continue.”
“Well, we’re nearly finished.” The proceedings continued for another half hour of questions and answers that had already been exchanged several times over the previous few weeks. Eventually the senior officers filed out and the junior officers in the gallery raced out and Taziri wandered out last of all with Isoke.
Outside, the streets of Tingis were still humming with the electric hiss of the wires strung overhead, crisscrossing from building to building. A trolley clacked down the center of the road, its antenna scraping down the hanging power lines. Countless windmills spun and rattled on the rooftops and far off to their left Taziri heard the distinctive bellow of a huge megathera as it lumbered through the warehouse district, no doubt hauling some massive piece of machinery into place.
“You did good,” Isoke said. “All things considered. It was a mess from one end to the other, no doubt about that, but it came out all right in the end. Zidane was a good man, but not a good officer.”
“I’m starting to think Kenan might be the opposite.” Taziri squinted at the sun hanging low in the western sky. “I suppose he’s no great loss.”
“No, he’s not.” Isoke reached up to adjust her eye patch. “My plane, however, is another matter.”
Taziri smiled. “Sorry about that. But at least this time I brought back two thirds of it.”
“You do know the name Halcyon means quiet and peaceful, right?”
“Are you sure?” Taziri feigned confusion. “I thought it meant flaming ball of death.”
Isoke steered Taziri down the street. “You’re going to help me rebuild it. Again.”
“Sounds like fun. I guess I’ll need to be in town for a long while then?”
Isoke nodded. “You really don’t like flying, do you?”
Taziri shrugged. “I liked it in the beginning. But it’s just too hard now. Menna’s growing up. Yuba’s career has been on hold for years. And to be honest, I’m not that great at it. I don’t have the feel for it. Not anymore. I’m an engineer, Isoke. Always have been.”
“Well, maybe it’s time to take you off the flight roster.”
Taziri smiled. “Promise?”
“Sure. But it’ll be hell finding a replacement for you in the field. The kids today are all piss and wind, reckless punks, stunt jockeys. Heaven help me.”
Taziri laughed and gave her friend a shove. “Well, it’s like you always say. Life is full of small challenges.”
“Nothing small about it. They all want to be like you, you lunatic.”
“Speaking of lunacy, after we finish with your plane I have a design of my own I’ve been meaning to show you.”
Isoke arched her eyebrow. “Something wild? You know I like wild.”
“Yeah, it’s a little wild. For starters, we’re going to need a locomotive…”



Book Three: The Bound Soul



Day One



Chapter 1. Qhora


A warm breeze played through the curtains by the window overlooking the wide street where hundreds of people, zebras, ox-drawn carts, and sivathera-drawn carriages bustled back and forth around the rattling trolleys. A warm golden light burned through the evening haze of dust and smoke, a light not from the first handful of stars above but from the streetlamps below, all flickering and buzzing and hissing with electricity.
Outside there was the quiet chaos of the end of the day, of making the last delivery, of getting the evening groceries, of rounding up the children, and of going home for supper. Outside it was a sultry summer evening in the seaside city of Tingis, in northernmost Marrakesh.
Inside, Qhora could feel the gathering darkness and the lingering heat, the haze of sea air and sweat making her skin glisten and shine, making the room just a little darker and fainter. She closed her eyes and listened to Lorenzo’s soft grunts and eager heaving breaths beneath her. Pushing down on his chest, she sat up and arched her back. His strong hands clutched her thighs, holding her down, rocking her with him.
She opened her eyes just a little to gaze at the cheap painting on the wall above the bed, and the floral patterns of the wallpaper, and the strange little electric lamps on the tables beside the bed. The painting was in the new Mazigh style, some sort of colorful abstraction that bored her. For a moment she missed the snowy Espani landscapes hanging in their own bedroom at home.
Qhora smiled and closed her eyes again. Lorenzo quickened the pace and began kneading her hips more roughly. The warm surging tides running up and down her spine quickened with him, and she felt herself slipping deeper into the haze of pleasure, beyond thought and control, closer and closer… she leaned back farther, squeezing him tighter between her legs, digging her small brown fingers into his pale, hard stomach muscles.
She bit her lip.
Faster.
Harder.
Deeper.
Enzo groaned and grabbed her tighter, his body so still except for the tiny shudders. A moment later, she joined him in that place, in that world of trembling heat and joy. She crushed him between her legs trying to fill herself up with him, wishing she could wrap her entire body around his and devour him and hold him there forever, hot and pulsing and shivering.
But then the fullness of the moment retreated, slipping away to wherever it lurked when she wasn’t riding him or he wasn’t riding her, to wait for the next time.
As the heat began to fade, she rolled off him to sprawl on the cool hotel sheets. Qhora lay still as the last hot tide of her sex subsided and she listened to the noise outside.
So different from home. So busy. So loud. So hot.
Enzo sighed. “Do you think they heard us?”
Qhora glanced at the door that led to the neighboring suite where Alonso and Mirari were babysitting little Javier. She smiled. She couldn’t remember if she had made any noise at all. “I don’t think so. It’s so noisy out there. I can’t imagine how anyone can hear anything in this city.”
They lay side by side, not quite touching. The heat of the moment was gone, replaced by the heat of the city, the clamminess of the sheets, and the humidity of the air.
Lorenzo sat up. “I’m hungry. Are you hungry?”
“Starving.” She sat up on the opposite side of the bed and picked up her blue Mazigh blouse. It was lighter and looser than her Espani dresses, and the one thing about this country that she genuinely liked. With the blouse and matching skirt on, the only thing about her that was even mildly Espani was the small golden triquetra medallion hanging between her breasts.
As she glanced over her things scattered across the side table, the open suitcase, and the floor, she tried to remember where any of her old Incan things might be. Her feathered cloak lay in a trunk in the attic back home in Madrid. The rest were simply gone. Her old clothes had been useless in the freezing Espani winters and even in the cool summers, and whenever they had begun to run out of money she had been quick to sell her jewelry.
They were only things. Pretty things. Things from home. But still only things.
Lorenzo stood across the room, tugging his black trousers up his slender legs, buttoning a white cotton shirt over his lean chest, and kicking his feet into his low black boots.
“You have to be roasting in those clothes.”
He shrugged. “It’s only for another day, and then we’ll be on our way home.” He was about to reach for his swordbelt and espada when there was a sharp knock at the door.
“Must be the maid again,” he muttered.
“Or the manager with another bill. If it is, you have my permission to stab him. A little.” She smiled as she stepped into her shoes.
Lorenzo opened the door. A short man in loose green clothing stood in the hallway. He spoke in a strangely accented Mazigh, “Good evening. Are you Don Lorenzo Quesada de Gadir?”
“Indeed, I am.” Enzo stepped back toward the chair for his discarded blue vest. “What can I do for-”
The man dashed into the room with a short straight sword in hand. Qhora glimpsed a flash of deep orange on the blade, a gleam like smoldering coals, like a burning torch in the darkness.
Aetherium!
Her hands leapt to the mismatched knives she had dropped by the side of the bed when she undressed, and she hurled the first two with barely a glance for where she was throwing them. The Persian dirk and Aegyptian dagger flew past the stranger’s head with less than a hair’s breadth to spare and both blades lodged in the open door behind him. As the man jerked away from the knives, a hint of gold swung out from the neck of shirt.
A pendant. An ankh. He’s Aegyptian!
Lorenzo drew his espada from the sheathe hanging on the back of his chair and slashed at the assassin, twice grazing the man’s sword-arm, but the Aegyptian leapt back into the hallway. The blazing aetherium sword glowed like molten gold in the shadowed corridor. Lorenzo dashed through the door after the man as Qhora stood up with two more knives in her hands and she shouted, “Alonso!”
The door to the next room burst open and for an instant Qhora could see young Alonso Ramos de Zaragoza staring wide-eyed from the far side of the adjoining room with tiny Javier cradled in his arm. But then a whirling dervish of blue skirts and shining blades raced through the open doorway, obscuring the young diestro completely.
The masked Mirari ran through the room like a wild cat, leaping over the overturned chair, planting one foot on the edge of the bed and then leaping through the open doorway down the hall after Lorenzo with her long pale knife in one hand and her long cruel hatchet in the other.
“What is it?” Alonso yelled. The young man reached for his espada in the corner, knocking his guitar off his knee onto the floor as he struggled to keep the baby safe against his chest.
“Stay there!” Qhora yelled back. “Stay right there and lock the doors!” She darted around the bed with her Songhai dagger and Italian stiletto held low and ran down the hall after the others. At the end of the landing, she looked down across the hotel foyer at the long curving stairs where Lorenzo had caught up to the Aegyptian with the blazing sword.
Compared to the Espani master, the assassin was slow and clumsy with his blade. Most of his slashes flew wide, hacking small wooden chips from the banister or chunks of plaster from the wall. But everywhere the aetherium blade landed, a charred and smoking black mark was left. Qhora saw a handful of people downstairs in the foyer near the reception desk, all staring open-mouthed at the strange duel on the steps above them.
“Who are you?” Lorenzo shouted as his espada whisked and needled at the killer’s arms and legs. “Who sent you? What do you want?”
The shorter man stumbled as he backed down the stairs, nearly losing his footing as he tried to swat the nimble fencer’s blade away. His smoldering short sword crashed left and right like a butcher’s cleaver, smashing and hacking at everything within reach.
Mirari stood just a few steps above and behind Lorenzo, her blades at the ready but she was unable to move around him to get near their attacker. So the masked girl crouched and shuffled forward as Lorenzo advanced.
Qhora stood at the top of the stair, wanting to help them as much as she wanted to run back to their rooms and hold her baby boy.
No. Javier is fine. Alonso is with him. There are four of us between this Aegyptian and my child, and the Aegyptian is already retreating. This will be over in a moment. Enzo will end it just as soon as he’s finished toying with this ugly rat.
The assassin reached the bottom of the stair and scrambled back into the open space of the foyer. Lorenzo dashed down the last few steps as Mirari hurled herself over the banister and crashed down onto the worn Persian carpet behind the would-be killer. The Aegyptian took one look back at the strange woman in the Carnivale mask wielding a hunter’s knife and hatchet, and he lunged at Lorenzo again.
The diestro smiled as he sidestepped and slashed at the man’s face, but the Aegyptian ducked, and, being short, slipped inside Lorenzo’s attack and the two men came within an arm’s length of one another.
Qhora felt her heart leap into her throat and she dashed down the stairs, her stiletto raised, ready to hurl it the moment she could get a clear line of sight around her husband. But Enzo merely grabbed the man’s shirt with his empty hand and shoved him down as stuck out his boot to trip the man. The Aegyptian flailed as he fell, and his blazing aetherium blade came down sharply on Lorenzo’s espada.
A loud hiss and a trail of white smoke rose from the floor as a dozen little tongues of flame licked up through the carpet. Lorenzo yanked his sword free, but only half of it came away in his hand. The lower half of the blade remained on the floor, and only a melted, twisted thread of steel clung to the end of the broken espada.
The assassin was on his feet in an instant and Lorenzo raised what little remained of his sword in a defensive stance. The killer lunged and the fencer parried, but the aetherium blade shattered the burnt remnant of the Espani steel with a single blow and the stroke flew straight on into Lorenzo’s chest.
Qhora stumbled into the banister, staring, unable to breathe.
Lorenzo gasped, his hand fumbling at the smaller man’s face, but the back of the hidalgo’s shirt was already burning where the tip of the aetherium sword had pierced him and a dark, dirty tendril of smoke was rising from the wound.
Enzo!
Qhora blinked. “Enzo!”
Suddenly Mirari was there, wrapping her arms around her master, pulling him back off the burning sword with her own blades crossed over his chest to shield him. Lorenzo slumped against her, silent and still.
“Enzo!” Qhora flew down the stairs, her eyes darting from the man falling to the floor to the other man running out the door into the road. The bloodlust in her head and hands screamed at her to run down the assassin and butcher him in the street and bathe her hands in his blood and tear the last screams from his throat. But the icy panic and terror in her heart turned her feet the other way, toward Lorenzo, to his still body now lying in a very small puddle of blood on the carpet. A thin line of smoke rose from the black wound on his chest where his white shirt had been shredded and scorched.
Mirari stepped back from the body, her gloved hands shaking, her clean blades shaking in her hands, her masked face turning slowly from side to side, and an unintelligible whisper on her hidden lips.
Qhora staggered to her husband’s side and fell to her knees, her knives clattering to the floor. She stared at him, unable to breathe, unable to speak, unable to think. A blazing knot of bile rose into her throat as her eyes burned and her hands shook.
“I’ll get him, my lady!” Mirari dashed out the hotel doors into the street.
Qhora didn’t notice her go. She didn’t notice the two dozen people standing around the room, and the upper landing, and the back hallway all staring at her.
She stared at Lorenzo, his pale face even paler than before, his eyes dull, his mouth gaping.
And then she came back to life. She fell forward, wrapped her arms around him, and cradled him to her chest, lifting him as high as she could with her slender arms.
She rocked him back and forth as she whispered, “No, no, no. Enzo? Enzo? Please, no, Enzo? Come on, come back to me. Enzo? Can you hear me?” She sniffled and gasped as she choked out the words to him.
She stroked his face, pushing his black hair away from his dim eyes. Her throat constricted, leaving her barely able to croak, “Enzo? Honey? Baby? Enzo? No, don’t do this, please don’t do this. You can’t go, not now! Not now! Help. I need help.”
Qhora swallowed and found her voice again as she looked up at the people standing over her in shocked silence. “Help me! Please, someone help me! Help me! I need help! Please, HELP ME! I NEED HELP! SOMEBODY HELP ME! ”
The people closest to her whispered to each other and backed away. The concierge behind the desk began babbling and gesturing frantically. Several people hurried out the front door.
Qhora closed her eyes and doubled over, squeezing her arms around her husband as tight as she could, praying to her gods and his God and any god or devil that would listen to bring him back to her. She squeezed harder, trying to press her warmth into him, but he already felt horribly cool against her skin.
She shook. She couldn’t stop shaking. Her arms and back and head were all shaking, her jaw was chattering, and tears were pouring down her face. She felt like a ghost torn from her own body, staring at a stranger shaking out of control. The world was broken and she was broken and all she could do was sob and scream.
“ SOMEBODY HELP ME! ”



Chapter 2. Shifrah


As always, the key refused to go into the lock the first two times, at least no more than halfway, but on the third try it went in and turned and the door opened, and Shifrah shoved inside and dropped the basket of groceries on the table. She massaged the sore spot on her arm where the basket had dug into her flesh and she glared as she kicked the door shut.
Stupid Mazigh locks.
There was nothing very perishable in the basket, so she didn’t bother moving it any nearer to the icebox. Instead she kicked off her boots, dropped her dusty white jacket onto the table, and sank onto one of the hard wooden chairs facing the door so she could give Kenan a good, dirty look when he got home. It was the best way to start a fight. He would be caught off guard, as always, and he would say something stupid, as always, and then he’d take her to her favorite cafe and then bring her home so she could wring a little happiness from his body.
It was a good plan. Her Saturday night usual.
“Shifrah Dumah with a basket of fruit?” A male voice chuckled.
Shifrah snatched one of the stilettos from her jacket and whirled to face the man in the shadows. He was sitting in the far corner of the flat, half-hidden by a curtain that was flapping in the evening breeze coming in through the open window. He leaned forward a bit more to let the fading light fall on his face.
“Aker?” Shifrah lowered her knife, but didn’t put it away. “What the hell are you doing in Marrakesh? And how the hell did you find me?”
“I’m here working, and I found you by looking.” He leaned back into the shadows and grunted as he stood up. He stepped forward clutching his arm. “I could use a little help.”
She glanced over him, but saw only the short sword on his hip, which meant nothing. He probably had a dozen weapons on him somewhere. Then again, Aker had always been more confident than prepared. She waved him forward to look at the wound. It was a clean and narrow cut, and not too deep, but deep enough to bleed all over her floor. “My friend will be home soon,” she said. “He shouldn’t see you here.”
“Ah. The jealous type?”
“Yes, actually.”
“Someone I know?”
“No. He’s local. Ex-military, but he’s a contractor now. Mostly bounty-hunting.” She shoved him down into a chair and went looking for her needle and thread. They weren’t tools that saw much use, so it took some rummaging through several drawers and bags to find them. When she came back, Aker had his shirt off. Ragged white scars lined his arms.
Funny. I remember him being a little rounder. Someone’s been training.
Shifrah picked up a small bottle by the sink, opened it, and splashed it casually on his wound.
“Good God!” He bit his lip and grabbed his arm. “What is that?”
“Just vodka. Take a sip. It’ll help.”
He took a drink. “Gods, that’s awful. Ugh. So. When did you lose the eye?”
She pulled a second chair over and began stitching his flesh back together. “A couple years ago in Arafez. But what about you? I didn’t know you were working this far west.”
“I go where the information takes me. There’s sun-steel here. Lots of it.”
“Sun-steel?” She frowned. “Yes, I suppose there is a little. The Mazighs and Espani finally discovered it for themselves two years ago. They call it aetherium. I suppose you came about the huge lump of it that fell into the Strait?”
“Absolutely. The Mazighs have a plan to find it and bring it back up. And I will be there to collect it the moment it comes ashore.”
“If you’re just waiting around for that salvage, then why am I stitching up your arm? Shouldn’t you be lying low?”
He grinned. “Well, you know me. I never could just sit around. Ever since I received my seireiken,” he patted his sword, “I’ve been looking for opportunities to make it stronger.”
Shifrah eyed the sheathed sword. She’d seen them back home from time to time, though they were very rare. And she’d even seen one drawn and used once. “What do you mean, stronger?”
Aker smiled and narrowed his eyes. “When this sword takes a life, the blade burns hotter and deadlier, and I grow stronger as well.”
More of his occult nonsense. Shifrah sighed. “Fine, don’t tell me. As long as you don’t bring any trouble into my house, I don’t care.”
“Nothing to worry about. It wasn’t even a Mazigh. Just an Espani fencer. He was very good, but his espada was no match for my seireiken.”
“You silly boys and your silly toys. You never change.” She finished the last two stitches and tied the end in a tight knot. “There. You’re done. Take it easy and you’ll be fine in a couple weeks.”
He gave her handiwork a brief glance before pulling his shirt back on. “It wasn’t all for fun, you know. This was a two-for-one deal. This fencer had a bit of sun-steel on him as well.” Aker held up a round medallion with the triquetra of the Roman Church etched into its face. “I took this off him just before I made my escape. A daring bit of work, really. He had a whole entourage with him. At least one professional bodyguard in a mask. And his lover threw a few knives at me, too.”
The knob of the front door clicked as a voice said, “Shifrah, you didn’t tell me we were having company tonight.”
The words came from beyond the front door, giving them a brief moment to look up to see the door open and a young Mazigh in loose blue trousers and a loose white shirt step inside. His hand rested lightly on the matte black revolver holstered on his hip, half-hidden by his black leather jacket.
“Kenan.” Shifrah cleared her throat. “This is Aker. An old friend of mine.”
“Ah. A friend.” Kenan nodded as he closed the door behind him. “Professional associate? Colleague? Partner?”
“We worked together back east for a year,” she said carefully. She had been with Kenan long enough for him to understand that she had slept with more than a few of her previous partners, friends, and targets, but he had never accepted that part of her past gracefully.
Kenan looked down at Aker. “And are you working now?”
“Always.” Aker stood up with an easy smile. “But not to worry. As I was just telling our dear Shifrah, I wasn’t after one of your countrymen. Just an Espani fencer.” He held up the stolen triquetra medallion. “You see?”
Kenan’s stern face hardened slightly. “What fencer?”
“No one important. His name was Quesada.”
Kenan’s revolver spun out if its holster and snapped up to point across the table at the shorter man. “You killed Lorenzo Quesada?”
Shifrah stepped away from Aker and held up one empty hand. “Kenan, please put the gun down. We’re all friends here.”
“You killed Lorenzo Quesada?” Kenan repeated.
Aker’s eyes danced from Kenan to Shifrah and back again. “Shifrah said you were in the business yourself. You know how it is. It was a job, nothing personal.”
“Then I guess Shifrah didn’t do a very good job explaining what business I’m in.” Kenan thumbed the hammer on his revolver. “I hunt down escaped convicts. I bring in thieves and killers that the police can’t find. I uphold the law. And Lorenzo Quesada was not only a friend to me, once, but a friend to the queen of Marrakesh. He saved my life. He saved her life. And now your life is forfeit. Give me that medallion. Now. Get down on your knees. Now.”
Aker raised an eyebrow. “A gun. How typical. Do you have any idea of the power of the sword I’m carrying?”
“Is it a magic sword that can draw itself and fly across this room faster than a bullet?” Kenan’s voice was deadly flat.
Aker hesitated only a brief moment before flinging the gold trinket in Kenan’s face. Kenan snatched the triquetra just before it would have hit him in the nose, and in that instant when his hand was up across his eyes, Aker ran. The Aegyptian bolted into the next room and hurled himself out the open window into the narrow alley behind the house. Shifrah reached for Kenan’s arm, but he was already running into the next room, and he fired twice out the open window. “Damn, he’s fast.” He turned back toward the front door.
Shifrah stopped him with both of her hands on his chest. “Kenan, stop. Let him go.”
“Get out of my way!”
“No, listen to me! Aker is a contractor. We work for the same broker. I know him. He’s just doing a job.”
“And so am I.” He shoved her aside and flung open the door, and stopped short. There was a knot of strangers marching up the street and they all turned their heads at the sound of the door opening. Three of the strangers were Tingis police officers. The fourth member of their group was a woman in a long blue dress wearing a white porcelain mask framed with long red-brown hair. There was a hatchet in her hand.
“He’s got a gun!” yelled one of the officers.
“He’s got Master Lorenzo’s medallion!” yelled the masked woman.
Kenan slammed the door and held it shut as the officers crashed against the other side. “What the hell is going on?”
Shifrah snatched up her white jacket and slipped it on, feeling the long knives inside it clink against each other and against her. “Out the back, now!” She dashed to the other room and vaulted out the open window just as Aker had done a moment ago. A glance back revealed Kenan hopping out behind her and running down the alley.
“Shifrah!” he snarled. “I’m not spending one minute in a cell for your damned friend. Where is he? Where is he staying?”
“I don’t know,” she called over her shoulder. “I didn’t even know he was in town until he showed up tonight.” At the end of the alley she ran out into the street, darting left and right through the heavy press of the evening traffic. She ducked around porters with baskets on their heads, and around rattling carts full of huge wire spools, and around giant lumbering sivatheras, and around clanging trolley cars racing down the tracks in the middle of the road. On the far side of the road she dashed into another alley and heard footsteps right behind her.
But they weren’t Kenan’s heavy pounding steps.
Shifrah drew one of her stilettos and spun around in time to see the masked woman in the blue dress take two running steps up onto a barrel against the wall and leap high into the air with her hatchet raised to strike. Shifrah hurled her knife into the woman’s belly, but the hatchet fell like a lightning bolt to knock the knife away. The masked woman landed as light as a cat, swinging her hatchet in short vicious arcs. Shifrah tumbled back, falling and rolling and dodging and scrambling to avoid the relentless whistling blade of the hatchet.
“Stop it, you psycho! I didn’t do anything wrong!” Shifrah drew a second stiletto but the hatchet smacked it out of her hand before she could throw it. She reached for a third knife but the hatchet was suddenly hooked behind her ankle and it yanked her leg out from under her, dropping her hard on the cobblestones at the end of the ally. Shifrah groaned as the pain shot through her back and leg and the knife fell out of her hand.
“Freeze!”
Kenan. Thank God.
The masked woman turned to look at the man pointing a revolver at her. “You!”
Kenan fired once at the wall next to her head. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if I have to. Now listen to me. I didn’t kill Quesada, and I don’t know the man who-”
“Liar!” She dashed at him.
Shifrah tensed, waiting for the shot that would kill her. But the shot never came. She looked down the alley to see Kenan grappling with the masked woman. He had his free hand on her wrist holding the hatchet, and she had her free hand on his wrist holding the gun.
Damn it, Kenan. Why didn’t you shoot? Never mind. I know why.
She staggered up to her feet and forced herself to run back down the alley on an aching leg. Once behind the masked woman, Shifrah deftly slipped her arm around the stranger’s neck and squeezed. With Kenan restraining the woman’s arms, it only took a moment to choke her into oblivion. The woman fell to the ground.
Kenan frowned. “Did you kill her?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.” Shifrah heaved a sigh and rubbed her back. “You all right?”
He nodded. “Yeah, but we need to find your friend. Now.”
“Fine. Let’s go before her friends catch up to us.” She eyed the end of the alley for the police officers, but there was no sign of them. Yet. Then she saw Kenan putting the golden medallion into the sleeping woman’s hand. “What are you doing?”
“Her clothes and accent were Espani. She must be one of Quesada’s friends or students. I want the triquetra to get back to the right person. Besides,” he stood up and holstered his gun. “I don’t want to give these people another reason to try to kill me. A little good will can go a long way sometimes.”
Shifrah frowned. Her instincts all screamed that this situation was already completely out of control. They couldn’t go home. They couldn’t be seen on the street. The odds of Kenan being recognized by an old comrade from the army, the marshals, or the Air Corps were pretty good, and keeping company with a one-eyed woman probably wasn’t going to help him blend in. Her training told her to get out of the city. Now.
Training.
“Aker will get out of town, as soon as possible.”
Kenan glanced at his watch. “Well, the evening air courier to Arafez left half an hour ago. The ferry to Gadir won’t leave until the tide turns, which is in a few hours. That leaves the trains.”
“Is there anything eastbound tonight?” she asked.
He shrugged. “Probably. Let’s go see.”
Shifrah followed him out of the alley and down the street, angling swiftly through the thinning traffic across one intersection after another on their way toward the Tingis Central Station. The wrought iron roof of the station rose above the neighboring offices and warehouses, and just beyond the station, a little farther up the hillside, she could see the massive hangars where the airships of the Northern Air Corps were housed. But the hangars were closed and there was no sign of anyone there now.
The shrill cry of a steam whistle split the air and Kenan quickened his pace. Shifrah hurried after him and as they turned the corner through the gate in the outer fence around the station, she glanced back over her shoulder and saw a familiar white face in the crowd. The masked woman saw Shifrah looking at her, and she broke into a run.
“Kenan, she’s here!” Shifrah dashed into the station, grabbing his arm and propelling him inside. They found the outer vestibules all empty with only one young woman in uniform at the ticket window to their right. Across the wide floor of the inner station, a shining black locomotive stood at the head of a long train of passenger cars and two young men in matching blue jackets were waving to the engineer leaning out of the locomotive. The engineer waved back and leaned back inside. Another shrill whistle shrieked through the station, and the locomotive shuddered, and began to roll forward.
“It’s leaving!” Kenan pulled his arm free of her grip and climbed clumsily over the turnstile as the young woman at the ticket window banged on the glass and yelled at them.
Shifrah leapt over the turnstile behind him. “Do you see Aker?”
“Of course not!” Kenan snarled. He ran to the side of the train, which was rolling along at a steady pace and gathering speed. Kenan jogged left and right, straining to peer up into the dark windows of the passenger car.
Shifrah stood near him, scanning the windows. There were too many faces, and all moving too quickly. “We’ll have to get on,” she said.
“What if he’s not even on this train?” he asked.
She pointed behind them where the masked woman had just dashed into view.
“I thought you killed her,” he said, as he began jogging alongside the train.
“And I thought you didn’t like it when I kill people.”
Kenan grabbed the hand rail at the end of the nearest passenger car and pulled himself up onto the step outside the door. “Hurry up!”
Shifrah looked back again to see the masked woman vaulting high over the turnstile with her cruel hatchet in her hand. Behind her, three policewomen in gray uniforms raced into the station. Shifrah grimaced. “Damn it.” She grabbed Kenan’s outstretched hand and jumped up beside him just as she ran out of platform. The train accelerated out of the station and Shifrah leaned out to watch the masked woman and the officers jog to a halt at the end of the platform and stare after the retreating train.
“Great, that’s just great, Shifrah.” Kenan stomped up the steps and put his hand on the door handle of the passenger car. “Now we’re on the run for a crime neither of us committed. I told you this could happen. I told you what might happen if you kept friends like this. I told you!”
She slapped him and he shut up, his eyes still smoldering. She said, “And I told you that you could leave whenever you wanted. What’s done is done. So, if you’re finished whining, let’s go look for Aker.”



Chapter 3. Taziri


Yuba cleared the last of the dishes from the table and little Menna ran after him to help with the washing up. Taziri smiled. Five years old. Five!
She stood up from the table, pushed in the chairs, and began straightening up the rest of the room. Toys lay everywhere. Wooden blocks covered in faded paint, old dolls with torn arms and legs and new dolls with hair already in tangles, coloring pencils and scrap paper, little wooden trains and tracks, little wooden airships, little wooden lions and zebras and sivatheras. She gathered them up one by one and tossed them into the bin in the corner. “Menna! Can you help me with your toys, please?”
The little girl ran back in with her hands covered in soap suds, her hair a tangled mess to rival her dolls, and she began merrily hurling her toys in the general direction of the box. Taziri smiled and got out of the line of fire.
From the kitchen, Yuba called out, “Was today payday, or is it tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow,” she said. The royalty checks for her batteries and capacitors and insulation came like clockwork from Othmani Industries, more money than they had ever seen, and yet somehow their expenses had steadily grown to gobble up the new income. “Why?”
“I wanted to talk to a man about expanding the greenhouse so we can grow more vegetables. We’ll need more glass, of course, and more pipes for the water.”
“That sounds fine.” Taziri flipped through the unopened mail by the door. So many cards, she thought. Invitations to tour this factory or teach at that school or partner with this inventor. She smiled and put them back. Time enough for that tomorrow. She turned back toward the kitchen, but a knock at the front door turned her back again. Taziri opened the door.
Outside stood a small Incan woman with a tiny baby in her arms. She wore tan trousers, a white blouse, a blue vest, and an old Espani military jacket tailored to fit her tiny frame. Her shining black hair was uncovered and it trembled in the evening breeze. Behind the woman stood a pale-faced Espani youth and a masked figure in a conservative Espani dress. Taziri smiled. “Dona Qhora? Alonso?”
The woman with the baby managed a crooked smile and said in a hoarse whisper, “Hello, captain.”
Taziri heard the rasp in her voice and saw the haunted look in Alonso’s eyes. “What is it? What’s happened? What’s wrong?”
“Enzo,” Qhora said. “He’s dead.”
“Oh no.” Taziri swallowed. How is that possible? “Come in, come in, please.”
The three visitors shuffled inside and she herded them into the living room where they sat on the new upholstered chairs and couches covered in Kanemi patterns. The masked girl folded her gloved hands in her lap and turned to study a wooden Igbo mask on the wall.
“Can I get you anything to drink or eat?” Taziri asked. “We have ice.”
Qhora shook her head. “I need…” She swallowed loudly.
Taziri sat down beside her. “Tell me what happened.”
But Qhora could only screw up her face into a mass of deep wrinkles and red blotches, and she bowed her head over her baby boy, who lay quite still and peaceful, his eyes closed and mouth drooling. Taziri looked to the youth. “Alonso?”
“Three hours ago,” the young man said slowly. “A man came to our hotel. An Aegyptian in green robes. He attacked Don Lorenzo. They fought in the hall. Mirari helped. I was holding Javier. And he died. Don Lorenzo died. Stabbed through the heart.” Alonso cleared his throat and sat up a bit straighter. “Mirari chased the killer to a house where there were two other people. The police identified them. One of them was a one-eyed mercenary from Eran. The other was…well, it was Kenan Agyeman.”
Taziri stared. Kenan? My Kenan? The young man had served under her for only a year before quitting the Air Corps, but that had been over politics and ego. Kenan’s a straight arrow, as straight as they come. If anything, he was too moral, too dedicated. What was he doing with these mercenaries and assassins?
She felt a shift in the air and turned to see Yuba standing in the doorway with Menna at his side. Taziri blinked. “Honey, these are some old friends of mine. They…”
“I heard,” he said. He picked up Menna. “I’ll take her out back for a little while. Let me know if you need anything.”
“Thank you.” She watched them leave.
“Your daughter.” Qhora looked up with another crooked smile. “You told me about her once. She’s beautiful.”
“Thank you.” Taziri leaned forward. “And this is little Javier?”
“Yes.” Qhora nodded and tilted her arm to better show him to her.
“Lorenzo sent me a letter when he was born. How old is he now?”
“Three months.”
Taziri felt a hot weight pressing into her chest. Three months old. He’ll never know his father. Lorenzo. How can Lorenzo be dead? After everything he went through, after everything he survived? The wars and plagues in the New World, the assassins, the demons, the battles, and all just to be stabbed in a hotel?
“Uhm. There’s a little more,” Alonso said. “Kenan and the one-eyed lady ran, so Mirari followed them.”
“I’m sorry, one eye?” Taziri frowned. The only one-eyed woman she knew was her old commanding officer, Isoke Geroubi. But Isoke moved south last fall to be closer to her in-laws. And she was no mercenary.
“Yes. One eye. Anyway, they ran away and Mirari followed them. They fought in an alley. And then they ran to the train station. And that’s where Mirari lost them. Kenan and the other woman got on the train about two hours ago. The train to Carthage.” Alonso was gripping the arm of his chair so tightly that his knuckles had turned white and his skin was turning red. Mirari turned away from her study of the mask on the wall and rested her gloved hand on his arm, and he relaxed a bit. He looked over at her, and placed his other hand on top of hers.
Alonso and Mirari? Taziri nodded slowly. Stranger things have happened. At least, stranger things have happened to me.
“And she saved this. It’s Enzo’s.” Qhora touched the large golden medallion hanging around her neck, resting just in front of another, smaller one. “The killer took it, but Mirari brought it back.”
“Qhora, I’m so sorry. Lorenzo was…” Taziri swallowed. Wonderful? Dashing? Funny? Brave? She couldn’t think of a word to describe him that seemed solemn enough for the moment. “He was a good man. I’m so sorry.”
“The police.” Qhora choked and cleared her throat. When she looked up, her red-rimmed eyes were suddenly clearer. “The police said they can’t chase these people outside of Marrakesh. No jurisdiction, they said. If they come back into the country, then maybe, but otherwise, no.” The little woman trembled. “So they can’t do anything. They won’t do anything. That’s why I came to see you. I need your help. There isn’t another train to Carthage for three days. There isn’t an airship to Carthage for six days. That’s too long. I need to go now. I need to find them now.”
“Find them?” Taziri leaned back and her right hand moved to massage her left arm where the heavy medical brace protected her old burned flesh and supported her weak hand. The brace covered her arm from elbow to wrist, and it itched. “Find the killer? Find Kenan?”
“Yes. I’m going to find them. And I’m going to kill them,” Qhora said quietly. “I need you to fly me to Carthage in your aeroplane.”
Taziri felt a tiny wave of giddiness try to curl her lip into a smile, but she repressed it. Too many memories and feelings were racing through her head all at once. Shock. Confusion. Anger. Horror. And the thought of another evening when another person had asked for her help chasing down a killer. “I’m sorry, Qhora, but I’m not with the Air Corps anymore. I left over a year ago. I mean, I still work in aeronautics, and I have a shop, but…”
The smaller woman’s eyes widened and her face paled. “You can’t?”
Taziri suddenly felt a horrible wave of guilt at her early retirement and she babbled, “Well, I can’t take a Corps airship or anything. I mean, I do have my prototype, but that’s hardly what you need right now, you need another train to Carthage, so maybe we can talk to some of my friends tomorrow…”
“Tomorrow is too late. We have to leave now. Tonight. What is a prototype? What is that?”
Taziri’s left hand, the one with the weak wrist, began to tremble on her knee. At each thought of her new machine, it was getting harder to stay sad about Lorenzo or angry about Kenan or serious about Qhora’s request. The excitement threatened to bubble over and she covered her mouth with her hand to try to look serious, but after ten months of hard work and no one to show off to, the strangeness of this moment was too much to bear. And besides, it was a welcome distraction from the miserable faces of her guests and from the horrible idea that Lorenzo Quesada was no longer alive. “Well, if you really want to see it, I can show you.”
Qhora nodded.
Taziri led the threesome out the back door and across the back yard, past the little greenhouse where Yuba sat reading to Menna, through the back gate, and across a gravel lane. The property behind the Ohana house was a wide grassy lot with a large shed that had once been painted red. And as they circled around to the entrance, the old railroad line appeared in the tall grass leading up to the double-doors of the shed. Taziri opened the lock and said, “This used to be a service line for the original Tingis railway, before they built the new station about twenty years ago.”
She opened the door and flipped the light switch. Six large flood lamps sizzled to life overhead to illuminate the machine. Everyone stepped inside.
“That’s a locomotive,” Qhora said. “I need to get to Carthage. Their train has a two-hour head start already. I need something faster than a train, captain. I need something that can fly.”
Taziri walked over and put her hand on the side of the machine. “This does fly.”
“Really? Can it take us to Carthage tonight?”
Taziri winced. “It could, but this engine burns a special fuel called petrol. It’s made from Songhai oil, it’s very expensive, and I’m afraid I’ve used up what little I had last month. It will take me several more months to save up enough money to buy enough petrol to fly all the way to Carthage. I’m sorry, but unless you can help me buy the petrol, there’s nothing I can do.”
Qhora swallowed and looked down. “No, I don’t have much money.”
“Then perhaps I can be of assistance,” said a man with a northern accent.
Everyone turned. Alonso drew his espada, but Mirari’s long knife was faster and she launched herself at the tall man in the open doorway behind them. The man drew his rapier and struck the knife from the masked girl’s hand as easily as swatting a fly, and then whisked the point of the blade up against the hollow of her throat. “Now, now, now, no need for that. We’re all friends here.” He sheathed his rapier and approached the shed doorway a second time, now with his empty hands raised in a gesture of surrender. “Salvator Fabris, at your service, once again.”
“You!” Taziri shoved her sleeve up to reveal the brace on her left arm and her finger hovered over the release switch that would spring the hidden revolver up out of its compartment. The gun wasn’t loaded, of course, but Fabris had no way of knowing that. “You Italian trash, you killed two of my passengers in Espana! Two unarmed civilians! I should kill you right now. What the hell are you doing here?”
“Spying on you, obviously.” The Italian lowered his hands and smiled. “I came to Marrakesh as soon as I heard about the plans to salvage the aetherium at the bottom of the Strait. In fact, I was staying in the hotel just across the street from you.” He nodded at Qhora. “You can imagine my surprise and alarm this evening when I heard the commotion just across the way and learned that my dear old friend Lorenzo was no more.”
“You son of a bitch! You cut poor Enrique and Hector! They’re scarred for life now! If you had anything to do with this!” Qhora’s whole body shook and Taziri could see the little woman torn between her need to protect the sleeping baby in her arm and her need to attack the tall Italian.
“Signora, I may have despised your husband’s politics, but make no mistake, I did respect him as a gentleman of the sword and a patriot, to a degree, and I had no wish to see him so horribly murdered tonight. I had rather hoped for an opportunity to kill him myself one day, fairly, without interruption.” Fabris gazed at the Incan woman sternly. “When you left the hotel with your child in hand, I followed you. I know your temper and I did not wish to see Don Lorenzo’s only child harmed in some mad flight of widow’s grief. I had no idea you would come to a place like this.” He gestured at the dusty shed around them. “But now that we’re here and you’ve made plain your intentions, allow me to do so as well. Your husband spared my life once.” He held up his left hand to display the long white scar running the length of his palm. “It took me some time to overcome that slight, but I have, and now the least I can do to repay that kindness is to help you bring his killer to justice.”
“I don’t care about justice,” Qhora said. “I care about blood!”
“Yes,” Fabris said quietly. “I’m sure you do.”
“What else?” Taziri said. “What else do you want? You hunted Lorenzo and me through the mountains to get that lump of aetherium once. I’m not about to believe that you’re willing to give it up now to help avenge him.”
“Of course not, my dear captain,” the Italian purred. “I have every intention of returning here eventually to steal the Espani aetherium after it is salvaged. But that can wait. This enterprise interests me more, in no small part because Lorenzo’s killer appears to be working with an old associate of mine. Shifrah Dumah. You may have heard of her.”
“No,” Taziri said.
“Really? A one-eyed woman from Eran? In fact, she told me she lost the eye in Marrakesh, down in Arafez, just a few years ago.”
Taziri blinked as her memories of Arafez rushed up at her. A one-eyed woman in Arafez? The woman in white at the airfield demanding to be flown east! “I think I met her. I fought her.”
“Fought her?” Fabris raised an eyebrow. “I had no idea you were a duelist, captain. Few people are as skilled with a knife as Shifrah.”
“I didn’t fight her,” Taziri said. “I blew her up.”
Fabris smiled. “That sounds more likely. But let us return to the business at hand. You need fuel for this contraption, yes?” He removed his wallet from inside his blood-red jacket and handed a fistful of notes to Alonso. “Here you are. Ten thousand reales. I assume Espani money is good here? I’ve been trying to get rid it for ages.”
Qhora cleared her throat and stood as tall as she could. “You want to come with us?”
“Yes indeed, dear lady.”
“Then…do you swear by your three-faced God to help me find Enzo’s killer, and to let me have my own satisfaction when the moment comes?”
The Italian folded over in a low, sweeping bow. “You have my word.”
Taziri slowly lowered her sleeve to cover her brace. “Wait. Wait just a minute. I never said I would go to Carthage tonight. I have a family, I have a business, and I have classes. I can’t just leave.”
Fabris turned to her. “Of course you can. But since this is no personal matter of yours, let us make it one of business, as you say.” The wallet appeared in his hand again, and this time he held out a wad of notes to her. “Another ten thousand reales for your trouble, captain.”
Taziri stared at the money. Ten thousand? The fuel would only cost seven, but another ten? She thought of Yuba and Menna waiting for her back at the house. And she began listing all the things they could do with ten thousand reales. The new greenhouse, a new carriage, a personal tutor for Menna, and even some investments in her friends’ new ventures. And all for a single flight to Carthage? “I need to tell my husband. I mean, discuss it with my husband.” She took the money.
Fabris smiled. “Of course you do. Just tell the boy here where to get the fuel and I will make certain it is here within the hour.”
Taziri looked down at the money in her hand. Over six months’ worth of income for one job? Just a quick flight to Carthage and back. Just a day or two. And besides, it’s for Qhora. It’s for Lorenzo, and for his baby boy. “All right. Alonso, let me give you directions to the fuel depot…”
The next hour was chaotic. Taziri hurried through the house trying to do everything at once. Taking Yuba aside, showing him the money, explaining the job, convincing him not to worry, saying goodbye to Menna while packing food and clothes, and then overseeing the petrol delivery and the fueling of the machine.
Yuba gave her the look. The stern eyes and iron lip. “Assassins?”
“I know. I’ll be careful.”
“It’s not worth it. We don’t need the money.”
She paused. “I know. I’m not doing it for the money. I told you what happened in Espana. Lorenzo saved my life once. He saved yours too, and Menna’s, and everyone in this city. I owe him this, at the very least. His wife just lost her husband. His son just lost his father. This is the least I can do for him. For all of them.”
Yuba swallowed and nodded. “How long?”
“Two days. Or so.”
“Is it safe? That machine of yours?” His eyes flicked up to the back window and the shed beyond it.
“Yes, it is. Absolutely. You know me. I don’t take chances.”
“But chances have a bad habit of finding you, all the same.”
“I know. I’m lucky that way.” She held him and he held her and they whispered their I love yous into each others’ ears.
“Be safe,” he said.
“I will. I promise.” Taziri ran upstairs to change into her heavy canvas trousers, a light cotton shirt, and her old leather jacket. A dozen pouches latched onto her belt, and a hundred tools went into her pockets until she couldn’t move without jingling and rattling. She clipped her gloves under the strap on her right shoulder and her goggles and headgear under the strap on her left shoulder. The outfit weighed half as much as she did, but she remembered the last time she left the country unprepared and found herself on foot, without food, without weapons, and without a clue how to get home. Never again, she had sworn.
From the top shelf of the closet she pulled out a white-handled revolver. Still brand new. Never been fired. She bought it the week after she got home from Espana, after she found herself stranded in a hostile land, after she lost two passengers. Never again. She belted on the holster and tied it down to her thigh.
Somewhere in all the chaos, everyone else managed to eat a little supper from the Ohana leftovers and then fetch their luggage from the hotel. Taziri was sitting in the pilot’s seat of her machine running down her checklist when she glanced in the mirror and saw the people and baggage all assembled beside the locomotive, waiting.
Taziri climbed out and looked them over. She shook her head. “This is too much. Too much weight, I mean. I can’t make it to Carthage with all this.”
For the next five minutes, they painstakingly weighed and measured each person and bag on the old floor scale in the corner of the shed and rearranged bags and contents, discarding whole bags one after another.
“I’m sorry, it just won’t work,” Taziri said. “Even without the baggage, someone needs to stay behind.”
The four passengers exchanged accusatory looks.
“I’ll stay,” Alonso said, raising his hand sheepishly. “I’ll stay here. And I’ll take care of Javier.” He held out his hands to Qhora.
She turned aside to hold the baby a little farther away from the youth. “I can’t leave him behind! He needs me!”
“He needs to be safe, Dona,” Alonso said. “I understand that this is something you need to do. I wouldn’t dream of trying to convince you not to go. But don’t take Javier. You can’t take an infant in this flying machine on a mission to kill an assassin. It’s too dangerous for him. It’s too dangerous for you, if you’ll pardon my saying so, but please, let me take care of him while you’re gone. Please?”
Taziri held her breath. The young man had just said everything that had been swirling through her mind but she hadn’t dared to say. Her brief time in Espana with Dona Qhora Yupanqui Quesada had given her only a glimpse into this strange woman’s life and mind, but Taziri had come away with a healthy respect for the small lady’s will and resolve.
Slowly, painfully slowly, Qhora nodded and stepped closer to Alonso. “How will you feed him?”
“Yuba can teach him how to make something. When Menna was a baby, I had to go away from time to time, so Yuba made food for her,” Taziri offered. “In fact, Alonso, I want you to stay here. We have a guest room. It’s a nice quiet neighborhood, and Yuba can give you whatever help you need.”
“Thank you,” Alonso said. And his eyes said thank you a hundred more times.
Qhora leaned over her baby boy and kissed him and whispered to him and the moment seemed without end until Fabris cleared his throat noisily. Qhora straightened up and handed her child over to the young man, who cradled the half-awake infant with the ease of much practice. Then he took Mirari aside and they stood close, and whispered, and embraced. And finally, Alonso stepped out of the shed.
Taziri clapped her hands. “All right. All aboard for Carthage.”
Fabris, Mirari, and Qhora climbed into the small passenger compartment in the center of the locomotive and when Taziri had them all strapped in securely, she strapped herself into the cockpit.
“I don’t mean to pry, but if we’re here,” Fabris gestured to the passenger compartment, “then where exactly is the engine?”
Taziri smiled. “I gutted this locomotive. The new engine is much smaller and lighter, and up in the front.”
“And you’re sure this thing can fly?” he asked.
“I’ve flown it three times already.”
“Ah. So, is there a balloon that comes out the top or-”
“Just hold on.” Taziri started the engine, which rumbled to life with a low growling drone. She shoved the throttle forward and the locomotive rolled quickly out of the shed down the old abandoned rail line. Out in the distance, half hidden in shadows, she could see the warning sign that marked the end of the line a quarter mile away. Maybe less.
“It’s going to be a little noisy,” she called over her shoulder. She eyed her instruments. The speedometer was still climbing. Forty, sixty, eighty, one hundred. Now. Taziri grabbed the big lever on the floor beside her chair and yanked it up.
The entire machine clanged as a dozen clamps snapped open and tiny hissing sounds escaped from every corner like a hundred angry snakes as the air pistons expanded. Starlight flooded the rear compartment as the outer panels of the locomotive folded down to uncover the inner windows. Fabris and Qhora stared out the glass with gaping mouths.
Taziri smiled. One by one, the panels of the locomotive’s shell dropped down and snapped into place until they hung far out to each side of the machine.
“The wings fold out!” Fabris cried with a boyish grin on his face. “Marvelous!”
The front of the locomotive folded down and locked in place to reveal the whirling propeller blades on the nose of the machine, and behind them they heard the tail clang into position.
Taziri took a deep breath and whispered to herself, “Contact.” She shoved the throttle hard against the stops and felt the transformed locomotive surge forward. The entire machine shuddered and rattled, and the warning sign at the end of the rail line was racing toward them, and then the strange machine leapt into the sky. The air roared underneath them as Taziri angled higher and higher and the world below dropped sharply away. After a moment, she lowered the nose and eased back the throttle slightly. The vibrations and noise faded away, leaving only the muted droning of the propeller. Below them, the city of Tingis had been reduced to a motionless swarm of fireflies in the darkness, and ahead of them the dark line of the Atlas Mountains sawed at the blue-black horizon.
Taziri grinned. I wish you could see this, Isoke. I know you’d love it. Then she thought back to her days in the Air Corps and said, “Ladies and gentleman, sit back and relax. We’ll be in Carthage by morning. I hope you enjoy the flight, and thank you for flying on the Halcyon III.”



Chapter 4. Shifrah


The seats in the private compartment were very comfortable. Too comfortable. Shifrah shifted her buttocks, but everywhere she settled was soft and forgiving and threatened to mold to her contours. She wanted to sit up, to be poised and ready, to know that she could simply move properly if she had to. But the Mazigh upholstery wasn’t made for any of that.
Through the window to her right, the Atlas Mountains were already receding into the distance beneath the midnight stars and the Numidian countryside spread out beside the train, and in the distant north a pale glimmer betrayed the Middle Sea rolling in against the shore.
Kenan slumped beside her quite contentedly, his hand resting on the black revolver holstered on his right thigh. The softness was fine for him. Guns didn’t demand strength or leverage or balance or agility. They were indifferent weapons for indifferent killers, for more civilized people, for softer people. Shifrah grimaced and turned her attention to the man in the seat across from them.
It hadn’t taken more than half an hour to find him, and since they were well away from Tingis and racing toward the border of Numidia with not a single obstacle between them and freedom, there had been surprisingly little tension at that moment. So she and Kenan had taken the seat across from him. Quietly. Calmly.
Kenan had merely squinted at the Aegyptian before sliding into the seat across from him without the barest hint of a threat.
Aker smiled, a glass of Espani wine in his hand. “I am sorry about ruining your little setup back there. I know how hard it can be to arrange a deep cover, especially in a foreign country. But then, these things do happen to the best of us.”
“The best of whom?” Kenan asked, eyes narrowed to slits, lip thrust out in a thoughtful pout, fingers still drumming lightly on his gun. “What are you? Just a contractor? You’re not very professional for a contract killer. Carrying a sword in a country like Marrakesh isn’t very subtle, or very effective. And you said you wanted to steal the aetherium salvage from the Strait. That’s a very specific cargo. It’s useless to anyone who doesn’t know how to handle it properly, which means resources, facilities, and infrastructure. So either you’re a liar, or you’re working for some very interesting people.”
Aker shrugged. “I’m a liar when I’m paid to lie. Shifrah, what have you told your little friend here, exactly?”
She frowned. She hadn’t been planning to discuss anything important with Kenan, not ever. It was easier that way. After all, she knew they would only be together a short while, and the odds were always fair that she would have to kill him herself one day. Even so, their time together had passed pleasantly enough, and for far longer than she had ever expected.
So maybe. Maybe it’s worth telling him. Hell, I can always kill him later if I have to. Not that I want to.
Shifrah shook her head. “I haven’t told him anything specific, but I suppose it’s time now, isn’t it?” She turned to Kenan. “You know about my broker in Alexandria?”
The Mazigh nodded.
“His name is Omar Bakhoum.”
Aker chuckled.
Shifrah glared at him. “Why is that funny?”
“Because Omar is dead,” the Aegyptian said. “Has been for years. I’m surprised you haven’t figured that out yet.”
“He isn’t dead. What makes you say that?”
“Oh, come now, Shifrah. I’ve been back to Alexandria three times in the last five years. Omar is never there. No one has seen him in at least seven or eight years. He went off on one of his little expeditions and this time he just disappeared.” Aker raised his glass. “He’s dead.”
“Well if he’s dead, then who has been sending me my instructions?”
“I couldn’t say. And I don’t care. But Omar is no more.” Aker shrugged. “Go on, you were saying?”
Shifrah sighed. “I was saying, Kenan, that my broker is a member of a large organization based in Alexandria. They dabble in everything. Arms, drugs, slaves. They meddle in politics everywhere. They can destabilize whole markets when they want to. Gold, silver, ivory. They control most of the eastern railway companies, as well as the new steamer shipping lanes and canals.”
Kenan snorted. “That’s a nice story. But no one could have their fingers in so many pies. So if that’s what they told you, they were selling a myth to scare you, to impress you, to manipulate you. What do they want exactly?”
Shifrah hesitated, wondering if Kenan might be right, if Omar might have been lying. She’d known many men and many liars, but somehow Omar had never felt dishonest. Not that feelings counted for much in their line of work. “Some of them simply want wealth and power. They consolidated Persia and reorganized it into the Empire of Eran, for one.”
“More propaganda,” Kenan muttered.
“But most of them,” Shifrah continued loudly, “are looking for something else. In the old days, it was called Ra’s steel or sun-steel. You know it as aetherium.”
“Ah.” Kenan raised an eyebrow. “Now this part I believe. And what do they want with it?”
“What else?” Aker said. “Power. Real power. Not this political nonsense. But power over the world, knowledge of all things, mastery of the elements, dominion over death itself!”
Kenan squinted at him. “Is that all? So it’s just another cult with delusions of…well, with delusions.”
“Is this a delusion?” Aker drew his short sword halfway from its scabbard. The blade glowed with a dark golden light, burning like the setting sun. The air around the aetherium shimmered and rippled. “The grip and sheathe are protected from the heat by a special ceramic. The blade itself can only be forged by a trained master from the far east, because they refuse to teach our own smiths how to do it. But none of that really matters. What matters is what is contained in here.” He shoved the blade home, hiding the fiery light.
“And what is contained in there?” Kenan asked.
“Souls. You see, this metal, which your people have so aptly called aetherium, drinks in the aether mist, and any soul that happens to touch the steel is caught in the aether riptide and sealed inside. The more souls swallowed by the blade, the hotter and brighter it becomes, though it never melts. And when wielded by a master swordsman, the souls speak and give their wisdom to their master.”
Shifrah watched Kenan’s whole face grow tight and tense and she wondered whether he was seriously considering what he had just heard or whether he was trying to suppress his natural inclination to ridicule all things that fell outside his Mazigh sense of logic and science.
“So, you’re saying that if you kill a man with that sword, you can steal his soul?”
“Exactly.”
“So, you’re saying that Don Lorenzo’s soul is in that sword right there?”
“Yes.”
“And what is Don Lorenzo’s soul saying to you right now?”
Aker’s only answer was a sour smile.
Shifrah cleared her throat. “None of that matters right now. What matters is that I have a network of allies in Alexandria who can help us avoid the Mazighs and find work somewhere else, at least for a little while.”
“I don’t want to work somewhere else,” Kenan said. “I want to drag his murdering ass back to Tingis and watch him hang for killing the Don.”
“Then shoot me now.” Aker held out his empty hands and grinned.
“I’d love to, but that’s not how I work.” Kenan yawned. “When we get to Carthage, I’m going to stick my gun in your mouth and march you right onto the next train back to Tingis and then hand you over to the police.”
“And why would I go along with that little plan?”
“Because bullets are faster than swords.” Kenan smiled. “Then again, you’re a delusional cultist, so I may have to shoot you once or twice somewhere unimportant to get you to cooperate. But don’t worry. I’m willing to make that sacrifice.”
Shifrah shot him a stern look. “You’re not going to shoot him or anyone. And you’re not taking him back to Tingis. I’m sorry your friend died tonight, but these things happen. You knew who I was and you knew who I work with. If you had a problem with it, you should have said something before now.”
“And you shouldn’t have mistaken my silence for my approval.”
“I don’t care. Do what you want. Just leave Aker alone. I need him.” She rested the tips of her fingers on the handle of the stiletto in her right boot.
“Why? Why do you need him?”
“Because he’s been back to Alexandria more than I have. He knows the new players in town. I need him to help me find Omar.”
Aker rolled his eyes. “I already told you. Omar is dead.”
“You know that for a fact? You saw his body? No? Then shut up,” Shifrah snapped at him. She turned back to Kenan. “Omar took care of me. I owe him. If he really is gone, then I don’t have a contact anymore, so I need to find out who has been sending me all these orders over the years.”
Kenan frowned. “What orders, exactly?”
Shifrah sighed. “Why do you want to know?”
“Because you want me to turn my back on my home and just walk away from my job, from my responsibilities. I won’t do that if it puts my people in danger. So what sorts of orders has this mystery man been sending you?”
Shifrah paused. “If Omar has really been missing for seven or eight years, then it includes my orders to come to Marrakesh the first time, to work for Lady Sade, to help destabilize the Mazigh government and put someone on the throne who would be more friendly to Alexandria.”
Kenan frowned a little deeper. “Lady Sade. I haven’t thought about her in years. That was a hell of a mess. Rioting in Arafez. Assassinating the queen. You’re saying that this new mystery boss of yours set all that up?”
“Probably.”
“All right,” Kenan said. “Then I won’t arrest Aker here. Yet. We’ll go to Alexandria and see what we can see, and I’ll play it by ear from there. Deal?”
Shifrah blinked. “You’re coming with us?”
“Of course. I’m not letting him out of my sight unless I get a damn good reason to.”
Aker smirked. “How charitable of you.”
Shifrah shrugged. “Fine. But you’ll need to watch yourself. Alexandria can be a dangerous place. Especially for foreigners.”
Kenan laughed. “You can say that about any place. I’ll worry about Alexandria when we get there. We have to get through Carthage first, and that won’t be any picnic either.”
Shifrah raised an eyebrow. “Why do you say that? What’s going on in Carthage?”



Day Two



Chapter 5. Qhora


Through her little round window, she could look out over the wing at the rolling hills and wide open plains of Numidia. Patchwork fields and tiny towns and ant-like cattle spread out below, slowly sliding back across her view as the Halcyon droned on and on into the predawn sky. A faint smudge of pale gray and pink and yellow had appeared on the horizon, growing brighter in fits and starts between when she fell asleep and when she jerked awake.
There were moments when she wanted to reach forward and slit Salvator Fabris’s throat for what he had done to Enzo, and to Enzo’s students, and to her. The pointless chases, the midnight raid, the cold jail cell, and the young men bleeding all over the floor.
But none of them had died.
The boys were all back home at Enzo’s fencing school just outside Madrid, training, playing, and waiting for their master to return. Qhora sighed and felt a horrible stain crawl over her memory of home. She would have to tell them. One day very soon she would have to walk inside, call them together, and say out loud that Don Lorenzo was dead, and they would all have to leave to find other schools or to go home and find something else to do with their lives. Don Lorenzo’s fencing school was already a thing of the past.
For a moment, she envied their ignorance. But only a moment. Their doom was coming. All their plans and hopes of the future were already shattered. They just didn’t know it yet.
She tried to remember the faces of the two people Salvator had killed in the Pyrenees. The Italian chemist and the Eranian student. Plane crash survivors, refugees, and ultimately victims of someone else’s greed and cruelty, their bodies left by necessity high on a mountain path in a raging snow storm. She wondered if anyone had ever found the bodies, or if they were still there where Enzo and Taziri had left them.
Qhora sighed. It’s all so far away and long ago now.
She couldn’t bring herself to care about the young Italian. Dante had been a rude and selfish creature. But the girl, Shahera, she had reminded Qhora of a childhood friend in faraway Cusco. And for her death, Qhora almost pulled the Songai knife from her boot and plunged it between Salvator’s shoulder blades.
But she didn’t. She needed him. For now. Needed his money. Needed his knowledge. Maybe she would even need his sword. But then, when this was over and she didn’t need him anymore, then she could kill him. She could kill him for Shahera, and Enzo and the boys, and even for Dante.
Why didn’t Enzo kill him when he had the chance?
They had dueled. The Italian lost. But Enzo let him go. Qhora’s lip curled into a little smile.
He let him go with a broken sword and two feet of steel through his hand into his kidney. Espani justice. It was almost enough for me back then. Almost.
“We’re coming up on Carthage,” Taziri called back over her shoulder. “I’ll be landing in just a minute and then we’ll enter the city on one of the branch lines.”
“Branch line?” Salvator looked up. “You mean you’re going to land this contraption on a railroad track?”
“Of course.” Taziri glanced back with a grin.
Qhora was almost reassured by that grin, but all machines were still too strange, too stupid, and too dangerous. They couldn’t think, couldn’t feel, couldn’t do anything unless they were built to do them and told to do them. She missed Atoq. She missed Wayra. Right now, the saber-toothed cat was no doubt sleeping off a belly full of beef in his pen in Madrid, and nearby the towering war-eagle would be standing by a window, gazing out at the snowy Espani plains and dreaming of running free, of hunting down her prey and devouring it alive.
If only we had brought them.
Qhora’s hand tightened on the armrest.
Atoq would have saved Enzo. He would have slaughtered that filthy Aegyptian maggot before he came within reach of us. Or Wayra. She could have run him down in the street and torn the flesh from his back with her talons. It would have been over, either way. As it should be. None of this. This running. This chasing. Other people. Machines.
Qhora shook her head to clear away the soft warm hands trying to drag her soul down into sleep.
No. I’ll sleep later. I’ll sleep when it’s done. I’ll sleep when the Aegyptian is dead.
Glancing out the window, she saw that the ground was much closer now. The houses looked like real houses and she could see people and carts and horses moving along the roads. A soft roaring bled into the cabin as the wings dragged slower and slower through the air, and the entire machine began to shiver and shudder.
“How exactly do you intend on getting this beast lined up properly with the tracks?” Salvator asked.
Qhora heard the anxiety in his voice, and she smiled.
“I have a guide clamp.” Taziri grabbed a small lever and they all heard a new series of hisses and clicks beneath their feet. The pilot said, “I only have to get close. Then I clamp the guide onto the rail and it straightens us out. Don’t worry. I’ve done this three times already. The real trick is making sure there isn’t already a train on the same line up ahead somewhere.”
A moment later there was a sharp clang and the Halcyon jerked to the right. Then the chattering of gears and chains filled the cabin as the earth edged up closer and closer, and then they landed on the railroad line. The iron wheels screamed and the cabin shook violently from side to side, but only for a moment. Then the machine fell nearly silent and still, just as it had been in the air, and Qhora realized they were now rolling smoothly along the ground. Taziri shoved the big lever back down and the long shining wings began folding back up, snapping and clacking up into a rigid box against the sides and roof of the machine. As the panels locked shut, they covered the windows, drenching the cabin in shadows except for the bright glare coming through the forward wind screen. Taziri glanced back, her dark circular goggles shielding her eyes, and she smiled and waved to the passengers.
Qhora exhaled a breath she didn’t realize she had been holding in.
Well, that part’s over at least.
For the next quarter hour, they clacked along the Numidian rail line with the pilot occasionally calling back to describe where they were. Orchards, suburbs, and warehouses. Qhora barely heard her.
Finally she could feel the machine slowing down, and a moment later it juddered to a halt. The brakes hissed and Taziri’s hands raced over her controls, flipping switches and knobs, and then she stood up and said, “Ladies and gentleman, welcome to Carthage.”
Qhora followed the others out the narrow door and stepped out into the bright morning light. They were in a small rail yard of half a dozen lines, two of them full of old freight cars covered in dust and the rest empty. Qhora hurried to the end of the Halcyon, which again looked like an ordinary locomotive now that its wings had collapsed and wrapped around the cabin. “Where is the train from Tingis?”
Taziri glanced at the small watch chained to her pocket. “It should be here in the next half hour. It’ll pull into the station right there.” She pointed across the yard to a covered platform where a few dozen men sat dozing beside their bags on the benches in the shadows.
“Then that’s where I’ll be.” Qhora strode away from the locomotive. She heard footsteps following. “Mirari, stay by the main exit, in case he gets past me.”
“Yes, my lady.” The masked woman jogged ahead toward the tall wooden doors at the end of the platform that stood wide open, revealing the quiet streets of Carthage beyond.
There were still footsteps following her. She glanced back. In the distance she saw Taziri inspecting her machine. But just behind her she found Salvator striding along, tall and confident, his scarred left hand resting on the ornate golden hilt of his rapier. Qhora looked straight ahead again. “I don’t need you.”
“Of course you do,” he said airily. “But I wouldn’t dream of standing between you and your vengeance. Even though this man was able to defeat Don Lorenzo and escape from both you and your strange friend there, I’m sure you’ll have things well in hand.” He chuckled softly. “No, I’m here to hunt my own easterner.”
When they reached the platform and climbed up onto the wooden walkway, the smirking Italian sauntered away and sank down onto a bench between two snoring men in dark robes and blue turbans. Qhora turned the other way and paced out to the end of the platform, to the very edge where the walkway ended and the railroad tracks drew a straight path through the outskirts of the city far into the distance. She slipped a dagger from her sleeve and squeezed it tightly in both hands.
A brief eternity passed in which she could only stare west, waiting, scarcely breathing.
Now it comes. Now is the moment. Now I will find him, and open his flesh, and spill his blood in the dust, and shatter his heart, and destroy everything he is, or was, or ever will be. He took away my Enzo, and now I will take away everything that is his.
Now.
She gripped the knife tighter, and tighter still, imagining the blade in her hand piercing the man’s chest, tearing him apart into red and white ruin.
Now.
Every hidden corner of her own flesh grew warmer, pulsing with the rhythm of her heart, flush with readiness, with desire. She could see it, how it would happen, how it would feel.
Now.
The train appeared, a small dark shape on the horizon. It grew slowly at first, but then much faster, resolving into a large jagged metal beast with round, cycling legs and a fat trunk spewing steam and smoke into the sky over its back. Clacking, huffing, and whistling. It took forever to cross from the wilderness into the city and it only rolled slower as it came closer, and by the time it rolled into the station itself it was barely moving at all, but then it kept rolling and rolling, car after car, until the entire train had entered the station.
Qhora stared up at the dark windows where the dark shapes of bodies were shuffling about in the dark seats and aisles.
Where should I be? Where should I go? Where should I look?
For a moment, she considered joining Mirari at the main gate to watch everyone flood past. But instead, she stepped up onto the end of the last bench so she could look out over the heads of the men and women streaming down off the train.
A young Aegyptian. Small mouth. Large nose. Dark green robe, light green shirt. Close cropped hair with a sharp widow’s peak. Where are you?
She stood and watched and waited. But the man with the burning sword did not step off the train. As the cars began to empty out and the crowd on the platform drained out through the gates, Qhora crossed the platform and entered the rear passenger car. She jogged down the length of each car, ducking into the private compartments to look for stragglers, scanning the benches for a hidden figure, but there were none. The train was empty.
She stepped down onto the empty platform and saw Salvator standing nearby, frowning at the gates. He glanced at her and shook his head. Qhora hurried to the gates and stood beside Mirari, staring at the backs of the weary travelers shuffling out into the bright city streets. “I don’t understand. Did we lose them? Did they get off the train somewhere?”
“No, my lady. This train only stops for water and coal at supply depots,” the Espani girl said firmly. “There was no reasonable place for anyone to leave the train between here and Tingis. And I know what I saw. The Mazigh called Kenan and the Eranian called Shifrah were on this train.”
Qhora felt a strange emptiness in her breast. All the rage, all the heat, all the focus was draining away and leaving her with only a single cold, hollow question.
Where is he?
She was about to turn and ask Salvator something, perhaps to ask if he had seen anything, perhaps even to ask his advice as to what she should do next. But a voice drew her attention to the train, and there, on the far side of the tracks, with the cars obscuring all but their boots, were three people. She heard their voices.
She heard his voice.
“There they are!” The rage returned into a single titanic wave of fire and blood in her mind as she ran off the edge of the platform, leaping between two cars to land on the far side just behind the three figures.
All three turned to look at her and the Mazigh gunman’s eyes widened. He raised one open hand as he said, “Dona Qhora! My name is Kenan Agyeman. We met once at-”
She shrieked as she lunged at him, at his filthy mouth making noises and excuses and lies, standing between her and her prey. The young man stumbled back, his hand clawing at the holster on his leg. She saw the fear in his eyes. And dimly she felt the one-eyed woman coming toward her.
But then Mirari was there, suddenly, as if from nowhere, as Mirari always appeared, running and leaping from the shadows. The mountain girl flew out from between two passenger cars and tackled the Eranian woman to the ground and the two rolled across the dirt and gravel in a storm of blades and dusty clothes.
Qhora smashed her fist into Kenan’s jaw, her knife just grazing his neck. His foot caught a rock and he fell back hard. Just as he yanked his gun free, she stomped on his wrist and shot her knife toward his throat. His eyes went wide and he screamed, “Oh-God-please-no!”
And she stopped. This isn’t him. Isn’t the one. Isn’t right.
Qhora dashed away from the fallen Mazigh after the figure in green sprinting away down the side of the train.
That’s the one. The one who did it. That’s the one I need. I need to catch him, to wrap my fingers around his throat, to hear him beg for his life, and then to take it from him.
Just as the man in green reached the end of the train, Salvator Fabris stepped out from beyond the nose of the locomotive with his rapier drawn and raised.
“No! He’s mine!” Qhora screamed.
A blaze of orange light slashed through the shadows, and Qhora saw the man in green wielding his strange burning sword, hacking viciously at the Italian. But there was no clash of steel, no ringing blades. Salvator darted back and back again, twisting and turning, stabbing and needling at his opponent, but never letting the fiery short sword touch his shining rapier.
Qhora felt her legs burning and her lungs burning and her heart pounding as she raced down the last few yards toward the two men. But before she could reach them, the Aegyptian dodged around the front of the train and disappeared, and Salvator did not follow. He merely slipped his rapier away, tugged a small handkerchief from his sleeve, and dabbed at the perspiration on his forehead.
Qhora slid around the front of the train. The platform was empty. “Where is he? Where did he go?”
Salvator shrugged and she heard him breathing heavily. “Through the gate, I suppose. Into the city.”
“Why did you let him go?”
The Italian blinked and arched one eyebrow. “You told me not to kill him, and I told you I wasn’t interested in him to begin with. Besides, he was quite good with that little sword of his. Unique design. Nipponese, if I’m not mistaken. I think it’s called a seireiken. Hot, too. Too hot to cross blades with. And even if I had been willing to let it touch my steel, it would have been a close match. I can see why he was able to best Don Lorenzo.”
Qhora paused to catch her breath. “What? He’s an oaf! An idiot! He did more damage to the hotel than to Enzo. He only killed him because that damn sword of his melted through…Enzo’s espada…” She felt clawing hands of grief at her throat, choking off her words. She covered her eyes, trying to forget the image of the burning sword piercing Enzo’s chest.
“Really? Then he’s improved over night. Literally. But my business lies there.” Salvator pointed behind her.
Qhora glanced back to see Mirari still locked arm in arm with the one-eyed woman on the ground, while the Mazigh man stood over them with his gun pointed at the sky, yelling at them. “We have to help her!” And she was off running again.
Mirari!
Mirari existed in a strange place in Qhora’s life, somewhere between sister and friend and servant. Enzo had found her in the mountains, deformed and half-mad, but Alonso had brought her back, her mind quite at peace behind the beauty of her new Italian mask, and she had simply become part of their household in Madrid. Sometimes Enzo’s student, sometimes her confidante, and sometimes a household servant working to earn her keep. And of course, always Alonso’s lover. But whatever else she was or wasn’t, Mirari was family now.
The Mazigh gunman saw Qhora running toward them, and for a moment he moved as though to point his gun at her, but he shouted at his one-eyed friend again, and the woman managed to disentangle herself from the masked girl. The Mazigh and the Eranian clambered between the passenger cars and out of sight and Qhora heard them running across the platform, and then they were gone.
She reached Mirari just as the girl was standing up. She was moving stiffly, but there was no stain of blood on her or the ground, and for a moment Qhora felt something other than rage and confusion. Relief. “Are you all right?”
Mirari nodded. “I’m sorry, my lady. She was surprisingly skilled with her hands, and I had to keep her between me and the Mazigh. I couldn’t reach my knife.”
Excuses. She’s making excuses. The cool relief vanished beneath another wave of hate. “You let them go!”
“I’m sorry, my lady.”
“We’ll have to start over again!”
Why did I bring this broken girl at all? Alonso wouldn’t have lost them. He’s taller, stronger. Or Atoq, my beautiful Atoq, he would have torn their throats out and right now I could be staring down at their lifeless bodies instead of my own empty hands.
“Come on,” Qhora snapped. “We have to find them!”
With Salvator trailing a few paces behind, they jogged out the gates of the station and into the streets of Carthage. The early morning sun shone down on a few dozen people striding this way and that way, talking in low stern voices, gesturing sharply, and striding on to somewhere else. A few craftsmen sat behind tables of their wares beneath striped awnings as they wove their baskets, or painted their glassware, or assembled their toys. The real markets were elsewhere, Qhora realized, and these were only the poorest people trying to catch a bit of business from the train’s travelers.
They came to the first intersection and stared down the long dusty roads in each direction. Qhora felt her entire body tightening up, her hand squeezing her knife, her teeth grinding together.
Salvator glided around her and spoke without looking at her in the eye. “You may want to put the knife away. You look ready to use it on the first thing that moves, which may not be your enemy. It wouldn’t do to run afoul of the local constabulary. They aren’t as reasonable here as they are in Marrakesh.”
With a trembling hand, she slipped the knife back into the narrow sheathe up her sleeve. “Where do we go now?”
“Well, we can’t possibly search all of these houses or shops. We need information, we need eyes. So let’s find someplace crowded.” Fabris took the lead, striding smoothly through the thickening crowds of caravan merchants, Kanemi workers, Hellan traders, Songhai pilgrims, and other peoples from farther east that Qhora had never seen before. They reached a bustling square ringed with small cafes and shrines, and around the dry fountain in the center of the space were hundreds of kiosks, a maze of rickety tables shaded by tattered awnings on crooked poles all lashed together in a patchwork shantytown in the middle of the square. The murmuring voices rose like the babble of white water pouring over a fall, and dust filled the air with a brown haze that stung Qhora’s nose and eyes.
Ahead of her, she saw Salvator ducking his head into the market stalls and kiosks, speaking softly to the merchants, sometimes gesturing toward his eye or miming the appearance of a gun or a sword. The merchants nodded or shrugged or shook their heads, but no matter their response the Italian always moved on. Finally she saw the tall fencer drop to his knee to speak to a young boy. A coin flashed between them, and the boy ran off.
“Now we’ll see some results,” Salvator said. “We’ll wait over there.” He pointed them to a shaded corner beside a shrine where a grotesquely fat stone figure sat grinning stupidly at all who passed.
“Who was that boy?” Mirari asked.
“Just someone hungry enough to do the dirty work for us.” Fabris smiled. “Spies come in all shapes and sizes these days.”
For half an hour they sat in the shade. Twice Qhora started to say something, to demand that they do more than just sit and wait, but each time her exhaustion cried out louder. She hadn’t slept on the flight from Tingis at all, and had barely eaten at Taziri’s house, and her breasts were aching because little Javier wasn’t there to relieve her of her milk. The thought of Javier, of his huge black eyes and fat cheeks, shattered her thoughts of anything but home and she leaned back against Mirari, her eyes closed, and tried to sleep, tried to fall into some oblivion where none of this was real, where the last day had never happened, where everything was perfect again and the future wasn’t so terrifying.
But she couldn’t sleep. She opened her eyes and watched other people walk around and talk and wave and lift and pull and ride by. Gradually, the volume of noise increased, a gentle crescendo that eventually left her squinting and rubbing her forehead to ward off the inevitable headache. Then the noise of the crowd rushed up, crashing into the square with the press of several hundred more bodies all dressed in dark browns and reds, many waving sticks and rods and hammers over their heads.
“What’s happening?” Qhora stood up, her hand pressed to the dirk in her sleeve.
“A riot.” Salvator grimaced. “Kanemi migrants. They come up from the south looking for work, and when they can’t find it they often protest by breaking things.”
The mass of angry men drifted slowly across the square chanting nonsense phrases and slogans and calls to take action in Kanemi. Qhora didn’t need a translation. “We need to leave!” she shouted over the din.
“We need to stay!” the Italian shouted back. “The boy will come. Trust me.”
So they pressed back as far as they could behind the shrine of the smiling fat man and gripped their weapons, and waited.
The mob surged left and right, sending little bands of men to shout at the merchants and overturn their tables, and knock down their awnings, and since the awnings were all lashed together soon the entire market was in chaos as every stall tumbled sideways and fell on the people beneath them.
Glass shattered, pottery shattered, and stonewares shattered.
Shouting and more shouting, and screams, and faintly some sobbing.
Qhora made herself as small as she could behind the stone pillar of the shrine and wrapped her fingers tightly around Enzo’s triquetra hanging around her neck and asked his three-faced God to let her survive the next few minutes.
Father, Mother, and Son.
Slowly, and with several false starts in different directions, the mob moved on. They continued in the same direction as before, across the square and down the next street, and a quarter of an hour after it all began it was all over.
Qhora stood up and surveyed the tattered remains of the market with a vague hatred of all the barbarian peoples of the east, of their mad selfishness, of their apparent inability to feed and clothe themselves without someone else giving them work to do.
Stupid people.
One by one, the merchants picked themselves up and shoved their awnings up and pulled their tables up, and soon the market was restored, albeit with a bit more jagged trash scattered under the kiosks.
And then the boy came back.
He chatted with Salvator for less than a minute before scampering off with a fistful of shining coins, leaving Qhora with a vague sense of unease. Her Espani was immaculate and her Mazigh was good, but her Italian and Hellan were terrible and she knew nothing of the many languages of the Eranian Empire. And even here in Numidia, the Mazigh accent was so different that she couldn’t tell what anyone was saying. She didn’t have to ask whether Mirari understood what the boy had said. The masked girl had spent most of her life alone in an abandoned Espani silver mine.
“Well?” She squinted at Salvator.
“Well, I was right. A one-eyed woman and a Mazigh gunslinger are easy marks, particularly to a young boy. Or more precisely, to several dozen young boys.” The Italian gestured to the street. “Our friends are in a cafe a few blocks from here, and apparently they are talking about finding transportation to Alexandria. But the riots have shut down the eastbound trains, so we may be in a bit of luck.”
“Then we have to catch them, now!” Qhora put one hand on Salvator’s back, partly to make sure she didn’t lose him in the crowd and partly to propel him faster toward their destination. They wove around carts and oxen and zebras and even a pair of ostriches that momentarily reminded Qhora of her giant Wayra. But only a little. They wound through the crowds, choking on dust and spices, and stumbling around piles of dung and puddles of blood and sweat, until Salvator pulled them aside and pointed down the street. “There.”
The cafe looked like any other building. Pale clay walls, a narrow door, and a single small window of tinted glass. Qhora gripped her knife. “Let’s go. And this time we don’t let anyone…”
The door of the cafe opened and the one-eyed woman stepped out, slipping on her white jacket and flipping her long black hair out over its collar. The Mazigh gunman followed, squinting at the bright sky. The swordsman in green came out last and led the others away down the street.
“Quickly!” Qhora jogged after them, narrowly avoiding the countless people and wagons and animals thronging the street. She closed the distance slowly, trying to form a plan of attack. The Aegyptian was farthest away with the other two obscuring him. She had to get around them. She had to get close to him. Qhora scanned the street ahead for some obstruction, some funnel, some distraction that might rearrange her field of battle.
The Aegyptian turned a corner and his companions followed. As Qhora approached the corner, a piercing white light blinded her and she shaded her eyes with her hand.
It’s the sun on the sea. The Middle Sea. We’re at the harbor. Boats. No!
She dashed around the corner only to see that her prey had already crossed the road a block ahead and were striding down a long pier toward a small steamer. Qhora tore across the road with her knife drawn. She had no idea whether Mirari and Salvator were still behind her and she didn’t care. She ran as fast as she could, but the Aegyptian was too far away, already at the gangway, already boarding the steamer. She reached the foot of the pier drenched in sweat and turned to run toward the boat, but a pair of men with long rifles shoved her back and barked, “Private property.”
“No! I need to…to speak to that man who just got on the boat! Please, I need to speak to him!” She folded her hand down to hide her knife in the fabric of her sleeve.
“Private property,” one of the guards repeated. “Private boat. Go away.” Behind him on the pier, a third guard stood up from behind a barrel. He had a pair of old pistols shoved in his belt and a frowning squint on his face.
“Get out of my way!” Qhora shoved toward them, but a firm hand gripped her shoulder.
“My lady.” Mirari appeared beside her. “Perhaps this isn’t wise.”
The third man with the pistols began sauntering toward them. A fourth man stood up even farther down the pier, one hand resting on his short-barreled rifle.
“Your friend is correct,” Salvator said from her other side. “We should withdraw and not trouble these gentlemen anymore.”
“But he’s getting away!” Qhora glared at the tiny figures on the deck of the steamer, straining to discern her husband’s killer from the others.
He’s right there! So close! He’s right there! I’m looking at him!
Qhora yanked forward out of Mirari’s grip, pulling the young woman off balance and stumbling into one of the armed guards.
The guard barked something in Eranian as he dealt a backhanded blow to the side of Mirari’s head. The woman staggered, her face snapping to the side as the ribbons on her mask tore free and her painted porcelain features clattered to the ground.
Both guards drew back as though from a poisonous stench, their hands rising to cover their mouths.
Mirari stumbled backward, both gloved hands pawing at her bare cheeks and lips and nose as she whimpered, “My f-face, my face, need my face, where’s my face, face, need my face, need to be her, need to be her, need her, where is she, where is my face?”
“Dear God.” Salvator winced.
Qhora looked up past Mirari’s shaking hands at her silver-blue skin and her mangled, twisted ears. When Alonso brought the mountain girl to Madrid, he had explained that Mirari’s ears had been crushed during a difficult birth. And after years of torment from the people in her village, she had fled to live alone in an abandoned silver mine, drinking the tainted water running through the mine, permanently dying her skin with traces of silver. But in their two years together, Qhora had never seen her without the Carnivale mask. She had never seen her face at all.
And now, as they stood together at the foot of the pier with three armed men standing over them, all Qhora saw was a friend locked in the prison of her own fractured mind, and shaking with terror. “Fabris! Get her mask!”
The Italian swept into the foot traffic on the road and rescued the mask a moment before a camel’s foot would have crushed it and he returned it to her hand. Mirari stared at the inside of the mask as though she had never seen it before, lost and baffled.
“Here, here.” Qhora gently took the mask and placed it against Mirari’s face, and slowly the woman stopped shaking and mumbling.
She took the mask in her own hands, holding it in place, and she took a deep breath. Mirari straightened up, one hand pressed to the painted red lips of the mask, the other hand resting on the head of her hatchet in her belt. “I’m sorry, my lady,” she said in a calm voice. “I’m fine now. It won’t happen again.”
Qhora blinked.
The transformation is nearly instantaneous. Her body, her voice. Everything about her changes. She’s like two different people.
Qhora nodded. “It’s all right. You’re all right now.”
Salvator herded both of them into the road, into the streams of people and animals and away from the armed men on the pier. Qhora glanced back and saw the steamer pulling away from pier.
The Aegyptian!
“No!” Qhora reached out for the departing ship as though trying to pull it back to shore through sheer will and rage.
“Be silent!” the Italian hissed. “Don’t provoke those men anymore. They will shoot you if you give them a reason. You see their belts? Look, do you see?”
Qhora twisted to look and saw that the men wore no less than three belts each, one bound tightly around the waist and the other two sagging loosely with knives, pouches, vials, and metal boxes. “So?”
“So? They carry too many exotic weapons. They’re assassins. I should know.” Salvator pushed her against the wall of a fishmonger’s shop and turned to look at the men again.
“But what about the ship? It could go anywhere! I can’t just let them escape.”
“We know where it’s going. It’s going to Alexandria,” the Italian said. “And we’re not letting them escape. We’re letting them lead us to their masters. This is better. You can still kill your husband’s murderer, but why stop there? If we follow them home, we can destroy their entire organization.”
“I don’t care about that!”
“But I do. And they’re already on the ship, and the ship is already away from the pier. So unless you want to jump into the harbor and try to storm the decks single-handedly, I suggest you listen to me. Listen to me!” He turned her head to face him.
She jerked her chin out of his hand, but met his gaze.
“You’re tired. You’re angry. You’re heartbroken. You’re not thinking clearly, so let others think for you. These people escaped you in Tingis and they’re just escaped us here. Running blindly about the continent is not going to bring you justice. But a sound plan will. Now, I suggest we return to the station and get moving ourselves.”
Qhora was tempted to slap him for suggesting that she let him think for her, but she knew she still needed him. Needed his money. Needed his skill with languages. “Get moving where?”
“Alexandria, of course. We can arrive long before that ship does, and have our own personal army of mercenaries at the dock waiting to greet them. We’ll take our time and do things properly. No more blind running. Agreed?”
Alexandria? No, I should be heading back west, not farther east. I should be going home to Javier, home to Madrid and Enzo’s students, home to Atoq and Wayra. They need me.
As much as she wanted the Aegyptian’s blood, she wanted her baby more. “How long? How long will it take?”
A cruel smile spread slowly across Salvator’s face. “As long as it takes. And let me remind you, I am the one who chartered our private train, so I am the one who decides where it goes, and it is going to Alexandria. Whether you come with us is up to you.”
A whistle split the air and she looked up. The steamer was gliding away across the harbor. Several dark little figures were moving around its deck. Qhora nodded. “Alexandria. Fine, we’ll go. But we go quickly. And then we come quickly home.”
“I make no promises,” the Italian said.
Qhora shrugged. “I don’t want your promises. Just your obedience.”
Salvator looked amused, but said nothing, and they turned back down the road to the train station. She followed a pace behind.
What would Enzo do? How would he deal with Salvator? How would he protect Mirari? How would he catch a killer? Tell me, Enzo, how?
As they passed back through the market square, Qhora took some small satisfaction at seeing the shops all set to rights. Order had been restored. Civilization had triumphed, if only slightly. A high-pitched shriek drew her gaze to the left and she saw a stall filled with cages. In their wooden prisons, lizards hissed and snakes coiled and furry things slept in faceless balls. But to one side there was a crude perch, and on it stood a gray and white bird of prey.
I don’t believe it!
Qhora strode to the merchant and pointed at the bird. “Do you know what this is?”
The old man shrugged. “It is an eagle,” he said in Numidian-accented Mazigh.
“It’s a harpy! From Jisquntin Suyu, from the Empire, my homeland!” She forced her hand into a fist to keep from grabbing the old man’s shirt and shaking him. “Where did you get it? How did it get here?”
Again the man shrugged. “There is an Espani who sometimes comes here. He sometimes brings things from the New World. He brings this bird last month.”
“Set it free. Now!”
The old man shook his head. “The bird is very expensive.”
“Fabris, pay the man!” Qhora ordered.
“Mm, I think not. My money will be better spent in Alexandria.” And the Italian sauntered away.
Qhora passed her hands over her person in search of the money that she knew she didn’t have. She glanced at Mirari, knowing full well the girl’s only possessions were an old knife, a hatchet, and a mask. Qhora turned back to the merchant and slammed her Italian stiletto into his counter and left it standing there, embedded in the wood. “Trade.”
The merchant frowned. “This is not enough.”
He had barely spoken before Qhora slammed her Songhai dirk into the wood. “Trade!”
The two knives stood glinting in the sun. Polished steel, pale ivory, stained teak, and silver rings. Qhora reached for her sleeve. “Trade, or the next one won’t go into the wood.”
The old man nodded, his eyes wide. “A pleasure doing business with you.”



Chapter 6. Taziri


She had just finished the tiresome task of moving the Halcyon across the yard onto the turn table, swiveling it about, and rolling it off onto another line that would point them back to Marrakesh when Taziri saw her passengers trudging across the yard toward her. They looked tired and dusty, but not bloody. She took that to be a good sign. And there was a large bird perched on Qhora’s gloved hand. Taziri had no idea what to make of that.
They filed on board through the narrow hatch and the Italian said, “A slight change in plans, captain. We’ll be continuing to Alexandria from here. As quickly as you can, thank you.”
Taziri stared. “Alexandria? Why? What happened? Where is Kenan? Didn’t you find them?”
“Suffice it to say, they boarded a steamer bound for Alexandria,” Salvator said. “And now we need to pursue them just a little farther.”
“A little farther?” Taziri turned to Qhora. “Dona, what happened? Do you really want to go to Alexandria?” The Mazigh pilot swallowed, hoping for a retraction, for an argument that ended with her setting out for Tingis, back home, back to Yuba and Menna.
This was supposed to be a short charter. Easy money. Why is nothing ever easy?
“Just do what he says,” Qhora said sharply, rubbing her eyes. The huge bird sank its talons into the heavy leather glove on her hand and gazed up at the pilot with its huge golden eyes.
Taziri shook her head. “But that’s inside the Empire of Eran. And besides, I don’t think I have enough fuel to get there and back again.”
“You think or you know?” Salvator asked.
Taziri frowned and sat down in her seat with her pad and pencil. She tapped the fuel gauge, checked her maps for ranges, checked the almanac for wind conditions, and did the math. The answer made her smile. “Not enough. We can’t make it.”
“How far can we make it, captain?”
Taziri shrugged. “All the way to Alexandria, but then only a fraction of the distance back.”
“Excellent.” Salvator smiled thinly. “You can fly us to Alexandria now so we can attend to our business, and then we simply chain this wonderful contraption of yours to the next train heading west and roll back home on the rails.”
Taziri felt her heart sink. He was right. That would work.
Damn it! I finally build something perfect, and this is the thanks I get.
“All right, then, if that’s the plan, we’ll go to Alexandria,” she said. “But I need to be perfectly clear on this. When we arrive, I will be staying with the Halcyon the entire time we are there. I won’t go with you, I won’t stay in a hotel, and I won’t even leave the rail yard. In Eran, the railroads are all owned by the government and officials can commandeer them at any time for any reason, and other people have been known to steal, damage, and destroy them just to spite the government. So I will be here, inside this cabin, the entire time we are in Alexandria. And if there is some danger that I can’t talk my way out of, then I might just have to roll out, and fast.”
Salvator frowned. “That would not be ideal, for us.”
“Sorry, but that’s the deal.” Taziri stood as tall as she could and tried to look as cruelly apathetic as she could. She hated the idea of abandoning anyone, for any reason, but now that she was out of the Corps, she was on her own. And Aegyptus was very, very far from home and help. “I can’t let the Eranians take this engine, for obvious scientific reasons. And I can’t let them detain me, for the same reasons. And other personal reasons, of course.”
The Italian nodded grimly. “Agreed. If not for your sake, then for the sake of keeping new technologies out of their hands for as long as possible.”
Taziri rolled her eyes. “Thank you so much.” She took one last look at Qhora and her feathered companion, and then she sat down in the pilot’s seat for her last few preflight checks. Minutes later, the Halcyon was clacking down the westward track out of Carthage. When they were clear of the city, she pulled the big lever and the machine was once again transformed from locomotive to aeroplane and they clawed their way high into the midmorning sky. Taziri brought them around in a wide arc to point eastward along the northern coast of Ifrica, and pushed the throttle forward.
I hope this is a very brief detour.
The flight from Carthage to Alexandria was only slightly longer than the flight from Tingis, but she had only gotten a brief reprieve from the pilot’s seat at the rail yard. One hour? One and a half? How long can I go until I absolutely need to sleep? Even after we land, will it be safe for me to sleep at all?
Taziri tried to wiggle her toes and stretch her legs, and roll her shoulders and massage her neck while flying the plane, but the flight stick, throttle, and control pedals all required constant attention so there was no real escape from the droning stress of the task at hand. Fortunately, she had plenty of food and water stashed in the small compartments and cubbies and nets all around her and she could buy herself a few moments of distraction by eating dried fruit and spiced nuts, and drinking lukewarm tea splashed with mint.
Eventually, she told her passengers about the food stashed under their seats as well.
Hours passed. The sun drifted effortlessly across the sky, shifting from slightly ahead of them to slight behind, and then directly behind as the afternoon grew later. Taziri kept one eye on the ground below, always keeping the Halcyon directly on the coast with the continent on her right and the Middle Sea shining on her left. But even if luck wasn’t with her, the weather certainly was. It was a bright clear day with only a few white, puffy clouds and there was no danger of a storm or fog to throw them off course or otherwise threaten their journey.
After six hundred miles, Taziri frowned.
Over halfway now. This is it. I’m committed to the plan. Not enough fuel to get back to Carthage even if I wanted to. Damn, this is stupid. We didn’t need the money this badly. It was only a few months’ income…
From time to time, they passed over a tiny village or a small town on the coast, and each time Taziri consulted her maps and fuel gauge, checking to see whether the Trans-Eranian Railway entered the town itself. But each time the rails ran past to the south and she was reassured that they had not yet found Alexandria.
It was very late in the afternoon when she saw the railroad tracks sweep in closer to the coast and a dark blot appeared on the ground, studded with fiery lights. The city sprawled more than five miles along the edge of the Middle Sea, and another mile inland. The harbor was divided by a long hammer-head peninsula, and just east of that and to the right a circular lake marked the southern edge of the city. Huge stone towers glowed red in the light of the setting sun, and huge windmills turned slowly in the sea breeze. Hundreds of ships, from tiny fishing dories to sleek xebecs to massive ironclad steamers drew bright wake trails through the harbors.
Here we are. Taziri grimaced. Alexandria.
She circled about once to line up with what seemed to be a less important-looking railroad track on the west side of the city and she landed the Halcyon with a sharp clang and shudder using the guide clamp. With the wings folded up, she was confident that no one would think the machine was anything other than a locomotive, but she had no idea what sorts of flying machines were common in the Empire and no idea how curious the locals might be. She kept up their speed as they clacked along the rails past farms and houses, past shops and temples, past warehouses and factories, and didn’t stop until they had passed straight through a small train station and rolled into a wide, shadowy rail yard where a dozen old freight cars and one ancient steam engine sat in dusty silence.
Taziri shut everything down quickly and then locked down the engine’s starter, the fuel cap, the folding wings, and the propeller. Even if they capture this thing, she thought grimly, they won’t be able to do anything with it.
Finally, she unstrapped herself from her seat and turned to watch her passengers stand and stretch and mutter to each other. “Dona Qhora,” she said, “I should tell you that you will not find the people here, that is, the men here, as chivalrous as those in Espana. There are two kinds of men in Eran. Those who have been well-educated in all things, and those who have been educated only in one thing. Ego. The former will ignore you. But the latter may treat you poorly for being a foreigner, and for not upholding their faith, and most of all just for being a woman.”
The Incan lady stood up, imperious in her military jacket with her hulking eagle on her arm. “What would you suggest then?”
Taziri frowned and glanced at the Italian. “Stay close to Salvator. As long as people think you are with him, they will probably ignore you.”
Qhora’s face betrayed no emotion. “I’ll do whatever needs doing. Thank you for your services thus far, captain. We will return as soon as we can so we may all leave this place.”
Taziri nodded and watched the two women climb out the hatch and step down to the ground.
Salvator Fabris was still in his seat. He smiled. “Don’t worry, captain. I can promise you that this time, all of your passengers will be returning home as planned.”
Taziri rested her hand on the white-handled revolver on her hip. “See that they do. Call it an all-or-nothing proposition, Mister Fabris. If you don’t bring them back, I won’t bring you back. And be quick about it. Sooner or later, someone is going to notice the Halcyon, and I only have so many bullets.”
The Italian stood and sighed. “Yes, captain, just remember to look before you shoot. It would be a terrible pity if you were to kill the wrong person out there. I for one would be quite distraught if you killed me. Good evening, captain. Sleep well.”
He gave her a strange look, one bordering between amusement and deadly hatred, and he stepped out the hatch.
Taziri climbed out to watch her three passengers striding across the rail yard until they disappeared around the corner of the station. Already it was too dark to see anything very clearly, though the stars were beginning to poke out here and there beyond the thin gray clouds. She ducked back inside for a moment and then climbed out with an old folded tarp under her arm and threw it over the back half of the Halcyon, and then tossed a few stones and fistfuls of dust and dirt on top of it. She had parked her machine at the end of the yard, under the overhang of a roof and behind a row of freight cars to shield her from casual observers at the train station.
Still.
She checked that her revolver was loaded, and she checked her spare ammunition, and then she rolled up her left sleeve. The medical brace gleamed darkly beneath the stars. She pressed the release button and the top panel sprung up with a quiet twang and hiss to reveal the custom revolver mounted in the hollow space where her muscle used to be, before the fire ravaged her flesh. The trigger mechanism swung out sharply, placing the trigger in her left palm. She loaded the gun and then pushed it back down into place. The brace clicked shut and she rolled her sleeve down.
With nothing left to do, she locked the hatch and lay down on the floor of the cabin with another old tarp as a bedroll and pillow. It was still very early in the evening, but after flying straight through the prior night and then again all afternoon, her eyes and back and shoulders were all crying for a few hours’ peace.
She gave herself a few minutes to worry over whether or not she would see Menna again soon, and then fell asleep.
Bang.
Bang-bang.
Taziri sat up clutching her gun. She could hear muffled voices outside. Male voices. Heavy footsteps on the gravel.
Two, maybe three men.
Instantly her heart was pounding in her throat.
How did they find me so fast? They must have watched me land, or saw me roll into the station. Damn it! This was stupid, stupid, stupid!
A silent snarl bared her teeth as she drew her gun and crept to the hatch and peeked out through the armored glass.
There were three young men standing beside the Halcyon. They were talking with their backs mostly toward the machine. Taziri squinted, trying to see better in the shadowy gloom.
The youths laughed, then did a strange little dance or mock fight, and one of them was hurled stumbling against the Halcyon.
Bang.
Taziri exhaled.
They’re just kids. Just stupid kids, out being stupid. They’re not here for me. They don’t even see me. Hell, they probably wouldn’t care if they did see me.
A few minutes later, a fourth young man appeared with a bag and the foursome all sat down in a little circle. Taziri watched them drink from what was clearly an Italian wine bottle and play at something that looked like dice.
For an hour, she crouched by the window and watched. Finally, they tossed the empty bottle against the wall in front of the Halcyon.
Crash.
And then they sauntered away, shoes crunching on the gravel, talking quietly and laughing loudly. When they were gone, Taziri laid back down on her old tarp and stared up at the ceiling of the cabin for a long time.
A very long time.
This is going to be a long night.
Eventually, she fell asleep again.



Chapter 7. Shifrah


“They spoiled me,” she said as she stared out over the water.
“How so?” Aker stood next to her, leaning over the rail. The steamer was still churning steadily across the Middle Sea, just barely within sight of land, which had been a dark line on the southern horizon all day but now was visible only by the lights of the towns along the coast.
Shifrah smiled. “In Marrakesh, everything is fast, and I mean everything. You can get anything to eat at any time of day. The shops sell every sort of clothing and tools and toys from every country in this half of the world, and probably a few from the other half, too. The trains and airships run every day, inside the country at least. And the telegraphs. Have you ever sent a telegram, Aker?”
He shook his head.
“It’s a strange sort of power. It’s not like watching someone die, but it is…intoxicating, all the same. Being able to say anything to anyone, anywhere. Reaching out across hundreds of miles in an instant.” Shifrah smiled and shook her head. “You can get used to that sort of thing. I did. I had contacts all over the country, people I never needed to visit, or even meet. I could gather information or arrange jobs just by visiting the telegraph office, and then spend the rest of the day at the shops. I even have a bank account.”
Aker laughed.
Shifrah smirked. “Yeah, I know. Most of my money is stashed, but just a little is in the bank. They pay you to put it there, you know.”
“Do they really?” Aker gazed out over the water. “And now you have to give up all the magic and glamour of your heavenly life to come home, back to reality.”
Shifrah’s smiled faded and she sighed. “It looks that way.”
“Pity. I didn’t mean to ruin your setup. But these things have a way of happening.”
She nodded. “I know.”
“Which brings us to your little elephant.” He looked sharply at her.
“Who, Kenan?” She glanced at him. “He might be a problem. He might not. He’s hard to read, really. When I met him, he was in uniform. But that didn’t last long. He plays by some funny rules, but he does play. I think if we just manage him the right way, Kenan could be more of an asset than a liability.”
“You like him.”
“Of course. But I like watching him even more.” A hint of a smile played on her lips. “There’s something just a little bit ingenious about him, just a little bit insane, when he’s really pushed. When he’s angry or desperate, that’s when the real Kenan comes out. And he is something to see.”
“And the rest of the time?”
She shrugged. “The rest of the time, he’s just a man. Like you, actually. He watches his money like a hawk, he complains, he wants to be left alone, he wants attention, and he wants sex.”
“He’s a lawman.”
“He’s a patriot. There’s a difference.”
“Not from where I’m standing.” Aker straightened up. “We’ll be in Alexandria soon. I’ll take you around and re-introduce you to the people in charge. Things have changed a bit in the last few years.”
“I want to see Omar. Or look for him, I mean. Ask around, see what people know. He might still be out there somewhere.”
“Yes, and Atlantia might still be above sea level, but I wouldn’t bet on it.” Aker paced away. “But I’ll take you around, just the same. I am curious to see who’s been sending you your jobs lately.”
“Any ideas?”
“Just one.” And he left.
Shifrah waited until he was gone before she followed him back to the hatch and climbed below to find Kenan. The scowling Mazigh detective was waiting for her in her bunk, stretched out with his hands behind his head. “Are you seriously considering killing me?”
Shifrah paused in the open doorway, then stepped inside and shut the door. “Not seriously. But it is on the table. It’s all up to you now. Why? Should I kill you? After all we’ve been through? I’d rather not.”
She sat down beside him and looked down at his face. He wasn’t quite grown yet, still showing traces of softness around the eyes and jaw, though his nearly perpetual frowning had done much to age him. He didn’t sleep enough, which shadowed his eyes, and he didn’t eat enough, which kept him lean even though he never exercised. She had tried several times to get him to run and spar with her, but he said it reminded him too much of the army, and what was the point of training with a knife when he had a gun?
“I thought all of this was behind you,” he said. “I thought we were building something. New lives, new work.”
She shook her head. “No. It was a new life for you. Same one for me.”
“And this Omar person is the one who got you into it? What happened? Did he find you on the street, saw some potential, and trained you up as his pet killer?” Kenan didn’t look at her. His tired gaze drifted across the ceiling.
“Hardly. I started knife fighting when I was fourteen. First kill at sixteen. First contract at seventeen. And all long before I met Omar.”
“And none of that bothers you?”
She could feel the smug condescension radiating from his whole body. They’d been down this road before many times, in one fashion or another. “Did you think I was some poor starving waif living on the street and stealing my bread? Or maybe I was selling my body to fat drunken slobs?” She shook her head. “I’ve never stolen anything in my life. And no one has ever touched me without my permission. I kill for a living, and I kill because I’m good at it. I don’t create the work, I just take the jobs, and there was no shortage of jobs in Marrakesh, I might add. Husbands who wanted their abusive wives killed. Wives who wanted their cheating husbands killed. Business partners. Gang members.”
“So it’s just business to you. You don’t feel anything?”
She glared at him and smacked him on the forehead. “Did you know that there are special accountants in Marrakesh whose whole job is to guess how many people will be killed in this factory or on that railroad?”
“Sure. They’re called actuaries.”
“Right. Because your precious modern businesswomen all know that their factories are going to kill people. Guaranteed. But since it’s cheaper to pay off the victims’ families than make the factories safer, they don’t. They let the workers die for no reason, year in and year out. And most of them die horribly mangled, screaming, while their friends watch them in agony, unable to save them.” She pulled out one of her Italian stilettos and held the blade over his eyes. “But every person I kill dies on purpose, for a reason. Maybe they’re good reasons, maybe they aren’t, but never by accident. And never in agony. Always quick, in the back, sliding in between the ribs, straight into the heart. No suffering, no fear. Just a moment of surprise and it’s over.”
Kenan pushed the knife away from his face with one finger. “It disappoints me that you think your way is better.”
“And it disgusts me that you don’t.” Shifrah put away her stiletto and leaned away. “We’ll be in Alexandria soon.”
“Then we need to get ready to leave.”
“There’s no rush.”
“Yes, there is.” Kenan sat up. “Don’t you find it just a little strange that we weren’t off that train in Carthage more than a minute before Don Lorenzo’s wife was swinging a knife at me? Haven’t you been wondering how they got there ahead of us?”
“No. She wanted revenge, but we got away. These things happen.”
“Stop saying that!” He glared at her and for a moment she saw real venom in his eyes. “These things may happen to you all the time, but they don’t happen to normal people. They don’t happen to me! Now, I’ve been thinking about this all day and the only way to get from Tingis to Carthage ahead of us would be to fly, but there were no scheduled flights last night.”
“So it was an unscheduled flight.” Shifrah shrugged.
“There are no unscheduled flights, unless you’re not in the Corps. And I only know one freelance aeronautics engineer and pilot in Tingis. My old boss, Captain Ohana. Personal friend of the Don and his wife. And if they were willing to fly to Carthage to catch us, then they’ll probably be flying on ahead to Alexandria to try again.”
Shifrah smiled. He’s so rigid, so boxed in by his laws and rules. “Kenan, I don’t think they were trying to catch us. I’m pretty sure they were trying to kill us.”
“Which is why we don’t want to be on this boat when it arrives in Alexandria. They might be waiting for us again.” He stood up. “I’ll go talk to the captain about borrowing the dinghy so we can row to shore before we reach port.”
She caught his arm. “Let me. Unless you speak Eranian?”
His frown faded and he nodded. “Fine.” He sat down again, and this time looked her in the eye. “Listen, I’m sorry. I know you didn’t do this. I know you didn’t kill Quesada, but your friend did, and he brought this mess to our doorstep and ruined my tidy little world. This is not what I was expecting when I came home for supper last night.”
“I know. And I’m sorry if I don’t seem worried enough, but this is what most of my life has been like. Everything ends, sooner or later. Being alone, with Omar, with Aker, with Sal. And now Marrakesh is over, too. Time to move on. I’m happy to take you with me, wherever I’m going, but you’re the one who is going to need to adjust to the world out there. Not the other way around.”
“Maybe.” He nodded. “But you’ve changed more than I have. You’re not so cold as before, not so angry. You seem pretty happy most days, and I mean happy in the normal way, not the crazy way. I was starting to think you and I might be together a long time.”
“Married?” She raised an eyebrow.
“Maybe, maybe not.”
“When we get to the city, you’re going to see some bad places, and meet some bad people, and hear some bad things about me.” She leaned close to his neck where she could smell his sweat. “You might not want to marry me after that. You might get the idea that I’ve been a bad girl.”
“A little late for that.” His mouth hovered near her ear and he whispered, “How long until we arrive?”
“Long enough.” And she pulled him back into the bunk.
Afterward, when she was dressed, Shifrah left their little cabin in search of Aker. She caught him admiring his glowing sword down in the shadows of the cargo hold.
“How’s your friend?” he asked.
“He’ll be fine. He thinks we should leave and row ashore in case we run into Don Lorenzo’s wife again.”
Aker grunted. “Who cares? Did you see me back there fighting that fencer? He couldn’t come near me. He was afraid of me.”
“He was afraid of your sword, the one glowing because it’s practically on fire.”
“Two hundred and fifty souls,” Aker said. “The blade isn’t hot enough to be dangerous until it claims fifty and it isn’t considered a true seireiken until it claims two hundred. This one holds two hundred and fifty. But the truly great blades, the heavenly swords, hold thousands. Only the masters have them. They say the blades glow perfectly white, and a single stroke can set an entire mountain on fire.”
Shifrah tried to get a better look at the sword in his hand, but he slid it home into its ceramic scabbard and let his loose green robe obscure the grip at his belt. She said, “That fencer at the rail yard has a name, by the way. Salvator Fabris.”
“Fabris? Why do I know that name?”
“He’s one of the Italian masters. He was also my partner for a while, before I met Kenan.” Shifrah crossed her arms and leaned against a crate. “I know Salvator. I’ve seen him fight. I don’t know exactly how good Don Lorenzo was, but I know Sal, and the old Aker I knew could never have beaten Sal. So who have you been training with?”
“No one.” Aker grinned. He patted the sword at his hip. “Just the Don himself. I know what he knows. I remember what he remembers. It’s all just images and instincts right now, but it will grow sharper in time.”
“You’re serious, aren’t you?” She stared at the sword and wondered how long she could let him keep such a thing. Aker was a common mercenary, a blunt weapon with more ambition than sense. He had always talked a big game and when she left him years ago he was still just talking. Clearly, something had changed. “The aetherium in the blade. I mean, I’d heard the stories, but I figured it was all Espani nonsense. Souls and ghosts. But it’s real, isn’t it?”
“It’s all real. Very real. I admit, most of the souls in here are nothing special, nothing more than fuel for the fire in the blade.” He smirked. “But there have been a few soldiers, a few killers. Their strength and skill and knowledge are in here. And now the master Don Lorenzo is in here too, and I can stand toe to toe with the great Salador Fabee!”
“Salvator Fabris.”
“Whatever.”
Shifrah sniffed and looked away. “Listen, Kenan says we should go ashore alone to avoid running into the Don’ widow, and I think he’s right. I want to go into town quietly, not in the middle of a pitched battle. All right?”
Aker shrugged. “As you wish. There is no need, but if it will make you feel better to sneak back into your own city, I will not stop you.”
“Fine. Meet us by the rear launch as soon as the city is in view.”
Shifrah spent the next hour trying to rest in the bunk with Kenan, but the bunk was too narrow for her to get comfortable and Kenan kept touching her, so eventually she suggested that they go up on deck to wait. They went outside and stood in the stern of the steamer beside the little wooden launch hanging over the side. The tiny lights of Alexandria twinkled in the darkness far off to their right.
Aker sauntered up. “Are we ready to go?”
“We’re just waiting for someone to help us put the launch out.” Kenan glanced around the empty deck.
“No, the captain said there’s nothing to it.” Shifrah winked at Aker and the two of them deftly unlashed the launch and lowered it into the water. The three of them climbed down into the boat and released the lines, leaving them to bob and wobble in the steamer’s wake. As soon as the water was calm again, Kenan and Aker put out the oars and began to row.
Shifrah watched their steamer cruise into the harbor and settle beside a long stone pier. Behind them on the point, the bright lights of the enormous lighthouse swept across the sky with ghostly fingers to point at the dark horizons. The steamer docked and a handful of sailors lashed it to the pier.
As their little launch rounded another pier farther down the harbor side and approached the lower mooring, Shifrah saw at least a dozen men waiting at the foot of the steamer’s pier, and as the lighthouse lamp swung around, the light glinted off the steel weapons in their hands. “Looks like Kenan was right.” She pointed at the dark figures.
They found an old iron ladder and climbed up to the street, which was dark and deserted. Aker pointed the way and led them down the road at a brisk pace. Shifrah glanced up at the shadowed faces of the towers and temples in the distance. The taste of the salt water mingled with the smells of fish and birds, of fire and spices, of flinty sand and crumbling stone.
Alexandria. It’s been a long time.



Chapter 8. Qhora


She stood in the darkness, staring out at the starry sky and the lights reflected on the rippling waters of the harbor. She watched Salvator lead his band of cheap muscle down the pier, and she watched them talk to the crew of the steamer, and she watched them come back empty-handed.
We lost them. Again.
Mirari laid a gloved hand on Qhora’s shoulder, and the Dona reached up to squeeze her hand for a moment. “Go talk to Salvator for a moment,” Qhora said. “I just need a minute to myself.”
“Yes, my lady.” The masked woman strode away to intercept the Italian and the two stopped on the dockside to talk.
Qhora turned and shuffled back into the darkness of the empty warehouse where Salvator had placed a single chair with a few ropes and a rickety little table displaying an assortment of stones, broken glass, and splintered wood. Crude, he had said, but more than adequate to your needs.
She stood in front of the empty chair, a spectral shape drawn in starlight and shadow. The harpy eagle on her arm squawked and stretched his talons. She reached over to stroke his feathered head.
We would have put the Aegyptian in this chair, she thought. Tied him down. Tortured him. Bled him. Mutilated him. Listened to him scream. And killed him.
The cold emptiness in her chest made it hard to breathe and she sat down in the chair. Her lip shook, but she did not blink, did not crumple, and did not wail. She sat tall and proud, staring across the dirty floor of the empty warehouse.
For vengeance. For justice. For me, and Javier, and all of Espana.
She exhaled slowly. Her breasts ached.
Forgive me, Enzo. You deserve better than this. I tried. I did. But I failed. I failed you. The man in green is gone. And I know you wouldn’t have wanted me to kill him, but you deserve that much, and more. But it doesn’t matter now. He’s gone.
And we both know that killing him would do nothing for us. It wouldn’t bring you back to me and our son. It wouldn’t even bring me peace, let alone happiness.
I need to go home. I need Javier, and he needs me. I need to go back to Madrid and tell your students that you are gone, that your school is closed, and that your sword-of-life style exists only in your little book now.
Where should I go now, Enzo? How will I live? Where will I live? I suppose I can go to your parents in Gadir for a while, but that will not last forever. And what will I do then?
She reached up with her bare right hand to clutch the old triquetra medallion hanging around her neck. The metal was warm to the touch. Very warm. Qhora closed her eyes and tried to pray to Enzo’s three-faced God. But where was the justice of the Father? Where was the life of the Mother? Where was the mercy of the Son?
Enzo is gone, without justice, life, or mercy.
Qhora opened her eyes and saw a figure standing just a few paces away. It was a shadowy, indistinct figure, a little old woman as dim as dark glass and through her body Qhora could still see the door of the warehouse beyond her.
A ghost.
“You.” Qhora croaked the word.
“I’m so sorry, Dona.” The ancient Espani nun looked older than Qhora remembered. She had only seen the specter once in a butcher’s icehouse in Marrakesh. The dead woman had made a stronger impression that day, wreathed in swirling vapors and aether, passing down her wisdom centuries after her death to teach Enzo, to guide him.
But now she was just a shadow trapped in an old medallion, her soul imprisoned in the little patch of aetherium in the edge of the golden triquetra.
“I watched it happen,” Sister Ariel said. “I saw the man strike, saw the fiery sword shatter Lorenzo’s espada, and I saw it pierce his flesh. I saw it all. And I felt the aether riptide of that sword trying to tear me free of my prison in exchange for another, but I remained here in the triquetra while poor Lorenzo…” The nun covered her mouth.
Qhora frowned sternly, struggling not to give in to the misery and horror the old ghost was projecting at her. “What about Lorenzo?”
“His soul was taken, dragged away, drawn into the aetherium sword.” The nun made the sign of the triquetra and bowed her head. “And I could hear them. So many souls, other souls, older souls, all trapped in that sword with him. I can’t imagine what it must be like. I’ve been alone in this medallion for two years. Two years of quiet, of watching over you and Lorenzo, and little Javier. Alone. But Lorenzo is bound up with so many others. I’ve done nothing but pray for him since that moment.” Sister Ariel buried her shadow face in her shadow hands.
A cold needle of fear and revelation pierced Qhora’s heart as she leaned forward on the edge of the creaking chair. “What are you saying? That my Enzo’s soul is in that sword now? That he’s in some prison, trapped for all time? In the hands of that death-worshipping filth?”
The nun nodded. “Yes, I believe so. It’s such a terrible weapon. I’d never imagined such a thing. It kills the flesh, steals the soul, and makes itself and its owner even more deadly in the process.”
Qhora wanted to leap up and shake the dead woman. “But Enzo! He’s in there? If I get that sword back, will I be able to see him and hear him, just like I can see you right now?”
Sister Ariel nodded meekly. “I suppose so. Yes. Of course.”
Qhora balled her hands into fists on her knees to stop them from trembling. Her wild eyes darted around the dark warehouse, her mouth half-open and making silent little words as her mind raced.
I can get him back. I can get him back!
She leapt out of the chair and ran straight through the shadowy image of the old nun and out the door. Outside, she dashed to Mirari’s side with her eagle weighing heavier and heavier on her arm and said, “We have to find the Aegyptian. I need his sword!”
“Of course, my lady.” The masked woman bowed her head.
“What for?” Salvator asked. “A trophy?”
Qhora fixed him with an iron stare. “I’m getting my Enzo back.”
The Italian nodded slightly. “You want his soul, you mean?”
“Yes.”
“Ah.” Salvator adjusted his cuffs. “You know, I don’t have a great deal of experience with aetherium swords and such, but I was raised in Italia and I know a thing or two about ghosts and souls. There is a reason we ignore them back home, even those of our own ancestors, our own friends and lovers. And that reason is that everyone who has ever devoted their time to commerce with the dead commits suicide. Everyone. They lose their grasp on the entire purpose of being alive. They become fixated on the romance of being dead, of being an immortal shade and wandering the world forever, meeting the souls of those who have gone before.”
“I have no intention of killing myself to be with my husband,” Qhora said.
“No. I’m sure you don’t. Now.” Salvator shrugged. “Just keep in mind that ghosts can only roam freely where the aether lies thick, and that is only in the coldest and darkest corners of the world. And even then, only the most holy or most miserable of souls bother to walk the earth. Everyone else stays in the ground, asleep, awaiting the end.”
“The end of what?”
Salvator smiled sadly. “The world.”
Qhora shook her head. “I don’t care about any of that. My Enzo is dead, but his soul is out there, imprisoned in some killer’s sword and if I can’t have my husband alive in my arms, then I will have him dead by my side, but not enslaved by some ugly trash. Never that.”
The Italian nodded. “Very well. In the morning, we will begin our search anew.”
“We’ll begin now.” Qhora spun and strode down the street away from the dock, leaving the soft rolling sounds of the water and the sharp salt smells of the sea behind as she clacked and stomped along the ancient stone road.
Salvator quickened his step to come alongside her. “Do you have a plan? Perhaps your new feathered friend here can sniff out the killer’s scent?”
“Don’t be stupid. Eagles have no sense of smell.”
“Oh. Then I fail to see what use he’ll be to us here. You should have kept your daggers.”
“I traded two stupid daggers for six smart ones.” She indicated the harpy’s talons.
“And does this set of intelligent knives have a name yet?”
Qhora frowned. “Turi. His name is Turi.”
Brother. My little brother, taken from his home and lost in this eastern world, just like me. But free now, like me.
“I assume he’s trained to attack on command?”
She smiled briefly. She’d passed the long hours on the flight from Carthage by whispering the old Quechua commands to the eagle, trying to teach him to seek and to strike using gestures. They were the same commands she used with Atoq, and saying them out loud had been a comfort, if only for the familiarity of it. “I believe he’ll listen to me. He’s a fast learner.”
They crossed an intersection, and then another. The warehouses fell away, leaving small shops and offices in pale clay and stone on every side. Fat candles burned in the occasional streetlamp on the corners, and lumps of dry dung sat in the middle of the road. Locusts creaked and droned in the distance. There were also voices and lights in the distance, but they echoed with laughter and snapped like firecrackers.
Not a market then. Not at this hour of the night.
Qhora paused in the middle of the street. There were a few lights in the windows here, and a few men walking swiftly along beside them. The men of Alexandria did glance at the foreigners, but only for the briefest moments.
“Where to now?” Salvator asked. “I recall a few lovely little hotels back this way near a popular cafe. They serve coffee there…”
“A market. No, a smith. A sword smith. Someone here must know about aetherium swords.” Qhora nodded to herself. “We’ll start with the sword makers.”
Salvator sighed. “As you wish.”
For the next hour, they strode down one shadowed street after another, asking the rare passerby for directions to a smith, or an armory, or an antiques dealer. But every shop they found was closed for the night. Foot-weary from walking and arm-weary from carrying the huge Turi, Qhora was about to suggest that they retire for the evening when Salvator quickened his step and closed in upon a small cafe on a quiet street corner. Qhora glanced through the door at the four half-sleeping patrons inside and decided to remain outside with Mirari. The Italian went in.
Qhora let her tired eyes admire Turi’s gray and white feathers, his long black talons, and his wide golden eyes. He was healthy and strong, and the silhouette of his head reminded her of Wayra, towering Wayra striding across the Espani countryside with Qhora asaddle on her shoulders.
Wayra. Home.
“My lady.” Mirari touched her arm.
Qhora looked up and saw three men across the street staring back at her. Staring. Not looking away. “These must be some of the less educated gentlemen Taziri warned us about. Come Turi, give us a scream. Sing your blood song for these men.” She held her gloved hand and the harpy eagle lifted his wide wings, flapped once, twice, and screamed. The cry reverberated down the street like a trumpet blast and a cymbal crash, like shattering glass and twisting steel. The men across the street winced and looked away. But one of them looked back at the women again.
Mirari stepped forward and let her hatchet slip down into view in her gloved hand.
The man looked away and the group moved on, muttering in low voices.
Qhora sighed. “You see? A woman doesn’t need to fear anything in the world as long as she has a weapon, a friend, and her wits.”
“Yes, my lady.”
A few minutes later, Salvator emerged from the cafe with a weary smile. “I have a name. But it will have to wait for morning. May we retire now, Dona?”
Qhora yawned. “Yes. Now, we can retire.”



Chapter 9. Taziri


Curled up under the old tarp and her jacket, she was mostly warm enough sleeping on the hard metal floor of the Halcyon ’s cabin. Mostly.
It’s not fair. It’s going to be roasting tomorrow. Why does it have to be freezing tonight?
Taziri rolled over and had almost managed to get comfortable when she heard a soft scratching outside, and then the quiet clatter of a few small bits of gravel rolling over and tumbling down.
Was that a footstep?
She sat up and a moment later heard another soft clicking and clacking, so small and quiet that she could barely hear it and couldn’t tell at all where it was, or how far away. As silent as a shadow, she crept to the hatch and squinted through the small armored window. There was a dark rectangle that might have been the neighboring freight car, and a pale line that might have been a bit of a rail. Everything else was a dark gray muddle.
The agonizingly soft crunch of gravel continued, as though a long snake were crawling across the rail yard, sliding its belly over the loose stones in a constant but quiet landslide.
It’s getting closer.
Taziri swallowed as she drew her revolver. She scanned the dark tomb of the cabin around her. There was no other way in or out of the Halcyon. But the skin of the plane wasn’t strong enough to fend off anything meaner than sleet. A bullet would punch straight through, she was sure.
Unless I hide in the back where the wings are folded up around the cabin. The extra layers of the folded wings might protect me. For a minute or two.
Then she heard a mournful meow. Taziri pressed her face to the window and squinted down. The shadows on the ground were rippling around the Halcyon, rolling and hunching. A tail whisked by.
Cats? They’re cats. Taziri blinked. A lot of cats.
She holstered her gun and quietly unlocked the hatch and swung it open. Just below her feet she saw a river of furry bodies marching past, their tails raised and flicking, their ears pricked, and their eyes flashing left and right in the starlight. A few of them looked up at the woman in the open hatch, but most did not.
Taziri stood in silence, watching the cats parading past in a column four or five bodies wide. For three or four minutes, they sauntered by. And then the last one was gone and she listened to the cats calmly wandering across the gravel of the rail yard until she couldn’t hear them anymore.
She shut the hatch and locked it. As she lay down on her tarp and jacket, she found herself just a bit warmer than before, and it was easier to relax on the hard cabin floor.
Cats. A hundred homeless cats wandering through a rail yard. I didn’t expect that.



Day Three



Chapter 10. Taziri


Shit.
Taziri stared at the little girl and the little girl stared back at Taziri under the pale morning sky as a cool breeze whipped across the yard.
Two minutes. I just needed two minutes. Just two minutes!
Taziri half-crouched and half-leaned with her back against the side of the Halcyon and her feet spread out in front of her with her pants around her ankles. The early morning light filled the yard with a dusty yellow glare.
The one time in my entire life that I try to go to the bathroom outside…the one time!
The little girl must have been about eight or nine. She was short and thin, and her dark green dress hid her body in a flutter of loose cloth while a light green scarf clung to her black hair. She stood perfectly still except for her clothes, which flapped back and forth as the wind shifted around them. She had just run around the back of the Halcyon and froze there, staring.
Why? Why are you here? Taziri thought as she pulled up her pants and got her clothes properly arranged.
The back corner of the rail yard where she had hidden her machine and had tried to empty her bladder was a dead end, walled in on two sides by the crumbling window-less brick walls of two ancient storehouses. There was nowhere to go, no reason for anyone to be here. There were no flowers to pick, no lost toys to retrieve, no dog to chase. And yet the girl had come running into sight as though she was chasing something important enough.
Or being chased by something scary enough.
Taziri heard the light patter of running feet somewhere at the edge of the yard near the train station. The girl’s staring eyes grew wider and wilder. Her lip trembled.
Damn it.
Taziri lunged forward to grab the girl’s wrist and yanked her back to the open hatch. She lifted and shoved and threw the girl inside and leapt in behind her, and closed the hatch as quietly as she could. The girl lay on the floor, still staring. Taziri crouched by the hatch, her revolver in hand, waiting.
Five young boys about the same age as the girl ran into view, glanced around the corner of the rail yard, and ran off again. Taziri exhaled and holstered her gun.
She looked at the girl. “Bullies, huh?”
The girl said nothing.
“Do you speak Mazigh? Mah-zee?” She tried speaking slower. It didn’t seem to help. “No, I guess you wouldn’t.” She sat back and straightened out her legs.
The girl scrambled forward, babbling loudly, gesturing wildly, and then she reached for the gun. Taziri grabbed the revolver with one hand to pin it in place and shoved the girl away sharply with her other hand, her left hand. The brace on her left arm jarred against the girl’s chin, and the girl fell to the floor with a gasp and a sob.
Taziri stared. Her sudden terror at the thought of a child playing with a gun became the shock and self-loathing of a parent who had let a child come to harm. Who had harmed a child. It didn’t matter that the girl wasn’t hers. She was someone’s.
“I’m sorry.” Taziri shuffled over to her and touched her arm. “Sorry.”
The girl looked up, once again frozen and frightened.
“Here. Look.” Taziri shrugged off her faded orange flight jacket and rolled up her left sleeve to display the brace. She tapped it with her fingernail. “Metal. You see?”
The tube of the brace completely covered her forearm from elbow to wrist, and steel rods on the brace connected to the padded and fingerless glove on her left hand to help hold her hand in place, since her wrist could no longer do that for her. “I was hurt.” Taziri frowned as she tried to mime a chopping motion on her arm. “Hurt. Fire.” She wiggled her fingers for flames.
The girl tilted her head, more confused now than afraid.
“Fire?” Taziri wiggled her fingers again and pointed to the brace. “Fire on my arm.”
The girl said something, probably in Eranian. It was so quick that Taziri couldn’t tell how many words, or even how many syllables it had been. But then the girl leaned closer, gingerly touching and poking the brace.
“Here. Look.” Taziri laid her arm across her lap and released the little clasps on the side and the brace swung open on its tiny hinges. The top half swung up to reveal the hidden gun compartment and the bottom half swung down to reveal the hidden toolbox. And in between, they saw the shriveled and bandaged remains of Taziri’s arm.
The girl gasped and pulled back.
“Fire.” Taziri wiggled her fingers for flames. “Burn. Arm.”
The girl nodded.
Carefully, Taziri closed the brace and snapped the clasps shut.
The girl wrapped her arms around her knees and stared at the metal walls around her with large dark eyes.
“First time in a train?” Taziri smiled. “Yeah, I know, they’re not much to look at from in here, but out there, when she’s running, well, that’s something to see. And when the whole world is sailing by five thousand feet below you, well, that’s something to see, too.”
The girl pointed at the hatch.
“You want to go? Okay. I guess that’s all right.” Taziri peeked out to make sure there were no lurking boys outside, and then she unlocked the door and swung it open. “Go ahead. And be careful out there, you hear me?”
The girl scampered to the hatch, smiled, and jumped out onto the sun-soaked gravel. Taziri watched her run off. “Be careful,” she said softly.
Taziri sighed and slumped back into her seat and stared around the cabin. “So, just you and me, again.” She reached into her jacket and pulled out one of her smaller wrenches. “Let’s tighten some bolts.”



Chapter 11. Shifrah


“Can we go now?” She stared at Aker, hands on her hips. “The day’s half over.”
“It’s barely midmorning,” he said.
“It’s time better spent finding Omar, or whatever’s left of him.”
Kenan sighed.
They were standing in the corner of the workers’ bunkhouse just next door to one of the new Eranian factories. Aker had slipped something to the fat man at the door last night and they’d been allowed to sleep on company property, safe among the exhausted factory workers who kept each other awake all night with their constant hacking coughs and phlegm-choked snores.
“All right.” Aker nodded at the door. “I suppose you want to see all the old haunts. Omar’s house, the office, the cafe, the lounge.”
“No. I want to talk to whoever is in charge these days,” Shifrah said. “Omar ran a whole network of freelancers. Someone must have taken over his business when he disappeared. And I’m betting you know who.”
Aker smiled. “I know who took over my business from him, at least. We can go there, but you’re not going to like it.”
“Why? Who is it?”
“You’ll see.”
Half an hour later they stood in the sun-baked street between two streams of Songhai pilgrims, Kanemi migrants, Puntish merchants, Eranian soldiers, and Bantu mercenaries. Above the crowd they could see a hand-painted sign above a bright red door.
“You’re right,” Shifrah said. “I don’t like it.”
“What’s it say?” Kenan nodded at the sign.
“The Cat’s Eye.” Shifrah adjusted her eye patch to flick some dust and grime away from her cheek. “It’s a dive.”
“It was a dive,” Aker corrected. “It’s a decent restaurant now. Almost up to Mazigh standards, I’m sure.”
Kenan didn’t respond.
“And it’s really her?” Shifrah asked, moving toward the red door.
“Oh yes. She’s moved up in the world. But don’t worry.” Aker grinned. “The success hasn’t improved her temper.”
“I’m just going to stop asking you to clarify these cryptic little chats of yours,” Kenan said. “You just let me know when I need to know something.”
“Zahra. Her name is Zahra El Ayat,” Shifrah said. “She was just starting to run little operations when I left Alexandria. Mostly local. Gambling, prostitution. Strictly small time.”
“And now?” Kenan pulled the red door open for her.
“Now?” Shifrah shrugged. “Keep your hand on your gun.” She led the way into The Cat’s Eye, and as she threaded through the crowded atrium she muttered over her shoulder, “Busy for this hour.”
Aker shrugged. “It’s not like they came for the food.”
Shifrah wondered what he meant as she approached the host. The man wore an immaculate white suit and an exhausted frown. “How many?”
“I’m looking for the owner,” she said. “I’d like to discuss a little business proposal with her.”
“Yes, I imagine so.” The host sighed. “How many in your party?”
Shifrah blinked. “Three.”
“Hm. Well, I can seat you near the piano, if you don’t mind the noise.”
Shifrah shrugged. “I don’t mind.”
“Very good.” The host led them into the dining room where she saw a maze of round tables under red cloths and brass candlesticks. There must have been a hundred patrons all huddled and nestled and leaning over their tables and talking in low voices. Little pieces of paper and coins were passed from hand to hand, and the occasional head rose to cast a wary eye around the room before sinking back down into the conversation.
The host seated them at a small round table like all the others. No plates, silverware, or napkins cluttered the table. Only the single brass candles stick and its flickering white candle stood between them. Behind them, an elderly man was struggling to play the gleaming new piano, which had not been tuned recently, if ever.
“You said this was a restaurant,” Kenan said. “What is it really?”
“A quiet place where people come to talk. It’s not very private, obviously, hence all the notes and hand signals,” Aker said. “But they’re not really here to talk to each other. They’re all here to see her.”
“Zahra?”
Aker nodded. “See the girls?” He nodded at one of the waitresses on the far side of the room. She was leaning over a table, listening to the seated men. “Zahra sends them down to scout out the proposals and contracts and whatever else people want to show her.”
“And then what?”
“And then you hope she picks you.” Aker leaned back in his chair.
“So how do I make sure I get picked?” Shifrah asked.
Aker shrugged. “You say something that gets her attention.”
“So this is just a big waiting room?” Kenan smirked and leaned back as well.
They sat and waited, and waited. Shifrah dragged her fingers lightly across the tablecloth. She barely remembered Zahra. Young, short, and pretty in the usual fashion. Willing to sleep with almost anyone for almost anything. She’d seemed rather common, back in the old days, but then, most people had looked common to Shifrah.
Weak. Vulnerable. Corrupt.
Eventually the waitress came over to their table. She was a serious-lipped and tired-eyed woman, middle aged, and dressed in a severe black dress with a high-necked collar. Shifrah noted the small Italian two-shot revolver holstered under the woman’s left arm and the small knife sheathed on the inside of her forearm.
The waitress looked at the man in green. “Aker. You’re back. Again.”
Aker shrugged. “Don’t sound so excited. It might go to my head.”
The waitress turned to Shifrah. “What is your business with my lady?”
Aker gestured to Shifrah with a grin, coaxing her to speak.
Shifrah exhaled slowly, choosing her words carefully. She said in Eranian, “Tell Zahra that Shifrah Dumah is back from Marrakesh with information about Omar Bakhoum.”
“What information?” the waitress asked dully.
Shifrah was about to say something snide when she realized the woman’s tone wasn’t one of stupidity or laziness. It was the extreme calm of an experienced fighter who simply didn’t care about the business at hand, only whether it needed to end in bloodshed. Shifrah said, “His location.”
The waitress nodded and left.
Aker leaned forward. “That was a dangerous play. If she calls you back there and you can’t deliver what you promised, she might just kill you for wasting her time.”
Shifrah nodded. “Then I’ll try to keep her entertained.”
Kenan gave her a questioning look, but she shook her head. She had no intention of translating every little scrap of conversation into Mazigh for him, so there was no point starting now. He could learn Eranian if he wanted to know so badly.
When the waitress came back only a few minutes later, Shifrah felt a cold lump in her chest.
The first gambit worked. Time to press my luck.
The waitress indicated Shifrah with a sharp jerk of her head. “You. Come with me.”
“What about my friends?” Shifrah stood up. “I’m not fond of being alone in strange rooms with strange people.”
The waitress glanced at the men. “You can bring one of them.”
Shifrah was about to say Aker’s name when she saw the brooding look in Kenan’s eyes. It was a glimmer of the old Kenan, the angry young man she had met in Espana, the one with the crazy plans and the barely contained rage at the idiots trying to control his life.
Better not to leave Kenan alone. And the waitress doesn’t seem to like Aker for some reason, so better not to bring him along.
“Kenan. You’re with me.”
The Mazigh narrowed his eyes a bit and paused, but then he stood and followed her.
They wound through the dining room with its muffled voices and shuffling papers and then ducked through a curtained doorway at the back stair. They passed two thick-necked men and Shifrah wondered if they would just ask for weapons or actually search for them, but neither man moved to stop them. The waitress led them on into the next room, which was a lounge similar to the dining room, only smaller and furnished with a single long table. Several men and women sat along the far side of the table like a panel of inquisitors, and the waitress indicated that Shifrah and Kenan were to stand before them. Then the woman in black left, closing the door behind her.
The seated people included a small elderly Puntish man with ink-stained fingers reading a letter, a fat Eranian woman picking at a plate of cheeses, a tall Songhai priest flipping through a large book lying open on the table to display a series of erotic illustrations, four youths scribbling figures madly in leather-bound ledgers, and Zahra El Ayat.
Zahra sat in the center, a few papers, pens, inkwells, and glasses of water and wine scattered in front of her. Unlike her compatriots, who were all amusing themselves with other pastimes, Zahra was leaning back in her tall chair and staring at her two new guests.
Shifrah stared back, unimpressed. Zahra was a little older and a little leaner, but otherwise unchanged. Long black hair tied back with a silver clasp, high cheek bones, huge hypnotic eyes, plump pouting lips, lapis lazuli necklaces from the near east, jade rings from the far east, and a dress cobbled together from the fashionable courts of both Aegyptus and Italia, Shifrah guessed. She looked wealthy. She looked confident. She did not look amused.
“No Aker? Pity. Well, to business then. Omar Bakhoum is dead.” Zahra flashed the briefest of fake smiles. “But you know that. I was beginning to think Shifrah Dumah was dead as well, but here you are.”
“Why would you think I was dead?” Shifrah glanced at the black-robed guards in the corners. There was no guessing what weapons they might have in the folds of their clothing. If the waitresses had guns, then anyone might, which was strange. Guns had always been rare in the Empire. “After all, you’ve been sending me jobs and collecting my commissions for the last eight years or so, haven’t you?”
Zahra nodded. “But as I recall, the last job you did for me was more than a year ago. Rui Faleiro, wasn’t it? And then you disappeared. I assumed the Espani had caught you and dropped you into a prison or a nunnery or whatever it is that people like them do with people like us.”
“I’ve been in Marrakesh.”
“Really? Because we still have a drop in Arafez, but I haven’t heard from you.”
“I’ve been in Tingis, keeping quiet and working local.”
Zahra raised an eyebrow. “Local work for local money? That’s not my Shifrah.”
“I was never your Shifrah. I was Omar’s. And I thought I still was until two days ago.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it was my job to keep you up to date with the latest gossip. I’ve been a little busy running this city and half the Middle Sea.” Zahra picked up her wine, her rings clinking against the glass.
“Running this city?” Shifrah smiled. “I wonder what Master Rashaken would say if he heard that.”
Zahra rolled her eyes. “Don’t be thick. You know what I mean. You saw what I have to deal with out there in The Cat’s Eye. Over two hundred gangs and syndicates all looking for a piece of Alexandria and your precious Omar left me to keep it under control. It’s a madhouse on a good day.”
“And a war zone on a bad one. I remember,” Shifrah said. She glanced at Kenan. With the entire conversation in Eranian, the Mazigh wasn’t even trying to pay attention. He seemed to be having a staring contest with one of the guards. “So I suppose you were the one who set me up with the job for Lady Sade? What was the master plan there?”
“Oh nothing important, just a retirement plan, really,” Zahra said. “Topple the new government and put the old aristocracy back in charge. Maybe spark a war or two with the Songhai so the Mazighs would need a little support from Alexandria. Eventually I planned to ingratiate myself with Sade and the new Mazigh royal court so I could move to Orossa and live out my days in the palace. It’s a fortress on top of a mountain where they import luxuries by airship from all over the world. It sounded heavenly.” Zahra narrowed her eyes and flared her nostrils. “But that’s all gone now.”
“I heard Sade got herself killed by the palace guards.”
“I heard you got your eye gouged out by an old woman.” Zahra smiled. “And I see that part, at least, is true. But that’s all in the past now. Business is business, as Omar used to say.”
“Yes, he did. Speaking of Omar, I’m surprised that he turned over his responsibilities to you. I never knew you two were very close.”
“I didn’t say we were. Omar never wanted to run the bottom half of Alexandria, but he was the only person Rashaken could trust not to turn into a petty warlord and ruin the big plan. You know Omar. All he cared about was finding more sun-steel.”
Aetherium. It keeps coming back to aetherium.
“So is that why you came back?” Zahra sipped her wine. “You finally came back after all this time just to see why Omar hasn’t written you?”
“No. I came back because a friend of ours killed a famous Espani in downtown Tingis two days again and then had the brilliant idea of leading the police straight to my door.” Shifrah crossed her arms so that the tips of her fingers could just barely touch the butts of her knives inside her jacket.
“Aker?”
“Aker.”
The Aegyptian woman frowned into her empty glass. “Ever since he got that damn sword, he’s been a pain in all our sides. Even Master Khai is annoyed with him these days.”
“That I can believe. He came to Marrakesh to steal a bit of sun-steel for himself. The westerners have finally discovered it, by the way. They call it aetherium.”
Zahra laughed and set her glass down a bit clumsily. A warm flush crept up into her cheeks. “I bet their clever scientists are all scratching their heads and wondering why it’s so rare in their part of the world, too. Idiots.” She waved for the boy at the end of the table to pour her another glass of the red. “So, Aker ruined your fun in Marrakesh. This must be a souvenir, then. A Mazigh gunslinger. Is he any good? Can he shoot a coin out of the air?” She laughed and rested her full glass on her knee.
“He has his uses.” Shifrah glanced at Kenan and saw he had shifted his humorless gaze to Zahra herself.
Don’t antagonize her. This isn’t Tingis!
She turned back to the woman at the table. “I won’t take up much of your time. I can see you’re a busy woman these days. I just came to find out where Omar went.”
“Where he went? He went into the ground, Shifrah. Or he fell on his own sword, in which case that’s exactly where he still is, trapped in his own seireiken.”
For a moment, Shifrah wondered if that might be true.
Would he have killed himself? Would he really have chosen to become one with all the others he had claimed in his sword?
Like the others of his fraternity, Omar had been fascinated by his soul-stealing blade, but not with Aker’s desire for power over other men. Omar had been one of the inner circle, one of the mystics obsessed with understanding the soul and the nature of the sun-steel, and the meaning of life, and all sorts of high-minded mumbling that had sent a younger Shifrah running off into the streets to practice sneaking, surprising, and slaying.
Looking back, it almost seemed like a contradiction in the man. His passion for knowledge about immortality and his proficiency for killing. At the time, though, it had seemed so natural. They were, after all, one and the same thing. The study of life, the study of death, and the sudden transition from the one to the other. The younger Shifrah had never seen a conflict in her mentor’s nature. And the older Shifrah knew that now was not the time to contemplate it.
“Obviously he didn’t die here in the city, or you would know for certain,” Shifrah said. “So where did he go?”
“I don’t know and I don’t care.” Zahra closed her eyes and slipped her hand up into her thick black hair to gently massage the side of her head as the stone-faced waitress re-entered the room and circled around the table. She leaned down to whisper in Zahra’s ear, and suddenly the Aegyptian woman stopped massaging her scalp and she bared her teeth in a cruel snarl. She waved the waitress away and opened her eyes. “Shifrah, I can have my people ask around about Omar for you. But in return I’m going to need a small favor from you.”
“Such as?”
“Apparently, a few minutes ago, our dear friend Aker challenged a Bantu mercenary to a duel in my dining room. Caused a bit of a row, pulled a few bystanders into the fray, you know how it goes.” Zahra stood and hurled her wine glass at the wall. She stood very still for a long moment, and then slowly straightened up. “My people threw them out, but now there is a small street war in progress between our little circle, the Bantu, and an opium cartel that was sitting at the table next to the Bantu.” Her companions all looked up sharply from their various occupations, except for the priest who continued to peruse his illustrated manuscript. “I have to go deal with the Bantu and the cartel, but apparently Aker has scampered away. If you want to know where Omar is, bring me Aker’s head. Attached, if you like. And quickly please. It may help to smooth things over with the Bantu.”
Shifrah glanced at the door that led back to the dining room. “Are you sure? I didn’t hear anything.”
“The walls are insulated so no one can hear what is discussed in here,” Zahra snapped as she knocked her chair over and marched toward the door. “The offer expires when I leave this room.”
“I accept.” Shifrah blinked. There wasn’t time to think or consider. She needed help. She also needed to be in Zahra’s good graces, considering the casual display of power that was The Cat’s Eye. Shifrah nodded. “I’ll find him.”
“Just be quick about it.” And Zahra swept out of the room with her guards and clerks close behind.



Chapter 12. Qhora


They stood in the street, squinting at the boarded-up shop. Through the gaps in the boards, Qhora could see the broken windows and the shattered lock on the door. Everything was coated in rust, grime, and a dark mossy growth.
“I think they’re closed,” Qhora said dully.
Salvator shrugged. “Not every informant is as honest as one would hope. But it’s a new day, and everyone else is open for business. Let’s find the smiths.”
Qhora let Salvator lead the way to the open markets that lined one of the broad central avenues of the city, but once there she shouldered past him and marched as swiftly as she could through the sluggish crowds and around the stalls, hunting for the clang of metal and the gleam of steel.
On her arm, Turi was already feeling heavy and her shoulder had been aching since dawn from carrying him the day before, so Qhora whispered to her harpy and then sent him flying up high over the street. The eagle soared effortlessly overhead for a few minutes, and then came to roost on a bell tower overlooking the market street. Qhora marked his dark outline against the pale blue of the sky, and then continued her hunt for the ironmongers. She found cloth and leather, live animals and butchered meat, glass and clay, boots and hats, belts and gloves, and even new Italian pocket watches and an ancient Mazigh arquebus. But no swords.
At the next intersection, there was a flash of metal as the sun played over copper plates and silver spoons and forks, but no swords. She asked the sellers where she might try next, and using one of her own knives as a translation tool, and was pointed down a southern boulevard. The air grew hotter and every inhalation burned her nostrils with coppery and ferrous tangs. She heard hammers ringing and forges roaring, and finally up ahead she spotted the stalls and shops and foundries of the Aegyptian smiths.
There were curved Aegyptian khopeshes, straight Italian rapiers, triangular daggers from Rajasthan, and tiny blades hung on chains from nations even more remote. Qhora found gray iron, white steel, and blades covered in strange patterns from Damascus. There were dark copper blades shaped like leaves and matte black blades as straight as spears. Weapons from the Songhai Empire to the west, from the Kanem Empire to the south, and from the Bantu nations at the bottom of the world. But she didn’t find any obsidian blades like the one her old bodyguard Xiuhcoatl had brought with him from the Aztec provinces. And she didn’t find any that glowed like orange fire.
Salvator drifted from stall to stall, chatting up the young boys and the old men in Eranian, pointing here and there at their wares, and sometimes drawing his own rapier to show off. Mirari hovered just behind Qhora, her face unreadable and unknowable behind her white mask.
Qhora crossed the street to pace along the other shop fronts, her arms crossed, her whole face beginning to hurt from the strain of frowning and studying and squinting at the reflecting sunlight on all that polished metal.
At the next stall there was a tall man and his small son haggling with the smith and Qhora was about to move on past them when she realized they were haggling in Hellan and not in Eranian. And she recognized their dark red cloaks as Hellan as well. She paused to listen, wondering if her poor grasp of the language would help her to learn anything at all.
The tall man wanted a sword, of that she was certain. He was saying the same words over and over again, each time with a slightly different inflection, sometimes mashing them together to form longer words. And then she recognized one of the Hellan’s phrases. It was something Salvator had said in Carthage.
“Seireiken?” She touched the Hellan’s shoulder and he turned to stare down at her with watery green eyes under pale gray brows. “Did you say seireiken?”
He looked baffled for a moment, but then a look of clarity came into his eyes. With a heavy accent he said, “You are Espani? I speak Espani. You know seireiken? You can show me?” He gestured around them at the other shops.
Show him?
She glanced around and then realized his meaning. “You’re looking for a seireiken? For the person who makes them?” Qhora nodded. “So am I. I’m sorry, I can’t help you find them. I assume you’ve had no luck here either.” She sighed and glanced at Mirari.
“No, none at all,” said a deeper voice in a more fluent Espani.
Qhora glanced down and nearly stepped back when she saw that the elderly Hellan’s companion was no child at all but a dwarf. He had a handsome, striking face with sharp cheekbones and a strong chin, with black curling locks and piercing blue eyes. Qhora recalled having seen a dwarf once when she was very young, long ago in Cusco. The little maid had had a barrel chest and crooked legs, and had died one night struggling to breathe. But the young man before her now stood quite straight and steady, and at the neck and cuffs of his white shirt she saw the edges of hard tanned muscles.
“I’m Tycho, by the way,” the dwarf continued. “And this is Philo. Of Constantia, by way of Sparta, if you weren’t quite sure.” He smiled and shook the side of his red cloak. “A pleasure to meet you.”
“Qhora and Mirari.” She nodded politely. “Why are you looking for a seireiken?”
Tycho glanced back at old Philo and held a brief exchange in Hellan before the younger man said, “I apologize, but my master’s Espani is very poor and I didn’t wish to speak out of turn. To answer you, we have been sent to buy a seireiken as a gift. We’re special envoys of the Lady Nerissa of Constantia.”
“A gift.” Qhora nodded slowly. “Do you know much about them? Do you know what these swords can do?”
“Do?” Tycho shrugged. “I suppose they can kill a man if you use the pointed end in the usual way.”
“Hellas is on the northern edge of the Middle Sea, like Italia and Espana,” Qhora said. “So I’m sure you’re familiar with ghosts.”
“Yes, of course.”
“And aether.”
“Naturally.”
“Then you should know that these seireiken blades can drink aether and steal…” She swallowed and steadied her voice. “They can steal a person’s soul and trap it in the blade.”
Tycho glanced from one lady to the other with an uncertain look. And then he smiled. “Yes, we know. After all, why would they send us a thousand miles for just any sword?” He shook his head and his smile faded. “What a hell of a present to give a man. But, if I may ask, why are you looking for these soul-swords?”
Qhora shook her head. “It’s a private matter. Good day, gentlemen. And good luck to you.”
“And to you. I’ll be sure to let you know if we find anything.”
Qhora nodded and turned away, leading Mirari on to the next shop and the next table of common steel swords. She was about to engage a bearded smith about a certain sword of his that almost resembled the shape of the seireiken when she felt Mirari’s hand on her arm. Qhora looked up to see six men in green and black robes advancing down the street. Short swords, single-shot pistols, and mismatched daggers crowded their belts.
“Same as the ones at the pier in Carthage,” she muttered.
“We should leave, my lady,” Mirari said quietly.
Qhora glanced over at Salvator across the street and saw him looking thoughtfully at the six men marching toward them. “Our Italian friend doesn’t seem concerned. I wonder why he…oh.”
The six men veered to one side and encircled the two red-cloaked Hellans.
“Maybe our questions attracted the wrong attention,” Mirari said.
“Or the right attention.” Qhora started forward, one slow shuffling step at a time. She reached for her Songhai dirk and found it gone, and she panicked a moment before remembering that she had traded it away. From her sleeve she drew a straight-edged dagger.
“My lady, no. We are out-numbered, alone, on strange ground. Think of your husband. Think of your son!” Mirari whispered.
Qhora paused, squeezing her knife.
She’s right. This isn’t my concern. They’re grown men. They can take care of themselves. And perhaps the wisest course would be to follow the ones in green back to wherever they came from. Yes, that would be the smart thing to do.
One of the six drew his aging pistol and grabbed the elderly Philo. Another man in green reached down to grab Tycho and yanked him forward off balance. A patter of laughter ran through the other four fighters.
Qhora stared at the young Hellan, surrounded and armed only with a small knife, and his old master armed with nothing at all.
Someone’s son. Someone’s husband.
When another of the fighters drew his pistol, Qhora moved. She ran. She raised her knife. And as the men in green suddenly turned to face her, she screamed, “TURI!” And she hurled her dagger.
The blade whistled as it spun and then buried itself in the neck of the man holding Tycho. The dwarf leapt free and drew his own knife as the men in green raised their pistols and reached for their short swords. And then a curtain of gray feathers fell screaming from the sky.
The harpy eagle shrieked like an angel enraged and flew into the first man, crashing bodily into the fighter’s head and sinking his long black talons into the man’s shoulder and face before snapping his curved beak at the man’s ear. The man screamed and the eagle leapt into the air, and two pistols barked but neither shot touched the huge bird.
And then Qhora plunged in among them, whirling to yank their own knives from their belts and whirling again to plunge their knives back into their flesh. She didn’t look or think, she simply pushed and pulled and felt the warm blood on her hands. Mirari crashed into the men like a faceless doll and swung her small hatchet at their short swords. As Philo fell over a table, Tycho darted into the fray, slashing expertly at knees and ankles and groins, and in a moment three of the green men were on the ground clutching their wounds and hollering in Eranian while the other three stumbled back, their faces splashed with blood and dust.
“Ladies.” Salvator Fabris stepped past them to face the three men in green still on their feet. Qhora turned to Mirari, who was holding her arm awkwardly, and Tycho who was struggling to help Philo to his feet. Just an arm’s length away several of the sword smiths stood motionless and stone-faced, hammers and swords in their hands as they waited to see whether they would have to defend themselves or their wares.
After checking the wound in Mirari’s upper arm, Qhora helped Philo up and discovered the old man had sprained or broken his ankle and could barely stand up through the pain of it.
We need to get away, we need shelter, and we need safety.
Qhora looked back down the street in time to see Salvator deftly slash tiny red lines in the necks of two of the green-clad fighters, leaving them to collapse in the dust, choking and clutching their throats. The last fighter spun and ducked into the crowd with the Italian about to stab him through the back.
“No!” she shouted. “We need to know who they are! Where they come from!”
Salvator glanced back at her and gave her a serious little nod as he sheathed his sword and hurried into the crowd in pursuit of the last man.
Qhora let the wheezing old Hellan lean on her shoulder. “We need to find somewhere a bit more private, gentlemen. Do you know this city at all?”
“I do.” Tycho kicked the head of one of the men on the ground. “There’s a small area they call the Hellan Quarter just a few streets from here. It’s where we slept last night. Follow me.”
The four of them had barely left the street of smiths when Qhora looked back over her shoulder. “What about Salvator? How will he find us?”
“Your tall Italian friend?” Tycho asked. “We can find him again later easily enough.”
Qhora nodded and hurried Philo down the road with Mirari close behind them.
It’s not a sword, but if Salvator can make that man talk, then we’ll know where these bastards sleep. And Lorenzo’s killer won’t be far away.



Chapter 13. Taziri


Her pocket watch said it was noon. From the heat inside the metal tube of the Halcyon ’s cabin, she was inclined to believe it. For the first hour as the heat had begun to build, she managed to convince herself that she could simply wait it out. She folded up the old tarp in the middle of the floor and sat very still with her jacket and shirt on the floor beside her. The air had filled with vapors stinking of oil, sweat, petrol, and what might have been a dead bird. Each breath was a little thicker than the last, each one a bit more of a struggle to choke down.
She ignored the first few trickles of sweat rolling down the sides of her face, but when she felt water running down the small of her back she opened her eyes and saw the sweat standing in thick beads all down her arms and when she turned her head a small shower of sweat fell from her face.
That’s bad.
Moving slowly, she pulled all of the emergency canteens together in front of her. Four small metal flasks wrapped in canvas, and one of them empty already. The water in the others tasted stale and dusty, after she got past the fact that they felt hotter than her skin.
That’s bad, too.
Taziri stood up and wrenched open the small hatch in the center of the ceiling. It popped free to reveal a pale blue sky with a lone wisp of white cloud. A bright yellow shaft of sunlight struck the floor, illuminating a column of dust in the cabin.
That’s not going to cool me off.
In the cockpit, she opened and angled the small side windows, hoping to create a cross-breeze through the narrow space, but no matter what she tried, she felt no movement of air. She reached up to push a few heavy curls of her dark hair from her face and her hand came away dripping with sweat.
I’m not going to last long at this rate.
She stood up and peered out the small window in the main hatch. All she saw was a strip of gravel and the edge of one of the old freight cars on the adjoining line. It sounded quiet enough outside. She opened the hatch and stepped down to the ground, and closed the hatch most of the way. Then she tip-toed around the front of the Halcyon and found a patch of shade beside her machine. The ground felt noticeably cooler in the shadow than in the light, so she sat down on a jagged carpet of gravel. A soft breeze ran over her sweaty skin and she shivered.
The sunlight glared off the pale gray gravel all around her, blazing into her eyes almost as brightly as the Espani snow-glare.
Espana. Snow.
She closed her eyes and thought back to the days and nights trudging up the frozen Espani highway with ice-crusted snow and frozen mud crunching beneath her boots. The wind had howled and moaned without end, hurling icy crystals and dry snow into her face every few moments where it stuck fast to her hair and eyelashes.
Shivering.
They had shivered the entire time, shaking and trembling with blue lips as they marched along behind the relentless bulk of Syfax Zidane. The major had barked orders at them every step of the way, especially at the passengers. Protect your eyes, hands tucked in your armpits, and don’t eat the snow. It would freeze them from the inside out, he’d said.
Taziri swallowed her dry throat and tried to imagine freezing from the inside out. It sounded heavenly.
Cold, cold, cold. Gooseflesh. Shivering. Wind.
A warm breeze ran through her hair, but she couldn’t muster a single goosepimple.
Crunching through the snow. Crunching…on gravel? Footsteps? Footsteps on the gravel! Someone’s here!
Taziri opened her eyes and the glare on the pale stones seared her vision. Squinting, she struggled up to her feet just as the little girl from yesterday stepped into view at the far end of the Halcyon. She had a clay pitcher in her hand. “Tishna?”
The pilot stood very still for a moment, listening. No one else was coming. She gestured for the girl to come closer, and when she offered the pitcher Taziri took it in shaking hands and gulped down the cool water as fast as she could, spilling a little down the sides of her face.
With half the pitcher’s contents in her belly, Taziri stopped drinking to wipe her face and smile at the girl, who smiled back. “Thank you very much. Thank you. Thank. You. Wait, is it mamnoon? Whatever, you get the idea.”
“Khahesh mikonam.” The girl giggled and let loose a soft babble of Aegyptian or Eranian or whatever she spoke.
Taziri heaved a contented sigh and glanced down at herself. Her shoulders, arms, and stomach were all bare, and only the stiff cotton stay around her chest covered her breasts.
And I’m still not wearing a shirt. That’s not a good idea in this country.
The girl tapped on the side of the Halcyon and said, “Basirat andarun?”
“What?” Taziri glanced at the machine. “You want to look inside again?”
She nodded.
Taziri shrugged. “Probably safer than standing around out here.” She led the girl back to the hatch and inside where she hoped the cabin might have cooled off a bit from the open windows and hatches. It hadn’t.
They sat down together on the old tarp on the floor and shared the rest of the water. The girl spent every moment staring all around her at the walls, the seats, and the controls. She even leaned down to run her fingers over the rivets in the floor.
“You like machines? Want to be an engineer one day?” Taziri said. “Well, keep up your mathematics and you too could have an exciting career in flying strange people to dangerous countries in the middle of the night.” She smiled at herself, but then her smile faded. “Do you go to school? Can you read?” She grabbed her little notebook of preflight checks and pointed at her crooked scrawl. “Can you read?”
The girl shook her head.
Damn. It’s one of those countries. She pointed to herself. “My name’s Taziri. Ta-zi-ri.”
The girl nodded. “Hasina.”
“Nice to meet you, Hasina.” Taziri waved to the cockpit. “Go ahead, take a look.”
Hasina leapt up with a beaming smile and jumped into the pilot’s seat. She gently touched and caressed and petted the dials and buttons and switches and gauges.
Taziri sat on the floor behind her, watching. Poor thing.
Soon Hasina was babbling in Eranian again, asking questions about everything as she pointed from one console to another. Taziri stood up and leaned over her shoulder, naming each object in turn. “Throttle. Altimeter. Wind speed. Compass. Fuel. Oil. Temperature.”
She has no idea what I’m saying. She’s twice Menna’s age, but Menna can already read better than this girl ever will.
Thoughts of Menna and home took her back to Yuba puttering around the house, designing parks and fountains and gardens for his clients. Yuba in the kitchen. Yuba in the yard. Yuba, alive and well.
How can Qhora just walk around, fly across the world, and stalk some stranger from city to city with her husband not even buried, not even cold? I’d be in pieces. I’d be lying in bed, crying my eyes out, squeezing Menna until the poor little thing couldn’t breathe. I’d be useless.
But not her. She dealt with the police, went around the city looking for a way to chase down the assassin, even tracked me down, even agreed to work alongside Salvator Fabris, to Carthage, to Alexandria. She’s running. She’s fighting. She left her baby two thousand miles behind in the arms of a teenage boy.
I can’t imagine what’s going through her head.
Hasina leaned back, still grinning but no longer babbling and pointing. She smiled up at Taziri, and Taziri smiled back down at her.
“Listen, Hasina, you can’t come back here again.” Taziri tried to make meaningful gestures with her hands. “It’s dangerous. Someone might follow you. Follow? And find me. They could find me. Danger?” She sighed and picked up the empty water pitcher. “Look, thank you for the water. Thank you. But no more. Understand? No more. Don’t come back again. It’s dangerous. For you and for me, I’m guessing.” She pushed the pitcher into the girl’s hands.
Hasina frowned down at the pitcher and then up at Taziri.
The Mazigh woman withered a bit at the big sad eyes in the thin, drawn face. Then she glanced up at her little tool racks and netting and overhead compartments.
Something I don’t need, something that won’t get her into too much trouble…here.
“You can have this.” She held up the tiny compass. It was a bit dented and a bit rusty and a bit dirty and a bit faded, but it worked just fine. She turned it back and forth to let the girl see how the needle always swung back to north. “North. And that’s east, sunrise. And, well, you’ll figure out. Here.”
Hasina took the compass and held it cupped in both hands as though it might break at the slightest breath of air.
“You need to hide it.” Taziri took the compass and tried to slip it inside the girl’s sleeve, and then tried to poke around the front of her robe-like dress.
Hasina nodded emphatically and took the compass and magicked it away into some hidden pocket. “Nihani?”
“Right, nihani.” Taziri nodded. Whatever that means. “Big nihani. All right, you need to go, and remember, don’t come back. Please.” She gestured emphatically as many ways as she could invent to say no. “No come back here. Okay?”
The girl leapt up to hug Taziri, and the woman felt a horrible pit open up in her belly, as though she was sending this girl away to some terrible fate, some terrible life.
She’ll be fine. She will. It’s just different here, not worse. So what if she never goes to school? She’ll have friends, and a husband, and beautiful babies, and a life full of laughter and wonderful things. Probably.
Taziri extracted herself from the girl’s embrace and saw her safely out of the hatch and watched her scamper away across the rail yard. Then she sat down in the sweltering darkness of the cabin again on her dirty old tarp and noticed the little knotted laces of her stay were plastered to her belly with sweat. Her shirt was still lying on the floor.
I really should have put that back on at some point.



Chapter 14. Salvator


The Italian stood in front of the building, checking the address against the information he’d wrung from the green-clad thug. The man had been most cooperative with a rapier against his throat, and even more cooperative with a rapier between his legs. The man identified himself as a Son of Osiris, and a resident of the Temple of Osiris, and several other things that the Italian hadn’t quite understood with his imperfect grasp of the Eranian language, but the address was really all he wanted anyway.
Salvator had been fairly confident that the information was genuine, which was why he had dumped the man’s body in a barrel in an alley and gone in search of the building himself without going back for Qhora and the others. After all, the grieving widow and deformed mountain girl were hardly experts in intelligence, espionage, and assassination.
And that white mask and that damned bird following them about. My God, it’s like they wanted to be noticed!
But as he stood in the street considering the building in front of him, a flicker of doubt ran through the back of his mind.
The Sons of Osiris. Sounds like a cult to me. But if this is their temple, then they’re not as subtle as the average cultists.
Across the avenue and rising story upon story above the other structures to either side loomed the unearthly mass of the Temple of Osiris. Salvator counted five levels of stone-cut windows before the roof erupted into a carefully designed wooden mountain, ten more levels, each slightly smaller than the one below, and each with an elegantly curving roof like nothing he had ever seen before. He saw no buttresses, no gargoyles, no statuary, no decoration that he had come to expect on religious buildings like the cathedrals of Rome, Constantia, and Tartessos. This temple, this palace of ancient golden stone and red-stained wood, this monument to a bygone age in which legions of slaves died for decades to build impossible things, had no equal in the northern world.
Salvator studied the entrance, a wide stair of short but deep steps rising above the street to a landing where twenty men in green stood before a series of double-doors. Each of the men wore a sword and a single-shot pistol, and each of the men was resting his right hand on the butt of his gun. Salvator pouted thoughtfully.
This is going to be tricky.
A moment later, a group of men approached the front of the temple bearing several large crates. They climbed the steps near the right-most doors.
Aha! Deliveries. This just got easier.
The guards stopped the porters and opened each crate, rifled through them in detail while holding their drawn pistols by their sides. It took a full quarter hour to get the six crates inside.
Maybe not.
Salvator made a slow circuit of the building looking for other doors, for open windows, for raised walkways, and even for sewers that ran close to the foundation. There were none. And after an hour of walking up and down the street outside watching for other people coming out or going in, he arrived at a solution. He grimaced.
It took a little while to find the right alley, and but then only a moment to find the right barrel. With no one around to watch, he pulled the body out and removed the man’s green clothes. The corpse was a bit too short and a bit too heavy, but Salvator had years of experience contorting his body to the needs of the moment. With a bit of slumping and hunching, he made the clothes look appropriate. He hooked the Aegyptian’s short sword of common steel on his belt and carried his own rapier in his hand.
Back in front of the Temple of Osiris, his stolen clothes were not giving him much confidence, despite the scarf to hide his lower face. The smell of death, feces, and fish wafted up from his collar. Inspiration emerged from the stench. Doubled over and limping, he climbed the stairs along the left-hand side and just as he reached the row of guards, he slipped his hand up under his cloak and scarf and put his finger in his throat.
I swore I would never do this again.
Drenched in vomit, he stumbled into the first guard. The man swore, grabbed Salvator by the neck, and shoved him through the door being held open by a second guard.
Throwing me inside? How stupid are these people?
Hearing the door slam shut behind him, Salvator spat the last of his breakfast on the floor and straightened up to sound of multiple pistols being cocked.
Ah. They kill people inside where there are no witnesses. Rather smart, actually.
There was one man to his immediate left pointing a gun at Salvator’s head while three more men strode forward on the right with guns raised.
I hate guns.
Quick as lightning, Salvator slapped the nearest man’s hand forward so the gun pointed past his face at the other guards. The gun discharged, throwing a cloud of gun smoke in the Italian’s eyes. The bullet struck the first of the approaching men square in the chest.
One.
Salvator whirled around the startled shooter as the other two men opened fire and the Italian both heard and felt the two bullets slam into the body of the guard he was using as shield. The vibrations shook his backside as the guard gasped and fell to his knees.
Two.
He saw a small black door right in front of him. Salvator lurched forward just as his shield fell prone and he kicked in the narrow wooden door and raced into the dark room beyond. A bit of light from the hall followed him inside to reveal his surroundings.
Hm. The evil cultist coat check room.
Salvator hurled away his soiled scarf and cloak and drew his rapier as the narrow door crashed open again to reveal two men in green. They held swords, not pistols. The Italian smiled.
A moment later both guards lay dead in a neat pile in the corner with their throats cut and the blood pooling into a balled up woolen overcoat.
Three and four.
A quick glance outside showed no one else coming to investigate. The outer hall, a narrow space between the outer doors and the inner doors, was empty. Except for the two shooting victims, of course.
With time to breathe, Salvator stood in the coat room stripping off his ill-fitting disguise and piecing together something a bit more appropriate from his two new clothing donors and the assorted garments piled on the boxes, and in the chests, and on the racks all around him. The dust and cobwebs spoke silent volumes.
He took the guards’ belts of small knives and vials, but left their short blades and guns in favor of his own rapier. Longing for a mouthful of wine and a bit of garlic bread, Salvator stepped briskly out into the hall and grasped the handle of the left-most door leading to the inner chambers of the temple. The handle turned and the room beyond, which was actually another hallway, was empty.
I’m in.
Salvator strode down the corridor, his shoes tapping lightly on the bare stone floor. The narrow windows on his left were barred with iron and only let a few painfully thin blades of sunlight inside. The hall terminated at two doors and a spiraling iron stair that vanished up into a dusty haze and down into utter darkness.
Information or weapons? Or both? Yes, both. Up it is.
He climbed quickly, dashing up two stairs at a time on the balls of his feet, pausing only slightly at each landing to poke his head up and check for guards before running up and up again. There were signs of life everywhere. Voices echoed in the distance. Doors creaked open and slammed shut. Swords clashed. Torches burned. Candles burned. Footsteps echoed. But at each new level, Salvator always found his stairwell abandoned and ignored. Once he caught someone disappearing behind a door, but no one caught him.
No one ever catches me.
After three flights his legs were burning and after five he was slowing quite a bit. Here the ancient stone fortress transitioned to the polished wooden temple, a much younger and airier place. The inner walls appeared to be a thin white fabric, almost like paper, which allowed a small amount of light and shadow to come through.
At the seventh floor, he stepped away from the stair and leaned against the wall to stretch. There was an old Persian carpet on the floor and a series of faded tapestries hanging along the corridor wall. He considered the two closed doors beside him at the end of the hall.
The left door opened on a primitive water closet, a bare wooden seat that exhaled a foul wet odor.
Lovely, I’ve been climbing up the stairs alongside the cultist shithouse.
The right door opened on what appeared to be a small class room. Rows of benches and chairs faced a tall blackboard with many faded and poorly erased markings on it. Salvator paced inside to squint at the markings in the dark. They meant nothing to him.
A voice in the hall drew him to the door and he peeked out to see two men standing together at the far end of the corridor speaking in low voices. When their conversation ended, one of the men turned away but the other turned toward Salvator’s end of the hall and strode purposefully along. Salvator drew his rapier and waited.
The figure of the man swept past the classroom door and the Italian heard another door creak open and slam shut, and then he heard the man wriggling out of his clothing.
Well, these people do eat a lot of hummus.
The Italian darted across the hall and clambered up the iron stairs one more floor before he countered a heavy iron lid bolted across his path, barring him from the ninth floor.
Aha! Finally. Locks. Locks mean something to protect, and that means something worth taking.
He fished a pair of steel needles from his pocket and deftly picked the lock with a few careful gestures and choice expletives as bits of rust fell down in his face. With the lock open, he listened carefully for sounds of life above, and hearing none, he pushed the lid up and climbed out onto the ninth floor.
The stair ended. He stepped out of the stairwell not into another hallway but into a massive chamber that seemed to span the entire width of the building, a vast space interrupted only by a few ironwood pillars no doubt needed to support the other six or so levels of the temple above.
The wooden floor here was badly scuffed and scraped and scratched. Salvator trod carefully across the room, peering down at the marked wood.
A training room. But shouldn’t something like this be on a lower level? If you filled this room with men all lunging and stomping around, you’d have someone crashing through the floor sooner or later.
Most of the marks on the floor were pale brown or even white with flecks of dust around them. But some marks were black. He knelt to scratch at one of the black marks and found the wood charred and brittle.
Practicing with burning swords in a wooden room? Sounds almost suicidal. Unless that’s the point of the lesson. Hm. Seems like everything about these cultists looks stupid on the surface until you see the face behind the mask.
There were large doors at either end of the room and he guessed the ones toward the front of the temple would lead to the main stairs for whatever poor souls were forced to trudge up here to train with their fiery seireiken blades.
Which leaves the rear door.
With his ear pressed to the rear door, Salvator heard new sounds of life. A creaking floorboard. The scuff of a shoe. The flap of paper. A cough.
Perfect.
Salvator swung the door open and strode inside with his right hand ready on his sword. The room was only a fraction the size of the practice room, and it was a jumble of furnishings and equipment for a jumble of purposes. Directly in front him were racks of wooden and steel staves and practice swords, and knives, maces, boomerangs, chakrum, flails, crossbows, and ornate rifles that might have been old Espani blunderbusses.
Beyond the racks were bins full of gloves, leather helmets, leather breast plates, bronze heart guards, iron masks, dented greaves, and other mismatched bits of armor from a dozen countries across a dozen centuries.
And then he came to the heavy linen curtain. Beyond it he heard the shuffling footsteps quite loudly. The footsteps stopped. “Yes, what is it?”
An older man. Hm. Let’s see how far my borrowed clothes and accent can take me.
The Italian swept the curtain aside with a smile. “Good afternoon, sir. I was hoping to have a quick word with you.”
The middle-aged Aegyptian man sank back down into his chair at his desk, his face a nest of frowning wrinkles. “I don’t recognize you. One of Rashaken’s men, are you? If you report to him, you should be bothering him.”
“Yes of course, I’m sorry, sir. And you are?”
“I am Khai.” There was a hint of satisfaction in the way he said his name, a smugness and a sense of expectation, as though his name alone should have commanded respect.
“Khai. Yes, of course. I’m sorry, again. Is it Lord Khai or High Priest Khai?”
A dark sneer twisted his lip. “First Knight of Osiris. And who the devil are you?” He half-turned to reach for the short sword lying across the end of his desk.
My accent still needs work, I see.
Salvator whisked out his rapier and lightly tapped the point of its blade on the man’s sword to make him take back his hand. The Italian smiled. “First Knight? How quaint. I am the Supreme Knight of the Order of the Seven Hearts. I suppose that means I outrank you,” Salvator said. “Your duties and responsibilities?”
“A northerner. Italian, I suppose. So? What is it you want?” Khai sat very still, his hands in plain view. There was no visible weapon on his belt or anywhere else on his person. “Money?”
“Information. An old friend of mine works for your people. She’s done a few strange things, many strange things, and I want to know why. I want to know about the burning swords. I want to know about the assassinations.”
“You want a great deal,” Khai said calmly. His eyes closed a small fraction. “In the east, they would call that the path to suffering.”
“In the east, they worship cows. You’ll pardon me for thinking their ideas are stupid.” Salvator paced around the small office behind the curtain. Books and papers, measuring tools, maps. And a small bed in the corner. “Now. Let’s start with this temple of yours. What does it do exactly?”
The Aegyptian shook his head. “You may as well kill me if you expect me to tell you that.”
Salvator shrugged. “I may kill you anyway.”
“Indeed. And that is hardly an incentive for me to talk, is it?”
Both men chuckled.
We’re two a kind, aren’t we? A pity we’re on different sides today.
The Italian wiggled the point of his rapier at his hostage. “What would you be willing to talk about short of me taking a look at your spleen?”
“Ah. Perhaps a history lesson. A brief one.” Khai gestured to the other chair.
Salvator sat, his rapier resting on his knee. “A word of warning. I’ve killed four of your guards to get in here. I expect I’ll have to kill more to get out. If you play for time, especially if you bore me, I’ll only kill you as well. But not necessarily quickly or painlessly.”
“I appreciate your honesty,” the Aegyptian said. “I’ll be brief, and as entertaining as I can. So you want to know about our swords, do you? Well then. Several thousand years ago on a faraway island, a sword smith discovered a strange golden nugget. He quickly learned that it was not ordinary gold. It drank in aether like a magnet draws in iron shavings. And it swallowed the souls of the dead that touched the metal, making the gold hotter and harder. In the span of a few generations, the sword smiths on this island learned to handle the gold with clay, and they learned to forge the gold into tools, and jewelry, and blades.”
“I could have guessed that much, and probably made it more interesting with a few angels or demons for a bit of violent excitement.” Salvator frowned.
“Ah. Yes, well. The sword smiths fought many bloody and exciting battles against the armies of heaven and hell, and dragons, and killed your Satan a few times for good measure, but they also formed a society of scholars to study the golden steel, to understand its properties, to discover its purpose and origin, and to master its power.” Khai gestured to the room around them. “In time, the society spread to other lands, absorbing similar cults and scholars along the way. Here in the west, they made our fair Alexandria their seat of power. And here we are, and here endeth the lesson.”
“Bored. I’m bored now.” The Italian made a few half-hearted stabbing motions at the Aegyptian. “Tell me the good bits. Quickly.”
“You seem a man of skill and intellect. I might be better inclined to reveal our private enterprises to you if I considered you an ally instead of an interrogator.” Khai leaned slowly across his desk toward his sheathed sword.
Salvator lunged and fell back into his seat in one fluid motion. The Aegyptian yanked back his arm with a sharp gasp and he clutched his bleeding hand to his belly. His little finger rolled down the angled desk and fell to the floor.
“Supreme Knight is not an honorary title, by the way. You have to earn it. By killing people. You get extra points for creativity and initiative.” Salvator flicked the blood from the tip of his blade. “And I don’t work for money or arcane knowledge of the universe. I’m a patriot. So unless you’re secretly the king of Italia, I’ll thank you to sit very still and tell me what I want to know. Or we can explore new and innovative ways of removing excess flesh and bone from your mortal coil.”
Khai looked up with a pained rictus and a silent snarl. “I mistook you for a civilized man of intellect and breeding. Please pardon my error.”
Salvator sighed as he reached over and slashed across the man’s face. The Aegyptian blinked and then reared back pressing his palm to the thin gash across his cheek that began weeping copious amounts of blood. Again, the Italian flicked the blood from his blade. “I can do this all day. Oh, who am I kidding? I’ll grow bored in a minute and just kill you. And then I’ll have to go find someone else and start all over again.”
“Fine!” Khai spat the word and drops of blood spattered his clothes and the floor. “Some members of our brotherhood continue to search for the steel. It appears there isn’t much of it in the world, and over the last two millennia we’ve collected most of it in the more civilized nations, including your wretched Italia. My old master in particular had a passion for finding new sources of it. But they are the minority.”
“Yes, and?”
Khai grimaced as he clutched his maimed hand. “The rest fall into two schools of thought. Those of us who use the wisdom and knowledge contained in our swords to consolidate power over the nations of men, and those of us who seek new and different forms of that power in itself.”
Salvator nodded. “So, your assassinations and such probably fall in the former group. And what sort of powers are you trying to get for yourselves?”
Khai sighed and shook his head. “Some want to speak to the dead, or to absorb the knowledge and wisdom of the dead within themselves. Some want to understand where the aether steel came from, or how it was made. And some want to apply the steel to their own flesh, to somehow preserve their own souls for all time. To become truly immortal.”
The Italian smiled. “I take it you’re less interested in immortality than in the more mundane life of an earthly emperor.”
“No one has ever succeeded in undoing death or extending life with the steel. Why chase a dream when you can live in luxury and shape the course of human civilization to build a perfect human nation that spans the entire globe?”
“Sounds charming. Especially when we establish the capital in Rome. I’m thinking-” Footsteps echoed in the cavernous practice room. Salvator frowned at the curtain and then at the walls around them. “Other doors?”
Khai smiled just a little. “No, I’m afraid. Just the one.”
Salvator stood and quickly surveyed the tables and shelves around them. He grabbed two small books and shoved them into his pockets, then a heavily annotated map which he rolled and shoved inside his coat, and lastly he picked up the sheathed short sword on the desk, which he swiftly hooked to the right side of his belt. The door opened.
“Master Khai?” a young man called.
Salvator gazed down at the old Aegyptian. “Master, is it?” He whisked his rapier at the man’s throat and felt a horrible jarring vibration race up his arm when his steel struck its target. The high collar of the man’s shirt split open to reveal the dim gray sheen of metal.
Armor? Score one for paranoia.
The curtain behind him flapped open and Salvator spun to face the two young men, who stared back at him with wide curious eyes. But a single glance at their bleeding master was the only order they needed. Both drew their swords and a soft orange glow illuminated the room. The fiery blades obscured everything near them, their blazing light drawing hypnotic lines through the shadowy air.
Not this time.
With a grimace, the Italian threw his rapier back into its sheathe and pulled out his stolen short sword. The ceramic grip was too thick, the blade was too short, and the whole thing weighed twice as much as clumsy Espani espada. But the blade did not glow at all.
A fake! This thing is rubbish.
He slashed twice at his opponents to push them back and then ran across the room and into the racks of practice weapons. Tossing the heavy sword aside, Salvator darted through the shelves and racks to the door and dashed out into the vast shadowy expanse of the practice room. His footsteps echoed louder and louder as he crossed the room, and soon a cacophony of answering echoes told him that the two other men were running close behind.
A chase. At my age. Bah! Time to disappear.



Chapter 15. Qhora


The dust hung in the air. It didn’t drift on the breeze because there was no breeze and it didn’t sink to the ground because the heat was just strong enough to keep lifting it up. So the dust just hung in the air. Qhora sat in the shadowed corner of the cracked and crumbling house and stared out the unglazed window at the pale blue sky. When she looked away, the bright after-image of the window haunted her vision and leapt about the darkened room. Beside her sat Mirari and across from her was poor old Philo, grimacing as he massaged his injured ankle and struggling slightly to breathe the hot dry air.
The door rattled as it opened and everyone reached for a weapon, but it was only Tycho returning with a jug of water and a few rags. He tended to his master for a few minutes before flopping down on the floor himself. “I’ve noticed that it’s hot.”
“Mm.” Qhora sighed. Outside the window she could hear the soft murmurs of many men and women, and all of them speaking in hushed Hellan dialects. The Hellan Quarter of Alexandria was not nearly a quarter of the city, in fact it was only three streets by four streets, and the buildings were all one-level structures. Less than three hundred souls lived there. They had little work and little food, but little trouble from the roving street gangs and that was a blessing at the moment. “So,” she said, “how long have you been here looking for a seireiken?”
“Eleven days.”
“Eleven?” She felt her heart sinking into her belly. “So you’ve been everywhere and spoken to everyone?”
“Everyone we could find, and we found quite a few people who know about swords,” Tycho said. “No, the only men with seireikens are those men in green. They live in the Temple of Osiris, but outsiders are not allowed to enter. They have their own guards, their own porters, their own cooks, everything. And the Temple is huge. It’s likely that they forge the swords inside it. Maybe. All I know for certain is that no one else has a seireiken, and no one else knows where to get one.”
Qhora nodded. “What else do you know about this Temple?”
“The cult of Osiris is very old,” said Philo. “And if you keep your eyes open, you can find their agents everywhere in the world. It is a sort of assassins’ guild, but much more besides. We have seen them used in war, along the borders of Vlachia, in Rus, and at the walls of Constantia itself, of course. Always in the hands of these men in green robes, never anyone else’s. That is why Lady Nerissa sent us here. We are to procure a seireiken for the prince of Vlachia to seal a new alliance between his nation and Constantia.”
“I thought Constantia was in Hellas,” Qhora said. “You make it sound like it stands alone.”
“Constantia has always stood alone. It stands on the border of Eran. Hellas won’t claim it because they fear it will offend Emperor Darius and provoke a new war between the east and west. So the city stands alone, supported by whoever chooses to serve the Constantian Church and stand against the Mazdan Temple.”
“It’s a beautiful city,” Tycho said. “The palaces and temples and cathedrals are ancient and massive, built by all the great emperors who conquered it in the past. I would invite you to see it, it if were safe to do so.”
“Why a sword?” Qhora asked as the sweat tricked down her neck into her shirt. “Why do you need a sword to secure this alliance?”
“As a symbol,” Philo said. ”The prince of Vlachia is a devout soldier and he believes in our cause, but he is afraid of these unholy swords. The power to steal a man’s soul is, well, terrifying. But Lady Nerissa believes that if we can put that power into the prince’s hand, he will master his fear and rekindle his confidence, and join us to push back Darius’s army.”
“It is terrifying,” Qhora said softly. “It wasn’t enough to kill my Enzo, to take him from me, from our son, from all the people who love him and need him. That wasn’t enough. They had to steal my Enzo’s soul, to cage him, to torment him, to abuse him for all of time.” She blinked and focused on Tycho. “Is there any way to free a soul from a seireiken?”
The Hellan shook his head. “I don’t believe so, no. They say if you pierce a man’s flesh with a seireiken, it rips the soul from his body and he falls dead to the ground in an instant, even if the wound itself isn’t fatal. A stab to the arm or leg is all that’s needed. The sword merely needs to touch the soul within you.”
Qhora closed her eyes and tried to banish the image in her mind’s eye of Enzo standing in the hotel lobby, transfixed with that searing blade in his chest and little tongues of flame licking the wound in his back. “I need to find one. The one that killed my husband.”
The young man’s eyes widened. “I’m so sorry. When did it happen?”
“Two days ago.”
Two days without Enzo. And two days without Javier, beautiful little Javier with his fat pink cheeks and fat little legs.
Qhora swallowed. “It sounds like the best place to find these followers of Osiris is at their Temple. Can you take me there?”
Tycho nodded. “I can. But you can’t go in. You can’t even talk to the guards. Well, you can talk but they won’t answer you. We tried for an hour, asking questions, offering to pay for their time, offering a king’s ransom to purchase a seireiken. The Osirians never answered. And they never took their hands off their guns, either.”
“I don’t care. Just take me there. I’ll make them talk.” Qhora felt her chest constricting and each breath was a little harder to draw than the last. She wrapped her fingers around the knife in her belt and imagined herself killing the ugly Aegyptian and smashing his sword in a flash of fire and lightning, and then Enzo would be free, he would step out of the light and hold her and everything would be just like before. They would be together.
“My lady, please listen to me,” Mirari said. “You know I will follow you and serve you faithfully to the ends of the earth, and no cause could be more just than to avenge the death of Don Lorenzo, but we are alone, blind, and toothless here. We cannot fight an army, and we cannot hope to triumph through sheer will or even faith. If we are to find this man and his sword, then we will have to work as Senor Fabris does, by talking and bribing and watching. But not by charging into battle at every opportunity. If we did that, you would soon deprive your son of both his parents, and I would never forgive myself if that happened, my lady. Please listen. If we are to save the soul of Don Lorenzo, we must move carefully and quietly and strike as a serpent does. My lady?”
She’s right. Whenever she opens her mouth for more than a yes or a no, she’s always right.
Qhora clenched her teeth, forcing her face to be as still as stone.
No tears now. No sobbing, no shaking, no weakness now. Later, but not now. Not until it’s over. Not until we’re home.
She nodded. “You’re right. You’re right, Mirari. Yes. Fine. Then we need to find Salvator and start finding some answers.”
The older Hellan shifted his injured leg with much wincing and hissing through his teeth. When he was done he said, “I wouldn’t advise it. This is a dangerous city at the best of times and for the best of people. But it’s far worse for strangers, for foreigners. We ourselves have been accosted by thieves and bandits four times since we arrived, and that was openly in the middle of the day where all could see. These brigands have no fear because there is nothing to fear, no law and no lawmen. But for you, a pair of foreign women, alone on the streets of Alexandria, I shudder to think what might befall you out there. There are many in this city who would take you, use you, and kill you without a second thought. And even your great courage and your knives and your bird would not save you. Tycho, I’m sorry, but I fear our mission is to end in failure.” The old man sighed. “We will stay a few more days and try again, but it would seem we are fated to return to Constantia empty-handed.”
The younger Hellan nodded gloomily.
“What about other places outside of the Temple?” Qhora asked. “Other places where the Osirians can be found? There must be some. This is a city of vices, isn’t it? Places to drink and whore and gamble. Can we find the Osirians in one of these places?”
Tycho suddenly looked quite thoughtful. “Probably. In fact I think I’ve heard of a place like that, a restaurant where the gangsters do business. I thought it sounded like a place we’d want to avoid. Normally. Should I go look for your Italian friend first?”
“No. I will.” Qhora stood up.
“My dear, please,” Philo said. “I must insist. Let Tycho go. You would not be safe, perhaps not even here in the Hellan Quarter.”
Qhora narrowed her eyes. “I go where I want. You should rest. I’ll be back soon with Salvator.”
She stepped out of the old house into the sundrenched street with Mirari at her side. “What do you think of our new friends?”
“They’ve saved us a little time and work looking for Don Lorenzo’s killer, but they don’t know much else,” the masked woman said. “I doubt they are of any more use to us. Certainly not as warriors, at least.”
An old man and a young dwarf. No, not much help there.
Qhora led the way down one narrow lane after another until they reached one of the larger streets at the edge of the Quarter. There wasn’t much traffic though it was still the middle of the day. Men streamed past in both directions, but all on foot. There were no mounts or carts here. She turned right and kept walking.
Out of the corner of her eye she watched the street beside her, scanning for hints of green robes, searching for weapons, looking for trouble. She found it a moment later. There were three men standing on the far side of the street, most likely locals judging by their hair and clothes. All three men were middle-aged, tall, and muscular. And they were all three staring at Qhora and Mirari.
Qhora quickened the pace and saw the men step boldly into the foot traffic in the street, angling to intercept the women. She looked up to the roof line but there was no black silhouette perched against the pale blue sky and no black silhouette gliding on wide wings above the street.
Turi! Stupid bird. Oh Atoq, if only you were here now…
“My lady?”
“I see them.” Qhora turned into a narrow alley, hoping to run to the end of the building and slip away on the next street. But a stone’s throw from the entrance the alley ended in a wall of garbage, rotting crates, broken barrels, and chunks of old brick and stone. “Back!”
They turned and saw the three men at the mouth of the alley. The men glanced around the street and then stepped into the shadowed corridor between the two buildings.
Qhora drew a knife in each hand. The lead man, the one with the black beard, glared at her and grunted something in Eranian. He lashed out, trying to grab her wrist. Qhora pulled back. Mirari stepped forward. The men said something and laughed. The masked woman pulled her long dirk and hatchet from the back of her belt and said, “Leave us alone.”
The bearded man stepped forward quickly, hands raised to grab the woman’s arms or weapons. His larger body crashed against her, but Mirari’s legs lashed out from behind her long Espani skirts. She kicked him viciously between the legs and when he stumbled back she leaned back to smash her boot into his face, sending him reeling against the two other men.
Shouting in Eranian, the bearded man pulled a small rusty pistol from inside his shirt.
Qhora blinked. She’d been watching Mirari struggle with the thug as though across a great distance, as though there was nothing she could do to help her friend, as though she were watching a dream. But the sight of the gun brought her back, and the alley no longer seemed a hundred miles long and Mirari was no dream-vision but a young woman who was trying to save their lives.
The Incan princess whipped her small body around in a half-circle and hurled her two knives at once. Both knives went wide, slicing the through the air just a hand-span to either side of Mirari’s head, and plunged into the throats of the two men closest to the street. They both fell to their knees with their hands groping their necks awash in blood. And then they dropped to the ground.
There was a moment of stunned silence when both Mirari and the gunman looked down at the two men dying at their feet and the rapidly spreading pool of blood on the paving stones. The man looked up first, no longer glaring, eyes a bit wider and more confused than before. And then Mirari’s knife came up, slashing aside the man’s hand holding the gun. As the man hissed and grabbed his bleeding hand, the mountain girl leapt up on a pile of old boards and then jumped down in the same heartbeat, letting gravity add its force to her swinging hatchet. The blade sank into the side of the man’s neck, and the man collapsed to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut.
Mirari gestured past the bodies. “My lady. If you will step out, I will clean up.”
Qhora nodded and paced out to the mouth of the alley and stared at the tide of human bodies streaming past in the street. No one gave her a second look. If anyone had seen the flash of steel or splash of blood or the dying men, no one cared.
She’d barely stood there a moment when Mirari tapped her on the shoulder and handed back her two knives, both blades shining and clean. Glancing back, Qhora saw that Mirari had dragged all three bodies into the shadows and arranged the refuse there over them, and then scattered a few small boards around the blood to discourage anyone from going too close by accident.
Alonso could never have done that so quickly and calmly. He wouldn’t have even thought to do it at all. He’s too kind, too gentle. I suppose that’s what brought him to Mirari. Endless kindness, endless patience. And some of that Espani chivalry, too.
Qhora paused to look at the masked woman. Her dark red hair was all loose and raggedy around the edges of her gleaming white mask with its black-rimmed eyes and bright red lips and little pink roses painted around the cheeks and forehead. To one side, a hint of silvery-blue skin poked out and Qhora reached up to gently arrange the woman’s hair to hide her twisted ear. “Are you all right?”
“I wasn’t hurt, my lady. He barely touched me.”
“No. I mean, are you all right? Are you really?”
The Espani woman hesitated, and with the mask hiding her features it was impossible to guess what emotions might have played over her lips or eyes in that moment. “I don’t like this place. I miss home. I miss the cold, and the quiet. I’ll be grateful to be done with this business and back in Madrid again. But don’t let that concern you, my lady. I’ll be by your side until Don Lorenzo’s killer is brought to the Father’s justice.”
The Father’s justice? But what if the Father is dead and all desire for true justice died with him? And what if the Mother, who is supposed to be the cradle of all life, is out hunting for the killer? And what if the Son, the voice of mercy and love, is far away in a strange land where no one can hear his cries?
Qhora touched Lorenzo’s triquetra medallion on her chest.
How did you ever make sense of your faith, Enzo? These images, these virtues. Peace and mercy. They make no sense in the real world.
She glanced back into the alley and tried to remember the faces of the two men she had just killed. She couldn’t. They were simply gone along with the dozens of other men she had killed over the years.
Men.
For so long, through the long war back home in the empire and then in Marrakesh and even in honorable Espana there had always been a need to kill men. It was simply a part of life. Killing predators before they could kill her.
But now, as she stared back into the alley looking for the hidden bodies, instead of men she saw boys. Little boys. Boys who had been babies. Babies with mothers.
They all had mothers, once. Then I killed them. Those poor women. I killed their babies.
Javier.
I need to go home to him. Alive.
“We couldn’t walk a hundred paces without being attacked. If there had been more of them, if there hadn’t been an alley, if someone had seen us…we might be dead now. We should be dead now,” Qhora said. “We have to be smarter. You were right. I’m sorry. Let’s go back to the Hellans. It would seem we do need them after all.”
“Indeed, it never hurts to have more eyes and hands in a dangerous place.”
“No. But it’s not their eyes or hands that will protect us while we’re walking about in broad daylight in this place,” Qhora said. “They may not be great fighters, but they have their uses. We’ll work with them until we can find the Italian again. If we ever find him again. He might be dead too by now, for all we know.”
They started back toward the Hellan Quarter.
“I doubt Salvator is dead, my lady,” Mirari said. “He doesn’t strike me as the sort of man who would die easily.”
“If Lorenzo had been another sort of man, he would have killed Salvator easily enough.”
“Maybe. But then he wouldn’t have been our Don Lorenzo.”
Qhora smiled sadly. That’s true enough.



Chapter 16. Shifrah


“This could take days.” Shifrah stood on the corner surveying the marketplace. Across an ocean of heads and hair and scarves and eyes, she saw only meaningless movement without faces.
“Do you know his usual haunts? Where does Aker live when he’s in town?” Kenan asked. “Who are his friends? What does he do for fun when he’s not working?”
Shifrah rolled her eye at him. Aker had been so much simpler than Kenan. Sure, they’d both been younger and simpler all around back then, but even still, Aker had never shown much depth in his virtues or his vices. “I suppose we should start with the brothels.”
“Brothels? Here? I thought they frowned on that sort of thing.”
Shifrah pushed away from the wall and led Kenan into the slow stream of bodies moving east down the boulevard. “In general, yes. The Aegyptians and their Eranian masters both frown on the sex trades, but not everyone here is a Mazdan, and not all the Mazdans are good Mazdans. So what happens when you make something illegal?”
“It goes underground,” Kenan muttered. “Are we talking about basements, back alleys, abandoned warehouses, and condemned mansions?”
“Only for the poor people.” Shifrah grinned at him over her shoulder. “Hey, get up here and walk next to me, not behind me.”
He quickened his pace to come alongside, which made it a bit harder to slip through the crowd but it couldn’t be helped.
“How long were the two of you together?” the detective asked.
“A year or so. We ran little jobs for Omar here in the city. We would pose as brother and sister, or newlyweds, or vagabonds, whatever was needed to get the job done.”
“To kill people?”
“Yes, Kenan, to kill people. I think it’s time you moved past all that.”
He was quiet for half a minute. “I thought you had moved past all that.”
“Of course not. In Tingis, I took my cues from you. I set up my own business. People hired you to find lost loved ones or to find evidence of wrong-doing, and people hired me to kill their enemies. If it makes you feel better, I usually only killed bad people. You would have approved of most of my jobs, I think.”
“No, I wouldn’t!”
“Really?” She ticked them off on her fingers. “A factory supervisor who pushed a worker into a furnace. A father who beat his son to death. An importer who doubled his sales volume by cutting his wine with toxic chemicals. A mother who locked her children in a basement to starve them to death. I saved the children, by the way. A student who bullied three schoolmates into committing suicide. I was surprised. I really was. After everything I had heard about it, I didn’t expect Marrakesh to be such a cesspool.”
“Shut up.” Kenan rubbed his eyes. “Just stop.”
“Why? Because it turns your world upside-down to think your society isn’t pure and beautiful? That your civilized people are just as cruel and monstrous as us dirty barbarians?”
Kenan sighed and squinted around the street. “Where are we going?”
“I don’t know. I just needed to move my legs.” Shifrah took a long breath as she looked around them.
If I was Aker, where would I be? So, I’m Aker. I’ve just killed an Espani fencer, fled a country, started a gang war, and now I need…what? To hide, or run, or just brag about the whole thing?
“I want you to give it up.”
Shifrah stopped dead and turned slowly to look at him. “What?”
“You heard me. Give it up. Stop the contracts. Stop killing. If you want to help people, you can work with me to do it the right way, to work within the law,” Kenan said.
“No.” Shifrah started walking again.
Kenan kept pace beside her. “Why not? Damn it, why not? I want us to be together, I want to make this work, but you’ve got to meet me in the middle on this.”
“The middle? How is giving up my career the middle? I’m pretty sure giving up my career is your side.” She kept walking. There was a familiar itch in her fingers, the itch to solve the problem at hand with a stiletto under the arm straight into the heart. But there was no rage.
Why not? I was always angry at Aker and Salvator. Why not Kenan?
“Whatever the middle is, it has to be no more killing,” he said.
“No.” She walked a little faster, still scanning the crowd with one corner of her mind wondering where she should be going.
I got angry at Aker because we were always competing, always trying to outdo each other, always vying for Omar’s approval. I got angry when he won, or made me doubt myself. It seems like I was angry at him more days than not. But not Kenan.
“Why not? Why not give it up, if not for your own safety then for me?”
She stopped and looked back at him. He had stopped a few paces behind. “If this is how you feel, why are you even with me?”
He looked lost, his eyes searching the hot cobblestones for answers, his empty hands making small half-hearted gestures, his shoulders rolling in a serious of confused shrugs. Then he looked straight at her. “Because I love you.”
She looked straight back at him. “You love me? But not where I come from, or how I grew up, or who I’ve been with, or what I’ve done, or how I live, or how I feel about how I live? Is that right?”
If it was possible, he managed to look even more lost. “Yes.”
“If none of that, then what? What about me do you love?” She walked back toward him and tapped her eye patch and the scarred skin around it. “Do you love this?” She groped her breasts. “Or maybe these?”
“Stop it.”
“Then what?” She stared at him, waiting. When he had no answer, she turned away and continued walking.
I got angry at Sal because he was so damned good at everything. Languages. Swords. Knives. Lying. Stealing. Planning. Singing. And everything had to be his way, his rules, his orders, and I put up with him because he opened the right doors for me. It was fine at the beginning, but by the end I was ready to leave his headless corpse in a ditch. But not Kenan.
A moment later she glanced back and saw that Kenan was once again following her a few steps behind. As she studied his face, she tried to define what it was that she thought of him, what she felt about him. But only a great echoing silence answered her. Once upon a time, he had been exciting and different, young and dangerous. She had thought to follow him into strange places and exotic adventures. In the space of a week she had seen him defy his commanding officer, cleverly free two captives from an Espani jail, cold-bloodedly sabotage a warship to send a thousand men to their deaths, defy another commanding officer, and then renounce his commission and establish his own private investigation firm. In one week.
But since then, nothing. The same work. The same home, the same food. No more defiance, no more adventures. She had accepted that. For a time, it was convenient. A place to sleep and a pair of trustworthy eyes to watch her back, and a competent pair of hands to mind the rest of her body. But it was over now. They could blame time or fate or Aker, but it was over.
“Go home, Kenan,” she called over her shoulder. “We’re done here.”
“Home? Did you say go home?” He raced up beside her again and when she glanced at him this time there was a gleam of that old fire in his eyes. “What home? I can’t go home, thanks to you and your damned Aker. The police saw me, they know it was my home, and I had that Espani medallion in my hand!”
“If you believe in Mazigh law and justice, you have nothing to fear. Go home and tell the truth and go back to your old life. And leave me alone.”
“You know damned well they’ll imprison me for the murder of Don Lorenzo! Conspiracy, or aiding and abetting!” He grabbed her arm.
Shifrah had both hands on him in an instant, snaked her foot behind his leg, and hurled him to the ground. He stared up at her with a bright spot of blood on his lip. She stepped back. “I said we’re done. Leave me alone.”
Kenan stood up again, slowly but steadily. There was no shrugging or aimless searching or meaningless waving now. At his full height he was still several inches shorter than her, but at that moment he seemed larger somehow. He rested his hand on the butt of his black revolver and gazed at her face, his mouth drawn tight in a small line, the wrinkles at the edges of his eyes adding a few more years to his bearing. “Then we’re done. Fine. But I can’t leave without Aker. He’s a wanted man. And I’m going to bring him in. So I’m staying with you.”
“When I find Aker, I’m taking him to Zahra.”
“And when she’s done with him, I’m taking him to Tingis.”
Whatever you say, detective.
Shifrah gave him one final, fatally brief glance and then focused on the road ahead. They were in the central corridor of the city, a series of markets and bazaars and shops and dark alleys full of nervous eyes and loose knives.
Aker, Aker, who has the Aker?
She ducked into a tavern, glanced about, and continued on. She poked her head into the next wine shop, and the next ale house. Every place had its own smells and its own costumes and its own accents. Songhai, Kanemi, Bantu, Puntish, Hellan.
But never Samaritan. Not ever.
Shifrah wondered if anyone else had ever left the city of Nablus at the foot of Mount Gerizim as she had. They’d all been dumbfounded at her leaving, all so certain that she would soon return. They’d been so certain of so many things.
She paused to sniff the air. Something sweet and fragile wafted by, the scent of hay tinged with the edge of burnt paper. She smiled.
Oh Aker, could it really be this easy?
Shifrah followed the smell across the street to an open door and then inside into the shadows of a small room lit only by the sunlight falling through the doorway and the tiny yellow glowing eyes of the incense. The light wavered on the faces of the water pipes, distorted and discolored as it glanced off to illuminate the walls. A thin gray haze filled the upper half of the room and Shifrah ducked low as she stepped inside and let her eyes adjust to the darkness.
The bodies came into focus slowly. Men and women lay on the floor, slouching against the walls, reclining on pillows, and even sitting bolt upright on decaying couches covered in moth-eaten blankets and torn shirts and colorless rags.
No Aker here.
She turned and pushed past Kenan back into the street, now moving twice as fast as before in search of that scent again.
Where are you? Where are you hiding?
An hour later she stood triumphant in the center of yet another darkened den. The smells were more muddied here, no doubt due to more exotic leaves and herbs in the pipes. She didn’t recognize them, but she recognized the grinning lips and glassy eyes, and she recognized the man in the corner.
“Aker.”
He stared blankly at her. “Zahra?”
She smiled down at him. “Soon enough.”
Kenan was more than willing to pull the Aegyptian out of the corner and propel him out the door into the blinding glare of the afternoon sun. The Mazigh detective seemed to take a particular delight in contorting Aker’s arms behind his back to keep him yelping and gasping and babbling to be let go. Shifrah eyed the short sword on the Aegyptian’s hip, but she did not touch it.
She guided the two men across the city, staying on the busiest streets and in the center of those streets, and many of the passersby who saw them coming made way for them and then kept their eyes elsewhere.
“They look scared,” Kenan said.
“Who?” she asked.
“Everyone. Look around. It’s like we have the plague.”
“We do. A green plague, and its name is Osiris.”
She plunged on through the crowds, her hands never far from her blades, but they reached The Cat’s Eye without incident. Shifrah counted five men of various unfriendly bearings loitering outside the restaurant, some pretending to be looking elsewhere and others not bothering to pretend. But they didn’t raise a hand to stop the prisoner from being escorted inside.
The stern-faced waitress led them straight back through the crowded dining room to the private office where Shifrah found Zahra holding council just as she had that morning. The Aegyptian woman’s face brightened at the sight of the man in green. Shifrah noted the look in her eyes.
I expected her to be angrier, or at least cruelly pleased. Not…delighted.
They held Aker upright in front of the long table so everyone could see the man clearly enough. Shifrah said, “Well, here he is, as promised.”
“Where was he?” Zahra asked in Eranian.
Shifrah switched languages to match. “In a dark, smoky corner.”
Zahra stood and circled the table to stand face to face with Aker. “You caused quite a stir this morning, Aker. You upset my clients and partners. You broke one of my nice chairs. And then you had the gall to run away like a little child. Why?”
Aker blinked and exhaled slowly. He tried to straighten up a bit, to pull free of his captors, but Shifrah held him quite still. He cleared his throat, “Well, after the last time, I wasn’t sure how forgiving you were going to be.”
She smiled.
I don’t like that smile. Shifrah said, “You don’t need me here for this. I just want my information and I’ll be on my way.”
Zahra kept her eyes on Aker as she spoke to the Samaritan. “I knew you’d find him quickly. He’s often spoken of your time together. I knew you understood him better than my men would. It was very kind of you to offer to help.”
“Oh? I don’t really think either one of us deals in kindness.” Shifrah tried to catch Kenan’s attention with her eye, but he was too busy glaring at the guards in the corners. “So if you could just tell me what I want to know, I’ll be on my way.”
With a long sigh, Zahra finally looked at the taller woman. “Omar? You know, you haven’t been gone very long. It hasn’t left my people much time to look into the matter.”
“Do you have anything?” Shifrah frowned.
I’ll take anything at this point, as long as I don’t have to come back here again. And why is she still looking at him like that?
“Scraps of rumor, nothing more.” Zahra waved over her shoulder and the older gentleman with the ink-stained fingers blinked to life and cleared his throat. “Ahem. Eight years and three months ago, Omar Bakhoum was here, in this very office, setting up The Cat’s Eye.”
Zahra sighed. “But he called it The Wandering Eye. Go on.”
The gentleman lifted a small scrap of paper. “Shortly thereafter, Master Omar left Alexandria on a west-bound train after informing Master Rashaken that he was going to investigate a theory.”
“What theory?” Shifrah asked.
“He believed he had found the largest undiscovered deposit of sun-steel in the world,” the man said. “Master Rashaken did not seem to think much of this. He said that Master Omar was likely to fail, and to return empty-handed by the end of the year.”
“You spoke to Master Rashaken about this?”
“No,” the old man said with a tired sigh and a squinty look over the rim of his crooked glasses. “I spoke to his valet. Servants are cheaper than masters, and far more reliable in their information.”
Shifrah glanced at Zahra. “You’re spying on the Sons of Osiris?”
“I have a city to maintain.” She shrugged. “Do you want the rest of the information or not?”
“Tell me.”
The gentleman said, “After six months, discrete inquiries were made by the Temple into the whereabouts of Master Omar. A man in Carthage reported that the master had indeed passed through that city on his way west, but no one had seen him since. We had no agent in Marrakesh at that time, so we have no way of knowing whether the master traveled that far, or farther still. He may have sailed to the New World, for all we know.”
Shifrah frowned. “He was looking for a large deposit of aetherium? Could he have been looking for the Espani skyfire stone that fell into the Strait two years ago?”
The man shrugged. “Possibly. We have no way of knowing.”
“Oh, Aker,” Zahra sighed. “What am I going to do with you?”
Again, Shifrah noted the strange tone in the woman’s voice. She’s too calm. There isn’t even a hint of anger in her. “Then I guess we’ll be on our way. A pleasure doing business with you, Zahra. Perhaps later we’ll talk about a more formal arrangement for my work in the future.”
“Mm.” Zahra waved her away. “Later then.”
Shifrah let go of Aker’s arm and stepped toward the door. She said in Mazigh, “Come on Kenan, we’re done here.”
“Fine.” Kenan still had Aker and he pushed the wobbly Aegyptian back toward the door.
“No, he stays,” Zahra said in Eranian. She pointed at the floor to indicate that the man in question was staying right there.
“He’s wanted for murder in Tingis,” Kenan replied in Mazigh. And then more slowly he said, “Murder. Tingis. Marrakesh. So that’s where he’s going. With me.”
Shifrah translated for Zahra, who waved two fingers over her shoulder and the armed men in the corners stepped smartly out into the room.
“Kenan!” Shifrah kept her eye on the nearest guard. “Aker stays here.”
“I told you I was taking him,” the detective said.
Shifrah frowned at the two men drawing their pistols. She knew the dining room behind her was full of armed thugs from half the Empire, and any number of them would be eager to help Zahra in a fight if it might improve their business relationships. “Last chance, Kenan. Be smart. Walk away.”
Kenan drew his revolver as quick as a snake and placed the muzzle against the back of Aker’s head. “He stands trial for murder, or I kill him right now.”
Zahra raised her two fingers again and her guards stopped advancing. “Young man, I don’t know what rock Shifrah found you under, but this is Aegyptus, not Marrakesh. And this,” she pointed to Aker, “belongs to me.”
Shifrah translated for Kenan, who answered by thumbing the gun’s hammer back with a sharp click. “Let us walk out of here or you’ll be wearing your boy’s brains for a necklace.”
Shifrah rolled her eye. “Kenan, how did you think this was going to end? You knew we were bringing him in to turn him over to Zahra.”
“Yes. I did that for you. And now that you have what you want, I’m going to get what I want. I’m going to drag his ass back to Tingis and clear my name.” Kenan yanked back on Aker’s collar to get him moving toward the door.
As the gun knocked against the back of Aker’s skull, Shifrah saw a sudden change in the man’s face. His eyes brightened, his mouth rippled into a snarl, and his right hand began drifting across his waist toward the sword on his belt.
This is about to go sideways. Damn you, Kenan.
Shifrah grabbed a stiletto from her inner jacket and let the slender blade fly. It struck the barrel of Kenan’s revolver and the gun fired, the bullet flying wide of everyone. In that moment, both guards drew their own guns and Aker jerked down and away from Kenan as he drew his seireiken. The unnatural orange light of the blade set the air pulsating with heat, and for a moment every eye in the room was fixed on that blazing steel.
Shifrah threw herself back into the door, slamming it open and stumbling back into the short hall that connected to the dining room. Through that narrow passage she saw the guards firing their guns. She saw Kenan firing back. And then the door bounced off the wall and closed halfway, blocking her view of the room beyond.
Through the sound of the gunshots and the shouting and the shattering glass and the scraping steel, Shifrah dashed back through the dining room with both hands ready to hurl another stiletto at the first person to block her way. But no one gave her more than an amused smirk and she ran out into the street.
Thank God for that. I only have three knives left.
She turned left and jogged out into the late day foot traffic in the middle of the street, slumping her shoulders and walking just a bit off tempo to disappear into the press of tired bodies. At the next intersection, she was about to straighten up and change direction when a hand closed on her arm. She looked up into Kenan’s grim face.
“I didn’t appreciate that,” he said. His black leather jacket was studded with tiny granules of broken glass and there was a bright streak of dirt up the left leg of his blue plants.
He escaped out the window? Not bad. Maybe the old Kenan is still alive in there somewhere.
She yanked her arm free. “I told you to give him up.”
“Well, what am I supposed to do now? I can’t go home without Aker, and I just pissed off your lady friend who seems to be in bed with half the scum in this city.”
Shifrah shrugged. “That’s your problem. But as long as you’re looking for something to do, you can come with me. I might even pay you.”
“I’m not a hired gun.”
“You’ll be a starving gun unless you change your tune soon.”
He pursed his lips. Then he started walking. “Where are we going?”
“To talk to an old friend of Omar’s.”



Chapter 17. Taziri


She hadn’t meant to doze off, but with nothing to do and the oppressive heat of the cabin beating down on her in heavy, suffocating waves, she had closed her eyes and just nodded off into oblivion shortly after a snack of dried meat, seeds, nuts, and other stale rations from her pack. The second little canteen was empty. Only two bottles left now.
Taziri woke slowly, her mind crawling up through layers of faceless, formless dreams until she could open her eyes and stare blearily at the cabin ceiling. The heat had faded a little but she was still covered in sweat and breathing heavily.
Voices.
She sat up and pulled on her shirt over her hot, sticky skin. As she fastened the buttons, she moved to the window to peek out. There was a man’s head just outside the window.
Shit!
She reached for her gun but her hand only grasped at empty air beside her leg. For a moment she panicked that someone had taken her revolver, until she remembered taking off the holster so she could sit more comfortably. She snatched the gun from the holster slung over the back of her pilot’s seat and peeked out the window again. The man had shifted to one side and another head was just outside now, a small head farther down. A girl’s scarved head.
Hasina! Oh no, no, no.
The girl knocked feebly on the hatch and said something in Eranian. Her words meant nothing but Taziri could hear the terrified and miserable warbles in the girl’s voice. She’d been crying. Taziri looked frantically around the cabin yet again for some tool or answer or idea but there was only an old tarp and a few empty seats to look at.
So she took a long, deep breath, and she opened the hatch. She quickly leaned out just enough to level her gun at the man’s head. He jerked back half a step, a flicker of fear in his eyes as he focused on the weapon. But then he looked up at her and let loose a stern torrent of Eranian at her.
Taziri shook her head. “No good. I only speak Mazigh and Espani.”
“Mazigh?” The man frowned. “I speak Mazigh. You is Mazigh? You is not allowed. Your skin. Your train. To police!”
“No police.” Taziri put up her gun and held out her left hand in an open gesture. “No trouble. No fight. I’m waiting for someone. They come back and I go. Okay? No police.” She glanced down at Hasina and caught a glimpse of her own chest. She had only fastened two buttons of her shirt.
My skin. Oops.
The men held up the old compass that she had given to Hasina and he said, “Not allowed. Is very bad. Is danger. Is for police.”
“No, it’s not dangerous. It’s a compass. Com-pass? North, south? For directions. Like a map.” Taziri sighed at the man’s unbroken look of mild anger and confusion. “Fine, just give it back to me.” She held out her hand and the man gave her the compass. “Okay, now what about Hasina? Is she in trouble now? Did you hit her?”
The man glanced at the girl and looked back up at Taziri. “Hasina good girl. No police.”
What does he think the word police means?
Taziri nodded. “Fine. Good. Sorry about the trouble. No police. Just waiting for my passengers and then we’ll be on our way. No trouble. All right? Are we all right now?” She slipped away her gun.
The man didn’t look any happier. He looked at Hasina again and started talking in Eranian. In the middle of his lecture, the girl started talking over him in a sad and plaintive voice. Taziri couldn’t catch any familiar words, but the tone was making her uneasy.
And then a cat meowed.
Taziri looked down and saw a light brown cat sitting in the gravel beside the freight cars. And then a second one slipped out from under a car. And then a third jumped down from on top of the car. As the cats continued to wander into the rail yard, the man slowly became aware of his feline audience and his lecture trailed off into silence as he stared around himself.
His face pale and sweating, the man reached out for Hasina, who quickly took his hand and followed him away from the Halcyon. The man glanced up once at Taziri and said, “All is good. Very good. No police. Good bye.” And then they were gone.
For a moment Taziri stood in the open hatch and thought about going after them and making sure that the man hadn’t hit the girl, and that he wouldn’t, and that everything really would be as “good” as he said, but according to her own definition of the word.
If it was just me, then maybe. Maybe it would be worth the risk to hassle some random stranger into being a better father, or into changing his entire society. Maybe. But I have a family of my own I want to see again, and Qhora is counting on me to get her home to her little boy, too. Damn it.
She stepped back inside and sealed the hatch without giving the cats another thought, even though they now carpeted the rail yard so thoroughly that she could barely see the gravel through their fur. She eased back into her pilot’s seat and leaned into the padded leather, listening to it creak and squeak under her weight. She closed her eyes.
“Asr be kheyr,” said a female voice.
Taziri opened her eyes and saw a girl sitting in one of the passenger seats behind her. This girl was a little older than Hasina, closer to twelve, and dressed in a far more ornate dress with only the thinnest and lightest of golden scarves draped over her long black hair, and all pushed back to reveal her very pretty face. Her dress was mostly black, trimmed in red and white and gold thread embroidered in the shapes of tiny cats all sitting or running or sleeping or playing. Strapped over her shoulder she wore a curved bronze sword across her back with the handle raised behind her right shoulder. She also wore a simple black cord around her neck and on that cord hung a golden egg, a lumpy golden egg covered in intricate little lines. And in the girl’s hands was a wooden mask. As she turned the mask over in her hands, Taziri saw the front of it was sculpted to resemble a cat’s face.
She glanced once at the hatch.
Yep. I definitely closed and locked that. So, what the hell?
She said, “Hello.”
The girl gave her a quizzical look and held out her empty hand. Taziri took her hand, intending to shake it, but the girl held her hand still for a moment and then let go. She smiled. “Hello,” she said in Mazigh. “It’s very nice to meet you.”
“You speak Mazigh?” Taziri asked. She has a Tingis accent.
“I do now.” She winked and waved the fingers of the hand she had just extended to Taziri. “My name is Bastet. What’s yours?”
“Taziri. Nice to meet you, Bastet.” She glanced at the door one more time. Still locked.
“Oh don’t worry, they won’t be back. And don’t worry about Hasina. Her father is a bit set in his ways, but he wouldn’t hurt her. And even if he wanted to, I wouldn’t let him,” Bastet said. “I keep an eye on all the young ones around here.”
“Well, that’s good to know,” Taziri said slowly. “I was actually wondering how exactly you came to be…in here.”
“I go where the aether goes,” the girl said. “And the aether goes everywhere, even if you can’t see it. You’re from Marrakesh, right? I’ve never been to Marrakesh. We used to travel more, my family and I, when I was younger. But my uncle is less interested in the world these days.”
Taziri started to speak but Bastet continued, “I like trains. I’ve seen lots of trains, but this one is different, isn’t it? Is it new?”
“Yes, it’s-”
“Where’s the engine? Usually the engine is right here.” She pointed to the floor in front of her. “But there’s nothing here.”
“The engine is very small.” Taziri thumbed over her shoulder at the nose of the Halcyon. “It’s up there in the front.”
“Is it fast?”
“Very fast.”
“How fast?”
Taziri smiled. “Fast enough to fly.”
The girl’s eyes widened. “This train can fly? Amazing.”
“Well, maybe just a little amazing.” Taziri leaned back. “What exactly did you mean about keeping an eye on the young ones? Do you live around here?”
“Of course. We’ve always lived here. I like to play with the girls around here, and I make sure that the boys aren’t mean to them, and their parents are nice to them.”
That’s not much of an answer. Taziri said, “I see you like cats.”
“Not really. But they like me.”
“But your dress, and that mask.”
“Oh.” She pressed the mask to her face and it stuck there without any ribbons or ties. The detail of the mask was so fine, from the slitted nose to the triangular ears to the subtle openings for the eyes, that it almost appeared as though the features might come alive. Then she took the mask off and said, “It was a present from my aunt. We all have one.” And she sat the mask on top of her head like a cap.
“I know a woman who wears a mask,” Taziri said. “She looks a little strange and people used to hurt her, and it made her afraid all the time. But when she wears the mask, she’s like a whole other person.”
Bastet nodded. “Sounds like my whole family.”
Taziri couldn’t imagine an entire family of Miraris.
“What was it you gave to Hasina?” Bastet asked.
“A compass. Just an old compass.” Taziri held up the little device, its wobbling needle flecked with rust.
“May I?” Bastet took the compass and turned it over and round and over again in her hands. “We used to have these, but they were bigger. Can I keep this?”
“Sure.”
“Thanks.”
Taziri pointed at the girl’s necklace. “That’s an unusual pendant. Is it an egg?”
She touched the golden shape. “It’s my heart. It was a present too. We all have one.”
Her heart? Taziri shrugged. “So what does your family do?”
“Not much. They used to do funerals mostly.” Bastet sighed. “I don’t suppose you’re going to make this engine fly any time soon, are you?”
“No, sorry, I have to wait for my passengers to come back. And even then, we don’t have enough fuel to fly away. We’ll be hitching a ride with a train to get back to Marrakesh.”
“Oh. Marrakesh!” The girl’s eyes brightened. “I almost forgot. I wanted to ask you about Marrakesh. Have you ever met a man named Thoth?”
Taziri shook her head. “No, I’ve never heard that name before. Who is he?”
“My grandfather. We haven’t heard from him in a while and I thought he might have gone to Marrakesh.” Bastet frowned. “But he usually uses different names in different places. He called himself Bashir for a while, but I don’t know what name he might be using now.”
“Sorry I couldn’t help. I hope you find him,” Taziri said.
“Thanks.” Bastet stood up. “Are you going to be all right in here?”
“As long as my food and water hold out, I should be fine for another day or two.”
The girl nodded. “I’ll bring you something later. Thanks for looking out for Hasina. And don’t worry. No one will come nosing around here again. Bye!” She slipped her mask down onto her face and for a moment it looked as though the wooden cat mouth curled up into a feline smile. Then Bastet stepped toward the closed hatch and simply vanished into it in a swirl of silvery white vapor.
Taziri chewed her lip and then exhaled slowly.
That was strange even by Espani standards.



Chapter 18. Qhora


When they returned to the little house where they had left Tycho and Philo, they found the two men sleeping in the shadows. But when they entered Qhora saw that Tycho was watching the door through slitted eyes. “I didn’t expect to see you again so soon,” he said.
“You were right,” Qhora said. “The streets are not safe for us. So here we are. Would you still be willing to help us? Can you take us to the restaurant you mentioned before?”
Tycho sat up and glanced at Philo. The older man snored. The dwarf glanced at the rectangle of light on the floor falling through the single window. “It’s nearly evening. I suppose now is a good time to go there.”
“Because it’s supper time?”
Tycho grinned. “It’s not that sort of restaurant. I think it will be emptying out about now so everyone can go find some food.” He leaned over and shook the old man’s shoulder. “Philo? Philo, it’s time to get up.”
The old Hellan groaned and sat up. He blinked. “Ah, young ladies. Hello again.”
Tycho rattled off a short speech in Hellan and Philo nodded, saying, “Yes, well, then we should be off to this restaurant of iniquity before it is too dark out for us to move about safely.”
The Hellans stood and re-arranged their rumpled clothing. Qhora spotted the small breast plates covering their hearts and the armored greaves under the cuffs of their trousers and the bracers under the cuffs of their sleeves. They both dress for war, but neither one is suited to it. She sighed.
After a moment they were all ready and Philo led them out into the street. Qhora followed close behind him and nearly bumped into him when the old man stopped short and said, “Oh dear.”
Around his side, Qhora sighted a knot of five or six men standing at the end of the lane. Two were staring directly at her. They caught the attention of their fellows and then all of them were staring at her. And then they started striding down the lane with their hands on their belts.
“Oh dear.” Philo turned toward her and the others. “We may wish to step back inside.” The four of them shuffled back into the house, but Tycho tripped over the threshold and there was a delay as Mirari and Qhora helped him to his feet, leaving Philo standing outside in the lane.
A gunshot cracked between the narrow walls.
Qhora turned to see the tall Hellan spin and fall. He seemed to fall slowly, his face tight and lined, lips parted slightly, eyes closing. And then he crashed to the ground.
“No!” Tycho screamed. “Philo!”
Qhora saw the young man’s face flush red, every vein in his neck straining against his flesh as his arms reached out toward his fallen master. He screamed with a dry, hoarse throat as Mirari dragged him bodily into the house and Qhora stepped inside after them and barred the door.
“No, no! We have to help him, we have to get him!” Tycho cried, his eyes the color of sun-bleached sand. He struggled against Mirari to reach the door, but the masked woman held him firm. Qhora slammed the shutter across the window and then dashed to the back of the house where there was another window, one completely boarded and sealed.
She crashed against the boards once, twice. They creaked but held.
A gunshot splintered the center of the door behind her, admitting a tiny shaft of pale evening light. Tycho cried out again, “Please let me go to him!”
Mirari lifted the young man and carried him closer to the window where Qhora was prying at the boards with her dirk. “My lady, if you please.” She put the sobbing Hellan youth into Qhora’s arms and then in an instant her hatchet was in her hand. Mirari attacked the boarded window with a series of lightning strokes and the wood shattered like glass and the soft red sunset light washed in on them.
Qhora held Tycho almost as easily as Mirari had, but the sounds of his gasping wails were unbearable.
“No! Help him! We have to help him! He’s dying out there! He’s alone! Please!”
More gunshots riddled the door behind them and heavy feet crashed on the portal. The wood groaned and began to crack and splinter inward.
“My lady!” Mirari leapt out the window as easily as a mountain ram climbing a cliff face, and once in the street held out her hands.
Qhora lifted and shoved the young man out into Mirari’s arms.
“No! You bitch! Let me help him! Let me go!”
Qhora scrambled out the window as the door burst from its hinges and she fell to the street as she heard a chorus of men barking orders in Eranian and another two gunshots ripped through the open window above the women’s heads.
“Run!” Mirari heaved poor Tycho over her shoulder, hiked her skirts up to her knee, and ran. Qhora grasped a knife in each hand and ran after her. They ran from alley to street to square, bumping against the rough stone walls and colliding with both angry and surprised-looking pedestrians making their way home for the evening.
Again and again, Qhora looked back for a sign or sound of their pursuers but never once did she see or hear them. And after they had been running for a full quarter hour she called a halt and Mirari jogged to a stop in a quiet side street as the sky was fading to a dusky violet. She set down Tycho and the young Hellan stumbled away, weeping openly. After a moment he wheeled about and pointed at the masked woman, “Don’t you ever touch me again! Not ever! Don’t you dare pick me up like that! Do you hear me?” he hollered, straining what little voice he had left. And then he collapsed to the ground and covered his eyes with his hand, his shoulders shaking.
Qhora gave him a moment, during which she went back to watch the street around the corner to be certain they were not being followed. Finally she came back to the others and squatted by Tycho. “I’m very sorry about your friend, but there was nothing we could do for him. He was dead before he fell. I’m sure it was over in an instant. Painless.”
She knew nothing of the kind. She hadn’t seen where he had been shot, and for all she knew the old man was still alive at that very moment, bleeding out the last of his life’s blood and gasping out his last breath, all alone in a little lane in a strange city.
Maybe. But he probably died quickly all the same.
For the next few minutes, they all just sat in the shadows as the shadows grew darker. They caught their breath and composed themselves and checked the street several times for pursuers. Finally Mirari said, “My lady, we need to be moving on.”
“Yes. Tycho, can you still take us to the restaurant where the Osirians meet?”
The young man looked up at her, his face calm but discolored and lined with misery. “Why? Your husband is as dead as Philo. Finding the killer will change nothing. He’ll still be just as dead.”
Qhora almost lashed out at him, but the empty and haunted look in his eyes was too familiar to the face she had seen in the mirror last night and the night before. She knelt beside him and said, “You’re right. My Enzo is dead, and nothing can change that. His soul is trapped in a seireiken blade, and maybe nothing can change that either. But the souls of the dead do live on, in their own way. And Enzo’s soul belongs with me, not with some killer. And that killer should be brought to justice, not left free to kill again. Enzo dedicated his life to peace as well as justice. I have to do this for him.”
“And what about Philo? What about his killers?”
“I don’t know who they were or what they wanted. It looked like they were waiting for us. Or maybe they were just waiting for anyone they could rob. I don’t know. But if you will help us, then we will help you.”
Tycho stared dejectedly at the ground.
“Tell me about Philo. Did you know him well?”
The dwarf nodded. “He saved my life. In Hellas, or at least in the province of Sparta, they don’t let the sick or the deformed live. I should have been killed as soon as I was born. My own parents would have killed me. But Philo was there. He was passing through the town and heard about my birth and came to pay his respects. And when he saw me and knew what was about to happen, he took me. He just picked me up, carried me off to Constantia, and raised me as his own.” Tycho looked up. “We’ve never been apart in all my life.”
Qhora put her hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry. I lost my father too, when I was very young.”
Tycho exhaled slowly. “I want to go back. I want to find him, to tend his body. But…I guess it’s not safe. And there are others back in the Hellan Quarter who will see to his body, I suppose. They won’t leave him out in the street. We’ve only been here a week, but we did make a few friends. They’ll take care of him.” He nodded and sighed. Then he looked up, his eyes clear and piercing. “I’ll finish what we started. We were sent to find a seireiken, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do. For Philo.”
Qhora managed to smile at him. He’s trying to be brave. He’s trying to say the right thing, the brave thing, the noble thing. But it’s not what he wants. I can see it in his eyes. He wants to go home. He wants to run. But he won’t. He won’t run.
“All right,” she said. “Let’s go find you a sword, and find me mine.”
They stood and hesitated a moment as Tycho realized that he must take the lead, but then he set out and the ladies followed. The sky was quite dark now, salted with a few bright stars and scarred with long thin clouds discolored in dark red hues. Candles flickered in every window and torches blazed on every street corner. Fiery cinders fluttered up from the brands amidst the smoke.
The small Hellan walked as quickly as he could, but Qhora grit her teeth and tried to will him to move faster. Night had already fallen and there was so much still to be done.
After weaving through the thin crowds and occasionally hiding in a shadowed doorway to avoid a particularly unpleasant group of men, they arrived at the restaurant. The windows were dark and there were no people loitering near the entrance. Tycho waved at the writing over the doors and said, “The Cat’s Eye.”
“You can read Eranian? And speak it too?” Qhora asked.
“Yes. Constantia is a city of many languages. And besides, if you want to interrogate the enemy or intercept their messages, you need to know their speech.” There was a quiet dryness to the young Hellan’s voice, as though his body and mind were simply going through the motions and doing what needed to be done without any feeling or passion or desire.
I’m not sure if that’s a good thing.
Qhora walked up to the doors and knocked. After a moment, the door opened and a stern-faced woman in a conservative black dress stepped out.
“Do you speak Espani?” Qhora asked.
“We’re closed for the evening,” the woman said in a labored Eranian accent.
“I can see that. But I’m trying to find someone and I think you might be able to help me.”
“I said we’re closed. You can come back in the morning.”
Qhora tried to smile. “I would, but we’re in a bit of rush and we’re hoping to find our friend tonight.”
The woman did not smile back. “No one comes to The Cat’s Eye looking for friends.”
Qhora placed her hands on her hips, pushing back the tailored sides of her husband’s old army jacket to reveal the handle of one of her dirks. “Of course you’re right. We’re looking for one of the men in the green robes, from the Temple of Osiris. A young man who just returned from Marrakesh.”
The woman’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You’re looking for Aker?”
“Aker?” The man who killed my Enzo is named Aker.
“Aker El Deeb.” The woman nodded. “He’s here. He’s with my mistress.”
Aker El Deeb. Qhora swallowed and exhaled. “Can I see him?”
“Do you mean to kill him?” the woman asked sharply.
Qhora nodded. “Yes.”
“Then yes, please come in.” The woman stepped back inside.
Qhora and the others followed. “Is there some reason why you’re being so helpful?”
The woman paused. They were standing in the center of a large dining room, a darkened hall full of empty chairs and empty tables. “My mistress is a complicated woman. At her best, she is quite impressive. Intelligent. Cunning. Dangerous. Powerful. For the last year, business has been good. Very good. Then Aker returned.”
“They have a history. Aker and your mistress?” Qhora asked.
“They were lovers once. And judging from the noises coming from upstairs, they are again at this very moment. And that is a problem.” The woman sighed. “When they are together, she’s different. She drinks. She talks like an empty-headed child. She stops caring about anything but playing with her little toy, and that is very bad for business.”
Qhora nodded. “I take it you care about business.”
“I’m only a clerk now. But my mistress’s star is rising and I intend to rise with it. And that means no more Aker. I was beginning to think I would need to kill him myself, but if you would like the honor, I am happy to arrange an introduction. On one condition.”
“Which is?”
“You will wait until they are apart, and then kill him alone. And you will leave no evidence that connects you to me.”
“Agreed.” Qhora gestured across the room.
The woman led the way to a rear stair and they climbed to the second floor. They entered a small room on the right and the woman said, “Wait here. They’re just next door. When she leaves to use the powder room, I’ll knock twice on the door here. Wait a moment for me to leave, and then do your business. Be quick and be quiet, and then leave the way you came in.”
Qhora nodded and the woman left.
They stood together in the dark, she and Mirari and Tycho. After a moment she drew her knife and took a deep breath.
Now. This is the moment. In a few seconds I’ll go in there. He’ll be lying in bed, unsuspecting. Just like we were. I’ll burst in on him, just like he did. I’ll kill him quickly, before he can even speak. And then I’ll take the sword. I have to remember the sword.
Two soft knocks fell on the door outside and Qhora held her breath as she listened to the footsteps trailing away down the hall.
Now.
“I don’t like it, my lady.” Mirari stepped closer to the door. She spoke so softly Qhora could barely hear her. “It was too easy.”
“Sometimes life gives you exactly what you want when you want it,” Qhora said. “It’s best not to question fate.”
“But to meet exactly the right person at exactly the right time?”
Qhora paused with her hand on the door knob. “This is a city of liars and killers. It was only a matter of time before we met someone who wanted to kill the same person that we do. Be grateful. And be quiet.”
Qhora turned the knob and silently opened the door. As the gap widened to reveal the hall, she caught a glimpse of the man outside and the gun in his hand. “No!” She slammed the door as the gun barked once, twice, three times. The bullets thumped against the heavy door but did not break through. Then a heavy boot kicked the door so hard the jamb cracked.
Mirari and Tycho threw themselves against the door beside her, and Qhora found herself face to face with the masked woman. “Don’t say it.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it, my lady.”
Qhora glanced over her shoulder at the room. It was furnished only with a small bed meant for a single person, a small writing table, and a thin-legged chair. Through the glass of the window she could see the lights of some distant quarter of the city. “The window?”
Mirari nodded and raced across the room. She shoved the window open and looked down. “A sheer drop to the street. But we can try to jump to the roof of the next building. It’s close. Sort of.”
Qhora shared a look with Tycho that told her the small man was even less enthusiastic about the idea than she was. “Fine. You go first!”
As the heavy boot crashed against the door again and the jamb cracked apart a bit more, Mirari climbed out the window and vanished from view. A moment later her voice echoed up from the darkness, “It’s safe! Hurry!”
“Go!” Qhora yelled.
Tycho nodded and dashed to the window, catching the flimsy chair as he ran and he used it to climb out onto the sill. And then he vanished.
The boot smashed into the door a third time and the jamb splintered apart, swinging the door inward a few inches before Qhora could shove it back closed. And then she ran for the window, partly climbing and partly diving to shove her body outside onto a very narrow ledge. The door crashed open and the gun fired again. With a sudden stinging plume of burning pain in her arm, Qhora leapt away from the ledge toward Mirari’s outstretched arms. The alley between the two buildings was very narrow, so narrow that only one or two people might squeeze down it at the street level. Qhora sailed across the gap easily but in the darkness she couldn’t tell the exact moment when she would land on the roof and her feet struck down an instant before she was ready.
She crashed drunkenly into Mirari and the two women fell, nearly knocking down Tycho as they toppled over. Before Qhora could lift herself to all fours, Mirari had surged up beneath her, half carrying her away across the roof top with the Hellan running close behind. Over the far side of the roof they saw a pile of trash in the next alley. “Here, my lady. I’ll go down first.” The masked woman slipped over the side and lowered herself as far as her arms would reach and then dropped to the top of the trash heap. “It’s safe. Hurry!”
Qhora knelt at the edge beside Tycho and exchange another brief look of uncertainty before they both lowered themselves down and dropped to the alley below.
Qhora landed hard, her foot slipped on something wet, and she fell on her backside. She gasped. The pain in her arm had blossomed ten-fold when she hung from the lip of the roof and now it was throbbing and pulsing between hot and cold flashes. She heard men shouting, their voices echoing and distorted by the empty streets and the high rooftops. Mirari reached down and hauled Qhora up to her feet, but her right ankle refused to take her weight. Her foot wobbled and she gasped again as she fell to her knee.
“My lady!”
“Go on, run, both of you,” Qhora said. “Leave me here. They won’t find me. I can hide in the trash and you can lead them away. It’ll be safer that way. I can’t run and you can’t carry me. So go, now!” She sat back and started to pull a rough splintered board up over her legs.
The masked woman hesitated and glanced at Tycho, who had run to the end of the alley to survey the street. The Hellan waved back at them. “We have to go now!”
“Go!” Qhora hissed as she pulled a filthy old tarp over her head. “Go!”
Mirari nodded. “Yes, my lady.” She ran to the end of the alley in a flourish of blue Espani skirts, and then she disappeared with Tycho around the corner. The sounds of the men shouting continued to bounce up and down the streets, but faded quickly.
Qhora counted to fifty and hoped that would be enough time. She shoved off the filthy tarp and the splintery board and stood up on her weak ankle. With one hand clutching the bloody wound in her shoulder and her teeth grinding against the pain in her leg, she limped out to the mouth of the alley and into the street. She shouted, “I’m right here! Take me to your boss. Now!”
And she prayed they understood Espani.
After a moment, a man stepped out of the shadows at the end of the street. She could see the gun in his hand. Qhora raised her arms at her sides to display her empty hands. “I surrender!”
The man started toward her but stopped abruptly as a high-pitched scream split the cool night air.
What on earth?
Qhora looked up just as the harpy eagle crashed down onto her extended arm and sank his massive talons into her unprotected flesh. She grunted both at the pain and the weight of the bird on her arm.
Damn it, Turi! Not now!
The man started toward her again and as he came closer she could see the smirk on his face. He waggled his gun at her and said something in Eranian that she took to mean she should go with him and she started walking back up the street toward the restaurant with Turi perched proudly on her aching arm.
When she reached the intersection there were two other armed men and the stern-faced woman in black waiting for her. Qhora managed to smile at the woman while the men roughly searched her and took her knives. “A pleasure to see you again, madam.”
“It won’t be for long,” she replied. “My mistress wishes to speak to you.”
As the men shuffled her inside, Qhora had to wrap her free arm around Turi to keep him from shifting his talons and flapping his wings. “Your mistress? And the man, Aker?”
“He isn’t here.” The woman raised an eyebrow. “That was a lie. I lied to you.”
“Yes, thank you, I see.” Qhora felt the earth fall out from under her heart.
He isn’t here? I gambled and lost. There’s nothing for me here. If they shoot me now, I’ve left Javier an orphan. And if they kill me with a seireiken, even my soul will be denied to my poor son. I’ll be imprisoned with the souls of whatever trash these people kill on a regular basis.
She was led to a table in the large dining room and shoved into a chair. She laid her forearm on the table to give her shoulder a rest, but her other arm was still bleeding. She could feel the warmth trickling down her skin, plastering her sleeve to her arm.
After a few minutes of waiting in silence, another woman joined them. This one was younger than the grim lady in black and she carried a small lamp, which she sat on the table in front of her. “Who are you?”
Qhora paused. For over five years she had grown accustomed to being recognized on sight throughout Espana and parts of Marrakesh. In some corner of her mind she had assumed that here too the people of influence and means would know her.
Is there a benefit to lying? Who should I claim to be?
“I said, who are you?” The woman produced a small Italian pistol from her sleeve and set it on the table in front of her.
“I am Dona Qhora Yupanqui Quesada, wife of Don Lorenzo Quesada de Gadir, first cousin of Manco Inca, Emperor of Jisquntin Suyu, and exile from the land you call the New World.” She rattled off the answer almost without thinking. A lifetime in one court or another had accustomed her to certain titles and pronouncements and introductions, and the answer produced itself unbidden and on instinct.
“Inca?” The woman frowned and nodded. “That explains the bird. I’ve heard some interesting things about your people, but the fact remains that they’re simply too far away to enter into our affairs here in the real world.”
“That’s probably just as well. Most visitors from the east don’t fare well in the empire. Only a tiny percentage of you Old Worlders tend to survive the Golden Death.”
“Ah, yes. The plague. One more reason your empire has no importance to the rest of the world. It’s contaminated.” The lady gestured to her woman in black, who left the room. “You came to kill Aker.”
“He killed my husband.”
“Did he now?” The lady shrugged. “And you want revenge.”
I want to go home to my baby boy.
Qhora nodded. “But I would settle for his sword and my husband’s soul.”
“Hm. Tell me, you said you were the cousin of the Incan Emperor just now. Why would an imperial princess leave her empire to live in Espana? Don’t tell me it was because you fell in love, because I will kill you for an answer so trite and pathetic.” The lady held up her hand just as the woman in black returned to place a wine glass in her raised fingers.
“No, I had to leave. Enzo was…At the time, Lorenzo was simply my best chance to survive. We fell in love afterward.” Not so very long afterward. Qhora said, “When the Espani invasion began, we had no idea how easily it would be defeated by the plague. We assumed there would be much bloodshed. So the emperor, my cousin, invoked the articles of war. Summoning the militias, conscripts, rations, taxes, and so on. And to ensure our victory, he chose me to serve as the goddess of war.”
“Is that a political post?”
“No. A sacrificial one.” Qhora blinked and focused on keeping her voice calm and level. Will this story buy me any sympathy from a person like her? “The chosen woman is sealed in a stone chamber with a small ape infected with the pure strain of the plague, the strain that not even my people are immune to. After three days, the woman is taken from the room and bound in golden shackles and collar and chains and mounted on a war eagle. And then a small honor guard parades the goddess throughout the country. This doesn’t harm our people. The woman is a host to the plague, but is not contagious. She is slowly consumed as the sickness progresses. Her skin erupts with leaves and blood-red blossoms as the plague spores take root. Her skin grows hard and rough, like bark. Eventually she dies, but the blossoms continue to grow. From the mouth. From the eyes. By then, the body is completely rigid, like wood, like a tree, covered in leaves and flowers, but still in the shape of a woman with her head erect and hands raised, because of the collar and shackles. Then she is brought back to the palace in Cusco and placed on display for all to see. To inspire our people. To terrify the enemy. To demonstrate our devotion to the gods.”
The woman sighed. “And you declined this honor?”
“I did.”
“Fascinating.” The lady sipped her wine. After a moment, she lowered her glass and spoke in rapid Eranian to the woman in black and the armed guards. The men grabbed Qhora and lifted her roughly from her chair.
“What’s happening? Where are we going?” Qhora gasped as one of the men grabbed her arm too close to the bullet wound. Turi shrieked and flapped away, hopping and winging to the next table, and the next. It took the guards a moment to herd the eagle toward the doors and out into the street.
“I’m offering you up to my own god, so to speak. We’ve never met anyone from your country before. I had no idea that you used the plague in such strange ways. I’m sure someone in the Temple will find a use for that knowledge. Assuming, of course, that you share your knowledge with them before they kill you.”



Chapter 19. Salvator


While it is gratifying to know that I can still do this as well as I could ten years ago, I think it’s time to move on.
Salvator crawled out from under the tiny shelf at the bottom of the pantry and stood up slowly, listening to the tiny creaks and pops in his back as he straightened out his spine. His hiding space had been several inches too low, too short, and too narrow, yet he had lain there in perfect silence for over an hour. Before that he had squatted in an ancient dumbwaiter for half an hour, dashed up and down a back staircase for half an hour, and spent seven very long minutes clinging to a rafter above a privy while a tall man in green used the facilities with considerable gusto.
The Italian spent a moment stretching his neck and shoulders. He sniffed his sleeve.
Pepper. I’ve smelled worse.
Hearing nothing outside the door, he stepped out into the kitchen and glanced around the long room of iron stoves and brick ovens and wooden blocks full of shining steel knives. It smelled of bread. He snatched up a handful of something that didn’t quite look like proper bread, but tasted better than a belly full of nothing and he chewed thoughtfully as he made a quick circuit of the room. There were noises beyond the door at one end, so he hurried to the far end of the room, heard nothing, and stepped out into a cool corridor.
During his wild chase through the Temple, he had headed down at every opportunity, in part to get closer to the ground level to make his escape and in part because it was easier on his hips to go down than to go up. And while he had returned to the stone levels of the fortress, somewhere in all the turns and backtracks and dark rooms he had lost count of the floors, and with no windows to tell him how high above the street he still was, he had no choice but to find the next stair and continue down.
There were two close calls as he rounded corners when he almost ran straight into a quiet gentleman in green coming the other way, but each time Salvator leapt back into a dark nook with his hand on his rapier and waited in silence for the other man to pass.
Always a man and never a woman. Such a disappointing cult.
In just a few minutes he had descended several more floors and was just thinking that he needed to find a window to assess his location when he heard a sharp clang. Peering down the spiral of the iron stair, the Italian spied a dull orange light below.
He sniffed the air.
Iron? Sulfur? And something else.
He descended again, walking almost crab-like on the stairs so that he could look down past his feet to be sure no one was waiting nearby to skewer him on a burning hot blade, and so he slowly came down to the source of the orange glow. It was not the bottom of the iron stair, but it must have been close, judging by the extreme darkness of the floors below him. Salvator stepped away from the stair.
Just down the hall was a door standing half open to reveal the warm fiery light from the room beyond. A hammer banged on hard steel. Steam hissed. Bellows blew.
A forge. And voices. Two men.
He slipped to the edge of the door and looked inside. The forge within was a perfectly medieval establishment. It looked very little like the modern smithies he had known in Italia, and far less like the factories of Marrakesh. The floors and walls were all of huge stone blocks. The anvil was little more than a short iron plinth. The source of the orange light was a huge open fire pit full of glowing coals and it was supplied with air from a bellows at its base that looked like the recently acquired stomach of a camel or ox.
The man standing over the anvil and hammering at the glowing length of steel stood out in sharp contrast from his surroundings. He was tall and lean, with his black hair bound in a tight oiled knot on top of his head, and though his back was to the door, Salvator could see he was clean shaven. There was no soot or ash on his bare arms, and no obvious scars or burns to mar his corded brown flesh. And when he spoke, his words were quick and soft. In the Italian’s mind, such a man belonged in a princely court.
To the left sat a second man, one better suited to the ancient forge. He was shorter and older, with unkempt gray hair and an unkempt gray beard, and his green robes hung about him in wrinkled disarray, pushed up here and hanging down there and falling open to reveal his stained shirt in a crooked manner.
The tall smith said something and both men laughed.
They were speaking Eranian, Salvator was certain, but over the hammering on the anvil and the quenching in the water tub, he couldn’t hear more than two words clearly at one time.
So he stepped inside with his rapier drawn, and bowed. “Gentlemen, good evening to you both. My name is Salvator Fabris.”
The bearded man sitting on the left squinted at him and then burst out laughing. He turned to the smith and said, “It’s the Italian who scared Khai this afternoon! Ha! He’s still here. I told you, Jiro, I told you Khai was lying. He’s still alive!” And then he turned to Salvator and said, “Khai’s told everyone he found you and killed you himself. As if that old crow could chase down anything nimbler than a dead wildebeest. Ha!” He slapped his leg and leaned back with a smug smile on his face and a twinkle in his eye.
Salvator smiled back as he shut the door behind him.
This may be easier than I expected.
“I’m pleased I could give you the satisfaction of being right, sir. You friend, Signore Khai, proved a less than hospitable host, I’m afraid. So I took my leave of him in search of better company.”
The older man’s smile faded somewhat. “Yes, well, that’s all well and good, but why have you come here at all? To steal our secrets? To kill us? Hm? Surely you don’t think you’re the first man to try.”
The tall smith set aside his half-formed blade in the bed of coals and turned to face the intruder. The smith had high cheekbones and strangely lidded eyes, and Salvator guessed him to be from some distant land in the east. He recognized the subtle grace in the smith’s movements, the way he shifted his feet and rested his empty hands at his sides.
A fighter.
“I have come for information, that much is true. I had not intended to enter your sanctuary in this fashion, but your receptionists, those fine gentlemen with the pistols outside the front doors, were less than helpful in directing me to someone with whom I could do business.”
“Hm.” The older man folded his arms over his belly. “This is not a place of business, young man. It is our home and our school. A place of learning. As you say, it is our sanctuary. We have other places away from the Temple for conducting business.”
“Then I apologize for the intrusion.”
“You killed several of our guards.”
“Then I apologize for the inconvenience. And the mess.” Salvator sheathed his sword and held up his empty hands in a tiny gesture of reconciliation. “But you seem like a reasonable gentleman, and I prefer to conduct civilized business with civilized men. Perhaps you and I can come to a mutually profitable arrangement, mister…?”
“I am Master Rashaken. My tall friend is Master Jiro.”
“A pleasure to make your acquaintances, sirs.” Salvator arched an eyebrow.
Did he call me a young man a moment ago? He can’t be more than five years my senior. I wonder if hopes to intimidate me with those subtle remarks.
“As you say, I am a member of the Italian court and I am here to learn about this organization on behalf of my government. We have been aware of you for some time now through your contracted operatives.”
“And now you want to know where we stand. Our allegiances and alliances. Who do we like and who do we like to kill?” Rashaken said. “And no doubt, you wish to learn all about the seireiken, and perhaps even walk out of here in possession of one.”
“Or one hundred.” Salvator smiled.
“You spoke of mutual profit. What do you have, what does the king of Italia have, that could possibly be of profit to us?”
“Information. Money. Men. Ships. Land. We can negotiate the finer points later. Suffice it to say that his majesty is a man of business and is ready to be a friend and partner to anyone who stands by him.”
“Ah, the Italians.” A strange little smile twisted Rashaken’s beard. “Your king has many problems. Bad weather. Bad crops. Bad ships. And worst of all, he must share power with your priests, with your pope. Rome must be quite a dangerous place these days with the Guelphs shooting each other in the streets.”
“Yes,” Salvator said airily. “His Holiness seems to have no difficulty in raising funds for his cathedrals and his men-at-arms. And why should he? He offers eternal salvation with one hand and eternal torment with the other. The people don’t love him so much as fear his pronouncements. So I admit, he has an unfair advantage over His Majesty, who must actually work for a living to manage his nation.”
“It would seem to me that, if I were to seek a business partner in Italia, I should visit the Vatican instead of the royal palace,” Rashaken said. “The Temple of Osiris is, among other things, an institution of faith. Why would we ally ourselves with a beleaguered king when we could ally with a powerful pope? But this is all academic. The real question is, why would we ally with any Europans at all? You have nothing that we require or desire, and if you did then we would simply take it for ourselves. You have misjudged us, Mister Fabris, just as you have misjudged your own pope. We exist outside of worldly concerns, as you know them. We rule men’s hearts and minds, and with them follow great wealth and strength of arms. Politics is a game for children, Mister Fabris. When you are ready for a man’s endeavor, we will teach you to play at religion.”
Salvator frowned. “I’m disappointed, of course.”
Rashaken shrugged apologetically. “Of course.”
The Italian touched his sword hilt. “I could threaten to kill you. I could actually kill you, as well.”
Rashaken gestured to the towering smith, who had not moved and barely blinked throughout the conversation. “You’re welcome to try. But Master Jiro might prove an impediment to that.”
Yes, I believe he would.
Salvator sighed. “I can offer you one thing, in exchange for some small hint about these strange swords of yours. If you tell me about the aetherium, I will tell you the name of the contractor who betrayed your secrets to me.”
Rashaken inhaled slowly, cleared his throat loudly, and exhaled. “I suppose that’s worth knowing, so we can eliminate that leak. I’ll tell you a bit about the sun-steel. It costs me nothing to talk, and it guarantees that we will have to kill you as soon as possible, so please, have a seat.”
Salvator sidled over to a bench and sat where he could see both men as well as the closed door out of the corner of his eye.
“The sun-steel is not of our world,” Rashaken said. “It fell to earth several thousand years ago during the early dynasties of Aegyptus here, and the very first empire of Nippon, Master Jiro’s homeland in the east. Our records of the event are incomplete and riddled with myths and legends and prophecies, but we have pieced together a rough story with the ring of truth to it. It began with the sun. There was a flash of light in the midday sky, and for the following six nights men saw beautiful auroras all over the world, not just in the distant north and south. And nine days after that, the steel began to rain down on the earth. It fell in pieces of all sizes, most smaller than your fist, but some larger than a horse. At first glance it looks like ordinary gold, and it took time for anyone to discover its special properties.”
“You say the aetherium fell all over the earth? Then why haven’t we found any of it in Italia? Or Hellas? There had been no sign of it in Espana either, until recently. Why is that?”
Jiro chuckled and muttered something in his native tongue.
Rashaken smiled. “Because, dear boy, we gathered it up. Or I should say, our forebears did. The Temple of Osiris here in the west and the Temple of Amaterasu in the east have been collecting it for centuries. After all, it takes quite a bit of steel to make a single sword, and we have thousands of them. Every now and then some new bit of the steel still falls to earth, as it happened in Espana several centuries ago, but that is vanishingly rare.”
“I see. So the aetherium fell from the sun? The sun is made of steel?”
“We believe so, yes. It was at that same time, thousands of years ago, that the very first ghost stories began to emerge in the north. You know the ones, the old tales of jealous lovers and lost children and angry killers returning from the grave? Well, apparently, no one had ever seen a ghost before the steel fell. We suspect, but cannot prove, that no one had ever seen the aether mist before then, either.”
“Are you suggesting that aether also comes from the sun?”
“There are many theories. Personally, I suspect that the sun is some sort of forge where aether is created and then blasted by heat until it becomes sun-steel, or aetherium, as you call it. And that day, long ago, there was some calamity upon the sun. An explosion, perhaps. Bits of the steel fell to earth and a rain of aether fell with it.”
Salvator pouted thoughtfully. “Fascinating. But aether reveals the souls of the dead, and the aetherium can absorb souls with the aether. So if the aether and the steel fell from the sun, then what is the connection between the sun and our souls?”
Rashaken shrugged. “Who can say? Perhaps we all came from the sun at the beginning of time? Or perhaps the sun is the house of the gods, from which our souls come and to which our souls will return at the ending of the world? It’s a strange universe, and we learned men are but insects trying to comprehend the vastness of the stars.” He threw up his hands in a playful gesture of helplessness. “And here ends our lesson. You now know one of the greatest stories and mysteries of our entire world, which profits you nothing, and you know nothing of the Temple, which might have profited you a great deal. At any rate, my part of the bargain is fulfilled. So now, the name of our loose-tongue contractor, if you please.”
Salvator nodded. “That was a most interesting lesson, sir. Thank you for it. It was certainly worth the life of your operative. At least to me. I first met-”
The door opened and the Italian leapt to his feet as he drew his rapier. He edged toward the door, noting the complete lack of expression on the smith Jiro’s face as the man saw whoever it was coming through the doorway.
Two people stepped into the room. Salvator froze. “Shifrah?”
The one-eyed Samaritan stared back at him. “Sal?”
Behind her, he saw the familiar features of the young man in the black jacket who had boarded the steamship in Carthage. Her Mazigh gunslinger.
Shifrah smirked. “Fancy meeting you here.”
“Yes.” Salvator shifted the point of his sword toward the young man behind her. “Well, we’ll see just how much we still fancy one another in a few moments.”
“Master Rashaken.” Shifrah nodded at the older man. “And Master Jiro. It’s been a long time. You’re both looking well.”
“Little Dumah.” Jiro smiled. “Is it harder to throw a knife straight with only one eye?”
The woman shrugged. “Only at first.”
“Excuse me.” Salvator smiled. “Terribly sorry to interrupt, but you all seem to have some catching up to do, so if you don’t mind, I think I’ll take my leave.” He flicked his rapier to wave Shifrah and her companion away from the door. They moved aside, never taking their eyes from him but never betraying any hint of tension or desire to strike. Salvator stepped into the open doorway.
“Be quick, Italian, and you might live to see the dawn. But don’t make any plans for supper tomorrow,” Rashaken said. “You have no idea how easy it will be for my boys to find a tall, pale Italian with a striking mustache such as yours. Visit a barber tonight and you might dine tomorrow after all. But I wouldn’t count on it.”
Salvator hesitated. It’s just the sort of bluff I would make in his position. It’s just the sort of threat I would make in any position. But this temple. This temple is enormous. This man commands hundreds of trained killers. Not better than me, naturally, but against an army of hundreds? He’s right. They will find me. They might even kill me.
“Master Rashaken.” The Italian kept one eye on Shifrah as he spoke. “I find that men of a certain age should only travel about in the company of friends. It’s far more comfortable, entertaining, and civilized. And I do abhor a dull silence.” He shifted his rapier toward the old man across the room. “If you would do me the honor of your company.”
“You’re not taking him,” Shifrah said. A pair of stilettos slid down into her hands, their blades glinting gold and crimson in the light of the forge. “I’ve come a very long way to find him.”
“Oh? Is this your mysterious broker?” Salvator asked.
“No. He’s a friend. And I need to speak to him.” She raised her knives. “Leave now.”
Salvator pointed his sword at her. “And if I refuse?”
She threw both her knives at him.



Chapter 20. Qhora


The journey across the city from The Cat’s Eye was a blur of shadows, the rumble of iron wheels, and a drone of muffled voices. Qhora sat very still on the hard wooden seat of the carriage with a large armed man beside her and another across from her. The small windows were curtained, leaving the interior of the carriage almost pitch black, but whenever a flicker of light from outside pierced some gap around the edge of the curtains she saw the unblinking eyes of her captors staring back at her and their hands on their pistols.
When the carriage stopped, she was led out into a dimly lit carriage house, through a door and down a narrow corridor, and then up a short stair, around a corner, and a hall and a door and on and on. It became an exhausting parade of old stone walls, chipped stone steps, scuffed wooden steps and creaking iron stairs, stone archways obscured by curtains, and stone doorways sealed with dark wooden doors with crude iron handles. Candle light played on the walls ahead and behind them, and sometimes she caught a glimpse of the young lady from the restaurant leading the way.
I’m here. I’m inside their fortress or temple or whatever it is. Aker El Deeb might be here, somewhere. If I could only get away, if I only knew where to look. I could find someone and force them to tell me, to lead me to him. I could find him. I could find the sword. I could hold Enzo’s soul in my arms. Tonight.
They walked on. Finally they arrived at the end of a hall several floors higher than where they entered. The lady knocked at the door and was admitted alone. A moment later the door opened again and the lady beckoned Qhora to follow.
It was an office or a study. It reminded her of Enzo’s little library at home, a small room dominated by a large wooden desk that belonged in a larger room, and a few shelves of books, and a few papers scattered about the desk and floor. A warm breeze was blowing through the small window, which revealed a small square patch of the night sky. The loose papers shuddered in the wind. She sat in the chair in the center of the room and the lady left, closing the door behind her.
The man behind the desk sighed. He appeared to be in his fifties, his wiry black beard lined with a few bright white heralds of age. Deep crow’s feet drew his eyes and mouth down in a look of perpetual disappointment and fatigue. He sighed again and sat up. “Zahra thinks you know something that I might find valuable. Maybe many things.”
Qhora glanced back at the door. “Miss Zahra said you would torture me and eventually kill me to learn about my homeland.”
The man shrugged. “We could. I can order my people to do so, if you wish. I may order them to do so, if I think it would be worthwhile. Would it be worthwhile, miss…?”
“Dona Qhora Yupanqui Quesada,” she said. “And you are?”
“Khai. Just Khai.” He didn’t smile or glare. He looked to be on the verge of falling asleep. “So tell me, Dona Qhora, should my associates and I take an interest in the New World? We haven’t in the past. After all, it’s very far away. And the moment we arrive, most of us will fall dead to the ground with plague, and those few who survive will be devoured by enormous flesh-eating birds and cats. Have you come to offer me a cure for this plague? Or some way to avoid the roving flocks of hatun-ankas and prides of kirumichis?”
She smiled a little. Just looking into his drooping eyes and listening to his weary, rasping voices made her feel tired. “No, sir. There is no secret to surviving these things. My people are the descendants of the few men and women who survived the plague long, long ago. We have no secret cure. And the great eagles and cats can only be tamed from birth. The wild ones are as deadly to us as to you.”
“Ah.” Khai nodded. “Then it hardly matters how fabulously wealthy your distant empire is, does it? Nature herself stands in our way. And who are we to defy Nature?”
Qhora shook her head. “I wouldn’t dream of it myself.”
Khai sniffed. “Zahra means well. She wants to prove herself. She wants to prove to us that she deserves her position. Oh, to be young again.” He sighed, drumming his fingers on the desk, revealing a bandaged hand with a bloody stain where his small finger should have been. Then he stood up and she saw the short sword on his belt. “Let’s take a little walk, you and I.”
She stood up and stepped back toward the door.
If I had a knife, just one knife, I could have that sword off him and force him to take me to Aker. He’s old. He’s tired. Maybe…maybe I can do it without a knife.
As the old man shuffled around the desk toward the door, she started forward to catch him as he was trapped in the narrow gap beside the desk. Instantly an iron hand wrapped around her wrist and she gasped as she felt her tiny bones grinding together in his grip. She looked up and saw there was no change in his face. Still haggard, still tired, still disappointed.
There is something horribly empty and hollow about his gaze. No anger, no fear, no passion. Nothing at all. He feels nothing at all.
She dropped her gaze, hoping he might simply release her if she didn’t seem too dangerous. Instead he kept her held tightly with his right hand as his left hand drew out his seireiken. He only exposed a few inches of the blade and instantly the entire room was ablaze with pure white light that blasted all color from the walls and books and clothing, reducing everything to pale silvery grays. Qhora shielded her eyes with her free hand, and through her squinting lashes she saw tiny electric arcs snapping and sizzling on the brilliant steel. The air hissed and she smelled a faint char on the warm breeze.
The air. The air is burning. The blade is so hot that it can scald the empty air into ash.
Indeed, a faint scattering of pale gray motes was falling steadily on the floor under the sword like snow on a quiet winter’s evening.
Then he slid the sword back into its clay-lined scabbard. “You understand our swords?”
She nodded. “They burn with the souls of all the people that they’ve killed.”
“This is a very old sword. It has claimed many lives, and many of those were at my hand. The blade would only have to touch you for a moment to burn away your flesh and draw the aether from your blood and swallow your soul for all time.”
“I understand.”
He nodded and released her wrist. Qhora stepped back and let him open the door and lead her out into the hall. Zahra and her guards had left and Qhora followed the old man down many long and deserted corridors with only the echoes of their footsteps for company.
“I lost my husband to one of your swords,” she said. Her words echoed alone down the hall.
After a moment, Khai said, “Is that why you’ve come? Revenge?”
“Yes.” She whispered the word. And then louder, “No. Not now. I don’t care about the person who killed my Enzo. I just want the sword that has his soul. I just want to take him home to our son.”
The older man grunted. “I see that life among the Espani had softened your sensibilities. From proud barbarian princess to sentimental housewife. Not that it matters. You’ll never take a seireiken from us, with or without killing its owner. You may never even leave this building, young miss.”
Qhora curled her fingers into a small bony fist. “I thought you’d already decided there was no reason to keep me here. You don’t care about the New World.”
“No, we don’t care about the New World. But we do care about outsiders infiltrating our ranks, stealing our secrets, and exposing our operations to the scrutiny of foreign governments.” Khai coughed. “I’m taking you to a room now. You’ll stay there while I discuss your future with my brothers. You may be retained here to work, or we may simply kill you. I understand that you chose to surrender to our people rather than try to fight them. That speaks well for you. Civilized people can be useful. Barbarian princesses cannot.”
A whirlwind of impulses and desires and red mists ran riot through her mind. Her hands wanted to kill this man, to tear down his temple brick by brick, to rip the head clean off Enzo’s killer, and to carry home the burning steel cage with her beloved’s soul inside it. But the sick gnawing in the pit of her stomach only wanted to run far, far away. And the cold splinter in the back of her mind was telling her that she was only one woman, alone, unarmed, unwanted, unloved, and soon to be unmissed by the world.
“I have a son.” Qhora wanted to say more, but she couldn’t imagine what maternal feeling or natural obligation this man might care about. Still she said, “He’s waiting for me. He’s only three months old. I can’t stay here.”
“If you truly valued him above all else, you wouldn’t have left him to come here. So don’t try my patience with your false sense of loyalty.”
“I was wrong.” The word left an aching knot in her throat. Wrong.
“Oh?”
“Wrong to come here. I came because that’s what I know. When attacked, I attack in kind. Blood cries out for blood. Let no trespass go unpunished. Absolute war. Death without mercy. That’s what kept me alive through…everything. Being stronger, faster, crueler. But it wasn’t enough. It was never enough. It was only a way to survive. To keep my blood on the inside.”
“There’s nothing shameful about survival,” Khai said. “Few scholars study the philosophies, passions, and beliefs of failed nations. After all, they’re dead. What can they possibly offer the living? To simply survive in this world at all is to understand a great deal about the human body, mind, and society.”
Qhora frowned. She was certain there was something wrong in what he had just said, but she didn’t care to dwell on it. “I just meant that if I could go back to that night when my husband died, I wouldn’t have left my son to find the killer. I would have stayed at home and taken care of my boy, and let others find justice for us. I can’t save Enzo’s life. I can’t even save his soul, can I?”
“No. You can’t free a soul from a seireiken,” Khai said. “But you can see them and hear them, for whatever that is worth. Would you want to see your dead husband again?”
“Of course!”
“And a year from now? Ten years? Twenty?” The older man glanced back over his shoulder at her. “You’re a young woman with a child to raise. Surely your fortunes would be better served if you were to find a new husband to provide for you. And besides that, surely you yourself would want to find a new companion for the many long years of your life still ahead of you. Would you truly want your dead husband’s ghost trapped in your home with you, watching you live your life with another man? Or would you forego a lifetime of love and security to keep a dead man’s soul in the palm of your hand? Would you deny your son a new father, a living father, just so you can hear that same voice from beyond the grave telling you that you are beautiful and that he loves you?”
Qhora rubbed her aching forehead. “Wouldn’t you want to keep the souls of your loved ones close to you?”
Khai stopped and turned. He touched the sword at his side. “I keep the souls of countless thousands of men and women close to me. I’ve known very few of them in life. I’ve known a few more of them in death. I’ve never loved any of them, and they have never brought me any measure of joy or even satisfaction. They are less than slaves. Only tools, nothing more. But to your question, no. If I had a wife or a child die, I would not wish to have them near me. Children are meant to leave the nest. And everyone dies, sooner or later. It is the measure of a person how they cope with loss. The dead must be let go for the living to truly carry on living.”
“And yet you keep that sword, and you keep filling it with the souls of the dead. You don’t let them go, do you?”
“No. I don’t.” He continued down the hall.
Either he’s insane or he’s so detached from normal life that he might as well be crazy. Even if he doesn’t kill me today, he’ll kill me one day all the same. One more slave to serve his twisted ambitions.
They were reaching the end of a corridor. Ahead were two doors on the left but on the right was an opening where she saw a spiraling iron stair rising up and plummeting down into the darkness. The old man passed the stair and approached the last door. “Here we are.”
Qhora leapt over the iron railing and crashed down on the rattling stairs. As she bolted forward and down, she heard the crackling hiss of the man’s drawn seireiken scorching the air and a blinding, colorless light filled the stairwell, drawing nightmare shadows around her body and down the steps.
“Stop!” The man’s voice boomed down the stairwell.
Qhora spun and looked up through the iron rails and steps. The light of the sword was blinding, obliterating all details of the man holding it.
“Come back here, young lady.”
She shifted down a few more steps, moving crablike to keep her eyes on the sword.
“I need only drop the seireiken and it will burn straight through those iron stairs,” Khai said wearily. You son will be orphaned long before the blade strikes the foundation at the bottom of the stairwell.”
“Somehow I doubt you would take the risk,” she said. “While I have no doubt the sword is up to the task, are you? What if you miss me? And what if I reach the sword before you do?”
He didn’t answer and she took the opportunity to slip down several more steps. She was at the next floor down. The hallway was empty.
But I want to keep going down.
She peered up at him. The sword was still hovering out over the stairwell, not pointed down, not walking down, not falling down.
Qhora ran.
She leapt down the tiny, curving, rattling iron steps two and three at a time, using the railings to hurl herself on and on, crashing around the never-ending bends of the spiraling staircase. She passed a second floor, and then a third. Over the clangor of her own feet on the stairs it was impossible to tell whether anyone was following her down the steps, but she didn’t dare stop now.
Faster, faster!
She crashed around a bend in the stair, her hip colliding sharply with the rail, but there wasn’t time for pain, there was only time to run and run faster. A face flashed by on the next floor, a young man wearing a sleepy-eyed look of surprise. She ran on, down and down, jumping and leaping and pulling herself down by the railings.
How far? How far down? How far up was I? Do I hide? Do I look for the man who killed Enzo now, or wait? How long can I dare to wait? An hour? A day?
She grimaced. There was a man just below her, slowly making his way up the steps. He looked up at her, a frown twisting his bearded cheeks as he said, “Excuse me.”
She shoved him aside and ran on. She wasn’t even running anymore. She had fallen into a pattern of leaping down a quarter turn of the spiral stair at a time, four or five steps at a time. Jump, crash. Jump, crash.
Damn me if I turn my ankle again now!
A warm yellow light filtered up through the gaps in the stairs below her and Qhora slowed down just a bit, stutter-stepping as she glanced up and down in search of pursuers.
Whatever that light is, it means people. Damn!
She hesitated just above the opening in the stairwell that led out onto the brightly lit landing. A man and woman were yelling. The crashing and scraping of swords. The clatter of wooden furniture overturning. A man laughing.
Wait, that voice, could it be…?
Qhora stepped out onto the landing and hurried to the closed door obscuring the noise and the yellow light under its sill. For several seconds she listened and caught her breath.
It is him!
Qhora threw the door open and saw the tall Italian dashing around the room, slashing at a one-eyed woman while a lean figure in black held a matte black revolver pointed at the ceiling. She shouted, “Salvator!”
The Italian barely spared her a glance. “Your timing is otherworldly, my dear.” He leaped from the top of a massive anvil, contorting his long, lithe form to avoid a slashing stiletto. He landed lightly and lunged at the one-eyed woman. “If you’d care to help, you’ll find a pair of knives just beside your head.”
Qhora turned and saw two Italian stilettos embedded in the wooden door. She ripped them free and charged after the one-eyed woman in white. Dimly, she noted the two other men in the room, the older one sitting in the corner and beside him a taller man in a heavy leather apron. They both seemed to be watching the fight in mild amusement.
The woman in white whirled to catch Salvator’s rapier on her slender knife, and Qhora glided up behind her to stab her through the upper arm.
The woman screamed and threw a powerful back-hand punch, catching Qhora in the side of the head and sending her sprawling to the floor, her vision broken by flurrying specks of black and white and red.
“Kenan!” The one-eyed woman bolted away from Salvator, and the Italian deftly slashed her across the back, but only deep enough to shred her white jacket and draw a thin red line across her scarred shoulders.
She stumbled to the corner with the young man in black on her heels. Together they grabbed the old man seated in the shadows and crashed through a narrow door in the far wall.
As Qhora pushed up to her feet, Salvator was already vaulting over the anvil in pursuit, but then the tall man in the apron stepped forward to block his path.
“Stand aside!” the Italian snarled.
The man reached to the small of his back and drew a small, straight knife with a single edge. It was barely length of his own hand, but the blade shone as bright and white as the sword Khai had shown her a few moments ago.
Salvator slid to a halt. “I’ve no wish to hurt you.”
“You have no skill to hurt me,” the man said. He held the small knife out in front himself at arm’s length, the blade level to the floor. “You were free to fight the Samaritan and the boy. But not Master Rashaken. I know they will not harm him. But you will not pass. And per Master Rashaken’s orders, it falls to me to see that you do not leave this place with the answers you have found.”
Qhora looked down at the one poor knife left in her hand. “Salvator?”
The Italian did not move. “That man just now, the old one they took, he knows all about the aetherium steel. He knows all about this place. He can tell you how to find Don Lorenzo’s soul, I’m sure of it! This one here might, too, but he’s more likely to put up a fight, I think.”
A shiver ran up her spine. Again her hands longed to wrap about the throat of her enemies and tear the life from them, but every other shred of her flesh and heart and spirit turned her away.
But do I still want the sword? Khai said a soul cannot be freed from a seireiken. Do I want Enzo’s soul trapped in my home, reminding me of what I’ve lost, of what Javier will never know?
Qhora shook her head.
Whatever I want for Enzo, or even for myself, Javier needs more than a ghost.
She said, “You can’t fight this man. You can’t fight that blade. One touch of it would kill you. If he threw it now, you would be dead in an instant. We need to go. We need to get out of this place. Now.”
Salvator kept his face to the stranger and his back to her, but she saw him nod. He backed toward her and the door, and Qhora saw the shining white blade move.
She hurled her stiletto at the tall man’s throat even as she bolted for the open door, and the last thing she saw was the white steel rising to catch the stiletto, and the stiletto dissolving into a pale cloud of vapor as the two blades touched.
“Merda!” Salvator followed close behind her and together they plunged into the darkened hall.



Chapter 21. Taziri


She sat in the pilot’s seat, wearing her leather jacket with the long dirty tarp wrapped roughly around her shoulders. She’d toyed with the idea of turning on the electric heater, but with the Halcyon ’s wings folded shut the solar sheeting couldn’t recharge, and she didn’t dare risk draining the battery.
Taziri sat sideways in the seat with her legs over the arm rest so she could face the locked hatch. It had been a long boring afternoon sweating on the cabin floor, and when the evening shadows brought her some relief from the heat, she found the cold and the dark just as dull as the scorching light.
She rested her head on the top of the seat, forcing herself to keep one eye open and focused on the hatch.
If Bastet comes back, I’m going to see it. I’m going to see how she gets in, and how the aether works. Maybe she’s a ghost, or maybe she’s a scientist who uses aetherium to control the aether. Either way, I’m going to see how she does it.
Taziri was still muttering to herself in her mind when she saw the first pale wisp of vapor slide in under the hatch. She sat up sharply and leaned forward over the armrest to peer at the aether streaming into the cabin. She watched it flow in, and she watched it pool on the floor, and she was still peering at its ghostly ripples when a voice said, “Good evening, Taziri.”
She blinked and saw a figure sitting in one of the passenger seats, the last one farthest back in the shadows.
But…when did she…? Damn it.
Taziri smiled and pushed the old tarp off her shoulders. “Hello again.”
“I brought you supper.” Bastet stood up and came forward to sit in the nearest seat. She still wore the black dress with the tiny cats on the sleeves, and her mask rested on her head, and her golden heart hung on her chest. In her hand was a basket, which Taziri took warily. She squeezed the straw gently but found it very sturdy and common.
If this is a trick, I can’t see the trap doors and wires yet.
The ends of the straw poked her hands, and flakes of dirt fell from the basket as she moved it around and lifted the cloth from the top to look inside. She found a small loaf of bread studded with dates and coriander seeds, and beside it a pomegranate, a handful of pistachios, four dates, a freshly cut bunch of grapes, and a small earthenware cup. Taziri lifted out the cup and sniffed it. “Oatmeal?”
Bastet laughed. “Beer.”
“Ah. Well, thank you very much. Will you join me?”
“Just a little.” The girl took one of the dates and Taziri set to her meal. At first she was more than a little self conscious about eating with an audience, but Bastet seemed perfectly content to lean back in her seat and stare at the cabin walls. As loathe as she was to do it, Taziri started to make conversation while she was eating, but the girl waved her hand and said, “When you’re finished.”
So Taziri ate. She ate with her eyes on the food and not the girl and she relished every bite, including the Aegyptian bread and even the thick broth they called beer, which was nothing at all like the Espani ale she had tried once and everything like the Espani oatmeal she had eaten many times over. When she was finished, she set the basket on the floor and leaned back with a contented smile. “Thank you, again.”
“My pleasure.” The girl smiled. “I thought you could use it after sitting in this oven all day long.”
“You thought right.”
“So you’re still waiting for your friends? Your passengers?” Bastet wandered back to the end of the cabin, running her fingers over the metal plates and rivets and welds.
“I still haven’t heard from any of them. I hope they’re all right. We didn’t work out a schedule or anything for this trip. The plan was just that I wait here until they come back,” Taziri said. She chewed her lip. “Which is a really bad plan.”
Bastet laughed. “You’re right, it is. So these passengers are just visiting the city? Are they from Marrakesh too? Why did they come?”
Taziri sighed. “A friend of mine, Lorenzo, was killed the other day. He was murdered by someone from Alexandria, a man dressed in green carrying a burning hot sword.”
“Right, a Son of Osiris,” Bastet said.
“Oh. Is that who they are? You’ve heard of them. Of course you have, sorry.” Taziri nodded. “So Lorenzo’s wife and friends came here to find the killer. Actually, we went to Carthage first, but they escaped us. And then we came here. It’s so awful. Lorenzo was a good man. Handsome, charming, kind.”
“You liked him.” Bastet smiled.
“Yes, I did. He was easy to talk to. Things felt so much easier and simpler around him. He and his wife seemed to have nothing in common, but they were happy together. I could see that, and I envied that. Their marriage. It was strange, but it worked.”
“Not like yours?”
Taziri shrugged. “My marriage is more complicated. I think there’s more arguing in my house than in half of Espana. Everything has to be difficult. I mean, Yuba is a good man and a great father. He’s a talented artist. He’s tall and strong. I love him. I do. And things were easy back when we first got married. But then my career started to take off, and his career stalled, and we had Menna, so his career ended, basically. We had money troubles for a while. Menna had some trouble with her hearing, so there were doctors, and I was always away working. You know, it was just never easy. And I would come home and he would be angry about something. And the thing is, he was usually right about whatever it was, but there was never anything I could do about it. I couldn’t fix his job. I couldn’t change my job. I couldn’t make more money.” She sighed. “It’s been easier this last year. It really has. Since I resigned from the Air Corps, I mean. I’m home more, and we have more money, and he’s working again, and Menna is fine, thank God. Everything is better now. But it’s still never really easy.”
Bastet nodded as she curled up on the nearest passenger seat. “I can’t really tell whether most marriages work well or not. They’re all different. The people are different, the problems are different. Some seem happy, but aren’t. Some seem miserable, but aren’t.” The girl took her cat mask off her head and fiddled with it in both hands. “My family used to be happy, but everyone got older and grouchier and touchier. They fought a lot, for a while anyway. Things are quiet now, but not as happy. Not like they used to be.”
Taziri nodded back. “Sorry to hear it.”
“So your friend was killed with a seireiken? That’s rough. His wife must want to get his soul back, I guess.”
Taziri blinked. She hadn’t thought of that. In all the rush, all the planning, all the talk of revenge and killing, there hadn’t been a single mention of Lorenzo’s soul.
But of course, if the sword was made of aetherium, then it would have absorbed his soul. Stupid. I should have realized that.
She nodded. “Yeah, I guess so.”
“That’s nice. For her, I mean. And for him, I suppose. I didn’t know that people in the west knew how to release a soul from a seireiken,” Bastet said.
Taziri shook her head. “I don’t. I don’t know of anyone who does. We only discovered aetherium two years ago.”
The girl looked up, incredulous. “Two years?! But it’s been…oh, right, the Sons of Osiris have been collecting it all this time. I suppose they got all the sun-steel in the west then a long time ago.”
“I guess so, maybe. We haven’t found any in Marrakesh that I know of.” Taziri leaned forward. “So, you know how to release a soul from a seireiken?”
“Oh, sure.” The girl nodded. “I mean, it’s very hard to do, but you can certainly do it.”
“How?”
“You just need to melt the steel. When it’s melted, it releases the aether and the souls with it.”
Taziri felt a dull weight of disappointment in her chest. “But when the aetherium is charged with souls, it’s already blazing hot. We had a lump of it two years ago that was so hot it burned straight through an entire ironclad warship in just a few seconds. Aetherium can withstand unbelievably high temperatures. How on earth are we supposed to melt it down?”
“I said it was very hard to do. Obviously, it’s easier to forge aetherium when it’s cold, when there are no souls in it. I don’t know how you would melt it once it’s already hot, but that’s what you have to do. Maybe you can drop it in a volcano or something.”
Taziri shook her head and waved the suggestion away. “No, wait, let me think. Regular steel melts around two or three thousand degrees, depending on impurities. Charged aetherium is much hotter, say five thousand. So we need to create a controlled heat source that can generate over five thousand degrees of heat. Focused, controlled heat.” She picked at her lip as she slowly turned to look at the darkened instrument panel of the cockpit.
So what do I have? An engine with five minutes of fuel left. A propeller. A fully charged battery. And some wire.
“You know, back in Marrakesh, in the factories, they sometimes weld regular steel using electricity. It’s called arc welding.”
“Can you do that to a seireiken?”
“I don’t know. But I was thinking of trying something a little different. Over the last year, I’ve been seeing a lot of articles coming out of the university about new kinds of energy and new kinds of matter. There is a theory that after you heat ice into water, and then heat water into steam, you can heat steam into something else even hotter.” Taziri smiled. “How would you like to help me with a little science experiment?”
“Right now?” The girl’s face lit up. But then just as quickly she frowned and turned toward the hatch. “Someone’s here. A tall one and a short one.”
Taziri slipped out of her seat. “It must be Mirari and Qhora!” She peeked out the little window in the hatch and saw Mirari’s masked face near the glass, so she unlocked the door and stepped back to let them enter.
The Espani woman stepped inside and stopped short when she saw Bastet. “Who is that?”
But Taziri was frowning at the little man behind Mirari and she switched into Espani to ask, “Who is that?”
The young man managed a weary smile. “Tycho of Constantia. Good evening to you, captain.”
Taziri grabbed Mirari’s sleeve. “Where is Dona Qhora? Where is the Italian?”
Mirari didn’t move. “Who is the girl? Why is she here?”
Taziri glanced at the end of the cabin where the Aegyptian girl was sulking in the shadows. “That’s Bastet. She lives near here. She helped me get rid of some people snooping around the Halcyon, and she brought me food, which is more than you’ve done, thank you very much. Now where is Dona Qhora?”
Mirari’s shoulders relaxed and she sat down in the nearest passenger seat. The young man hauled himself up the steps into the hatch and plopped down on the floor. The masked woman sighed. “We were separated. We tracked the killer to the home of his lover, and learned that his name is Aker El Deeb. But it was a trap and we barely escaped with our lives. My lady was hurt and chose to hide herself while Tycho and I ran away to divert the men chasing us. But then, after we had gone, Dona Qhora surrendered to them. She just stepped out into the middle of the street and gave herself up.”
“What? Why?”
“To get inside, of course,” Tycho said. “She let herself be taken so she could get inside the Temple of Osiris. Quite a gamble, but it seems to have worked. We followed their carriage across half the city, right to the Temple itself. She’s inside now. No way to help her.”
Taziri blinked. “The temple…of the Sons of Osiris?”
“That’s right,” he said.
She blinked at the dwarf. “I’m sorry, who are you again?”
“Tycho of Constantia. I ran into your friends in the market this morning. They were looking for a seireiken, the same as me and my master, Philo.” He grimaced and swallowed, but then managed another tired smile. “We lost him today. Philo. Killed in the Hellan Quarter. I’m not even sure who killed him, or why. Probably just thieves. Or maybe someone hired by the Temple because we’d been asking the wrong questions. I don’t know. I may never know.” He shrugged.
Taziri glanced at the other two women, who both looked back with tired and helpless eyes that had nothing to offer her or him. The pilot looked down at the young man again with a sudden swell of pity for him, in part for his story but also in part for his imperfect body. It wounded something inside her, the part of her that loved to fix things, to see a person she could not fix. “I’m sorry to hear that. But now you’re helping Dona Qhora?”
“We’re helping each other. I mean to help her find the sword that took her husband’s life, and in turn she is helping me to obtain a seireiken sword for myself. It is my mission to find such a blade and return it to the prince of Vlachia as a gift from my Lady Nerissa.” There was something artlessly kind and hopeful in his bright eyes and valiantly upturned lip.
He’s going to die.
Taziri put her hand to her eyes and pretended to massage her temples.
Whoever he is, whatever he is, he’s going to die. People like him always die. The good ones. The kind ones. The ones who don’t understand the bleak and terrible truths about people and life and the world. He’s going to die. And it’s not fair.
“I take it that Senor Fabris has not returned at all today?” Mirari asked.
“No, no one,” Taziri said. “Is he lost too?”
“He went chasing after a green man this morning and never returned. He may be dead.”
We should be so lucky. Taziri sighed. “So what do we do now? How can we help Qhora if she’s locked in this Temple? Can we break in?”
“No, there’s no hope of that,” Tycho said. “We may be able to buy a few answers from the right people, but there’s nothing we can do for the lady now but wait.”
“Crap.” Taziri pushed her hands back through her hair. “So they may both be dead, or soon to be dead, or locked away in some prison. Damn it. Bastet was just telling me how to free a soul from a seireiken, too.” She shook her head.
“What?” Tycho sat up. “You can’t do that.”
“Of course you can,” Bastet said, her first words since the others entered the cabin. Her Espani had an archaic lilt to it. “It’s just very difficult. But I think your clever captain here was about to figure out how to do exactly that.”
“Is that true?” Mirari asked. “Can you really free Don Lorenzo’s soul?”
“Maybe. I think so.” Taziri shrugged. “Probably, yes. I’ll need to build a special tool, but I should be able to do it.”
“Ha!” Tycho slapped his leg with a wide grin. “Amazing. I’d like to see that.”
“You will.” Mirari stood up. “Dona Qhora must know this, immediately. So we must find her, and we must rescue her and find the sword that killed Don Lorenzo. Captain, can you build your tool now?”
“I suppose so. It would be easier once we get back to Tingis, but since the Halcyon won’t be flying anytime soon, there’s no reason why I can’t fabricate the tool right here and now.”
“Excellent. Please begin your work. We’ll be back as soon as we can.” Mirari pushed out through the hatch.
Tycho shoved himself up onto his short legs and hurried after the tall Espani woman.
“Wait a minute,” Taziri said. She reached down and unstrapped the revolver from her thigh. “I want you to have this.”
The Hellan eyed the gun. “I’ve heard bad things about those. Blow up in your hand, rip your fingers off, shoot your toe off when you’re asleep. I think I’ll stick with my knife.” He patted his belt.
“No, that’s all cheap little Eranian guns. They don’t know what they’re doing. This is a Mazigh revolver. No exploding, no jamming, no misfires. Just point and fire.” She quickly showed him how to open the barrel and replaced the six bullets, and then gave him a small box of ammunition. “Fifty shots. It should last you a while.”
Tycho strapped the gun to his leg and practiced drawing it. “Fifty, eh? And all I have to do is aim straight?”
“Do you have good eyes?”
He laughed. “Of course! How else do you think I can tell you people apart from down here?”
Taziri laughed with him. It made the ache in her chest all the worse because it did nothing to dissuade her from believing that she was sending this young man off to die.
“You’re sure you won’t be needing it?” he asked.
“No.” She patted her armored medical braced under her sleeve. “I have a spare.”
“All right then. Thank you very much. I’ll treasure it always. Until it blows my finger off.” He leapt out the hatch with a grin.
And Taziri couldn’t help but grin as she pulled the hatch shut. She leaned back into her pilot’s chair and sighed as she rubbed her hand through her hair, which was starting to feel a bit dry and stiff from spending all day in the oven of the Halcyon. She looked up at Bastet, who was picking at her lip. “Well, I guess we need to build a very hot tool, don’t we?”
“What’s it called?” the girl asked. “You said we need to make something hotter than steam to melt the steel. So what’s hotter than steam?”
“It’s called plasma,” Taziri said. “We’re going to build a plasma torch.”



Day Four



Chapter 22. Shifrah


They ran down the dark, narrow passage, their shoulders crashing into the rough stone walls and footsteps echoing over and over, chasing them along in the shadows. Shifrah kept one hand on Rashaken’s arm and the other stretched out in front of her to probe the darkness. Her hand struck smooth wood and she shoved through the door into a small room illuminated by the torchlight in the hall slipping under the other door on the far side. The room was empty except for the dim outlines of a bench, a chair, and a pile of kindling in the corner.
Shifrah dashed to the far door to look and listen, but there was no one on the other side. Behind her Kenan closed the door to the narrow passage and signed that it was all clear behind them as well.
Safe.
Heaving a long sigh, Shifrah slipped away her last stiletto into her ruined jacket and sat down on the wooden bench beside Rashaken. The old man sighed as well, and then began to chuckle. He said, “It’s been a very long time since I’ve moved so quickly. I almost felt young again.” He squeezed her knee. “But not that young. My poor back is aching, but I think yours is a bit worse for wear. Take off your shirt and let me see those wounds.”
Shifrah nodded and slipped off her jacket and shirt. The old man tutted and tsked and patted around in his robes. “This one on your back is not deep at all, but I imagine it stings quite a bit. A little bit of Espani whiskey will help clean it out.”
She winced as he poured the alcohol over the wound.
“And a bit of cloth to keep it clean for now.” He tore the sleeves from her shirt and deftly fashioned a bandage to tie around her back and across her chest. “But your arm, that one will need to be stitched.” He bound another cloth over the gash, knotting it so tightly that Shifrah felt her fingers go cold for a moment.
She slipped her jacket back on gingerly. “Thank you, Master Rashaken.”
Kenan paced from one door to the other, peering through the cracks and listening to the silence in the halls beyond.
“Sit down, young man,” Rashaken said. “We’re quite safe here. No one is allowed down here, and your Italian friend will not leave the forge alive, thanks to Master Jiro.”
Shifrah translated the master’s words and Kenan grudgingly holstered his gun and sat down by the outer door.
“So, Shifrah Dumah, Omar’s little girl is all grown up, I see.” Rashaken’s smile gleamed in the shadows. “I never thought to see you again. I thought perhaps Omar had whisked you away to the ends of the earth with him. Why have you come back?”
She released the last heavy exhalation from her duel with Salvator and felt the heat bleeding away from her arms and legs, leaving her with a sweaty chill. “It’s a long story. But all that matters now is that I’m looking for Omar. Zahra says he went west to Marrakesh eight years ago and never returned.”
The old man’s smile faded. “That is true. And if wandering Shifrah has not seen him, then I doubt anyone has or ever will.” He shrugged. “A great loss to us all. Omar was as wise in council as he was entertaining in the tavern. I miss him.”
“But you must know something more. He must have told you some detail about where he went or what happened to him. Omar took the train to Carthage and then went west to Marrakesh. But where was he going? Did he go alone? And why?”
Rashaken sighed. “I’m sorry, dear girl, but you remember how he was. He would run into the room with that gleam in his eye. Aha, he says, I’ve found more sun-steel! And away he would go, and a few weeks later he would come back with stories and souvenirs but no steel. This was just one more trip. Aha, he said to me, there is an island covered in ice where the greatest treasure of sun-steel in the world awaits us! And away he went. But this time he did not return.” The old man leaned on Shifrah. “I know it is hard for you. He raised you, yes? He was good to you. Taught you to fight, taught you to think. He taught so many over the years. But it seemed like the years never caught up to him. He was never too tired, but me, I am always too tired now. I sit with Jiro in the forge because the heat helps my back.” His smile gleamed in the dark again.
Shifrah looked down at her hands. One of her little fingers was twitching. She massaged it to stop it. “So that’s it then? Omar really is lost and gone?”
“I’m afraid so. Death catches up to us all, sooner or later. Even to Master Omar.”
A comfortable silence fell across the small room, a respectful quiet for the lost Omar Bakhoum. Until Kenan cleared his throat and said, “Does he know anything?”
“No,” Shifrah said in Mazigh. “Omar is gone.”
“Not about Omar. About Aker.” Kenan leaned forward, peering at the old man. “Where can we find Aker El Deeb?”
“Aker?” Rashaken straightened up with a scowl and looked at Shifrah. “What does he want with that stupid boy?”
“Aker murdered a man in Tingis,” Shifrah said. “And my friend and I are now accused of the crime. My friend here, Kenan, wants to take Aker back to Tingis to clear the record.”
“Ha!” Rashaken frowned. “Good. Take him. Good riddance to him. He’s a damned dog, like all of Khai’s little soldiers. Worshipping their swords. Bah! Swords? Of all the great things that might be done with sun-steel, why are they making swords? Because they lack faith. They lack inspiration. They lack imagination. All they can see in this wonderful gift is one more way to kill people and seize power they do not deserve.”
“Omar carried a seireiken,” Shifrah said.
“Yes, but Omar had a purpose. He killed with purpose. He only killed to better shape our city, to cut away the cancers that ate away at our people. It wasn’t for him. Never for him. Always for the cause. For the plan. For the future.” Rashaken nodded. “He learned that in the east. Did you know that? He studied the philosophy of the Buddha. Some think the Buddhists are all timid pacifists, but that is not true. They fight and they kill, but never in anger or hate, never for themselves. Always for the greater good. Always in the name of peace and life. It was easy to respect Omar. I didn’t always understand him, but I always respected him.”
Shifrah smiled sadly. It was getting harder to remember Omar’s face and voice. There were only a few snatches of memories that stood out clearly to her now, but they too were fading and she knew one day they would be lost along with the rest of him.
“So Aker has returned to our fair city, has he? Well, if he’s not with Zahra at that establishment of hers, then you can check the nearby dens, and if he’s not hiding in the smoke, then try the old arena in the Songhai Quarter,” Rashaken said. “Some of Khai’s young dogs like to fight there at night, gathering warrior souls into their damned swords. Aker would sometimes walk the halls here in the morning, bragging about his kills.”
“We’ll try there. Thank you, Master Rashaken.”
The old man quickly described how they could find their way from the small room down to a cellar and back onto the streets outside without encountering any more Osirians. Kenan stepped out into the hall and Shifrah was about to follow when Rashaken said, “My dear, I hope you do find young Aker and dispose of him. I would consider it a kindness to me and to the Temple, especially as it would gall Khai very much. And if you were to remove Aker from my city, I might be persuaded to overlook the fact that you’ve been whispering secrets to a certain Italian gentleman.”
Shifrah froze, an icy blade of shock slicing down her spine. It had never occurred to her that Salvator would ever piece together the tiny shreds of information she let drop over the years, and she never dreamed he might find his way to Alexandria, much less into a room with Master Rashaken. The dire consequences of her accidental betrayal made her hand shake. The Sons of Osiris were all too quick to dispose of anyone who dared to pull back their cloaks to reveal the truth of the Temple to the outside world. Even those within the Empire who knew of the Temple knew only what the Temple allowed them to know.
“I never told him anything,” she said.
“You told him enough. But take care of our mutual problem, Aker, and all will be forgiven. For now.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you.”
Well, that makes things simple. Either I kill Aker for Master Rashaken, or I capture Aker for Kenan. Once again, all roads lead to Aker.
She glanced across the room at the door to the narrow passage and the forge beyond where she had left Salvator. It didn’t matter whether he was alive or not, but somehow it did matter whether the Italian had been sealed away in Master Jiro’s blade. But even asking the question might sound like sympathy for the outsider and she did not dare test Master Rashaken’s largesse.
She slipped out and closed the door.
Shifrah and Kenan hurried down the hall and through a small cellar that housed nothing but spider webs and a dead rat, and after fumbling about in the dark for a few minutes they emerged into a small house two streets away from the Temple, and then they stepped out into the chilly boulevards of Alexandria beneath a vast sea of stars. Glancing up, she guessed the hour to be shortly after midnight.
“So what now?” Kenan asked. He walked beside her but kept closer to the shadows at the side of the road, and he threw a sharp stare over his shoulder every few steps.
“Relax. We’re going to get Aker, and this time you can take him wherever you want. Rashaken said we should try a place in the Songhai Quarter.” She gave him a wry smile. “You’ll fit right in. After all, you only patrolled that border, how long? A year? You didn’t kill too many Songhai soldiers, did you?”
“I didn’t kill any. I was the medic for my unit. I spent most of my time staring at empty fields and mountainsides, and a few terrified minutes running toward my friends to wrap them in bandages and watch them bleed to death.” The detective spat on the ground. “Good times.”
“You know, Zidane probably saved your life when he took you with him into the marshals.”
“I really don’t want to talk about the major, if you don’t mind. I can still picture you on top of him in that inn where we first met.”
Shifrah raised an eyebrow. “I thought you slept through that.”
“Only mostly, but not quite enough. Where are we going exactly?”
“An old arena. Apparently young fighters like to go there to kill each other.”
“More good times.”
They walked on in silence, traveling down one long straight road after another. There were still a few people out, and not all of them were hurrying home to get off the streets. Shifrah kept her hand near her knife and hoped the cut on her back really was as shallow as Rashaken had said. Her left arm throbbed but the bleeding had stopped.
“You know, I could have used a little more help back there with Sal,” she said. “You could have shot him. Just a little, at least.”
“Why? He hasn’t done anything to me, and he doesn’t seem to have any mixed feelings about finding Aker El Deeb,” Kenan said. “Maybe I should be working with him.”
“Are you serious?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. If I don’t catch Aker, I can’t go home. And that notion does not amuse me.”
“Well, I don’t have any mixed feelings about Aker anymore. Besides giving us all that trouble with Zahra, apparently he’s not too popular with Master Rashaken either. He’s asked me to get Aker out of Alexandria as a sort of personal favor.”
Kenan grinned. “Oh, so now we’re on the same side again?”
“We were always on the same side,” she said. “But now we have the same goal. See how life has a funny way of working out? So I help you take Aker back to Tingis and everything goes back to the way it was before, all right?”
“What do you mean, everything? You mean you and me? You said we were done.”
“Yeah, I did. Because you pissed me off.”
He shook his head. “I’m not going to get caught in some game of choosing sides and picking arguments depending on your mood. You want to keep playing mercenary, fine. But not under my roof. And if someone ever hires me to hunt you down…”
Shifrah sighed. “Look, Omar’s dead. So I’m done with this place and these people. I owed Omar, but not them. They’re all crazy anyway. And maybe I was too for a while. But this isn’t my life anymore. It’s not the life Omar raised me for either. So maybe…” She paused.
If I say this, am I committed? No. I can still walk away whenever I want. But maybe it’s time for a change. It can’t hurt to try. At least, it can’t hurt much, can it?
“…maybe it’s time for a little career change. Maybe I could partner up with you, like you said. You and me, hunting down bad guys. Shifrah Dumah, bounty hunter. No assassinations. What would you say to that?”
He was very quiet for a moment. “Maybe.”
Shifrah smiled. That’s a yes.
It took another half hour to walk into the Songhai Quarter, a long thin finger of land along the southern edge of Alexandria where the pilgrims and soldiers from the southwest congregated before moving on to the holy Mazdan sites deeper inside the Empire of Eran. The streets were just as quiet and dark here as elsewhere in the city, but Shifrah’s hand never strayed from her knife. And soon their destination loomed up in the darkness above the street.
The old arena had been built centuries ago by Roman slaves in the Roman style, and the cylindrical structure looked quiet alien next to the square blocks of the buildings to either side. The walls of the arena rose three levels above the street, each wall ringed with open archways and Hellan columns, and beside each column was a statue of an ancient Aegyptian god. Each had the head of a different creature. Jackal, Ibis, Falcon, Lion, Crocodile. But in the dark, the gods were all just creatures of dead stone.
The main gate to the arena stood open, rusting quietly into oblivion against the stone walls. No one loitered there or in the dark corridor beyond, but low voices and scuffling sounds did echo in the vast stone chamber of the arena itself. Shifrah nodded and they went inside.
The inner corridor offered many open doorways and branching halls to the market stalls where street vendors had once sold food and wine to the wealthy patrons of the games, but it was all dark and empty now. Past those spaces, Shifrah emerged again into the night air on the bottom level of the seats and stood beside a small stone wall looking down at the weedy field of the arena floor.
Three men armed with glowing seireiken blades circled each other slowly, shouting taunts and challenges at each other. The fiery swords drew blazing orange lines in the darkness. A dozen other men lounged on the benches at the edge of the field, but the pale starlight didn’t reveal any details of their dress or arms.
Mercenaries or soldiers, she guessed. Songhai, Bantu, and Kanemi, most likely.
Looking up into the stands above her, Shifrah saw a thin scattering of other people in the crumbling stone seats. Some of them were lying down, possibly homeless, with equal chances of being asleep or dead. Other people were also lying down, but were most emphatically not dead, judging by their grunting and gasping. But these were mere whispers in the darkness, shadow figures few and far between in the vast emptiness of the ancient arena.
“That’s him.” Kenan pointed down at the three swordsmen pacing about in the center of the field. One of the glowing swords whirled through the gloom, crashing and scraping across the other two blades, which retreated before it. “The one attacking.”
“How can you tell?”
“I have good eyes, remember?” Kenan started down the steps to the arena floor. “And besides, I recognize the fencing style. It’s Espani.”
Then it’s true. Shifrah followed him down. When Aker took the fencer’s soul, he somehow took his knowledge and skill as well. Or he can command the fencer’s spirit inside the blade.
She shivered at the thought of being trapped in a cell and forced to serve Aker’s whims. She hadn’t particularly enjoyed Aker’s whims even as a willing participant, back in the old days.
Down on the arena floor, the sound of the seireiken clashes seemed to shift between electric snapping and rumbling thunder. And she could see now that the man attacking the two others was indeed Aker El Deeb.
“Should we wait until they finish?” Kenan asked.
“No. With our luck, he’ll trip and fall on his own sword and we won’t have anything left to take back to Tingis. Best to collect him now.”
“Right.” Kenan drew his black revolver and strode out onto the field. The men lounging on the benches muttered to each other at this intrusion, but they didn’t get up.
Shifrah drew her knife and followed. All right, Kenan, show me how you do things.
The revolver barked once and a puff of dry earth flew up between Aker and the other men. The swordsmen paused, their burning blades seeming to hover unaided in the darkness.
“Aker El Deeb,” Kenan bellowed in a deep, booming drawl. “You are under arrest for the murder of Don Lorenzo Quesada. Drop your weapon. Get down on your knees and cross your ankles, and put your hands on the top of your head.”
Aker did not move, but the other two men backed quickly away, sheathing their bright blades and plunging their side of the field into darkness. Aker swung his sword toward Kenan and Shifrah could hear a soft hissing from the blade. The Aegyptian slurred, “You’re an idiot. First I’m gonna kill you, and then I’m gonna take your stupid gun. You hear me?”
He’s drunk!
“I hear you,” Kenan said softly. The hammer of the revolver clicked sharply in the dark.
Then a low woof-woof-woof sound drew their attention to the left as a bright seireiken blade came whirling out of the shadows, tumbling end over end. Kenan took a half step back and let the sword fly past harmlessly, and then he fired into the darkness. A man cried out. A second blade slipped free of its scabbard, illuminating the other swordsman, and Kenan fired again. The man toppled over as his leg collapsed beneath him. The bright sword spun from his fingers and fell on his arm. He screamed, but only for an instant.
Kenan cocked his gun again. “Aker El Deeb! Drop your weapon and get down on your knees!”
“You first!” Aker slammed his bright sword into its scabbard, dousing the blade and plunging the center of the field into utter blackness. The thrown seireiken continued to glow on the ground to their far right, and the dropped seireiken gleamed dully beneath the dead Osirian on their far left.
Shifrah squinted and blinked, trying to force her eye to readjust to the loss of light, but the blue after-image of the seireiken remained plastered across her vision and she couldn’t throw her knife. But before she could begin to wonder where Aker might be or what he might be doing, she heard the heavy footsteps thumping away across the weedy field and then echoing in the stone corridors of the arena halls.
Kenan was already running after him, his shadow-black figure fading swiftly into the distance. Shifrah cast one look over at the bright seireiken that had lodged in the ground to her right, and then at the twin blade lying under the dead man on her left.
I think I’ll leave those right where they are. Not worth the risk.
Not even slightly.
She ran after Kenan across the field and through the arena, and half a block down the next street she managed to come up alongside him. They ran with their entire bodies, arms pumping sharply, heads bobbing in unison, boots pounding the hard-packed earth of the dusty road. The cool night air blasted back through their jackets and hair.
Up ahead she could see Aker by the light of the stars. He was almost a block away, but his small black figure was definitely growing larger and she could see the uneven motion of his legs, and soon she could hear the heavy gasping of his wet and ragged grunting.
Between her own labored breaths, she glanced at Kenan and said, “So. That’s what you do. Yell at them. Drop your weapon? Down on your knees?”
“Yes.”
“Does it ever work?”
“Not as often as I’d like.” He grinned at her.
They ran harder, arms and legs flying like pistons, breath blasting through their lips and clenched teeth. Aker was only three buildings ahead now and he’d been reduced to a stumbling jog. And he was shouting in Eranian. “Gold! Twenty gold darics for the woman’s head! Silver! Ten silver shekels for the man’s gun!”
“What’s he saying?” Kenan asked.
“Nothing good.” Shifrah squinted as the cold air whipped in her eye. A shadow moved on her left. And then another. “Stop-stop-stop!” She grabbed Kenan’s arm and hauled him to a staggering halt. She stared across the street where the shadow had moved.
Just twenty yards away, Aker continued walking drunkenly down the street, shouting.
“Which way did we go?” she asked quietly. “From the arena. Which way?”
Kenan glanced at the stars. “East. Why?”
Shifrah took a step back as two shadows emerged from a distant alley and started walking toward them. “Feel like running some more?”
“Why? Who are they?”
“We’re in the Bantu district.”
“So? I’ve got plenty of bullets.” Kenan leveled his revolver at the shadow men.
“So Aker over there has just put out a contract on us. And the Bantu like bounty hunting. They like it a lot.”
Kenan shrugged. “Are Bantu bounty hunters bullet-proof?”
“No.” A small thundercrack across the street erupted from a small puff of smoke. Shifrah heard the bullet whip by her head and thump into the stone facade of the old shop behind her. “But neither are we.”
A second pistol fired, and then a third.
“Suddenly I feel like running some more,” Kenan said.
They turned and ran. But Shifrah grabbed Kenan’s arm and yanked him sideways into an alley. As they sprinted down the narrow corridor, she said, “Don’t worry. We’re not going to lose Aker again. We’re just going to have to do things the hard way.”
“What’s the hard way?”
Shifrah grimaced. “Bloody.”



Chapter 23. Qhora


She nestled inside her dead husband’s old coat, teasing out the faint smells lingering in the fabric. Wine. Cheese. Beef. Sea salt.
They had followed Shifrah and Kenan through the dark corridors of the Temple as far as the cellar, almost certain that they had not been noticed. They had seen Shifrah and Kenan leave through the shop upstairs, but at the cellar Salvator had insisted that they wait for a daylight crowd outside rather than try to escape as two running figures in the deserted streets in the night. With her injured leg aching and her arm throbbing, Qhora had agreed. The Italian had proven a deft field medic in dressing the gunshot wound, which was only a graze, and as she lay in the dark, the pain had faded.
Qhora sighed for the tenth time.
“Trouble sleeping?” a woman asked.
The nun again.
Qhora swallowed. “Enzo always said you had a bad habit of appearing behind him, back before you were trapped in the medallion. He said you scared him half to death, popping up behind his back in the dark with no warning. I hope you don’t plan on doing the same to me, Sister.” She rolled over and looked at her visitor.
Sister Ariel stood at arm’s length, her hands folded demurely in front of her, her dress and habit as immaculate in death as it had been in life. “I’ve been afraid for you nearly every minute of the last two days, Dona Qhora. Hm. And I thought Lorenzo was reckless. He gave me more than a few frights over the years, but he was only as reckless as a little boy who refuses to believe he can be hurt. You, on the other hand, are an entirely different sort of lunatic. Charging in blindly, surrendering to your enemies, leaping into the darkness.” The ghost stepped closer. “I’m scared for you, Qhora. And I’m scared for your son.”
“I know.” Qhora lay flat on her back and stared up at the cobwebbed ceiling of the cellar. She wrapped her fingers around Enzo’s old triquetra medallion on her chest. Its warmth sank softly into her flesh. “So am I.”
“Did you mean what you said before?” Ariel asked. “That you no longer want to find Lorenzo’s killer? That you’re ready to go home?”
Qhora nodded. “Yes. I miss my baby. And that old man was right. Javier will need a father. A living father. And one day I may even be ready to take another husband.” She paused. “I can’t imagine that. Even now, when I think about going back to Madrid, I keep thinking that Enzo will be there, as always. And now…I can’t remember the last time we didn’t spend the night together. Not since Cartagena. I think we’ve spent every single night together. Except for this one. And last night. Two nights without him. Tomorrow will be another, I suppose.”
Ariel nodded. “There were others, you know. There was a certain evening in a jail cell in Zaragoza, for one.”
Qhora glared across the room at Salvator’s sleeping form.
I can’t believe I’d already forgotten that.
Then she looked away. “I was stupid,” she said. “I was angry, and that made me stupid. I gave Javier to Alonso and just left them behind so I could kill some filthy idiot. And now I might die before I see my baby again. Mirari might never see Alonso again. Taziri might never see her family again. Even Tycho lost his foster father because of me. Because I was angry and stupid.”
“That’s hardly fair. Philo was killed by men. It was their fault, not yours,” Ariel said. “So what will you do now?”
Qhora yawned. “In the morning, we’ll find the others and go home. And then when we’re safely home, maybe I can hire someone to find this Aker El Deeb and his sword. I don’t know about that part yet. I can’t save Enzo. But I can still save everyone else. So I will.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” the ghost said. “And Lorenzo would have been glad to hear it, too.”
Qhora nodded. She felt the slight rise in temperature that signaled the ghost’s departure and she closed her eyes and slept.



Chapter 24. Taziri


“No, we’re not going to build anything tonight. It’s already way past my bed time,” Taziri said. She lifted up a few loose boards in the rubbish pile to peer at the older trash underneath the newer trash, but the pale starlight didn’t reveal anything useful. She let it all fall back down to the ground again. “Let’s just try to scrounge up some materials while everyone with an ounce of sense is asleep, and then we’ll pick things up in the morning where we left off.”
Bastet sighed. The girl with the cat mask on her head hadn’t actually been helping so much as just following and talking. “So what exactly are we scrounging for?”
“A cowl and a hose.”
“What’s a cowl?”
Taziri paused, balancing precariously on top of the wobbly trash pile at the end of the alley. “It’s like a funnel, but we need it to fit over the entire propeller assembly. Like a hood. It could be metal, or wood, or sealed leather or even canvas.”
“Oh.” The girl stood well away from the trash and walked up and down a long crack in the bricks in the ground, balancing with her arms as though on a high wire. “Did you always want to be an engineer?”
“I think so, yeah.” Taziri continued flipping through the loose bits of wicker and moldy fabric. “I always liked building things. I spent a lot of time in my mother’s shop. She was a seamstress, and she had one of the first mechanical sewing machines in Tingis. One night when I was about nine, I snuck into the shop and opened up the sewing machine to look inside it. I didn’t take it apart or anything, but for a whole week I would go downstairs to look at the parts and make little drawings, trying to figure out how it worked.” She smiled as she pictured the crude pencil drawings that had made her mother so proud. “What about you? What do you want to be when you grow up?”
“I used to want to be a princess,” Bastet said. “My aunt said that was silly, but I still want to be one. To wear the dresses and the jewels, and to have parties and music and feasts. To have a thousand friends. I’ve seen princesses, so I know all about them. It’s so much better than being a stupid goddess.”
Taziri slipped and fell knee-deep into a pile of prickly broken baskets. She twisted around to look at the girl. “I’m sorry. Did you say goddess?”
The girl shrugged her thin shoulders. “I mean, I know we’re not real goddesses, but it amounts to the same thing in the end. Not that it matters anymore. We have to live in the undercity now where no one ever goes, so no one even knows we exist anymore.”
“Wait, wait, wait.” Taziri pulled her leg free and climbed down off the rubbish heap. “Go back. Now, when you say goddess, you mean…?”
Bastet raised an eyebrow. “You know, goddess. Immortal. Divine. Holy. Magical. You know, you’ve seen me.”
Taziri made several thoughtful faces as she tried to frame her answer as diplomatically as possible. “I’ve seen you move through a cloud of aether, that’s true. But I’ve been to the north where it’s so cold that the aether pools in every hole in the ground and ghosts are as common as sneezing. I’ve even seen a demonic ghost called a water-woman.”
“Oh? What was she like?”
“I didn’t really get to talk to her. She turned into a flock of ravens and attacked my friend, so I shot her.” Taziri absently rubbed the medical brace under her left sleeve. “Bastet, tell me, are you a ghost? Are you dead?”
The girl laughed. “No, I’m not dead. I can’t die.” She tapped the little golden heart pendant on her chest. “I told you, my grandfather made these for everyone in my family. They’re made from sun-steel. This holds a piece of my soul, but just a piece. Not the whole thing, of course. Dividing the soul creates an immortal bond between the flesh and the steel. So as long as the steel exists, so do I. And with my soul permanently stretched through the aether between my body and this little gem, I can do all sorts of things with the aether, like move through it.”
Taziri nodded along slowly. “Okay. I think I follow all that. Divided soul. Immortality. So, how old are you exactly?”
“I don’t know.” Bastet pouted. “Four thousand, I think. I stopped counting when I got to two hundred. Birthdays really stop being important after a while.”
“Four thousand?” Taziri leaned against the wall of the alley. “And you don’t age, or get sick, or anything?”
“Nope.”
“Doesn’t sound too bad.”
The girl grinned. “It’s not awful. Plus I have all the cats a girl could want to boss around.” As if in answer, a pair of gray and white cats sauntered into the entrance of the alleyway. The girl rolled her eyes. “Not now.” The cats left.
Taziri decided not to ask about the cats. “And what do you do? You and your family? Do you…answer prayers?”
Bastet laughed.
Taziri smiled, feeling foolish. “Sorry.”
“That’s okay. I mean, back in the beginning, we lived here in the city and did all sorts of things where people could see us. We were more like high priests than gods, I guess. I had a lot of fun back then with my cousins. But eventually my uncles and aunts decided to move into the undercity where they could rest and study and do whatever they wanted away from all the people. People can be pretty tiring after a while.”
“You keep mentioning your aunts and uncles. What about your parents?”
The girl shrugged and looked at her feet. “I don’t remember them. I think they died when I was little. Grandfather isn’t really my grandfather. He just found me and took me in, started calling me his granddaughter, and said the others were my aunts and uncles. And when he made the steel hearts, he made one for me too. So I’d never be alone again, he said.” She looked up. “I miss him.”
“What about the others? Do you get along with them?” Taziri asked.
“More or less. They’re my family now. What can you do?” She smiled. “I mostly play with my cousins though. We still have fun, even though we’re still playing the same games we did before we became immortal. That’s why I like things like trains. They’re new. New is good.”
“Yeah, I like new things, too.” Taziri smiled. “That’s why I build them. I could teach you to build things too, if you wanted.”
“Maybe later.” Bastet turned and pointed at the trash. “Hey, is that a cowl?”
Taziri wandered back into the garbage. “This?” She pulled out a large basket with a small hole ripped in the bottom. The inner frame of the basket was wicker, but outside it had a water-tight skin of oiled leather. “Yeah. This’ll do nicely. Now we just need a hose. Where can we find some rubber around here?”
“Can’t. Rubber only comes from the New World, right? Well, there’s been a quarantine for a couple years now. They’re all afraid of some plague or something. You need rubber to make a hose? A hose is like a pipe, but bendy, right?”
Taziri nodded.
Bastet grinned. “I have an idea.”
A few minutes later they were standing in a dark street looking at a small, closed shop. Taziri frowned. “I think that’s a butcher shop.”
“It is. You need a long bendy pipe, right?”
Taziri grimaced. “Really? There isn’t anything else in Alexandria that we can use?”
Bastet crossed her arms. “Well, I’ve only lived here four thousand years, so maybe I’ve missed something. If you want to go looking around somewhere else, be my guest.”
Taziri sighed. “Fine. Let’s just get this over with.”
Bastet walked up to the door and vanished in a swirling cloud of white mist. A moment later the door opened and Taziri walked in. The girl pointed to the ceiling. “I think that’s what you want.”
Taziri grimaced again and started breathing through her mouth. “What is it? Cow?”
“Horse, I think.”
With a bit of stumbling in the dark and a few eye-watering gasps, Taziri pulled the coiled intestines down and looped them over her shoulder. As she turned to leave, she dug into her pocket and pulled out a fistful of Mazigh coins, which she slapped on the butcher’s counter as she walked out. Bastet closed the door and walked beside Taziri all the way back to the rail yard with a playful whistle on her lips. Taziri focused on not breathing too deeply.
Four thousand years old, and still a little girl? I…I just can’t imagine… Lorenzo never said anything about divided souls or living forever. I wonder what else he didn’t know about ghosts and aether.
When they returned to the Halcyon, she stowed her makeshift cowl and hose in the back of the cabin. “All right, now it is definitely time for some sleep. Can you wake me up before sunrise? We need to start working before the sun gets too high and our hose starts to rot.”
Bastet nodded. “I’ll see you then.” And she vanished through the closed hatch.
Taziri lay down on her tarp on the floor with her feet toward the coiled guts. A minute later she was settling in for the night up in her flight chair. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was a few inches farther from the rear of the cabin. She was asleep in moments.
Suddenly a hand was shaking her shoulder and she was mumbling and there was pale sunlight streaming in through the windscreen onto her lap. Taziri blinked and sat up.
“Good morning!” Bastet held out a piece of flatbread cupping a handful of dates. “Did you sleep well?”
“Good morning, thanks.” Dates again. Taziri ate slowly. “It felt like the night just flew by. Did you get much sleep? Do you sleep?”
“I did. But first I had to visit my cousin. I sent him on a little errand for you.”
“For me? Well, I hope your cousin didn’t mind the late visit.”
“He didn’t.” She smiled but said no more.
Taziri wiped her hands on her pants and climbed out of her chair. “All right then. Time for us to build something. Are you going to help or just watch?”
“Uhm. I think I’ll just watch for now.” The girl winked and flopped down on the nearest passenger seat.
Can’t say I’m entirely surprised by that answer from a girl who says she still wants to be a princess.
Taziri went to the back of the cabin and picked up her leather-clad basket and coil of horse gut. “Do you think it will be safe for me to work outside? Will anyone come looking around back here if they hear me working?”
“No, my four-footed army is sleeping on the freight cars and the rails and platform,” Bastet said. “No one will be bothering you today.”
“All right then.” Taziri climbed out the hatch and found the early morning sun bright but still cool. She tossed her gear on the ground, rolled up her sleeves, and popped open the little compartment on the bottom of her arm brace to get a wrench. She climbed up on the nose of the Halcyon and started loosening bolts. “First I’m going to reverse the propeller to turn it into a fan.”
Bastet stepped out onto the gravel. “Do you ever get a bad feeling right before something terrible happens?”
Taziri kept working. “All the time. Why? Are you getting a bad feeling right now?”
“No. But I think I will in a little while.”
Taziri removed the propeller, flipped it over, and bolted it back on. “All right, now hand me the basket, our new cowl.”
For the next quarter hour, Taziri fumbled with her shining steel tools and her flimsy wicker basket to fix the cowl over the propeller to catch the blasting air and funnel it into the hole in the bottom of the basket. The next half hour after that was a foul-smelling pantomime as she tried over and over to tie, staple, and bolt the end of the slippery horse intestine over the hole in the basket. Time and again she would step back and pronounce the job done, only to watch the pale pink gut slip free and fall to the ground. When it was finally attached, Taziri’s shirt was plastered to her back with sweat and she could feel the sun’s heat radiating up from the gravel through her shoes. “First part’s done!”
Bastet sat up, blinking and yawning. “Oh good. Now what?”
Taziri pursed her lips.
Four thousand years old and she’s still a teenager.
“Go back to sleep. I’ll wake you up when I’m all done.”
“Okay!”



Chapter 25. Shifrah


Lying on the rooftop, they had an unobstructed view of the universe. A million stars on the left and a million more on the right. Shifrah sighed. A colorless blur was invading the eastern sky, swallowing up the stars beyond a gray veil.
“Are you awake?”
She smiled. “No.”
“You had me worried for a while back there,” Kenan said. He lay an arm’s length away on the hard roof tiles. The slope of the roof was very slight and they had both stretched out with their heads near the peak of the roof and their feet pointing down to the stone lip where the roof ended. “It must have been hard, fighting with just one knife.”
Two short hours ago, a dozen Bantu bounty hunters had emerged from the shadows to answer Aker’s call. They each came alone, but they were all nearly identical in the dark. All of them tall and lean, armed with an inventive arsenal of throwing weapons, and judging from the soft whistles and clicks that two of them had exchanged during the fight, they were probably from one of the Shona or Zulu kingdoms.
The chase had been a blur of running and hiding, the hiss of a slender spear through the air, or the warble of a throwing axe, and the bullwhip crack of Kenan’s revolver.
We got three of them, at least.
Shifrah sighed. “It was hard enough. Is he still in there?”
Kenan rolled to his left to look down over the edge of the roof at the house across the intersection. From their vantage point, they could see both the front and right side of the building, while the other two sides sat wall-to-wall with the neighboring houses. He rolled back. “No sign of life yet. It’s still early. He probably thinks we’re dead.”
“We will be dead if those other bounty hunters find us up here. How many bullets do you have left?”
“Fourteen shots in all, if there’s time to reload.”
“Not a lot, is it?”
“Nope.”
Shifrah arched her back to stretch her arms and legs. As she tilted her head back, she saw the dark bare foot just above her hair. “Kenan!” She sat up with her stiletto in hand and heard the revolver yanked free of its holster. Then she saw the man standing on the peak of the roof clearly and realized that he was not who she had expected. “Wait. Who are you?”
He had looked Bantu at first, both tall and dark, but as she looked at him right-side-up now, she saw that this was a very different sort of person. His skin wasn’t merely dark but absolute black, so impossibly black that she could see no lines or shadows or textures on his face or hands, which made him resemble the marble statues of the Roman saints she had seen in Italia.
He wore a simple white garment that folded across his flat chest like a robe, but it had no sleeves and so the corded muscles of his arms rippled down his sides in sharp contrast to his clothing. The garment continued down to his knees where his bare legs emerged. Thick golden bracelets covered his wrists and a thick golden belt hugged his robe tight around his waist. He wore his black hair braided back into a thick mane and each braid ended in a golden bead, and they clicked against each other as the morning breeze swept over the roof. A small golden pendant rested on his chest at the end of a black cord around his neck, and he held a slender black staff in one hand.
Slowly, he lowered his gaze from the distant horizon to look at her and Shifrah saw a strange shape on his head.
A hat? No. A mask!
The mask too was perfectly black, but from her angle she could see nothing more about it.
“A woman with a blade and a man with a gun. You are the two travelers from the west, are you not?” he asked.
Shifrah blinked.
His voice. He’s not a grown man yet.
“Yes, we are. Who are you?”
“A messenger. And a guide. I was sent to help you.” He gazed down at her without a trace of emotion in his eyes. “You are searching for a murderer named Aker El Deeb and for his sun-steel sword?”
“Yeah.” Kenan kept his gun trained on the man. “Who are you? Who sent you?”
“A friend of a friend.” The man turned to look at the detective. “Strange. Are you ashamed of your love for this woman because of what she is or because of what she’s done? Or are they the same thing to you?”
Kenan’s hand faltered and he glanced across at Shifrah. “What? What are you talking about?”
“For a lawman and manhunter, you are surprisingly careless with your body language,” the man said. “Regarding your task, you will find that El Deeb is in that house there.” He pointed across the intersection.
“Yeah, thanks, we know.” Shifrah lowered her knife. “That’s why we’re here, watching him. We can’t just go in there. We’ve got half a dozen bounty hunters prowling the streets down there looking for us, and we don’t know which room Aker is in, and if he pulls that sword on us, we’ll probably be dead in half a minute.”
“Indeed.” The stranger grimaced. “My cousin asked that I help you complete your task so you might safely return to your home. But if you are too afraid to act, then I must act in your stead.”A sudden gust of wind rose from behind him, whipping his white garment and his black braids forward. And then the man himself simply dissolved into an outline of white mist, which was whisked away on the wind and off the roof.
“What the hell!” Kenan snapped his gun back up to follow the pale cloud as it glided across the intersection and vanished into the side of the house where Aker slept. “What the hell was that?”
“I don’t know. A ghost, maybe?” Shifrah crept quietly up to the peak of the roof where she could sit more easily.
“Do you have any friends of friends who are ghosts? Because I sure as hell don’t.”
“I don’t know!” She frowned at the house, and then at Kenan. “So you’re ashamed that you love me, eh?”
“I’m not ashamed of anything.”
“Then you just love me?” She grinned.
I don’t know if anyone has ever loved me before. Certainly not Aker or Salvator. Maybe Omar, but not like this.
“Shut up or I’ll tell him to read your body language.”
Shifrah shrugged, but she also squared her shoulders and straightened her back and legs as she stood at the peak of the roof, watching the house across the street. “Do you think he’s in there right now, killing Aker and getting the sword for us? And if he does, do you think we should pay him or something?”
Kenan shrugged back.
The wind shifted abruptly and now it blew back toward them, buffeting them in the face. Shifrah blinked and raised one hand to shield her eye, but between her fingers she saw a pale haze fill the air just in front of her, and sudden the black man was standing before her, his golden bands and beads shining in the early morning light and his staff planted on the tiles beside him.
“The man you seek is sleeping on the ground level of the house, two windows to the left of the front door. He has placed his sword on a small table at the end of his bed, just below the window. Break the window and you will be able to reach the sword,” he said.
“Why should I believe you?” Shifrah asked. “Why should I trust you?”
The man blinked, and then gestured to Kenan. “You want to be with this man so badly that you have fantasized about bearing his children. You want an apology from him, but you know he will never offer one. And so you will forego the apology as soon as he makes even the slightest overture toward reconciliation.”
“All right, stop, stop!” Shifrah swallowed. She felt her heart rebounding against her breastbone.
How the hell is he doing that? And he’s wrong anyway. I never fantasized about bearing any children. I just wondered what we might name our daughter…if we ever had one…someday.
Kenan was grinning and trying to keep his shoulders from shaking. “I think we believe you. At least about the window and sword.”
“The mercenaries are moving in this direction,” the stranger said. “You must be quick. Do not attempt to kill El Deeb. Only take his sword. He will follow you to retrieve it and you can kill him at your leisure. After you take the sword, you must follow this street due west to reach the rail yard.”
“Escape on a train? Works for me. Got it, thanks,” Kenan said.
“Then my task is complete.” The stranger lifted his black staff.
“Wait! What’s your name?” Shifrah asked, staring into the man’s eyes.
“Anubis,” he said. He struck his staff on the shingles and a blast of wind tore across the roof, scattering his body like smoke in the cool morning air.
Shifrah shook her head. “Definitely not a ghost.”
Kenan crept to the edge of the roof, his back to her. “There’s a ledge just below us. We can get down to the street right here. And then I think we just run for the window. Unless you’d rather bear my children instead.”
She knelt down beside him. “I’d rather throw you off this roof.”
He shrugged. “Maybe you’ll be in a better mood when we get home.”
Before she could respond, he slipped down off the roof and climbed down to the street. She scowled and followed. They paused a moment in the shadows and then dashed straight across the intersection toward the house where Aker slept. Kenan grabbed the lip at the bottom of the second window on the left of the door and nodded at her.
While he swept the street with his revolver, Shifrah leapt up and smashed her arm through the old wooden rods that barred the window. The rods splinted into pieces and she hooked her arm over the sill. She felt Kenan shoving her thighs up and she half-fell inside the room. The sword was lying on the table right in front of her, just as the stranger had described it. Shifrah grabbed the heavy scabbard and shoved herself back out of the window. As she fell back to the street, she caught a glimpse of the man in the bed and the young woman lying beside him.
“Run.” Kenan dashed to the left and Shifrah dashed after him, clutching the heavy seireiken in both hands.
After a bit of fumbling, she got the strap of the scabbard over her shoulder and let the sword bang and thump against her back as she ran. “Did you see them? The bounty hunters?”
“I heard them.”
“Are you sure?”
A gunshot ricocheted off the wall above them.
“Pretty sure,” Kenan grunted. “We need to lose them before we get to the rail yard.”
“So we’re trusting this Anubis person with our escape plan, too?”
“He was right about the window and the sword, wasn’t he?” Kenan bolted left down a long narrow alley.
Shifrah tore after him. “Do you have a plan for losing the bounty hunters?”
“Run really fast?”
“I didn’t think so.” Shifrah tried to picture the city in her mind. It had been so long since she had had to escape from anyone on the streets of Alexandria, but a few old memories swam to the surface. “Follow me.”
She pulled ahead of Kenan and led him down the next street. Their own footsteps echoed along the empty corridors of the city, and a low shout echoed from behind them.
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“Back to the arena.”
“Why?”
“We need the high ground.”
“This isn’t mountain warfare!”
“It is now!” Shifrah turned another corner and the arena came into view ahead. A quick glance over her shoulder showed her one of the tall Bantu hunters less than twenty yards behind them, and another figure in the distance just rounding the corner.
Shifrah sprinted into the long dark tunnel of the arena, speeding by the empty stalls and stairs, her footsteps multiplied a hundredfold by the close walls. The end of the tunnel was a spot of bright morning light in a sea of darkness that grew steadily larger with every step.
“Move-move-move! This is a shooting gallery!” Kenan hissed.
I know, I know.
Shifrah raced out of the mouth of the tunnel and veered to the left as the first bullet whistled out of the darkness. Kenan ran out behind her, ducking his head. She wheeled about and ran up the steep stone steps, climbing the rows of empty seats two at a time, and she waved Kenan down. “Shoot them when they come out!”
“Shoot them?” He drew his matte black revolver. “That’s your plan?”
“Just do it!” She clambered up a bit higher before crouching down in the seats to watch. The stone benches stretched out around the arena like the wings of a great bird, dotted here and there with a sleeping body. She took the seireiken off her back and waited.
The first Bantu ran out of the tunnel just as they had a moment ago. A large rounded pistol gleamed in his hand. Kenan’s first shot snapped the pistol out of the man’s hand, and his second shot shattered the man’s knee. The bounty hunter crashed to the ground, groaning.
The second man, however, was far more cautious. After a moment’s pause, a head and a pistol popped up over the lip of the tunnel and he fired at Kenan. The shot struck the seat in front of the detective, and he fired back. A splash of red leapt from the bounty hunter’s hand and he fell back down, out of sight.
Shifrah was up and running. She leapt up the steps as fast as she could, her legs already burning from the long sprint across the district. “Kenan!”
When she reached the top row, she turned right and found a wooden panel on the ground in front of her. There were two huge iron hinges on the left of the panel and a rusted iron lock on the right. Kenan jogged up behind her and looked over her shoulder. “There’s two more of them down there,” he said quietly. “When do we start using the high ground?”
“The what?” Shifrah carefully drew out the seireiken, and the bright fiery blade painted both their faces in golden orange hues. A quiet buzzing filled her ears, the soft babble of a hundred distant voices, but she ignored it as she touched the point of the sword to the wooden panel, and it instantly blackened and started to smoke.
“The high ground. You said we needed the high ground.”
“Oh, that. No. I just needed you to follow me.”
“What the hell?” He glared at her. “Then what’s the real plan?”
The wooden panel burst into flames. The boards crackled for a moment, and then slowly caved in, falling into the dark passage below. Shifrah smiled. “This is the real plan. Run, hide, shoot. Repeat as necessary. Don’t worry. You’re doing great.” She slid the deadly burning blade back into its clay-lined scabbard and dashed down the dark stairwell, which was now partially illuminated by the bits of burning wood that had tumbled down into it.
They both clattered down the steps as quickly as they could in the dark. Down and down, passing no landings or openings, until Shifrah stumbled onto a stone floor. The stairs had ended. They stood in a small dark room with a single ray of soft blue light slicing along the floor on one side.
A door. Shifrah pressed her ear to the door and listened. Nothing. No one out there.
She carefully tried the handle, but it too was locked. Damn.
Drawing out the seireiken once more, she again heard the buzzing of distant voices, and this time she paused to rub her ear and opened her jaw, hoping to dispel the noise. When the babble continued unabated, Shifrah shook her head and pressed the point of the sword carefully to the door handle. The metal quickly glowed, brightening from dull red to bright yellow. The iron twisted, sagged, and finally fell to the floor with a dull wet slap. The door swung open.
Shifrah sheathed the sword and slipped out into the dark corridor. To her left at the far end of the tunnel she saw one of the tall bounty hunters looking down on the arena field. To her right was the open street. They went right.
As they jogged across the street and headed west down the main avenue, Kenan said, “Well, that wasn’t much of a plan, but it worked. Two down and two lost. If we’re lucky, there won’t be any more after us right now, at least not until Aker realizes his sword is missing and puts out another call for hired help.”
Shifrah rolled her eye. “I smashed in the bars of the window in the room where he was sleeping, Kenan. He probably woke up and figured out that someone took his sword about two seconds after I took his sword. He’s already coming for us, right now. The only advantage we have is our two-minute head start.”
“Which we just squandered running around the arena,” Kenan said. “So the only real advantage we have is that Aker doesn’t know where we’re going. Unless he’s working with the man on the roof, Anubis, and this is all one big set-up.”
“Do you honestly think that Aker, a brainless, whoring, hash-smoking thug, is working with a mysterious man who floats around on rooftops?”
Kenan laughed. “Aker is part of secret society of men with magic swords, so I’d say that all possibilities are firmly on the table.”
“It’s not magic and you know it.” Shifrah glared at him. They were well into the Songhai Quarter again and the morning foot traffic in the street was quickly growing as the locals left their homes for the shops, markets, and the new Eranian factories. They wove into the crowd, shuffling along no faster or slower than anyone else. “I trust Anubis. He was right about the window and the sword, and he was right about us, and I’m going to the rail yard, like he said.”
“He was right about us?” Kenan grinned. “So you do want to have my children?”
“Shut up, mister ashamed-of-your-own-love.” Shifrah sidestepped around a particularly slow-moving old woman and found a wall of white cloth and black muscles in her path.
The ageless youth frowned slightly. “You’re moving too slowly.”
“You!” Kenan stepped forward. “Who are you really?”
“You know my name,” Anubis said. “I made a promise to my cousin that I would see the two foreigners safely back to the rail yard with the sword of Aker El Deeb. That is all you need to know. But you might also wish to know that El Deeb and two dozen Shona and Zulu bounty hunters are approaching from the east. They have not seen you yet, but they will in a moment.”
“Can’t you just fly us away, like you did on the roof?” Kenan asked. “You know, poof?”
Anubis stared down at the detective. “No.”
“Then what would you suggest?” Shifrah slipped her hand into her jacket for her last knife as she glanced around the crowd in search of their pursuers. She suddenly felt very naked and exposed in her light olive skin.
If Kenan was wearing shabbier clothing, he might have been able to blend in by himself. As long as he kept his mouth shut. Not that it would do me any good.
“The Songhai Empire has no love for the Bantu kingdoms. Help is at hand,” Anubis said. He indicated a right turn at the next corner. “Go, quickly.”
Shifrah hurried past him, glancing back just once to see the stranger step into the shadows and vanish into a steamy mist. “When we get home, I’m going to have to learn that little trick.”
They jogged around the corner and found that the street ended just a few yards away at the front gates of a Songhai barracks. A dozen men in brown uniforms stood at attention on either side of the open gate, short sabers on their belts and single-shot rifles in their hands. Shifrah asked, “Do you know anything useful about the Songhai?”
“I know they like to shoot our men along the border of Marrakesh,” Kenan said. “But if you want a way to get them to protect us from Aker and a small army of Shona and Zulu warriors, then I can’t help you.”
“I thought you were the man with the plan.”
“I am, when I have time to come up with a plan.”
Shifrah grimaced. “Maybe it will be enough for us to just be here, close to the barracks. Maybe that will keep the bounty hunters from following us.”
They turned to watch the main street. A tall man strode into view, and then two more. They turned their heads slowly and stopped when they saw Shifrah and Kenan standing in the dead-end road in front of the barracks gates. A moment later, four more men joined them, and a step behind them followed Aker. The Aegyptian pointed at Shifrah, said something to his band of hunters, and the group started toward them.
“Nope,” Kenan said. “It won’t keep them from following us. Come on, think. We’ve got a gun, a knife, and a sword. How do we…?” The detective grinned.
“You have an idea?”
“Yeah, but you’re not going to like it,” he said.
She raised an eyebrow. “Just do it.”
Kenan winked and yanked the seireiken free of the scabbard on Shifrah’s back. He held the bright orange blade high over his head for all to see. “Do I have any bidders for an authentic aetherium sword? Step right up and buy a one-of-a-kind seireiken! We have only one left in stock and it is priced to sell! Do I have any bidders?” He went on shouting, making the offer in Mazigh and Espani.
Oh, great. Now everyone else will want to kill us too. Well, what the hell?
Shifrah took a deep breath and started echoing him in Eranian.
Every man in the Songhai ranks looked up. Every eye was fixed on the glowing sword. Several more men emerged from the gate to look. And behind Aker and his Bantu entourage, a handful of people began pointing and talking excitedly as they started forward.
“Okay, it looks like we have everyone’s attention,” Shifrah said. “Now dazzle me with your escape plan.”
“Follow me.” Kenan went on shouting about the great sword sale as he paced in lazy circles closer to the barracks gates, right down the dusty path between the two dozen guards in brown. Shifrah stayed at his side, announcing the imminent bidding war in Eranian.
But she kept her eye on Aker. He had brought his hired muscle most of the way down the dead-end road and now was hovering just beyond the Songhai soldiers, arguing with his men. She couldn’t hear him over Kenan’s yelling and the rising murmurs from the gathering crowd of gawkers and would-be bidders, but from Aker’s gestures she thought he was trying to convince the Bantu men to go closer to the soldiers.
The three men wearing tight-fitting red vests and white-beaded arm bands, whom Shifrah identified as Zulus, all shook their heads and walked away, vanishing into the crowd. But the five remaining hunters, who looked to be Shona from their patchwork trousers and intricately laced sandals, all stayed at Aker’s side and followed him toward the barracks.
“Now, Kenan,” Shifrah muttered. “Whatever you’re going to do, do it now.”
“No. It’s Aker’s move now.”
Shifrah watched the man in green, and he looked straight back at her, his eyes blazing with hate. He grabbed a pistol from one of the Shona men and aimed it at her. She yelled, “Gun! Get down!”
Half the crowd instantly ducked and a dozen people let loose shouts or screams of terror. The Songhai soldiers leveled their rifles at the Shona, and the Shona all raised their weapons in reply as several more bounty hunters jogged into the street. Shifrah grabbed Kenan as the detective sheathed the bright aetherium blade, and together they bolted into the crowd, putting two dozen soldiers between them and Aker.
“It’s my sword!” hollered Aker. “Put your guns down and give it to me!”
“Put your guns on the ground,” the soldiers hollered back.
“Lower your weapons!”
“Drop your guns!”
“Do it now!”
“Now!”
Shifrah didn’t see who fired the first shot.
Instantly the street transformed into a warzone of crackling gunfire, screaming civilians, moaning animals, twanging bullets, and running feet. In the surging mass of the terrified crowd, Shifrah felt a man elbow her aside, and she stepped on an arm, and a hand shoved her in the back.
She grabbed Kenan’s hand and ran.



Chapter 26. Qhora


The cellar was pitch black except for a single blinding ray of sunlight spearing down through a crack in the door. Qhora knelt by the door, peering into the crack. The room beyond the cellar appeared to be the inside of a shop, an empty shop with boarded-up windows.
“Well?” Salvator straightened his jacket and shook his rapier in its scabbard.
“All clear. It’s an empty room. And then we can just step out onto the street.”
“Can you see anyone on the street?”
“A few people,” Qhora said.
And that’s what we were waiting for. Although I’d hoped for more people, enough to shield us and mask our escape from the Temple of Osiris, but I guess we’ll have to settle for what we have.
“We should go now.”
“I agree.” The Italian gestured to the door.
Qhora led the way up into the empty shop and then cautiously out into the bright city streets. There were more than a few people out already, and more joining the press every few minutes. The shuffle of feet and clatter of hooves rose steadily, as did the dust.
“So. How on earth did you manage to get into the Temple?” Salvator asked. “I had to kill quite a few guards to do so myself, and I seem to have made a few enemies in the process. At least I managed to wrangle a few answers from those older gentlemen.”
“I surrendered,” Qhora said. “I surrendered to them, and they took me inside.”
Salvator snorted. “Well, that is just typical. A man has to fight his way inside, but a lady gets an armed escort.”
“They threatened to kill me.”
“Ah, well, there was much more equality there, then.”
The two walked to the end of the side street and joined the main stream of traffic on the broad avenue. Men and women padded by bearing baskets and crates, and rolling barrels in front of them. There were mule-drawn carts and ox-drawn wagons, men riding camels and women riding zebras, and even the occasional ostrich with a few cloth bundles on its back.
“It reminds me of home. A little.” Qhora nodded at a passing sivathera strutting past with a curtained carriage behind it. The huge beast snorted and bowed its long spotted neck toward a nearby horse.
“How unfortunate.” Salvator sniffed and winced. “I assume you did not find the Aegyptian or his sword.”
“No.”
The Italian stopped to survey the street with a squint in his eyes. “Well, my dear, it may be time to reassess our goals. I’ve learned what I came here to learn, and now I wish only to leave with my head still in place. We haven’t seen or heard a trace of our prey since we left Carthage. He may not even be in the city. Or he may have come here only to continue on to somewhere else. The only thing I know for certain is that the longer we stay, the more likely it becomes that we won’t live long enough to leave.”
Qhora nodded. “I know. And you’re right. We should go back to the rail yard and wait for Mirari, and then go home. Maybe when I return to Madrid I can hire someone to return here and find the Aegyptian for me. I have his name. I know where he lives. I suppose that will have to be enough for now.”
“More than enough.” Salvator resumed walking. He glanced up to their left. “I think your little friend has found you.”
“Mirari?” Qhora looked up just in time to see a clutter of wings and feathers and talons collide with her side. The nearby pedestrians stumbled back to avoid the harpy eagle as it flapped and shrieked, trying to balanced on the woman’s arm. Qhora grunted at the sudden weight of him, but she lifted her arm and allowed him to settle with his long talons locked around her bare skin. “Turi, you worthless thing. I suppose you spent the night gorging on fat city rats, or did you carry off a whole sheep to eat on some rooftop?”
Turi squawked and snapped his beak and blinked his huge golden eyes.
Qhora sighed and pressed on through the crowd with the Italian just behind her. She was only half certain that she was heading back to the rail yard, but she planned to wait a few more minutes before asking Salvator for directions.
“Dona Qhora!”
She turned to see a familiar masked face bobbing through the crowd, and then the rest of the Espani woman emerged, shouldering others aside roughly as she moved in a straight line across the street. And as she reached them, another figure emerged from her shadow. “Hello again,” Tycho said. “We’ve spent all night looking for you.”
“You’re both all right?” Qhora wrapped her arms around Mirari and squeezed her tight. “Thank the gods. And your God. How did you find me?”
“The bird,” she said.
“Ah.” Qhora smiled and stroked Turi’s head. “Good boy. You’re not so worthless after all.”
Tycho shook his head. “You scared me half to death last night, surrendering to them like that! I thought you’d gone mad.”
“It was a risk I was willing to take. But that’s all in the past now. What happened to you two last night?”
Mirari told her that they had followed her to the temple, then returned to the rail yard, and then returned to the Temple to wait and watch. “But my lady, I have news. We spoke with Captain Ohana. She knows of a way to free a soul from a seireiken!”
Qhora felt her heart seize in her chest. “But I thought that was impossible.”
“Apparently it’s not impossible. Just very difficult,” Tycho said.
“The captain said she was going to build a tool that could release the souls from the seireiken while we came to get you. If we bring her the sword, she might be able to free Don Lorenzo’s soul and let him find peace.” Mirari glanced at Salvator. “Did you have any luck finding the sword last night?”
“No. None.” The Italian shrugged. “I did have two very interesting conversations in between some lengthy sprints, and I nearly stole a seireiken for myself, but as you can see we managed to escape with only our lives and no other souvenirs. But that’s all in the past now, as your lady says. Dona Qhora was just telling me that it’s time for us to all be heading home.”
“No.” Qhora shook her head. “No, I’ve changed my mind. We’ve come this far. We’ve seen the one-eyed woman and the detective here in the city. And now we’ve learned how to free Enzo. We’ll stay at least one more day to learn where the Aegyptian is or went. Maybe we can find the detective again. He seemed reasonable, or at least more reasonable than the others. He might be willing to help us for a price.” Qhora turned and started back down the road toward the Temple. “We can ask people in the street. A one-eyed woman and a Mazigh gunslinger should be at least a little memorable, right Salvator?”
The Italian sighed.
Qhora glanced back once just to be sure the tall fencer was actually following her, and she noticed young Tycho shuffling along at the back of the group and falling behind. She paused to wait for him to come alongside her. “I’m sorry. You must be tired. We can go a little slower.”
“What?” He looked up and his worried frown vanished into a look of mild surprise. “Oh, no, I’m sorry, my mind was somewhere else. I’m fine. Don’t slow down on my account.” He quickened his pace.
“Were you thinking about Philo?” Qhora asked. “I’m sorry. I know how you feel. I’ve barely given myself an hour to think about Enzo. I…I think I just can’t right now. Maybe when we’re home, when I have my baby in my arms again, then I can stop and breathe and mourn.”
The dwarf touched her hand. “It’s a terrible thing, what’s happened to you. No one should ever have to see that, or feel that. I’m sorry for you, and for your son. But don’t be sorry for me. Philo lived a noble life, far longer than most. And he died in good health, with his wits about him, in service to our Lady and our city. But I wasn’t thinking about him just now. I was thinking about breakfast.” He grinned sheepishly.
“But…it’s been only half a day since…” Qhora frowned.
Spiro shrugged. “Death is a part of life, and I’ve been preparing myself for Philo’s death for years. And besides, that was yesterday. Today is a new day. Philo would want me to be working, to complete our task and all the tasks that will follow. So I need to find a seireiken for the Vlachian prince. And I would be honored to help you save your husband’s soul.” He smiled and bowed his head.
“Thank you.” Qhora focused on the road ahead.
Is it really so easy for him? Or is his bravado just an act for my benefit? Or maybe for his own benefit?
Their group turned the corner and looked down the next avenue where the towering Temple of Osiris loomed above all other buildings. Qhora was about to ask Fabris what sort of person they should question on the street when Mirari grabbed her and the Italian and pulled them close to the wall. “My lady, there is a small group leaving the Temple now. Ten warriors and an older man. They are coming this way.”
Qhora peeked out and quickly pulled back. “That’s Khai. The old one. He’s an important man in the temple. He’s the one they took me to, the one who said he would kill me. His seireiken has claimed so many souls that it burns white hot.”
“Really?” Tycho and Salvator said in unison.
The Italian frowned down at the Hellan and said, “I interviewed this same gentleman shortly before my history lesson in the forge with a man called Rashaken. I had hoped to kill both of them, but fate intervened.”
“What about the name Aker El Deeb? Did either of them mention him?”
“No. Why? Who is this El Deeb?”
“The man who killed my Enzo!”
“Ah.” Salvator shrugged. “Had you shared that little gem with me, I might have asked, but now we’ll never know, will we? And didn’t you say you spoke to him as well? Did you think to ask him about your Aker El Deeb? No? Hm. Well, anyway, this Khai person called himself the First Knight of his order. That might make him somewhat important. And someone else called him Master Khai. So I imagine the name Aker El Deeb will mean something to him if we ask. Politely.” The Italian drummed his fingers on the golden hilt of his rapier.
“I agree,” Qhora said. “We’ll follow them. Perhaps an opportunity will present itself for another interview.”
After Khai and his green guards went by, Qhora and her three companions eased out into the flow of pedestrians and sauntered down the middle of the avenue in a loose knot, never too close or at the same pace. They spread out a bit, letting other travelers and animals and vehicles pass in between them.
Qhora watched the old man’s back, and the heads of the men following him.
There will be a moment. A turn. A hesitation. An interruption. They’ll stop, or be distracted, and I’ll run in among them, right through the middle of them and put my knife to Khai’s throat and grab his seireiken and make him tell me where I can find Aker El Deeb.
But the moment never came. No one approached the men in green, no one drove a wagon through their ranks, no mad horse kicked over a cart, and no group of heedless children ran laughing into their midst.
Instead, Khai led his men swiftly through the streets of Alexandria away from the markets and soon Qhora saw long slender gardens and fountains running down the center of the avenue. The architecture of the buildings on either side shifted dramatically from the ancient sun-bleached stone slabs to dark red bricks, white columns, and gray marble blocks swirling with green veins. There were steepled roofs, glazed windows, shaded porticos, and colorful pennants snapping in the breeze high over head.
Tycho came closer to her and muttered, “The Royal Quarter. Permanent and temporary homes for the countless princes, generals, ambassadors, and high priests of Eran. Once the lords of Aegyptus reigned from here, when this was a free nation. Be careful. There will more guards and soldiers here.”
Qhora nodded. She’d already noted the armed men flanking the doors and lining the walkways beyond the walls and iron gates around some of the larger estates.
At the next intersection, Khai led his men to the right through an open gate and up a wide stair into a large colonnaded building that reminded Qhora slightly of the cathedrals of Tartessos and Cordoba back home. She paused at the gate, but Tycho walked right past her and began grunting his way up the steps. He glanced back at her with a grin. “It’s safe. This is the library. Part of the museum. It’s a school, open to all. At least, that’s what I’ve heard.”
Together they mounted the steps, passing a steady stream of young boys in simple white smocks carrying books and scrolls. At the top of the stair they entered a large rotunda with a dozen smaller doors leading away in every direction. Diverse works of art from Hellas, Eran, Italia, Punt, Kanem, Songhai, and India adorned the walls or balanced on small plinths, and the interior of the dome overhead was a golden lattice of slender rods holding stained glass portraits of dignified old men in beards and scholarly hats.
“That way.” Tycho pointed left and they followed him left.
At the end of the corridor they emerged into a large room of row upon row of shelves of books, as well as tables around which sat countless more young men in white smocks reading, writing, and yawning.
“There.” Salvator pointed to the far end of the room where Khai and his guards stood with two middle-aged scholars in white.
Qhora led the way along the right-hand wall, moving quickly and quietly behind the walls of books and scrolls until they were close enough to hear the men talking. The conversation was in Eranian, but Tycho provided a running translation.
“…and the next time that I request a document, I expect it to be delivered to me within the hour,” Khai said. “I contribute far too much time and money to this institution to be treated as a common student.”
“Sir, the blueprints that you requested are stored in the Red Room, and by the order of your own Master Rashaken, no document in the Red Room is ever to be copied or taken from the library, by anyone, for any reason,” the librarian said calmly.
“Why the hell are they in the Red Room? The original architectural drawings of Constantia are no military secret or arcane scientific knowledge. They’re just drawings!” Khai hissed.
Tycho grabbed Qhora’s sleeve. “Constantia?” he whispered.
“Keep translating,” she whispered back.
“Sir, I have my orders,” the librarian said dully. “If it is in the Red Room, then it is not to be copied or removed, but you are welcome to review them here, as always.”
Khai sneered. “Rashaken is an old man. When he dies, who do you think will be giving the orders here?”
“Most likely you, sir,” the librarian replied. “And I trust you will appreciate how precisely this institution follows your orders then, as we follow Master Rashaken’s orders now. I doubt, sir, that you would want your orders countermanded by a subordinate, even a high-ranking subordinate, particularly a high-ranking subordinate who presumes to undermine your authority on the grounds that he will one day replace you.”
Khai’s sneer twisted into an unpleasant smile. “I suppose there is something to be said for your integrity, as blind and thoughtless as it may be. Take me to the Red Room and present the drawings of Constantia. And call a scribe. I need to dictate several letters while I review the drawings.”
“Yes, sir. What languages will you require of the scribes?”
Khai sighed. “Eranian, Hellan, Raskan, and Vlachian. And Rus, if anyone knows it.”
“Very good, sir.” The librarian led Khai and the others to the end of the reading room and they disappeared through a door stained dark red.
“What is he doing?” Tycho asked. He looked from Qhora to Salvator. “What is he going to do about Constantia? Who is he going to write to? He could be planning something, anything! An invasion. A pact with the Ruslanders, or with the Vlachian prince? If he makes an alliance with Vlachia before my lady, then Constantia will be surrounded by enemies!”
“Be quiet, little man.” The Italian exhaled slowly. “No one cares about your little city.”
“I care!” Tycho snapped.
“Shut up! Both of you!” Qhora held up her hand, but she wasn’t looking at either of them. She was looking across the room to the door through which they had entered a moment ago. A man in green hurried down the center aisle, spoke briefly with one of the librarians, and then dashed to the dark red door through which Khai had left. Qhora frowned. “That doesn’t look good.”
A shout echoed from the room beyond the red door.
“Doesn’t sound good, either,” Tycho said.
The red door swung open and Khai strode out, moving so quickly he was almost running. His green guards dashed out close on his heels, the other scholars and librarians scattered to avoid them as they crossed the room, and all the while Khai muttered to his men.
When they were gone, Qhora touched Tycho’s shoulder. “He said the name Aker. I heard him. Did you hear him? What was he saying?”
“I couldn’t hear much. Something about the Bantu and Songhai and trains.”
“Trains?” Salvator frowned. “What about trains?”
“I don’t know, but they’re going there now,” Tycho said. “To the trains.”
Qhora looked at Mirari. “Trains. You said you went back to the rail yard to see the captain. Is there some chance you were followed by these Bantu or Songhai?”
“I did not think so, but…” The masked woman hesitated. “It is possible.”
“Oh, no.” Qhora started for the door. “Come! Hurry!”



Chapter 27. Taziri


She stepped back from the strange addition to the front of the Halcyon and said, “Okay, I think we’re all set up here.”
Bastet smiled. “It looks like an elephant.”
Taziri frowned at the cowl covering the propeller and the long wet hose hanging off it. “Maybe a little.” She turned her attention back to the nozzle at the other end of the hose. She’d already sealed the nozzle onto the hose and clamped a heavy electrode on the side of the nozzle so that it poked out over the opening, and now she was pawing through a small box of screws so she could wire the electrode to the Halcyon ’s battery.
“I hope the others come back soon,” Bastet said. “I really want to see your machine work.”
“So do I,” Taziri muttered as she attached the wire to the electrode. A second wire, screwed into the opposite side of the nozzle, hung down loose on the ground. She paused to study the rough assemblage of clamps, mismatched hardware, wicker basket, and equine intestinal tubing. “When I write this up for the journals, I’m going to lie about the hose. I’m sorry, I just have to.”
The young girl smiled. “Are you all done?”
“Yeah.”
“So how does it work?”
Taziri shrugged. “It’s pretty simple. We turn on the engine to spin the propeller, which blows air into the cowl, which funnels the air into the hose at high speed, and it comes out the nozzle here. That’s our fuel, compressed air. I touch this loose wire to the sword and then I throw this little switch,” she pointed to the little metal hook that had been the lid on a can of beans until recently, “and we get a little electrical spark across nozzle, right through the air stream to the sword, like a tiny bolt of lightning. If I did it right, then this spark with ignite the air stream and we will have ourselves a plasma torch.”
“How hot will it be?”
“I have absolutely no idea. Very hot, I’m guessing.” Taziri pulled out her heavy leather gloves and laid them on her knee. “So, you’re really four thousand years old?”
“Yep.”
“What was school like four thousand years ago?”
“I never went to school, but I did have a tutor for a few years. Grandfather arranged it. I learned to read and write, court etiquette, politics, poetry, history. The usual.”
“What about mathematics and science?”
Bastet shook her head. “I suppose I could, but I’m not really interested.”
Taziri frowned. “Are you sure? Because you seem pretty interested.”
The girl laughed. “No, Hasina seemed pretty interested. I’m more…amused. I like you. And I like to see new things. But I have no desire to dress like you and travel like you and scrounge for parts like you.”
Taziri nodded. “Fair enough. Do you still want to help test the plasma torch?”
“Oh yes!”
For the next few minutes, Bastet sat in the pilot’s seat while Taziri showed her how to start the Halcyon ’s engine and throttle up the power to increase the speed of the propeller. “We’ll need it at full power to get full air compression,” Taziri said. “But we only have enough fuel to run the engine for a few minutes, so we’ll have to wait for Qhora to return before we can start it. There won’t be enough fuel for even a quick test. We’ll just have to fire it up and hope for the best.”
“What’s this one do?” Bastet reached down for the big lever to the left of her seat.
“Don’t touch that one!” Taziri pointed at the wing release lever. “That would be very bad. Whatever you do, don’t pull the big lever.”
“Okay.” The girl nodded seriously. “I won’t touch the big lever.”
For the next half hour, they sat together in the shade of the Halcyon telling stories about what it was like to grow up as a schoolgirl in Marrakesh or as a priestess in ancient Aegyptus, which was called Kemet before the Persians and the Hellans arrived. Their stories had little in common, and thus they kept entertained by interrupting each other with questions.
“You hear that?” Taziri looked up. She could see nothing but the wall of freight cars that hid the Halcyon from curious eyes, but which also hid the small train station and the street beyond from them. “Sounds like shouting. Sounds like a fight.”
Two gunshots rang out.
Bastet grinned. “You know, it just might be a fight. I’ll take a look.” She stood up and vanished in a soft swirling of aether.
Taziri set down her hose and nozzle and began rolling up her left sleeve to uncover her brace. The bright aluminum wrapping around her forearm gleamed in the morning sunlight. She released the top plate and the small revolver popped up with a soft hiss and the trigger mechanism swung around into her left palm so she could fire it one-handed. When she had first used the original tool tube as a makeshift flare cannon and shotgun, she’d told herself that she was just improvising. But only a few months later she had decided to build the custom revolver attachment for the brace. Not to be worn every day, of course, and never around the house. But on business trips or when working late nights because, well, even a city as civilized as Tingis had its dangers for a woman walking alone in the dark.
Bastet swung into view around the end of the last freight car. “You might want to come see this!”
Taziri jogged to the end of the line and looked out over the train platform and saw two figures running toward the end of the rail yard. The first was a hawk-faced woman in a white jacket with a patch over one eye and a sword in her arms.
Why does she look familiar?
The second runner was a young man with a stubbly scalp, a black leather jacket, and a matte black revolver in his hand.
Well, I know why he looks familiar.
Taziri stepped out from the freight cars and raised her empty hand. “Hello Kenan!”
Both of them slowed to a jog as they looked for the source of the cry, and then seeing the Mazigh woman, they jumped down off the platform and hurried across the gravel yard.
“Captain?” Kenan hustled forward, his face shining with sweat. “You? You’re the one who sent the guide?”
“Guide? What guide?” Taziri swung her gun-arm to the woman in white. “Who’s your friend?”
“This is Shifrah,” he said. “You wouldn’t know her, she’s from the east.”
“Oh, I know her.” Taziri nodded.
I couldn’t forget that face. I guess she didn’t spend too much time in jail after all.
The one-eyed woman frowned, then glared. “You!”
“You’ve met?” Kenan asked.
“Your captain here tried to blow me up,” Shifrah said.
“Your girlfriend here tried to hijack the Halcyon. The first Halcyon,” Taziri said. “Back in Arafez during the riots.”
Kenan blinked. “Well, we can chat about that later. We have the sword used to kill Don Lorenzo, and the killer is chasing us with quite a few of his angry friends. Is this your locomotive? We need to go, right now. The guide said we could leave from here.”
“What guide?” Taziri said. Frowning, she lowered her gun, but kept an eye on the woman in white.
“The guide,” Kenan sputtered. “The big black guy with the magical disappearing act?”
“Anubis!” Bastet stepped out from behind the freight car. “Anubis came to you? He told you to come here?”
“Yes, right, Anubis. That’s him.” Kenan nodded.
“Idiot!” Bastet kicked a pile of gravel across the yard. The stones flew over the rail lines and crackled against the old train station like gunfire. “I sent him to help the others. Mirari and Tycho. Not you. That big idiot!”
“What?” Taziri’s gaze wandered up to the platform again. There was a dust cloud rising behind the little train station office, and a vague chorus of angry voices echoed across the streets. “Is Anubis the cousin you went to visit last night? What did you tell him to do?”
Bastet crossed her arms and pouted. “I told him there were two foreigners in the city and he had to help them get the seireiken with the Espani’s soul in it. I told him the name, Aker El Deeb. I even told him what they looked like. A short man with a gun and a tall woman with a knife wearing a mask.”
Taziri looked over at Kenan with his revolver, and at Shifrah with her eye patch and a lone stiletto in her belt. The captain started to laugh.
“I’m not that short,” Kenan muttered.
“Not as short as the man we’re talking about.” Taziri smiled. “But you’ve got the sword, and that’s what matters right now. I’ve got a little science experiment set up back here. We’re all ready to set Don Lorenzo’s soul free. Or as ready as we’re going to be under the circumstances.”
Kenan made a sour face. “You too? With the souls and the ghosts?”
“It’s all real, Kenan,” Taziri said. “Just accept it and move on.”
“Moving on is a good idea. Once we’re out of the city, you can do all the science experiments that you want.”
Taziri shook her head as she walked back toward the Halcyon. “We’re not going anywhere until Qhora and the others get back. And besides, this big bird is out of petrol. The only way out of here is by hitching a ride with another locomotive.”
Kenan glared at her. “I’m sensing a running theme with your career in transportation. Crash this, cripple that. Can’t you keep anything working?”
Taziri stopped and turned to face him, finding him a hair shorter than herself. She said quietly, “The Halcyon III works just fine, thanks. I had no idea we were going to fly as far as Alexandria, but we had to chase a certain murderer out of Carthage. Maybe if a certain detective had been more interested in catching killers than helping them escape, none of us would be here right now.”
Kenan looked away. “Yeah, well, we all have our problems.”
“Look alive, people, we have a visitor.” Shifrah pointed back at the platform.
Taziri turned and saw a young man trotting toward them. He wore green and he appeared to be unarmed, but the two taller gentlemen jogging behind him both had single-shot pistols and long knives in their hands. She leveled her revolver at them. “Is that who I think it is?”
“Aker El Deeb.” Kenan nodded. “Watch yourself. He has anger issues.”
“I want my sword!” the man in green yelled.
Shifrah held up the sheathed blade and called out, “This sword?”
“Careful,” Kenan muttered. “He’s got friends.”
“Only two,” Taziri said.
“No.” Kenan pointed at the station platform. “More than two.”
Taziri watched as a small battle of at least three dozen men raged into view and began creeping closer to the rail yard. The men were yelling and punching and wrestling and grappling. Fists were flying, knives flashed in the sun, and the occasional tooth or spatter of blood flew through the air. A frightened crowd of gawkers had formed a ring around the violence, all of them pressing back a good distance from the fray, all of them pale and wide-eyed, but none of them trying to flee.
“My sword! Now!” Aker pointed at Shifrah. Both of his Shona associates aimed and fired. One bullet twanged off a freight car by the woman’s head, but the other struck her square in the shoulder and she dropped the seireiken as she stumbled back into Kenan.
The detective caught her as she fell and quickly helped her back around the freight car and out of the line of fire. Taziri fired two shots back at the men, missing both by wide margins, and then she too dove out of sight behind the freight cars.
Bastet hovered at the corner, peeking out. “He got the sword…and now he’s leaving!”
Kenan looked at Taziri. “You didn’t pick up the sword?”
“I was a little busy covering you!”
“I’ll get him!” Bastet grinned as she hopped out into the open.
“No, get back here!” Taziri reached for the girl, but she was already too far away.
Bastet yanked the curved bronze sword off her shoulder and swung it around in a lazy arc through the air, and then swung it down sharply into the gravel at her feet. A tiny shockwave raced through the earth, but from behind the freight car Taziri could only listen to the small rocks pelting the men and the men roaring obscenities back. Bastet scampered back to the others and said, “Okay, that made them really mad. And bloody. They’re coming back here. Should I get the cats back here?”
Taziri shook her head at her as Kenan leaned Shifrah against the wheel of the freight car. The woman was clutching her shoulder, her eye half-lidded, her lip trembling.
Taziri guessed the bullet had shattered the one-eyed woman’s collarbone, or something equally important and painful. The detective moved in front of his companion, raised his revolver, and whispered, “We open fire the moment they step into view.”
Taziri frowned. “I’m really not keen on a gunfight at point blank range. Get her into the Halcyon.” She pointed at Shifrah. “Those gunmen out there are carrying single-shot irons, so they are out of bullets for the moment. Let me deal with this.”
Kenan didn’t hesitate or argue. He scooped up Shifrah and jogged her back to the Halcyon ’s hatch, and began heaving her up into the cabin.
Bastet grabbed the pilot’s sleeve. “What are you going to do? I don’t want you to die.”
Taziri smiled. “That makes two of us. Come on. Time for a little science.” They dashed back to the Halcyon just as they heard the crunch of gravel rounding the end of the freight car. Taziri yanked on her heavy leather gloves and pulled her flight goggles down over her eyes. Then she grabbed her hose and nozzle and waved the girl up into the cockpit. “Just like I showed you. Engine on, throttle to one quarter. Go!”
Bastet leapt through the hatch as the man named Aker yelled out, “Looks like all your friends left you here alone to die!” He stepped into the narrow corridor between the long shining locomotive and the dirty old freight cars. His two associates hung behind him, blocking the path back into the rail yard. Aker drew out the seireiken, the blade rippling with fiery colors, bathing the sides of the cars in an angry orange light.
So that’s what we came all this way for. Impressive.
“I hope not.” Taziri glanced at the little revolver poking out of her arm brace, briefly wondered if she could handle both the hose and the gun at the same time, and decided that she probably couldn’t. “I don’t want to hurt you or anyone else!” She paused as the Halcyon ’s engine rumbled to life and the propeller began to roar inside the makeshift cowl. The hose flexed and shuddered in her hands and she felt the air blowing out the nozzle. “Well, that’s not true. You killed my friend. I want to hurt you a lot, actually. But I’ll settle for the sword. Put it down and walk away and no one gets hurt.” She glanced back at the open hatch behind her where she could just barely see the one-eyed woman’s slumped head. “No one else gets hurt.”
Aker swung his burning sword in quick vicious circles and demonstrated a short lunge. “I’ve killed women before. But I don’t think I’ve ever killed an engineer. I’m interested to see what I’ll be able to do after I’ve added your soul to my collection. Maybe I’ll be able to drive my own train.” He settled into a fencer’s stance. “I’ll try to make this quick and painless, but if you start fighting back, well, I can’t make any promises.”
Taziri placed her finger over the switch that would connect the current to the electrode on the nozzle, and she picked up the loose wire from the ground. “Bastet! Half throttle!”
The engine growl rose to a low droning and the hose jerked in her hands. She clutched it tightly, praying that the horse gut would hold together just a little longer. The tips of her fingers could feel the blast of air coming through the nozzle.
Now or never.
Taziri hurled the loose wire at the bright sword and she flipped her switch closed. A sharp sizzling hiss erupted from the electrode as a tiny snapping arc of energy appeared in the center of the air jet. The tiny bolt of lightning twisted and writhed along the wire, which had fallen across the seireiken and promptly melted onto it.
Aker grinned. “Stupid woman.” And he leapt forward, sword raised to strike.
“Full throttle!” Taziri shouted over the drone of the engine. The Halcyon roared louder and the hose yanked her to the left as it tried to straighten itself out with the increased air pressure, but she wrestled it down, falling to one knee to hold it steady. The jet of air shooting through the nozzle, through the electric arc, began to flash and woof as tiny fire balls formed in the compressed air stream. “Come on, come on! Now! Now!”
Aker winced at the blast of air in his face, but he took the last step toward her and swung his fiery blade at her neck.
The jet of compressed air fully ignited, transforming from an invisible wind into a jet of electric blue hellfire almost as long as the seireiken itself. The flash of light was so bright and hot that Taziri jerked back from it instinctively, falling back and to her side even as she pushed the blazing plasma torch up and away from her face. The scorching plasma stream blasted through the seireiken as easily as a knife through water, and the liquefied aetherium blade first bloated outward in soft metallic bubbles and then twisted apart as the end of the sword fell away from the hilt to drip and plop and splatter on the ground. Aker dropped the seireiken’s hilt as he threw up his hands to protect his face, and Taziri swung the plasma torch down to drench the entire sword in blue flame. The golden steel shriveled and faded to a dark gray puddle in a matter of seconds as a hot, foul cloud steamed up into the air.
For a moment, Taziri stared at the boiling puddle of aetherium on the ground and the roaring plume of scorching plasma in her hand, all dimmed and discolored through the thick lenses of her goggles. And then the Halcyon ’s engine sputtered and died.
The hose fell limp in her hands as the air jet whistled away to nothing.
Taziri released the switch and the hissing electric arc vanished. She dropped the melted nozzle and stood up, brushing the dust from her pants. Aker sat on the ground a few yards away, clutching his face and gasping for breath. His two men remained at the end of the train, frowning.
Bastet poked her head out the hatch. “What happened?”
“Get back inside!” Taziri pointed her brace-gun at the men. “And you two. You can go. Forget about your boss here and forget everything you just saw, too.”
The men didn’t move.
Bastet called out in Eranian to them.
Oh right. Wrong language. Taziri grimaced as the weight of her brace-gun began to ache in her shoulder.
Still the men didn’t move. One of them started to reload his pistol.
“No! I warned you!” Taziri yanked the trigger of her revolver. No bang. Not even a click. The trigger had jammed. Taziri stared at the useless lump of steel on her arm, and then she started banging her free hand on it as she pulled on the frozen trigger. “No, no, no! Dammit!”
The bounty hunter snapped his pistol shut and looked at her. Taziri blinked.
They’re both standing awfully close to the Halcyon. Maybe close enough.
“Bastet!” Taziri kept her eyes locked on the pistol rising to point at her heart. “Pull the big lever!”
“But you said-”
“Pull it now!”
A sharp clang echoed inside the locomotive and the outer wall of the Halcyon clicked and hissed and slammed outward on its hinges, right down onto the two bounty hunters. The unfolding wing smashed both of them in the heads and shoulders, sending them sprawling to the ground. They moaned and rolled over, crawled out from under the wing, and scrambled away across the rail yard.
Taziri blew out the breath she was holding. “Thank you! All clear. You can push the lever back into place now.”
As the Halcyon ’s wings slowly retracted to restore its train-like camouflage, Kenan jumped down from the hatch and walked over to her. He nudged the gray puddle on the ground with the toe of his boot, and the entire puddle shifted as a solid mass. “Already cold,” he said. “What does that mean?”
“It means the souls are all free,” Taziri said. She looked up, half expecting to see faces or heavenly lights all around them, but there was nothing but the freight cars and the clear blue sky. “Don Lorenzo is free.”
“If you say so.” Kenan paced over to the man in green and kicked him in the leg. “Hey you. Get up. You’re under arrest for the murder of Lorenzo Quesada.”
A deep thud shuddered through the earth and Taziri turned to see a tall slender man with jet black skin standing by the Halcyon ’s nose. He wore a simple white tunic belted with gold, shining gold arm-bands, gold rings, gold hair-beads, and a small golden heart on a cord around his neck. His face was hidden behind a black mask sculpted like the face of a dog or jackal. The straight black staff in his hand rested on the ground. “I see you have all arrived safely,” he said. “My task is complete.”
“Anubis!” Bastet leapt from the hatch. “You idiot! You brought the wrong ones!”
But the young man thumped his staff on the earth and his entire body burst apart into a cloud of aether that vanished on the hot wind.
“Oh no you don’t!” Bastet glanced over her shoulder as she pulled her cat mask down over her face. “Good bye, captain! It was nice to meet you!” And she rippled apart into a sparkling white mist.
Taziri waved to the girl who was no longer there, but a cry of pain drew her attention back to the yard. She jogged to the end of the freight cars and looked out at the station. The Bantu and the Songhai were still trading punches, but had left a trail of bodies across the platform. Behind and around the station office she could still see the crowd of gawkers watching the morning’s entertainment.
Then a shout went up among the onlookers. They all turned to the east end of the street, some pointing, but most shuffling in the opposite direction. Then more and more of them began backing away from the east end of the street, moving faster and faster out of sight.
Taziri squinted where they were pointing and called over her shoulder. “Hey Kenan! You might want to reload your gun.” She pulled a screwdriver from her pocket and started fiddling with her brace-gun to unjam the trigger mechanism.
“Why?”
“It looks like your prisoner has some more friends.”



Chapter 28. Qhora


They hurried along the edge of the street, trailing Khai and his column of green-robed swordsmen. The Aegyptians broke into a sprint shortly after leaving the library, and now they all raced across the city, crashing through the early morning press of people and animals.
“My lady,” Mirari said, “should I run ahead to warn the captain? She may be in danger.”
“No. These men might follow you, or they might hear you once you arrive.” Qhora grimaced at the thought of Taziri alone in the rail yard, unprotected and unsuspecting. “If the captain sits still and remains quiet locked inside the Halcyon, she probably has a better chance of remaining hidden.”
I hope.
“And what exactly are we going to do when we arrive at the yard and find a company of Osirians, and the Bantu, and the Songhai, and God knows who else between us and the train?” Salvator asked. “There are only four of us.”
A high-pitched cry drew Qhora’s gaze up to the pale blue sky and she squinted at the tiny black shape wheeling high overhead. “Five.”
“We need a plan,” the Italian insisted.
“You’re welcome to make one,” Qhora said. “But we’re going to save the captain, one way or another. She and I are both going home to our children.”
They ran on, and Qhora found herself dashing through markets and past fountains that she had no memory of. On the night they arrived in the city, Salvator had led them to the docks to hire his thugs and to await the steamer from Carthage, and she had been in no mood for sight-seeing. But now she had no idea how far they were from their destination, nor what landmarks would announce their arrival.
In the distance a noise was growing. It was the noise of countless voices raised in wordless emotion. Fear. Anger. Hate. Excitement. Men and women shouted, stone clinked, steel clanged, and boots crackled as they slid across the dusty ground. Qhora gripped her lone stiletto as Salvator and Mirari drew their longer blades. The Osirians slowed their pace as they turned the last corner, and then they drew their swords. A dozen seireikens, some burning dark orange and others burning bright gold, hissed and sizzled in the dusty air.
Across the street a lone woman screamed, and then others screamed, and then the mass of pedestrians began to run, scrambling and clawing and running away from the fiery swords. Some men fell and were trampled by their panicking neighbors, but the streets were wide enough and the crowds were thin enough that most of the people escaped quickly, and the stragglers were able to rise and limp away as well.
Beyond the men in green Qhora could see an angry line of dirty, bloody brawlers. Some looked to be the darker men of the Bantu kingdoms and she recognized the others as the brown-clad soldiers of Songhai. Some of them still had their hands around each others’ throats and their knives dripping with each others’ blood. But when the Sons of Osiris drew their bright swords, the battle slowed and came to a full stop as every eye turned to look at the green men.
With equal slowness and care, the Bantu and Songhai men pulled apart, releasing each other from their death grips to stand in a ragged line, all bruised and bloodied, staring at the newcomers. Qhora put out her arms, motioning her comrades to stay back with her in the shadows behind the Sons of Osiris to wait and watch.
Khai stood in the center of his men with his searing white sword in his hand. He flicked the tip of his seireiken at the battered fighters across the street in front of the train station. “Kill them all. And bring me Aker.”
The Sons of Osiris dashed forward with grace and power, driving in straight lunges and whirling in fiery arcs to cut down their enemies. A few of the Bantu raised their pistols only to be hacked to pieces. The Songhai raised their rifles, but the seireiken blades sliced through the barrels and stocks as though the iron and wood were soft cheese and bread, leaving blacked stumps and smoldering embers in their wake. Common gray blades shattered like kindling before the aetherium swords.
After a mere ten seconds of brave yelling and charging, the Bantu and Songhai turned in a white-eyed frenzy and fled the street, leaving more than twenty of their brothers-in-arms lying dead in the dust. Cauterized limbs and stumps dotted the ground, but not a single drop of blood fell to the earth. The wounds smoked and the men’s clothing flickered with tiny tongues of fire.
Dear gods of heaven and earth. Qhora stared. How can I get past such warriors? How can I save the captain? How can I save myself?
“Aker!” Khai roared. He strode to the edge of the train platform to survey the rail yard below him. “Aker! If you wish to continue in my service, you will show yourself now!”
There was no answer.
Mirari leaned close to Qhora’s ear. “Now?”
“Not yet,” she whispered back.
“You and you.” Khai indicated two of his men. “Search the yard.”
The two men jumped down from the platform to the dusty ground but stopped short. Qhora saw a man step out from behind the row of old freight cars at the rear of the yard. She recognized Aker, but his features were obscured by a half-mask of red and black ruin down the side of his face. And extending from behind the safety of the freight cars there was a hand holding a matte black revolver.
“We have Aker!” a man shouted. “He’s wanted for murder and he’s going to stand trial in Marrakesh. Leave this place now.”
Khai grunted. He nodded at the Osirians assembled beside him and said, “Go get him, and kill whoever else is back there.”
“Now?” Mirari whispered. “It must be now!”
Qhora leapt up and ran across the street. “Stop! Stop! All of you!”
The Sons of Osiris, scattered across the yard, turned to peer up at her. Khai frowned over his shoulder at her. “You.”
Qhora dashed to the edge of the platform some fifteen yards down from the elderly man in green and stared back at him. “You can have Aker. There’s no need for more killing. No one will try to stop you.” She shouted across the yard, “Captain? It’s Qhora! Let Aker go! Do it now, please!”
The black revolver pulled back behind the freight car and Aker staggered forward, an angry glare twisting his bloody face.
“Very good,” Khai said. He glanced at her. “You see? Civilized people are so much more useful than barbarous ones.” He called out to his men, “Kill the foreigners and bring me their possessions.”
“No!” Qhora shrieked as she drew her stiletto and ran toward Khai.
The older man merely shifted his weight and raised the tip of his searing white blade. Two of his men down in the yard paused to watch their master while the others proceeded toward the freight cars. “Hm.” Khai peered at her through tired eyes. “Will your soul teach me to speak your barbarian language? Or to ride on birds?” The corner of his mouth twisted up for a brief moment.
A single gunshot cracked across the train station, echoing off the pale blue sky. Khai’s head snapped to the side as the man twisted forward and tumbled off the platform into the rail yard.
Tycho strode out of the shadows, the smoking white revolver in his hand. He came to the edge of the platform and fired a second shot into the body below. “That’s for Constantia.” He picked up the blazing white seireiken. “And this is for Philo.”
Salvator and Mirari stepped out from the station office to stand beside the dwarf. The green men in the yard had stopped short when the first shot was fired and now they stood all over the space between their dead master and Aker exchanging confused and angry looks.
Qhora looked at the Hellan and then she looked out at the Sons of Osiris. “All of you, listen to me! Go now and we’ll let you live. Go home!”
The swordsmen formed ranks, six facing the platform and five facing Aker and the locomotive behind him.
Qhora eyed the nearest orange seireiken as she called out, “Captain! Look out! They’re coming for you!”
Taziri Ohana stepped out from behind the freight cars. She had her left arm raised with a silvery revolver mounted on her silvery brace. Beside her was the Mazigh detective with the black revolver. They leveled their guns at the green men.
“This is your last chance to leave!” Qhora shouted. “Go now!”
The six warriors facing the platform charged forward. Salvator whipped his rapier about in flashing circles and fell back as two of the fiery blades came at him. Mirari whirled away with her long knife and hatchet in hand as a third man came at her.
Qhora raised her stiletto to hurl at the fourth man in front of her, but then a gunshot rang out and the man dropped to the ground. Tycho fired again and again, killing the two closest to him, and then he turned and shot the man chasing Mirari across the street.
“You’re a very good shot,” Qhora said.
“I have good eyes,” the Hellan said with a weary little smile. He pointed his revolver at the last two men near Salvator.
Click. Click.
Tycho’s eyes went wide. The two swordsmen stopped, turned, and charged back toward the dwarf. The one on the left held his seireiken high in both hands as though ready to chop the Hellan in half from brain to bowels. The one on the right held his blade low and to the side, preparing to slice his target across the waist.
In that moment, Qhora saw the useless gun shake in Tycho’s hand, and she saw the gun fall to the ground. It thudded on the planks of the platform with a hollow wooden thump.
Qhora leapt forward, reaching out toward Tycho, reaching toward his shoulder to dig both hands into his shirt and haul him bodily away from the two men, but she missed.
Tycho wasn’t there anymore. He was running toward the two men, and he was clutching the white-hot seireiken in both hands. The first attacker sliced straight down and the Hellan hurled himself aside to let the orange blade crunch into the platform boards. At the same moment, the second man sliced across and clanged his sword against the one lodged in the platform floor. Tycho swung the white sword in a level arc and it smashed through both of the fiery blades and blazed through both men’s knees. The men fell to the ground, silent and still and pale. Their broken swords lay in pieces on the platform, gray and cold.
Before she could speak, a chorus of gunfire drew Qhora’s gaze out to the rail yard. The other five green men all lay on the ground, all of them groaning and writhing as they clutched their shattered knees and bloody legs. Their swords lay bright in the dust, illuminating the haze with their hellish glow.
“There! Do you see that?” the detective shouted at the men on the ground. “That’s what happens when you bring magic swords to a gun fight!”
And the captain muttered back something that sounded like, “You do know it’s not really magic, right?”
Qhora looked around the platform and the street and the yard. Everyone was gone, or dead, or whimpering. No one was running. No one was shooting. A soft, warm breeze gently brushed the dust away to better reveal the stillness of the train station. Taziri put her fingers to her forehead in a little salute.
Qhora waved back. Then she hopped down from the platform and walked slowly and quietly across the gravel yard, stepping carefully over the train tracks and bodies, and looked up at the last man in green still standing.
“Aker El Deeb.” She said it calmly and softly. “You killed my husband. You stole his soul. Where is your sword?”
The man glanced back over his shoulder.
“It’s here.” Taziri pointed to the ground. “I destroyed it. Melted it down. All the souls are free. Lorenzo is free, Qhora. It’s over.”
He’s free. He’s at peace. It’s over.
Qhora cleared her throat and looked at the bloody, haggard face of Aker El Deeb. “Were you under orders? Were you hired to kill my husband?”
He spat in the dirt. “No.”
“That night, did you come to rob us?”
“No.”
“Did you come to rape me?”
He grinned. “No.”
“Would you have killed the rest of us that night, if you could have? Me, Mirari, Alonso? My baby? If you could have, would you?”
He shrugged. “Probably.”
She let her gaze drift across the yard, no longer seeing the bodies or the buildings or the trains. They were all just meaningless blurs of color and light. “So, that night, you came to kill him because you wanted to kill him. You wanted another soul for your sword. You wanted his skills. You wanted to steal his strength to make yourself a better killer.”
Aker snorted and tried to straighten up a bit taller, but he winced and put his hand to the burned side of his neck. “Yeah, something like that. It was worth it, too. I could fight like him.”
“No, you couldn’t,” Qhora said. For a moment, the sun-bleached gravel almost looked like the glaring snowfields of Espana, and then like the pale beaches at Cartagena, and then like the bright streets of Cusco.
So many places I’d rather be, so far away, so far from where I am.
And what I am.
And who I am.
She swallowed. “During the war, Enzo fought for his survival, and for his king, and for his fellow soldiers. After the war, Enzo fought to protect the people he cared for, and even to protect people he didn’t know. And as a teacher, Enzo fought for peace and justice. He wanted to end war. All war. He hasn’t…he hadn’t killed anyone for many years. I remember once,” she smiled, “we were attacked in the street and Enzo pretended to kill those men because he didn’t think I’d understand why he left them alive.”
“Oh?” Aker winced. “And you understand now? Now that you’re all civilized and holy?”
“No.” Qhora stared at him blankly. “I’ve tried for years to understand why such a gifted warrior as my Enzo would leave his enemies alive, why he would show mercy to people who wanted him dead, and why he was so humble. He deserved to be proud. He was strong and brave. A soldier, a hero, a teacher. Everyone loved him and respected him. But he clung to his faith, to his three-faced god.” She touched the triquetra medallion on her chest. “Uphold the Father’s justice, defend the Mother’s life, and temper all things with the Son’s mercy and compassion. It is the Espani way. It was Enzo’s way.” She paused to look down at the little golden disk in her hand. “But it isn’t my way.”
Aker grimaced. “What are you going to do with me?” He glanced over his shoulder at the two Mazighs. Taziri was reloading the gun bolted to her arm. The detective had already reloaded his black revolver and was staring flatly at the Aegyptian.
“I’m giving you to the Mazighs. You’ll go back to Marrakesh. You’ll stand trial. You’ll go to prison. Or maybe they’ll execute you. I don’t know. I doubt they’ll torture you. That isn’t their way. But to honor my husband’s love of justice, you will live to stand trial. I swear that.” She tilted her head back to look at the sky. A single faint strand of cloud stretched from east to west, torn and driven by the sea wind. “But that isn’t enough for me.”
She felt her chest drawing in, crushing her ribs around her heart. It hurt just to breathe and a dozen tiny claws seemed to be tearing at her throat, making it harder and harder to speak. The rims of her eyes burned. She pressed her lips tightly together for a moment. “You took my husband from me. And you took my son’s father. Forever. So now I will take something of yours. Forever.” She swallowed and steadied her voice, and then screamed, “TURIIIIIII!!!!!!!”
The harpy eagle screamed a wordless scream high overhead, a scream that shredded the sky and pierced the ear, a scream that was more than inhuman, a scream beyond rage or hate. It was a herald’s cry. A god’s cry.
Qhora raised the tip of her knife to point at Aker’s face, and the man glared at her and then up at the sky. Instantly his face was transformed into a mask of wide-eyed terror and the man spun and took three running steps before the enormous vengeful mass of feathers and talons streaked out of the sky and smashed into his head and shoulders. Aker twisted and fell to the ground with the eagle’s claws sunk deep into his face. Turi hunched his shoulders and lifted his wings for balance, screening the man’s upper body from view, but Qhora saw the harpy’s head strike down again and again as the blood trickled over his talons.
Aker jerked and rolled from side to side and wrapped his arms around his face to shield himself from the viciously darting beak. But the more he flailed and kicked and thrashed, the deeper Turi’s talons sank into his flesh. And then the eagle’s head shot down and stayed down, and Aker screamed. “Oh God! Help me! Please, God, somebody help me! Help me! PLEASE! HELP ME! SOMEBODY HELP ME!”
Qhora almost smiled. Instead she cleared her throat and held out her arm. “Turi. To me.”
The harpy lifted his head to look over his shoulder at her with one luminous golden eye, and then he hopped and flapped into the air, glided across the few short yards between them, and perched heavily on her arm. He wrapped his bloody talons gently around her arm, and Qhora watched the blood drip from his beak. “Good boy.”
Aker curled up on his side, his hands pressed to his eyes and painted in blood. He gasped and shuddered and sobbed quietly in the dust. “My eyes…my eyes…God, please…my eyes…”
“He’s all yours now, detective,” Qhora said.
Kenan holstered his gun and sauntered over to inspect his prisoner with a squint and a grimace. “Thanks. I guess.”
Qhora walked past him and paused beside Taziri. “Are you all right?”
She nodded. “I’m fine. You?”
“I’m fine.” Qhora glanced back once across the rail yard over the dead men and the crying men, over the burning swords and scorch marks, over Mirari and Salvator and Tycho, and finally over Kenan squatting beside Aker. “I’m ready to go home now, captain.”
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The days that followed…



Chapter 29. Shifrah


“Are we there yet?” Shifrah smiled across the compartment at Kenan.
The detective glanced over at her, shook his head, and went back to staring out the window. Shifrah sighed and looked at the other bench seat in their little private room of the Eranian passenger car.
Aker lay very still, but his snoring was quite loud. Perhaps he was faking, but Shifrah doubted it. The Aegyptian had whimpered and moaned all through the long hours in the rail yard as Taziri arranged for the Halcyon to be hitched to a west-bound train.
Tycho had strapped his new sword across his back and gone in search of a doctor, and returned with a distinguished Hellan surgeon. The surgeon had clucked his tongue at Aker’s missing eyes and burnt scalp, but pronounced them relatively superficial and that he would be fine, though blind barring some extraordinary advance in Mazigh optical prosthetics.
The surgeon had then bound Qhora’s arm, stitched Shifrah’s arm and reset her shoulder, collected Salvator’s money, and left with a song on his lips.
By mid-afternoon the Halcyon had been coupled to the end of an Eranian train, the aging steam locomotive had rumbled to life, and they had all watched Alexandria clatter past the windows and shrink into the distance behind them. All except the Italian and the dwarf, who had watched the train leave from the platform.
Tycho had waved.
Salvator hadn’t.
Time to see where we stand. Shifrah sighed again. “I suppose I’ll need to get a private detective’s license when we get back. Who do I see about that?”
Kenan looked at her. “So you’re serious? About that? About us?”
She nodded.
“You’re just going to give up your old life, just like that?”
She nodded. “It was just a job, Kenan. People change jobs all the time.”
“Murder isn’t a job.”
“But executions are? But war is?”
He was silent.
“People kill people, Kenan,” she said. “Sometimes for money, or orders, or passion, or just by accident. In the great scheme of things, the death itself is always all the same. People die. The only thing that matters is why. What was in the killer’s heart? Hate and greed? Or honor and duty?”
“What was in your heart?” he asked.
She shrugged. “That I needed the money, and that the world would probably be a better place without my marks in it. It’s not like I was hired by sadistic monsters to kill innocent children. I was hired by monsters to kill other monsters. At least in the old days. In Marrakesh, I was mostly hired by the victims to kill the monsters. I tried to tell you this before.”
He nodded and looked away. “Yeah, you did.”
“So? What do you say?”
Kenan moved over next to her and looked her in the eye. “No more killing?”
“No more killing.” She smiled.
He’s cute when he tries to lose an argument gracefully.
“All right then. Agyeman and Dumah Investigations. We’ll give it a try.”
She kissed him. “Dumah and Agyeman.” And she reached for his belt buckle.
He glanced across the narrow compartment at their snoring prisoner. “Here? Now?”
She grinned.
I think I’ll name our daughter Ziva.
Shifrah pulled him to her. “Here. And definitely now.”



Chapter 30. Salvator


The customs inspector at the pier had fixed an unpleasant eye on the sword strapped to the dwarf’s back and to the second sword rattling on Salvator’s hip, but the Italian quickly allayed the official’s concerns with a fistful of coins and a few choice words in Eranian that might have been misconstrued to mean that both of the travelers were close personal friends with a certain Master Rashaken.
The two men climbed the gangway and paced along the deck of the Hellan steamer to stand near the bow and watch the other passengers board.
“Is it very cold in Constantia?” Salvator asked.
“Cold-ish.” Tycho shrugged. “Why? Thinking of visiting? I thought you had a sword to deliver to your king in Rome or somewhere.”
“This?” Salvator patted the second blade sheathed below his rapier. After seeing the brilliant white blaze of the dwarf’s sword, he had taken the brightest of the surviving seireikens scattered around the rail yard before the local scavengers arrived to pick the bodies clean. The Italian shook his head. “I can hand this off to another agent in Athens when we change ships. There’s no need for me to deliver it in person.”
“You’d let someone else take the credit?”
“Of course not. I’ve already sent five letters to my associates at court to inform His Majesty that the sword is en route. They’ll know the truth of the matter.”
“Five?”
Salvator smiled. “You can’t trust the postal service, my young friend. Not in any country or any age. Are you sure you wouldn’t be willing to trade souvenirs?”
“No,” Tycho said quietly. “Philo died searching for this sword. I nearly died as well. But when I bring it to my Lady Nerissa, and she presents it to the prince of Vlachia, it will change the world. With Vlachia at our side, Raska and Rus will surely follow. The war with Eran will come to a head, and then it will end, and my city will be safe. Truly safe.”
Salvator raised an eyebrow. “Or, your alliance will call down the full might of the Empire, utterly destroying three northern nations as well as your little town.” He paused. “An extra ten darics for it?”
“No.” Tycho looked up. “Would you say I’m an attractive man?”
Salvator grinned. “No. But a woman probably would. Why?”
“I was just thinking that when I return, I’ll be a hero, right? Heroes get rewards. Honors. Money. Not that I did this for a reward, but if a reward was offered, it would only be polite to accept it, right?”
“Of course. Twenty darics?”
“No. And then, well,” the dwarf shrugged, “it would only be natural for a young lady to hold me in a higher esteem. If I was a hero, I mean. Wouldn’t she?”
“Is this a particular young lady, or a hypothetical one?”
“A hypothetical one,” Tycho said slowly. “With long black hair that shimmers red in the sunlight, and a lovely singing voice…and very muscular legs.”
“Oh, her?” Salvator nodded sagely. “She would be most impressed by your heroics, without question. Thirty darics?”
“No.” Tycho drummed on the white-handled revolver on his hip. “Does the gun make me look dangerous and exotic? Or no? I think I rather like it.”
Salvator frowned. “I hate guns. They’re for cowards and monsters.”
“I love this one.” Tycho threw a wicked grin up at the Italian. “With a gun like this, a person like me can fight a person like you. And that scares you, doesn’t it?”
Yes, it most certainly does.
“Forty darics?”
“No.”



Chapter 31. Taziri


When the train finally came to a stop in the Tingis station, Taziri was the first to climb down and feel Mazigh soil under her boots and see the Mazigh stars overhead. She quickly found the yardmaster and oversaw the uncoupling of the Halcyon, and watched a small steam tram shunt the special locomotive off into a siding where it would be safe and out of the way. By then, everyone else had woken up and disembarked.
Kenan and Shifrah wrangled their semi-conscious prisoner onto the platform. The detective paused. “Thanks for your help, captain.”
I guess he found his place in the world after all. It definitely worked out for me this week, at least. Taziri nodded. “Thanks for yours. Just keep her out of trouble.” She nodded at the one-eyed woman in white.
Kenan grinned. “I’ll try. Be seeing you.” And they left.
Taziri found Qhora and Mirari waiting at the end of the platform. “Come on,” she said softly. “Someone’s waiting for you.”
“And you,” the weary princess said.
They walked the long mile from the train station uphill across four intersections to the quiet old neighborhood where the Ohana house stood at the end of a paved street dotted with slender elm trees. Taziri opened the front door and saw the men in the living room.
Alonso was snoring in the armchair in the corner. Little Javier lay sprawled across the young man’s chest, drooling and whimpering.
Yuba sat on the sofa with Menna curled up in his lap. They both looked up from the book they were reading. “Mommy!” Menna dashed across the room and Taziri scooped her up and swung her through the air before crushing the little girl to her chest.
Qhora quietly picked up her baby and Mirari gently woke Alonso, and Taziri backed out of the room with Yuba to give the others a moment alone.
“You’re back.” Yuba smiled and wrapped his arms around them both.
“It took a little longer than I thought. Sorry.”
He kissed her. “You’re here. That’s all that matters. Did it go all right?”
Did it go all right? Flying across the entire continent, chasing criminals, hiding from the authorities, meeting a goddess, and fighting off a cult of assassins with burning swords full of enslaved souls? Did that “go all right”?
Taziri smiled. “Yeah. It went all right. We got the bad guy and came home in one piece.”
“Good work, honey.” He kissed her again.
“I missed you, Mommy,” Menna said. “Did you bring me something?”
Taziri laughed. “No, I’m sorry sweetie, I didn’t bring you anything. But I do have a story for you.” She looked up at Yuba. “And I have a new invention that’s going to pay for all the new greenhouses you could want.”
He smiled. “Sounds nice. How long are you home for?”
She shrugged. “I’m home for good, or until someone else needs my help to save the world.”
“Fair enough.” And he kissed her again.
“Mommy! Tell the story!”



Chapter 32. Qhora


They buried Don Lorenzo Quesada de Gadir on a snow-covered hill in a small churchyard half a mile from the old Diaz estate where the hidalgo had lived and trained with his students. The service was brief but well attended. Most of the neighborhood was there, along with a dozen or so city officials from Madrid. Tradesmen and craftsmen from all over the area came to pay their respects, including a young cobbler, two glovers, a tanner and glazer, three blacksmiths, a silversmith, one elderly horse surgeon, two barbers, and four doctors.
A short line of young men with old-fashioned espadas on their hips stood along one side of the grave during the service as though guarding their dead master. A longer line of young ladies from town stood behind them.
Mirari held Alonso’s hand, except when the young man produced his guitar to sing a short song he had written to mark the day.
Qhora stood alone with Javier bundled up warmly in her arms, listening to the Espani priest leading the gathering in their blessings in old Italian and Hellan.
They sang together in soft, mournful voices.
They made the sign of the triquetra.
In the name of the Father, the Mother, and the Son.
They each came to Qhora to express their condolences.
And one by one, they all left.
Alonso and Mirari lingered by the wrought iron gate of the churchyard, talking to each other but always glancing back toward the grave and their mistress.
Qhora bounced Javier gently. She looked down at the fresh mound of black earth and its thin blanket of fresh white snow. “Good bye, Enzo.”
“Hello, princess.”
She turned slowly and saw him standing in the snow a few feet away. The edge of his figure was hazy and tattered as the wind rippled through the aether, and his boots left no marks on the face of the snow, but it was him. Whole and beautiful and perfect. He smiled.
“Enzo.” She could barely whisper his name. “You’re free. You’re home.”
“Thanks to you. And to our friend, the captain,” he said. “How is our son?”
“He’s fine. He’s perfect.” She swallowed. “What was it like? When you were trapped in the seireiken, did it hurt?”
“No, but it wasn’t pleasant.” He smiled sadly. “It was a bit crowded.”
“I don’t know what to do now, Enzo,” she said. “The boys will all leave soon to find other teachers. I’ll probably sell the house and move south somewhere warmer, and cheaper. But after that, I don’t know what to do. How will we live? I don’t know how to earn a living for us. I don’t know anyone here. We’re all alone now.”
“No, you’re not.” He nodded at the gate where the masked girl and her young man were waiting. “You have them. And you have me. I’ll always be here for you. For both of you.”
She shook her head slowly. “You know that’s not true. And I know that’s not true. Death is still death, even in Espana.”
“I know.” He nodded at the old medallion on her chest. “But I could touch that triquetra and be with you always. If you asked me to, I would.”
“I know you would. But it wouldn’t be right. Not for you or me or Javier.”
He nodded again.
“I still know a few people at court,” she said. “Perhaps someone could use a Quechua translator for the merchants visiting the New World.”
“Perhaps.” He winked. “See? The future doesn’t look so impossible after all, does it?”
“No,” she said.
Not impossible. Never impossible. Just long and bleak and hard and lonely.
She looked down at the fat-cheeked baby in her arms and then she looked up at the sound of Mirari’s laughter.
Or maybe not so lonely.
“I’ll look in on you, from time to time,” he said.
“I’d like that,” she said.
Enzo came forward, and the shape of his long black hair and long black coat shuddered in the wind as long streamers of aether tore away from him on the freezing wind. He looked down at her and then down at their son. “Good bye, Qhora. I love you.”
She looked up at him and then down at their son. “I love you too, Enzo. Good bye.”
Qhora bent down to kiss Javier, and waited a moment to be sure that her lover’s ghost had vanished before she turned and left to go home.
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