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A Note from Your Author
A new book and a new world and a few things I thought might help while you’re reading. I put them here so that readers would not find them at the end and curse me for not making these details more obvious. Feel free to skip to the start of the story; that’s what contents pages are for.
Measurements
The principal units of measurement employed by most people for length or distance are the hand (about four inches), the foot (three hands or twelve inches), the pace (five feet), and the myl (a thousand paces or 0.95 miles). For your information, the longer measurements are based on Imperial Roman measurements. There’s also the span (two hands), but it isn’t used much.
Weight starts out with stones (about a pound and named for the carved stone held in the Iron City which is its prototype). Larger weights are measured in hundredweight (120 stones; it makes as much sense as our definition) and drays (750 stones). Smaller weights are officially measured in grains (1/100 of a stone), but the unofficial pebble (1/8 of a stone) is used in many places and with varying degrees of accuracy.
Calendar
The year is 320.32 days long which necessitates a leap day every three years so the locals have come up with a rather odd calendar. They count time in ‘Great Years’ and those are made up of three ‘short years’ and an extra day, Great Sky Day. People generally count their age in Great Years, so if someone says they are six, they are actually about eighteen.
Each short year is divided into eight months of forty days each. These are then numbered to give an indication of the short year. Hence, First Nahad is the first month of a Great Year, Second Nahad is the ninth, and Third Roshmin is the last month of the Great Year, though there is a Great Sky Day after it. The progression is: First Nahad, First Marita, First Jenshu, First Faeshu, First Poleda, First Tolesh, First Vaesha, First Roshmin, Second Nahad, Second Marita … Third Vaesha, Third Roshmin, Great Sky Day, and then back to the start
Each week has seven days which are named Sky Day (not to be confused with Great Sky Day, which need not fall on a Sky Day), Wood Day, Fire Day, Earth Day, Metal Day, Water Day, and Moon Day.
Each day is divided into eight quarters. Correctly, the day is divided into four quarters and so is the night. Days are about twenty-four of our hours long (the actual period of revolution of the planet is 22.32 hours, but the day length works out to twenty-four), so a quarter is three hours. As yet, no one really thinks finer time divisions are really needed.
The moon orbits the planet every fourteen days and twenty hours. Like our moon, it is phase locked: the same face is always visible from the planet’s surface.
Pronunciation
There are some words in here that may be hard to pronounce, or not obvious anyway.
·         Ki pronounced key or kee.

·         Laoshi: the ‘ao’ sounds like the ‘ou’ in ‘ouch.’

·         Qi pronounced chi or chee.

·         Qiangjianfan pronounced chi-ang-jin-fan.

·         Taitai is pronounced like tay tay.

While many of these words sound like Chinese or Japanese, the meaning of many is not quite the same. If you speak Japanese, Mandarin, or Cantonese, I apologise for the confusion.
And I think that’s about all you need to know. Enjoy the show.
 
 



Part One: Ayah
The beginning of a tiny sprout. Sublimely prosperous and smooth. Favourable to be steadfast and upright. Do not act lightly. There is somewhere to go. Favourable to establish feudal lords.

– The I Ching.

Avrilatha Village, 1st Day, Second Marita, Great Year 206.
The bright sunlight of late spring shone in through the window of the room set aside for Athelynn of Avrilatha to perform her specific kind of magic. The mudbrick walls carried a layer of yellow plaster which almost seemed to glow in the light. It was happy, cheerful, though that was not the demeanour of everyone there. Even though the villagers knew that her talents for healing were strong, and even though they all knew most of the ways she worked, they still tended to get wary when she brought out the needles. Ayah found it amusing.
‘Be still, Loffra,’ Athelynn said as her patient, a man two hands taller than she was and with bulging muscles to boot, tensed and shifted his body away from the long, slim weapon she was holding.
Ayah was holding the tray with the rest of the needles on, though her mother was probably going to need no more than three to achieve what she wanted. Ayah had been assisting her mother in the healing room for more than two Great Years now and had a fairly solid grasp of her mother’s methods. Loffra had dislocated his shoulder in a wrestling match: Athelynn would numb the pain and relax the muscles first, and then would come the hard part.
Athelynn pushed Loffra’s hair away from the nape of his neck and then eased her needle into his skin. He winced, and Ayah fought the urge to tell him not to be a baby, but then he began to relax visibly as the pain subsided in his shoulder. ‘Good,’ Athelynn said. ‘Now the next.’ Ayah held out the tray and her mother selected a second needle which went into the man’s shoulder at the base of his neck. Athelynn lifted his arm and a third needle was placed in his armpit. With his arm still raised, Athelynn gave Ayah a nod and Ayah put the tray of needles down on a smaller cabinet before circling around the treatment bench to stand on the other side of Loffra.
‘Now,’ Athelynn said, ‘Ayah will brace you from that side while I put your shoulder back in. Even with the needles, this will hurt. Think of it as a lesson from the spirits that you should take more care when you fight.’
Loffra was not really that much older than Ayah. He had seen eighteen springs to her sixteen, but he was a boy and everyone knew boys were never
as mature. He set his face in as casual a sneer as he could manage. ‘I can take it.’
‘Of course.’ Athelynn held up a length of wooden dowel and pushed it toward Loffra’s mouth. ‘Bite on this. It’ll make sure you don’t bite your tongue.’ Loffra may have been posturing, but he was sensible enough to take the dowel.
Athelynn nodded. ‘Ayah?’
Being careful of the needles, Ayah wrapped her arms around Loffra, bracing his shoulder and chest. The position put her way closer to Loffra than she wanted to be, but it was necessary. She set her feet firmly against the tiled floor – it was one of the few tiled floors in the village, and everyone had come together to make the healer’s room safer for everyone – and focused on driving her qi down into the ground, anchoring herself. Ayah was not the best wrestler in the village by a long chalk, but she was not the worst either and she knew the principles of rooting herself. ‘Ready, Ama.’
‘On three then,’ Athelynn said, taking Loffra’s arm in a firm grip. Ayah knew exactly what her mother meant by that. ‘One,’ Athelynn said, and Ayah tightened her muscles just as Athelynn pulled. There was a startled yelp from Loffra and then the sound of wood being crushed between teeth. ‘Perfect,’ Athelynn said, smiling brightly. Ayah let go of Loffra fairly quickly and stepped back.
Loffra unclenched his jaw and took the dowel out of his mouth with his free hand. ‘I thought you said on three,’ he said rather plaintively.
‘And then you would have tensed, or tried to, and made it that much harder for all of us. Now, Ayah will prepare a sling for your arm. You are to remain
in the sling for at least the next week.’
‘But–’
‘No! One week to be sure the muscles mend. Your qi is unbalanced, Loffra. You’ll not be fighting well until your injury heals naturally.’
Loffra sighed, but he nodded. ‘Yes, Laoshi.’
‘Good.’ Athelynn reached down to begin pulling out the needles and Ayah stepped forward with a square of cloth to form the sling from. ‘We’ll get you sorted out and on your way. Ayah and I have to visit Taiana this afternoon.’
‘Isn’t she almost due?’
Ayah considered it surprising that a young man had actually noticed that a woman was close to giving birth, but Loffra could be quite sensitive when he was not being brash and a little annoying.
‘Yes,’ Athelynn replied. ‘Exactly how close is what I’ll be determining this afternoon.’
~~~
Ayah watched her mother work and, once again, wondered whether she would ever be able to do the same. If forced at sword point to admit it, she was jealous. Her mother was a really great healer, but right now she was using barely a fraction of that talent to examine the flow of qi through Taiana’s body. Even more incredibly fantastic than that, Athelynn was sensing and interpreting the flow through Taiana and her baby! It was… really awesome.
‘Her qi has almost entirely separated, Taiana,’ Athelynn said, smiling warmly at her patient. ‘No more than a week. Probably three or four days.’
Taiana was a small woman, shorter than Ayah and quite slim, and was having more than a little trouble with her pregnancy. She was having a girl, but that girl was going to be a big one. ‘I’ll be glad of it,’ Taiana said in her soft voice. ‘I feel like a minnow that’s swallowed a whale. My back…’
‘You’re using the tincture I gave you?’
‘Yes. Not too much, but yes. It eases it when I’m really bad.’
‘Good. Now, you have Noffren come to me as soon as there’s any sign.’
Laughing, Taiana nodded. ‘I will. I won’t be able to stop him. I swear he’s worrying more than I am.’
‘Well, that’s expectant fathers for you.’
~~~
‘I wish I could do that,’ Ayah said as she walked beside her mother back to their home. ‘Just… look and see the flow.’
Athelynn laughed. ‘I know you do, and I know you will in time.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘Patience, daughter. For one thing, I don’t just look and see. My
mother could do that, yes, and I hope to attain her skill in time, but I
have to focus to see the qi flowing in a person. You’re young, but you are
determined. In time, you will
be able to see what I see.’
‘I’m not very patient, Ama.’
That provoked another laugh. ‘Of this, I am aware. I was not especially patient when I was your age. You’ve not seen your sixth Great Year, Ayah. Take time to be a child before you leap into being an adult.’
‘Adults always say things like that. I think it’s because they forget what it’s like to be a child.’
‘Children always say things like that. I think it’s because they don’t know what it’s like to be an adult.’
Ayah burst into a fit of giggles. ‘I’m serious,’ she finally managed.
‘So am I. I know, Ayah, that you feel belittled and want more from life. People don’t listen to you. No one really takes you seriously. It’s terrible. When you get older, you’ll come to see that no one
listens to adults either, or they do and then hear what they want
to hear. People take you seriously only when it’s in their best interests. When you’re older, you have more responsibility, but no more power or influence. Revel in being someone society expects nothing of while you can.’ There was just a slight pause, but Athelynn’s expression shifted from seriousness to a wicked grin. ‘How are your lessons with Sanden going anyway?’
With widening eyes and a slight splutter, Ayah said, ‘I don’t have lessons with Laoshi Sanden. I help him in the forge and we discuss… sports.’
‘Sports… Mm.’
~~~
Working the bellows for Sanden’s forge was hard work. Ayah did it for any number of reasons. It was good exercise, working her upper-body muscles, which she hoped might result in a bigger bust – another thing her mother said she should be patient about, but then Athelynn had a bigger bust than her daughter.
Then there was the fact that Ayah liked Sanden. He was a lot older than she was and a respected member of the village community even though he had come in as an outsider. Sanden was living through his sixteenth Great Year, which was older than Ayah’s mother, but Ayah still had a bit of a thing for the village’s smith. He was a handsome man, tall and strong with a broad chest. He was from somewhere in the west – though he spoke little of his past and no one knew exactly where he had come from – and the westerners were taller and slimmer than their eastern brethren. He had brown eyes where most of the villagers had green or blue, and Sanden’s eyes held a soft compassion which warmed Ayah’s heart whenever he looked at her. His black hair was greying and receding a little, and his brow had wrinkles, but that just gave him character. Add in the strong chin with the cleft and the straight nose, narrower than an easterner’s nose, and you got a handsome package. Especially when, as now, he had discarded his shirt due to the heat of the forge.
And there was the last thing, the really unique
thing about Sanden: he was the only practitioner of Metal Form in the village. And while many smiths practised Metal Form, not all of them mastered it. Sanden had. For whatever reason, he had also decided that he could teach some of the art to Ayah. She was sure
that he had seen potential in her. She was less sure that it had not been her constant pestering, though perhaps that had demonstrated her enthusiasm.
Right now, there was no teaching. Sanden was leaning on one of the posts, which supported the roof of his open forge room, and puffing on his pipe. Well, there was not the kind of teaching that Ayah really wanted, but like many of the arts, not everything about the Metal Form was fighting.
‘Watch the colour of the metal, Ayah,’ Sanden said. ‘We want a purple colouration to make the chisels Davin wants. I admit that it’s not as simple as it sounds, but you’re watching for the change from brown to purple.’
Ayah glanced at the bar of iron in the forge and tried to see the brown that Sanden suggested was there. Mostly, it looked like a lot of charcoal. She wondered briefly whether she was going to have to cosy up to some charcoal burners to learn Wood Form. Learning Metal and Earth – and healing from her mother – would keep her quite busy enough for now.
‘It kind of all looks like charcoal and glowing metal, Laoshi,’ Ayah said. She staring to wish she could get rid of her rather heavy dress as easily as he had shucked his shirt, but that kind of thing was generally frowned upon once you were past your fourth Great Year.
Sanden gave a soft chuckle. ‘It takes experience. Knowing what you’re looking for is… more of an art than a skill.’ Putting down his pipe, he reached for his apron, put it on, and grabbed a pair of tongs. ‘My experience says we’re about there.’ He pulled the iron rod free of the fire and examined it. ‘Yes. This will be the last tempering. Go and get the practice swords.’
Grinning brightly, Ayah let go of the bellows and rushed to the back of the shop where a pair of blunted swords lay waiting. Each was about as long as Sanden’s arms and they were heavy. They were, in fact, right on the edge of being too
heavy for Ayah to lift. Another reason to keep up on the bellows work was to build her muscles and make Metal Form easier. The swords had fairly rough blades with no edge, a poorly bound grip, the simplest of pommels, and crude, bar crosspieces, but Ayah loved them, because she used them to learn another Form.
Sanden was beating the chisel he was making into shape when Ayah returned. That was not stopping him giving instruction, however. ‘Take your first position.’ Ayah placed one of the swords against a box and settled herself into the first ready position, body angled slightly to her imagined foe and her sword braced in a defensive, mid-height position. ‘Good. Third position.’ Ayah’s left foot moved back and she lowered her sword’s tip to point down: a low-guard, deceptive position. ‘Fifth.’ Ayah shifted again, bringing her sword up to lie along her forearm, the tip behind her and her left hand once again securing the pommel. This was another deceptive stance: it looked
defensive, but it made distance difficult to judge for your opponent and was meant for attacking.
While Sanden appeared to have all his attention on his work, he was still capable of spotting Ayah’s faults. ‘Your blade should be parallel to the ground. Widen and lower your stance. From fifth, you should be ready to spring into an attack with great force, but you may also initiate a rapid strike to the rear, should that be needed.’
‘How would I know it was needed, Laoshi?’ Ayah asked. ‘My eyes are at the front
of my head.’ She knew what his answer would be, but she liked to hear him say it. Every time he did, she felt that what he was trying to tell her sank a little more deeply into her awareness of his Form.
Sanden paused in his hammering, examining his work carefully before giving a nod and plunging the steel into a tub of water. There was the hiss and sizzle of steel quenching. ‘The master of Metal Form practises the seeing of things in four ways, my student.’ He knew that she knew what he was going to say too, but he gave her his little lecture anyway. ‘He sees with his eyes what is around him. He uses his experience of the world to see the broader picture. He uses his mind to perceive the implications of what he sees around him. Through these ways of seeing, he builds a picture of his world, a detached and dispassionate view of his reality. By fully utilising his senses, he may determine more about his world than simple sight will give him.’
Picking up the second sword, Sanden began examining the blade, running his thumb over the marks left by a hundred sparring sessions. ‘Yet, to truly master the Form, one must learn to see with more than just the senses and the mind. One must observe with dispassion, creating an objective view with which to judge one’s environment, but without compassion,
one’s actions will be misjudged and appropriate only to the instant of action. A true master sees with their spirit and knows the right action to take, even when that action is to do nothing. Now we will practise your counterattacks.’ He raised his sword into first, the tip pointing right at Ayah’s eyes.
Ayah groaned. She always
ended up with bruises when they practised counters. Still, she shifted into first and prepared herself. This was what she wanted
to learn.
4th Day, Second Marita.
Ayah set her feet in a wide, well-braced Earth stance and eyed her opponent. His name was Eaharan and he was a little older than Ayah and quite a lot bigger. Ayah always ended up sparring with boys on the regular Earth Day training sessions: the girls had declared that she was too rough and the boys were… boys. Not one of them had ever complained about the opportunity to grapple a girl. Not that Ayah had any intention of letting Eaharan get a grip on her.
Compared to the swift, agile elegance of Metal Form, Ayah felt that Earth Form was clumsy and brutish. It relied on strength. No, that was doing it a disservice. Many who practised Earth Form relied on strength and mass, but it taught the proper use
of strength, balance, and leverage. The only reason Ayah could lift her practice sword was that her training in Earth Form had taught her how to use her muscles to best effect. Everyone in the village learned Earth Form, but not everyone put their all into it, or continued with it as Ayah intended to.
Eaharan would, she thought, go on with it for a few more years, but he did not put his mind to it as she did. He was stronger, but he was not as quick on his feet and he preferred to employ brute-force tactics over subtlety. Ayah waited while Eaharan made up his mind and committed to a shove. Appropriately for Earth Form, it was rather like watching a mountain shift into position for an attack: it was right there, slowly and carefully shifting into the right posture. As he pushed forward, Ayah slid her right foot around in an arc and turned. Her palms pressed against his left forearm and she redirected his attack past her chest. And then she slid her palms down his arm and brought her leg forward to brace against his shin. Her hands caught behind his shoulder and pulled, and there was a spluttering sort of ‘Oof!’ as Eaharan went face down in the dust.
There was laughter from somewhere at the side of the village’s central square – which was round – but Ayah did not look to see who had laughed. She reached down and offered Eaharan a hand. Her opponent looked annoyed, but she knew his anger was not directed at her. ‘Ignore him,’ she said. ‘He’s never had the courage to fight me.’ The he in question was Baraban, the son of a local landowner. To be fair to him, he was a Great Year older and would not have been allowed to spar with the younger villagers, but he had not taken any of them on, even before reaching his sixth Great Year, and he did not spar with the older students either. Baraban had a private Earth Form tutor who, Ayah had heard, despaired of the man ever being any good at the Form.
‘Why does he come anyway?’ Eaharan asked as he climbed to his feet.
‘No idea.’ She knew. She knew precisely
why Baraban came every Earth Day to watch the training. But she was not going to tell Eaharan the reason. ‘You need to learn to hide your intentions better when you attack. I could see you coming from the middle of last week.’
Eaharan gave her a lopsided grin. ‘You’re smarter than me. I’m never going to trick you.’
‘You don’t have to trick me. You just have to stop telling me exactly what you’re going to do before you do it. Warfare is deception, or at least obfuscation.’
‘See? I have no idea what that means.’
‘Well, get back into position and I’ll show you.’
‘And then I’ll end up on my face in the dirt again.’
Ayah smiled. ‘Nah. Next time I’ll put you on your back.’
~~~
Baraban closed in as Ayah left the square and started for home. He was, she thought, an attractive sort of man, if you kept your inspection to the surface. He put at least some effort into keeping himself fit and his tutors had taught him how to put on muscle. His features were ‘chiselled,’ though Ayah thought the craftsman was not a first-class sculptor: his jawline was strong and he had high cheekbones, and his smile seemed to have far too many teeth in it. He wore his blonde hair down to his shoulders and he had blue eyes, though they were a dark shade Ayah found less appealing than a clearer colour. He was quite tall – a hand or more over the average for the area – and healthy. Of course, his family rarely had to worry about food and tended to get the best. Ayah expected him to end up fat since his father was. She worried that if Baraban got his way, she would end up fat too.
Because Baraban had decided that Ayah was the woman for him. She was not actually a woman, in the legal sense, so his overtures could be ignored for now and he had to keep them to expressions of admiration. He wanted
a commitment from her to accept his proposal when she was of age, but for another couple of years she could evade him as she would a punch to the face.
‘You were exceptional out there, Ayah,’ he said as he stepped up to walk beside her. ‘That boy you were sparring with–’
‘Eaharan,’ Ayah said, mostly because she knew he disliked being interrupted.
‘As you say.’ There was a hint of strain in his voice as he tried his best to avoid displaying his annoyance. ‘He didn’t have a chance.’ He had given up complimenting her on her beauty after only a couple of months of trying. It had taken him a while to notice that it had no effect on her, but eventually even he had got it. Ayah knew full well that she was considered attractive, but the last thing she wanted to be judged on was her looks.
She stood only a little over sixteen hands, but she was still hoping that she might stretch to seventeen in the same way that she hoped for a bigger bust. She was something of a late developer and so she had hope, but Baraban – others too, if she was honest with herself – seemed to think she was already looking pretty good. She was a slim, fit girl and she already had a relatively feminine shape. Her face was quite angular, with high cheekbones and a pointed chin. Her cheeks still had a hint of youthful plumpness about them, but they were thinning rather pleasingly as far as Ayah was concerned. Her nose was another point of disquiet: she thought it flared too much. It was quite small and rather cute, which was not so bad. She had got both nose and mouth from her mother; they both had full lips and quite obvious eyebrows, though Ayah’s were a little more arched and a little thinner and also a reddish shade. Ayah’s hair was also red, and she had got that from her father – her mother’s hair was an odd shade of brown, though there was grey in it despite her relative youth. Athelynn also kept her hair short, above her shoulders, while Ayah wore hers long and generally pulled back into a ponytail which fell to the middle of her back. She was attractive, sure, she got that, but pretty seemed to attract people like Baraban, and she could have done without that.
‘He had a chance,’ Ayah said. ‘Misfortune can befall even the most experienced fighter. Eaharan does not pay as much attention to his lessons as he might so his chances were slim, but he had a chance. Only someone with no commitment to fight has no chance of winning.’ It was one of Sanden’s sayings. He said that the best generals were always fully committed to a fight. And that the greatest generals won wars without ever engaging in battles. It also happened to be a veiled insult, since Baraban never
fought anyone, even in a friendly sparring match. Somehow, Ayah was sure Baraban would not notice.
‘Every man should learn to defend himself,’ Baraban said. There was a very slight emphasis on ‘man’ which signified the primary reason that Ayah would have nothing to do with Baraban: she knew that, were she to marry him, that would be the end of her learning the arts. Baraban wanted a pretty trophy and would certainly not accept a woman who could better him in combat.
‘Yes, everyone should. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have chores to attend to and Sanden needs help in the forge.’
Baraban did not like the tone of dismissal she tended to employ in such statements, but he appeared to have gained sufficient strategic knowledge from his tutors to understand when to avoid a fight. Or perhaps he just figured he would eventually wear her down. ‘Your diligent service does you much credit. Good afternoon.’
‘Good afternoon, Baraban,’ Ayah said, and waited until he was several paces away before heaving a sigh. She would never allow that man to take her hand.
Avrilatha Wood, 5th Day, Second Marita.
Ayah rather liked collecting herbs with her mother. It got them out of the village and, usually, into the wood a couple of myls away. In summer it was glorious: the shade of the trees kept the temperature down and the flowers gave the wood a beautiful scent. It was not quite so nice in spring, but the plants were growing, the trees were full of birds, and Ayah was enjoying herself as she hunted for the shadeleaf her mother wanted.
Athelynn was looking for mushrooms. Ayah had learned a lot about the various culinary and medicinal herbs and fungi, but not enough to be quite sure that she got redcap yellowfin rather than firehat mushrooms. The former were very tasty in a stew; the latter would result in debilitating stomach cramps and possibly death.
If Ayah were to say so herself, she had become quite a competent naturalist, but there were always things to learn. As she stooped to pluck more of the broad shadeleaf leaves, her mother walked over and presented her with two apparently identical mushrooms. ‘Can you see the difference, daughter?’ Athelynn asked.
Ayah peered at the two caps. They both seemed to have the same red pigment on their caps, and the gills beneath were identical shades of yellow and the same sort of formations. Or… almost. ‘There’s an orange colour deep into the gills on this one,’ she said, holding up one of the two.
‘And that one is a firehat. What makes it harder is that the orange colour will fade now that it’s been picked. By the time we get this back to the house, the two would look identical. You have to check the gills when you pick them. Not that we’ll be taking this back at all.’ She tossed the poisonous fungus fruit into the undergrowth.
There was a sudden rustle of bushes and something darted out of the spot where Athelynn had thrown the mushroom. A shape, reddish and sleek, darted across the nearby path and into the bushes on the other side. Ayah giggled. ‘Good shot, Ama, you startled a fox.’
Athelynn gave a low chuckle, but what she said was, ‘You shouldn’t make fun of foxes, Ayah. Some of them are not what they seem.’
Ayah gave her mother a look. ‘Spirit foxes, Ama? Those are children’s stories.’
‘So say you, but many a man has been seduced by a beautiful woman only to discover that she was a disguised fox.’
‘I think I’ll believe that when I see it, but…’ Ayah turned toward the bushes where the fox had vanished, pressed her right fist to her left palm in front of her stomach, and gave a short bow. ‘My apologies, Mister Fox. It was impolite to laugh.’
From somewhere in the bushes, a series of barks sounded: four almost soft ‘wow’ sounds which sounded almost like an answer. Athelynn chuckled again. ‘You see, daughter? That fox has an idea of manners. I believe you are forgiven.’
‘Perhaps. I think I’ve enough shadeleaf. What else do we need?’
‘Ah… Coltshoof. I’m almost out, so we’ll need a good-sized bundle.’
Ayah gave her mother a nod and a grin. ‘I’m on it.’
Avrilatha Village.
Once again, Ayah was working the forge and listening to Sanden. Today they were shaping metal bars for horseshoes. It was not exactly the most exciting of tasks, but it did work her muscles and produced something important for the community.
‘Knowing when to fight and when not to fight is the key to winning any battle,’ Sanden said as he watched the bar he was working on heat in the fire. ‘A wise general picks the place and time for his battles, attacking when the enemy is weak and using overwhelming force. So too does the single fighter. You must pick your fights carefully, knowing that you will win before you ever attack.’
‘But if everyone followed that rule,’ Ayah said, ‘no one would ever fight anyone else. The weaker fighters would avoid fights they couldn’t win.’
‘And wouldn’t the world be a better place for it?’
‘Oh… Well, yes. I suppose it would.’
Sanden smiled and picked up his tongs. ‘The weak do not always realise they are
in a weak position. The strong can be deceived into fighting when, in fact, they have the weaker force. War is deception, Ayah. Always remember that.’ Then there was the sound of hammer on metal, and that did not stop as three men walked up to the smith’s shop leading horses.
‘I’ve need of–’ one of the men, maybe the leader, began.
‘A moment,’ Sanden interrupted. ‘This is just out of the fire and you’ll want fresh iron on your mount’s hooves I’ve no doubt.’
The man frowned in annoyance, but he let the matter rest: he did
want quality and it never paid to irritate the man about to shoe your horse. The pause gave Ayah the chance to examine the three strangers, something she rarely got the chance to do with Imperial Army soldiers. They were dark, like Sanden. All of them had black or brown hair cut short to sit under a helmet and brown eyes, though the leader’s eyes were a little lighter, perhaps even hazel. They were all tightly muscled under a mail shirt and leather padding. They all carried straight swords, like the ones Ayah practised with, slung at their hips. Dressed for war – aside from the full-face helmets they wore into battle – even to visit a smithy in a small village.
There was the question of what the men were doing in Avrilatha at all. The Empire of Iron had its capital in the Iron City, across the Eastern Sea and very far from the village. A little over five years ago, they had taken Garia City – to the south and east of Avrilatha – which put them on this side of the water, but they rarely seemed to stray so far to the north and east.
Still, if there was one thing Ayah recognised, it was the slightly arrogant nature of the armoured men. Imperial soldiers moved with a swagger which spoke of belonging to the most powerful military force on the planet and coming from the most advanced nation. Everyone else was beneath them, at least in their eyes. Perhaps even in reality.
‘Now,’ Sanden said, putting down his hammer and pushing the bar he was working on back into the fire. Ayah began working the bellows again. ‘It’ll be the right foreleg, yes? Do you want me to check them all, lieutenant?’
Ayah was not sure how Sanden had identified the man’s rank, but the leader of the soldiers lifted his head. ‘That would be for the best. She was shod in Istollam, but it seems that they didn’t do as good a job as they might.’ His lip shifted into a sneer. ‘Of course, I can’t expect perfection outside the Iron City.’
‘Perhaps not,’ Sanden replied without rancour. He lifted the mare’s right foreleg and examined her hoof. ‘You can expect better than this, however. Two of the nails have been trimmed too short. Shoddy work. I’ll have her fixed up as good as new, but you should take it easy on her for the next day or so. Her hoof is tender.’ Sanden took a hoof pick out of a pocket on his apron and, as if to stress his words, the mare gave a snort as he applied the tool.
‘Unusual having a girl as your apprentice.’ The comment brought colour to Ayah’s cheeks and she lowered her face and focused on working the bellows.
Sanden gave a short laugh. ‘Ayah has no interest in learning to make horseshoes, though she may pick up a few tricks in passing. I’ve no apprentice at the moment. Ayah helps out when her other duties allow.’
‘I see. And where did you learn your art?’
‘The Iron City. I apprenticed there, but there are more smiths in that city than forges. Here, I’m a valued member of the community, but there, I’d be just another metalworker.’ Turning from the horse’s hoof, Sanden checked the metal and plucked it from the fire, placing it on the anvil. ‘Ayah, hold the bar still while I cut it.’
Ayah did as asked, holding the bar steady while Sanden cut the metal with hammer and chisel by eye. Then he began the work of forming the shoe and Ayah stood back, ready to work the bellows again when Sanden needed more heat. The soldiers were silent, but Ayah noticed that the lieutenant seemed oddly puzzled about something. He watched Sanden, a look of bemusement on his face. It was almost as though he recognised the smith but could not work out how or where from. The other two seemed more interested in Ayah and she did her best to look as uninteresting as possible. If she was not interested in Baraban’s attention, she was even less interested in that of a couple of imperial soldiers. The sooner Sanden shoed the horse and they were gone the better.
~~~
It was just after the evening meal when Noffren, Taiana’s husband, came banging on the door of Athelynn’s house. There had been a couple of false alarms over Taiana’s baby. Noffren was looking more than a little frazzled when Ayah opened the door to him.
‘She’s sure this time,’ he said, his eyes pleading. ‘She waited to be sure and she’s sure. Your mother has to come. Now!’
‘I’m coming, Noffren,’ Athelynn called from back in the private rooms. ‘Ayah, get the bag I prepared. Noffren, how often are the contractions?’
‘Contractions? What are– I don’t know, but she seems to be really in pain.’
‘Hm. She’s probably left it a little longer than I’d like, but we’ll be in time. Go home and boil some water. Noffren, try not to scald yourself.’
‘Water. Right. I can do that.’ And the man hurried back toward his house.
Athelynn emerged from the back, tying an apron around her back. ‘How that man has made it through his wife’s pregnancy I do not know.’
Ayah grinned, hefting her mother’s ‘birthing bag’ onto a shoulder as she did so. ‘Hopefully this won’t be another false alarm.’
‘No, it sounds as though she’s entering the final stages. I would not be surprised if her waters have broken by the time we get there.’
‘If they have, Noffren will be lying on the floor in a dead faint.’
‘If he is, try to drag him out of the way without waking him. It’ll be better for all of us.’
~~~
Taiana’s waters had broken, but Noffren was still on his feet. Soon, Athelynn had Taiana propped up on some pillows near the house’s fire and it was just a waiting game.
Ayah’s main job at this time, especially with new fathers, was to keep Noffren from interfering and worrying too much. Ayah had seen more than a few births and had learned all the signs. She kept a silent count of Taiana’s bouts of pain, judging the gaps between and the length of each contraction, and judging them against other women she had seen in the same position. Taiana was, in Ayah’s opinion anyway, doing quite well. Athelynn seemed pleased too. Still, this was doing nothing to shake Ayah’s conviction that she would have to meet a man she really loved before she would put herself through the same process.
‘How much longer?’ Noffren asked. He was a handsome man with blonde hair and startlingly blue eyes. The couple were very much in love and had been for as long as Ayah had known them. Right now, he looked like a man in fear for his life, though Ayah was sure that it was Taiana and the baby he was worried about.
‘It will take as long as it takes,’ Ayah replied. ‘Taiana is doing well. I don’t think this will be a long one, but babies come when they want to. Ama says her qi is strong. She’ll be a healthy baby. Taiana is strong too, so you’ll have nothing to worry about except getting any sleep for the next few months.’
They were interrupted by cries of pain from Taiana and Ayah began counting another contraction. ‘You’re doing well, Taiana,’ Athelynn crooned softly. ‘I know it hurts, but it’s necessary. I’ll give you something for the pain later, I promise.’
‘It sounds like it hurts so much,’ Noffren said.
‘Oh, it does,’ Athelynn replied, smiling. ‘Ayah kept me in agony for three quarters of the day and half the night. I believe she was determined to be born on Great Sky Day. She finally decided to let go just after midnight.’
‘Why thank you, Ama,’ Ayah said. She had heard that story before.
‘Well, it was all worth it in the end and I’m sure your daughter will be less stubborn.’
‘I’m not stubborn!’ Athelynn raised an eyebrow and Ayah pouted. ‘Well, okay. Maybe I’m a little stubborn.’
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Ayah rubbed at her eyes and put another log on the fire. Behind her, Taiana was having another contraction. ‘Maybe the baby is going to be as stubborn as me.’
‘I don’t think so,’ Athelynn replied. ‘She’s coming down.’
Ayah turned and saw that her mother had the slightly distant look she got when she was examining the flow of qi. She could see
the baby even through her mother’s belly. ‘I wish I could do that,’ Ayah whispered.
Athelynn either did not hear or ignored the statement. ‘We’ll be seeing a head soon. Taiana, you must push. You’ll know when. Just remember that more women than you could count have done this before. It’s a natural process.’
‘It doesn’t feel natural!’ Taiana shrieked. ‘It feels like I’m trying to squeeze out Noffren!’
‘I assure you, you’re not. Push.’
It was another ten minutes before the head appeared. At first it was more or less a tuft of hair, but as Taiana bore down, the shape became more obvious and Athelynn slid her fingers in around the baby’s head. Ayah had watched this before and knew that her mother was checking that the cord was not around the baby’s neck. When Athelynn frowned, Ayah knew there was a problem. Taiana was too busy focusing on the breathing and the pushing, and Noffren was too busy hyperventilating, so neither of them noticed Athelynn’s disquiet. Ayah had been through this once before and prepared herself for what might come next. But as the baby’s face began to emerge, Athelynn eased the sinewy cord out and over the baby’s head; there would be no need for a knife this time and Ayah relaxed. Now it was just a matter of time.
Soon enough, the sound of a pair of healthy lungs giving vent to their displeasure at being expelled from the warm environment they were used to was filling the air. Athelynn and Ayah carefully washed the baby’s face and then Athelynn handed Taiana’s new child to her.
‘It’s traditional for new parents to remark upon the baby’s beauty,’ Athelynn said.
‘She is beautiful,’ Taiana replied wearily.
‘What are you going to name her?’
‘Oh, she’s Tinayah. It’s even more appropriate since Ayah helped deliver her.’
Ayah blushed. ‘Thanks, Taiana. I was happy to help.’
~~~
At first, Sanden thought he had awoken because of the newest addition to the village’s population. Whatever they were going to name Noffren and Taiana’s baby, she had a good pair of lungs, but…
No, that sound was audible, but not loud enough to raise him out of sleep. Something else had stirred him and he pushed aside his blankets and reached for the sword beside his bed. Keeping the weapon there was an old habit; long ago, he had been far more wary about ever
being unarmed and when he had first come to Avrilatha, there had been bandits who occasionally raided the Plains villages. In recent years, things had been quieter and Sanden had almost settled to the point where he did not keep his sword nearby. Almost.
He knew that some other instinct had broken his sleep when the door to his bedroom began to open. The first thing through it was a sword blade and Sanden knew exactly who was trying to sneak up on him even before the imperial lieutenant stepped through the door and looked around the room. The man had the tactical awareness to realise that he had lost the element of surprise quickly enough and they had left their mail shirts behind in an attempt to be silent, but he had his two compatriots with him and he appeared to also have the overconfidence which plagued imperial soldiers. He raised his sword, pointing it directly at Sanden’s face. ‘There’s the traitor. Get him.’
They moved in quickly, swords flashing in the light from the moon coming in through the single window. Sanden assumed a defensive posture out of first position and easily pushed aside the only blow which came close to hitting. The lieutenant was holding back, giving himself a hard time actually hitting but making it harder for Sanden to hit back. He was using his men as a shield, which marked him down another peg in Sanden’s view. None of them were especially skilled, but it was three against one: when they attacked again and Sanden missed a parry, he felt the sharp pain of a sword piercing his side. It was time to reduce the odds against him.
Sanden’s sword lashed up and in toward the man who had stabbed him and the soldier fell back, clutching at his throat as blood spewed out from between his fingers. He clashed aside the two swords coming at him and pushed his attack, stabbing out at the second subordinate and pushing the blade right through his windpipe. That was when the lieutenant’s sword stabbed into Sanden’s guts and the world began to spin.
~~~
Ayah was feeling rather happy as she made her way back home. So she had spent almost three-quarters of the night awake, but she had also helped to bring a new life into the world. That was worth some loss of sleep. She was sure there would be more of that since she was a little too wound up to fall asleep quickly. Her mother had, however, sent Ayah ahead since she could see that her daughter was flagging. So, Ayah had trooped off through the night, thankful for the full moon, to her bed.
Something caught her attention in the corner of her eye. She turned to look, but whatever it had been, a blur of red in the moonlight, it was nowhere to be seen now. She gave a shrug and then made to go on, but something else caught her attention: there were horses in the smithy. It seemed a little late for someone to want horses shod and Ayah thought she recognised the saddles.
Getting closer confirmed that the three horses appeared to be the same ones that the imperial soldiers had been riding and that the door from the smithy into Sanden’s house was open. There were not many locks in Avrilatha, but Ayah’s home had one and the smithy had another. Both buildings held materials that thieves might take an interest in, so they had doors which could be locked. The lock on Sanden’s door was broken and that was not a good sign. And it was while Ayah was looking at the lock that she heard voices from deeper inside the building. She moved inside.
‘… a traitor to your nation.’ The voice sounded like the lieutenant whose horse had needed shoeing. It was harsh, accusatory. ‘The emperor himself put a price upon your head.’
The reply was muffled, weak, but it sounded like Sanden. The voices seemed to be coming from the smith’s bedroom and Ayah spotted a man lying half out of the door, blood pooled around his head. It was one of the soldiers.
‘You’re a coward!’ the lieutenant said in response to whatever Sanden had said. ‘You ran from the nation which raised and trained you.’
‘I ran from an emperor willing to needlessly sacrifice his own men and murder innocent women and children,’ Sanden said. ‘I’ve heard enough of your prattle. Kill me and have done with it.’ Ayah’s eyes widened and she picked up the sword beside the fallen soldier.
‘I prefer watching you suffer while you bleed to death.’
‘No!’ Ayah snapped, stepping over the body and through the door. ‘Get away from him.’
The lieutenant was not actually very near to Sanden. He stood against the wall, the window just to his left. His face was in shadow, but Ayah could hear the sneer in his voice. ‘The little girl from the smithy. Put that down, girl, before you cut yourself.’
Sanden was lying with his back against his bed. He was naked, sitting in a pool of blood with a sword loosely held in his right hand. ‘Go, Ayah,’ he said, motioning to stand, but failing to do more than ooze more blood. Ayah ignored him.
She also ignored the second body lying at Sanden’s feet: the second soldier who seemed to have taken a neck wound. She raised her sword into first position, the tip aligned with the lieutenant’s shadowed face.
‘I see,’ the lieutenant said. His blade came up and he lunged forward, his sword tip aiming for Ayah’s chest. Ayah dashed the blade aside and struck back, driving in with all the skill Sanden had taught her. Her blade plunged deep into the man’s chest and his eyes widened. He coughed and blood flecked his lips, dark in the moonlight. Then he fell, his legs folding under him. He was not moving, but Ayah could see him breathing. Her fists clenched, but she could not bring herself to deliver the blow needed to finish him. Besides, she needed to see to Sanden.
The sword fell from her fingers, clattering on the wooden floor boards, and Ayah rushed to her mentor. She had to stop the bleeding, and then she would get her mother.
~~~
‘You’re lucky to be alive,’ Athelynn stated flatly as she washed the blood away from Sanden’s wounds to get a better look at them. ‘Ayah has stopped the bleeding, but these are deep wounds.’
‘There were three of them,’ Ayah said, ‘and in a confined space. That’s not fair.’
‘War is rarely fair, Ayah,’ Sanden responded.
‘We aren’t at war. What did they want? I heard that man call you a traitor…’
‘Later,’ Athelynn snapped. ‘I need to close these wounds. Hold still, Sanden.’ She closed her eyes and placed her hands over Sanden’s stomach. There was a wound there, but that was not the point of the contact position: Athelynn was going to reinforce Sanden’s qi with her own. Ayah knew this was going to cost her mother a lot and moved closer. Sanden’s body stiffened as the alien qi was pressed in upon him and his body’s own qi reacted, moving as Athelynn directed.
Then Ayah was reaching out to catch her mother as Athelynn sagged. Sanden relaxed on the treatment bed, where he had been brought by two of Athelynn’s neighbours. Those same neighbours were taking care of things in the smithy or had said they would.
Sanden pushed up onto an elbow. ‘Are you alright, Athelynn?’
‘She will be,’ Ayah said. ‘Healing like that takes a lot out of her.’
‘I’ll be fine after a night’s rest,’ Athelynn said, a smile in her voice, but also tiredness close to exhaustion. ‘Ayah, would you help me to my bed? Then you can come back here and keep an eye on our patient.’
‘I don’t need–’ Sanden began.
‘I’ve closed the wounds, but you’re not even near to healed. It will be days before you can work and longer before you’re fully fit. You’ll rest now. Healer’s orders.’
‘Yes, Laoshi,’ Sanden said, and then he lay back on the rather hard bed and closed his eyes.
~~~
In the morning, Athelynn was fully recovered, if a little tired from the late night, and Sanden was mobile. Mobile, but slow. He moved with one arm around his stomach, bent at the waist, and there was pain in his eyes. Athelynn insisted that he stay in the treatment room until he could move without pain, and he countered that he could not take up that room when others might need it. If she insisted
on having him around, then he would sit quietly in their lounge and sleep in one of the chairs.
Ayah was bleary-eyed from lack of sleep, but she went out to help as the other villagers disposed of the three bodies from the smithy. She had been sure that at least one of them was still alive when she had half-carried Sanden out, but they had all been dead by morning. Ayah was not feeling too good about that: she had not actually killed the lieutenant, but she had certainly facilitated his death. She and a couple of the other girls set about scrubbing the bloodstains out of Sanden’s floorboards, and all she could think of was her sword plunging into the lieutenant’s chest the whole time.
Though she had more to worry about than that. For one thing, there was the mystery of what the soldiers had wanted with Sanden, why they had called him a traitor, and why the emperor had offered a reward for him. And then there was Baraban. The landowner’s son had been about the village while things were being taken care of. No one would have told him what was happening and Ayah doubted he had seen much, but he knew something was going on. He would dig. If he found out what had happened…
But it was evening and Sanden was sitting by the fire with Ayah and Athelynn when he finally said, ‘I think I owe you both an explanation.’
‘You don’t,’ Athelynn said. ‘You’ve been very good to us ever since… You owe us nothing.’
‘Ayah saved my life last night and doesn’t even know why she had to. I think I owe her an answer to her question.’ Sanden’s gaze shifted to Ayah. ‘They called me a traitor, Ayah, because I am. To them anyway.’
‘I don’t understand,’ Ayah said, frowning.
‘I was born in the Iron City, raised in the Empire of Iron to believe that we were the greatest nation in the world. I believed it and I joined the Army. I started as a regular soldier and worked my way up to major. I was in charge of a battalion when… When the emperor sent us out to take Garia City.’
‘You were at the siege of Garia City?’
‘And I watched as generals ignored all the precepts of strategy, throwing men at the walls of the city to die. When we finally got inside, I saw executions, torture, and worse. Our glorious Empire killed its own people and those of a conquered city to please the mad man who sits on the throne. I couldn’t accept it. I wouldn’t accept it. I left the Army, ran from it and, eventually, I came here.’
There was silence for a second or two and then Athelynn said, ‘You are hardly the only deserter from the Imperial Army. Why would Siyu personally
put a price on your head?’
‘There were plenty who ran from the siege rather than be sent against the walls again. They were mostly conscripts and they mostly ended up as brigands and bandits. I was the highest-ranking officer to desert and the emperor took it personally, I suspect. Well, he has other things to think about now, but back then I was his greatest embarrassment.’
‘I was barely born when Garia City was taken,’ Ayah said, ‘so it’s not a surprise I never heard about some imperial major deserting, but I’ve not heard of anyone else leaving the Army recently.’
‘Not the Army,’ Sanden said, ‘but there are rumours about that Sying, the Iron Princess, went missing not long after her sixth great birthday. Some say she was kidnapped by spies from Istollam last summer, but it seems more likely that she escaped the palace to avoid an arranged marriage the summer before. There is no reason for Istollam to involve themselves in that kind of politics. I think it more likely that Emperor Siyu wants an excuse to attack Istollam and take control of a huge swathe of the Plains.’
‘You really think there’ll be another war?’
‘The men who came here were scouts, Ayah. It may be a few short years away, but war is coming.’
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The morning saw Sanden a little better, but Athelynn was still concerned about him and refused to allow him to move around too much. So, Ayah was sent to the smithy to collect a few clothes and other items Sanden wanted and it was as she was leaving that she ran into Baraban.
The landowner’s son was looking smug, which could not be a good sign. What he said made the reason for his smugness obvious. ‘I have something I need to discuss with you, Ayah. Something very
important to our future.’
‘We have no future, Baraban,’ Ayah replied. ‘Certainly not before my next great birthday. I’m busy, so if you’ll–’
‘I don’t think you’ll want the Imperial Army finding out what you and Sanden did to their troops.’
‘Baraban–’
‘And they won’t. Just so long as you agree to a betrothal on your birthday.’
Ayah scowled at the young man, but he just looked back at her with that smug grin. She contemplated wiping it away with a slap that would set his ears ringing, but Baraban was just the kind of vindictive bully to actually go through with his threat. She suspected that he would find the results less than agreeable but persuading him of that was likely to be hard. ‘Let me think on it,’ she said.
‘Of course,’ Baraban replied magnanimously. ‘I’ll have your answer by tomorrow at midday.’
Ayah’s scowl deepened, but she nodded. ‘If that’s what you want.’
‘I do. And when you’ve said yes, we’ll discuss other ways you can pay for my silence.’
~~~
‘I need to leave the village,’ Ayah said as the trio were once again gathered around the fire.
Athelynn did not look as though her daughter’s statement was coming as a huge surprise. ‘Something has been bothering you all day. What happened?’
‘Baraban found out about the soldiers. He says he’ll tell unless I agree to a betrothal.’
‘You can’t,’ Sanden said. ‘He knows nothing said before your sixth great birthday has any
meaning.’
‘I don’t think he’s too worried about that. Besides, he made it clear that he doesn’t mean to stop at a betrothal. He wants an answer by midday tomorrow. I need to leave the village tonight.’
‘But–’
‘He’s going to have his way, Laoshi Sanden. He is
bright enough to know he has leverage and he’s also stupid enough to believe his father’s money will save him if the Empire of Iron comes here to punish whoever killed their soldiers.’
Sanden frowned, unable to deny the logic, but… ‘Athelynn, aren’t you going to say anything? She can’t–’
‘I thought by now you’d have learned that look in my daughter’s eyes, Sanden,’ Athelynn said calmly. ‘She’s thought on this all day and she’s determined. And you know she’s assessed the situation correctly. I’m not sure her leaving will solve the entire problem. Baraban and his father have a vindictive streak and Baraban is almost as stubborn as Ayah. I don’t want her to go, but I’ve always known she would leave Avrilatha at some point. I thought I had another Great Year… But no, the best thing we can do is make sure that she goes prepared. Then I can start praying that she does not have to stay away for too long.’
Sanden looked like he was going to argue, but then he sagged back into his chair. ‘In that case, I’ll need some help getting to the smithy. I have things there from my
travelling days which may help.’
~~~
From a wardrobe in his bedroom, Sanden produced a moderate-sized backpack which was quite heavy, but still fairly compact. ‘There’s a tent and a bedroll in there,’ Sanden said. ‘You’ll be sleeping at the side of the road a lot and you can’t count on the weather staying as good as it has been. I don’t think you’ll have any trouble working out how to put the tent up. It was designed for imperial scouts so it’s light and strong. The poles just slot together and they’re Iron City steel. There’s flint and steel in there too. You’ll likely want a fire at night.’
‘Thank you,’ Ayah said. ‘You didn’t have to come here to get this. I could have found it.’
‘Probably, but there’s something else I want you to have which would be harder to find. Take the pack out into the front room and I’ll join you in a minute.’
Ayah’s eyebrows rose, but she dutifully slung the pack up onto a shoulder and trooped out into Sanden’s rather cool family room. She could hear something going on in the bedroom but could not work out what it was. Sliding sounds. The thunk of something being dropped. Then Sanden emerged from the bedroom carrying a leather pouch and a long, wooden case. He tossed her the pouch, which was quite heavy when it landed in her hands, and it clinked.
‘Money,’ Sanden said. He held up a hand to forestall any argument. ‘I’ve been saving what I could since I came here and you’ll need money at times. I’m not leaving myself penniless either, so don’t argue.’
‘I… Thank you.’
‘Good. Now, you’re not to argue about this either.’ He held out the wooden case and Ayah took it from him, frowning at the beautifully carved lid. ‘Well, open it.’
Ayah sat down on a chair and put the pouch of money aside so that she could place the case on her knees and work the brass catches. She opened the lid and her eyes widened. Set in silk padding within the box was a sword, perhaps the most beautiful sword she had ever seen. It was just like the ones she used in practice, but far more ornate and with an edge. Both the pommel and the guard were carved with intricate, draconic designs and then gilded. The grip was soft, cream leather which had been burned to give a pattern of more dragon-like creatures. The blade had been acid-etched with more patterns, but these were more complex, showing various figures from legend, Ayah thought, though she could not place all of them. It looked like a very
fine piece of craftsmanship, and very expensive.
‘I can’t possibly–’
‘I said no arguments,’ Sanden interrupted. ‘It was made for me by a master craftsman in the Iron City. When he gave it to me, he told me that I would one day give it to someone who had greater need of it than I. You’ve learned well, Ayah, and I can’t think of a single person I know who might be more in need of a good sword. Call this a graduation present. I expect you’ll learn more of the Metal Form in years to come, but for now I am no longer your laoshi.’
Ayah bit back on the tears threatening to fall, closed the case, and got to her feet. She bowed. ‘I will make you proud and you will always be my laoshi.’
~~~
It was getting close to midnight when Ayah stood, dressed in what her mother called her ‘travelling clothes’ and ready to leave her home for the foreseeable future. There was a woollen tunic and thick cotton trousers. The latter were tied tight around her shins. Strong boots would keep her feet dry, and an over-tunic of rough cloth would keep her warm and help shed the rain if any fell. The leather bracers around her forearms were mostly decoration, but they were thick enough to provide a little protection too.
‘Well,’ Ayah said, ‘it’s time to go.’ Of course, now that she was on the brink of leaving, she did not want to.
‘Safe journey, Ayah,’ Sanden said. The smith was looking tired. He should have been in bed by now. He needed more rest, not to be standing outside in the cool night air.
‘I’ll stay safe. And when my mother’s fixed you up, you’ll keep her safe for me, won’t you?’
‘Of course. It will be my honour.’
With a nod, Ayah turned and pulled her mother into a hug. ‘Not going to try to stop me at the last minute?’
‘No, daughter of mine. Your destiny was always beyond the village walls. When you’re powerful and famous, come back to see your old mother, won’t you?’
‘Well, I don’t think I’m going to be either of those, but I’ll come back anyway. Goodbye for now, Ama.’
‘Goodbye, Ayah.’
And with that, Ayah turned and walked out of the village and away from the only life she had ever known.
 
 



Interlude: The Fox on the Road
On the Road, North and East of Avrilatha Village, 8th Day, Second Marita, 206.
Ayah had been walking for over a quarter of the night and she was starting to get tired. That might have been why she did not spot the fox standing in the road ahead of her until she was almost upon it.
‘Oh! Hey, hello, Mister Fox,’ Ayah said, grinning at the animal. The fox gave her a look and a sharp bark. ‘Miss Fox?’ The fox whickered something which might have been an affirmative, possibly a sarcastic one. ‘Well, it’s not like it’s that
easy to tell. It’s dark and I can’t see… your bits.’ The fox raised her snout and sniffed. ‘Spirits! I’m so tired I’m talking to a fox like she was a human. I need some sleep.’
The fox tilted her head to one side and then darted into the undergrowth at the side of the track. A second later, Ayah heard a whickering sound which almost sounded like a question. Like, ‘Why aren’t you following?’ With a shrug, she left the track and followed. Right now, she was so tired that following a vixen off the road seemed like a perfectly reasonable activity. After walking barely a hundred paces, she came to a stand of low trees and Ayah spotted the fox again, trotting through the thinner grass as happy as could be.
A little way in there was a clearing and Ayah dropped her pack happily, opening it up to pull out a blanket. The sky was clear and she did not think she had to worry about rain. All she needed to do was lay out the blanket, roll it over her, and sleep. Her eyes fell on the fox.
‘Well, a little
snack before bed would be good.’ Ayah pulled some of the dried meat her mother had given her from her pack and split a strip of it into four pieces. Then she threw two of them down for the vixen. ‘I hope that’s not bad for you or anything.’ The fox snapped up the meat in two quick gulps; if it was
bad for animals, the fox did not appear to care.
Ayah wrapped herself in her blanket and chewed on a strip of meat. The fox curled up in the grass nearby and closed her eyes. Ayah’s eyebrows went up, but if the fox wanted to stay near her… Well, there was probably not that much Ayah could do about it anyway.
 
 



Interlude: Baraban’s Answer
Avrilatha Village, 8th Day, Second Marita, 206.
Baraban had been smiling for most of the last day, but as he stalked toward Ayah’s home, he was wearing a scowl. He had had Ayah exactly
where he wanted her. Now, according to rumour, she was gone. No one escaped him. He always
got what he wanted.
He slammed open the door to Athelynn’s treatment room and marched in, ignoring the old woman Athelynn was currently working on. ‘Where is she?’ he yelled. ‘Where is Ayah? We had an arrange–’
‘Get out,’ Athelynn snapped. ‘I am busy and I do not have time for your foolishness.’
Baraban took a step forward, reaching out for Athelynn’s blouse. Then he seemed to think better of it: he was angry, but Athelynn was the village’s healer and not someone he could afford to anger. ‘Tell me where Ayah has gone. We had an arrangement. She was to–’
‘I know all about your “arrangement,” Baraban. You tried to blackmail my daughter into a marriage she did not want. Now she’s gone. Because of you! Get out of my house and never
come here again.’
Baraban’s features twisted into a malicious grin. ‘You’ll tell me where she’s gone, or I’ll tell the next squad of troops through here exactly
what she did.’
‘And you think they’ll believe you?’ Baraban spun at the sound of Sanden’s voice from the inner doorway.
‘Stay out of this, smith.’
Sanden ignored him. ‘Let me give you an insight into the mind of the Imperial Army. Call it a free lesson. Imperial soldiers are the best in the world and they all
know it. There is no way that one man could stand up to three of them, so I
must have had an accomplice, probably several of them. If you tell them Ayah killed one of their lieutenants, they will laugh at you so hard they may rupture something. So, they’ll torture me to find out who helped me. I’ll hold out for a couple of days, and then I’ll tell them it was you.’
‘What?’ Baraban’s eyes grew wide and he took a step away from the wounded smith. ‘They’ll never believe–’
‘You think they’ll believe an underage
girl
helped me? Oh no. That’s simply not acceptable to the imperial mind. You make much more sense and you clearly tried to shift the blame to a girl
who had rejected
your inappropriate advances. Me they’ll kill. You they’ll kill slowly. You’ll be tortured to death and believe you me, the imperial torturers are experts at keeping someone alive for weeks in pain.’
‘They’ll never–’
‘So, here’s what you are going to do, Baraban. You’re going to leave this house and, as Athelynn said, you will never darken its doors again. If you breathe a word
of what happened here to anyone outside this village, I will make it my life’s mission to see you die in the dungeons under the Iron City. Are we clear, Baraban?’
Baraban’s mouth opened and then closed. He glared at Sanden for a second and then stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
‘I think he got it,’ Athelynn said. Then she turned back to her patient.





Part Two: The Festival of Growth
Growing upward. Sublimely prosperous and smooth. Appropriate to see a great person. Do not worry; moving forward toward the south: good fortune.

– The I Ching.

Saventi Town, 15th Day, Second Marita, 206.
Saventi was something of a revelation to Ayah. It was a town toward the middle of the Western Plains and, as towns went, it was not an especially large one. It still seemed to have far more people in it than Avrilatha ever had, though part of that might have been the date. It had real, permanent defences too: Avrilatha had a fence made of logs driven into the ground which was not exactly well-maintained, but Saventi had a wall. It was a wall made of a double circle of logs with packed earth between them, but it was a wall. There were big gates which could be barred closed, even if the grass growing around them suggested they were rarely, if ever, closed at all. There were even a couple of men on guard duty at the gate; no one ever mounted a guard in Avrilatha.
The principal reason why Saventi was classified as a town, however, was the market square in the middle of it. On Wood Day in each week – which was tomorrow – the square would fill with traders, both local and travellers from other parts of the Plains, trying to sell their goods to whomever might be in town. This particular Wood Day would attract a bigger crowd, however, because it was the third Wood Day in the month of Marita which made it the day of the Festival of Growth.
The festival might, Ayah thought, be an issue. She really wanted to sleep in a bed for a couple of nights and enjoy the festivities. There was a pretty high chance that Saventi had an inn, but there was also a reasonable probability that it would be full. The inn would, she figured, be near the square in the middle of town, so that was where she headed for, down quite a broad thoroughfare from the gate.
Once within the walls, Saventi looked less different from Avrilatha than Ayah had expected and her nerves began to settle. She had not really noticed she was nervous until her disquiet calmed, but she managed to pin down what was wrong quickly enough: she was missing the fox. The animal had been her near-constant companion for eight days but had disappeared as Ayah approached the town. Now Ayah was facing at least three times the number of people she had ever seen in one place before and a strange town, and the vixen was not there to provide comfort.
But Saventi was like a larger version of Ayah’s home village. There was nothing really strange here. Like Avrilatha, the houses had wooden frames with packed-earth walls. For the most part anyway; Ayah spotted a couple of buildings with stone lower floors and a wooden-framed upper floor, and there were no two-storey buildings in Avrilatha. All of the stone buildings seemed to be shops, however, and Ayah suspected that the upper floor was the owner’s private living space while the cut-stone floor was the public shop. Clearly, there were people in Saventi with more money than the villagers of Avrilatha, but they were people from a settlement on the Western Plains: nothing to be nervous of.
The market square was a broad expanse of open space in the middle of town. In the centre of it was a stone-edged pool surrounded by paving slabs. The pool had six sides to it, each carved with an elemental symbol: Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, Water, and Sky were all represented. Ayah peered at the pool and its symbology for a second, wondering at the odd sensation of difference she felt from it, but she could see nothing to account for the feeling and turned her back on it. As she looked out from that central spot, Ayah realised that the ‘square’ itself was hexagonal and one of its faces was occupied by a large building, larger than anything she had ever seen before, with not one but two
storeys of stone as well as a sloping, tiled roof! Now that was truly an amazing building and it seemed to be the inn. Maybe it would not
be full after all.
The large, double door of the inn opened onto a big room with tables and chairs in it and, at the rear, an arrangement of barrels and tables. Ayah had never been in a taproom before, but this was obviously one and it seemed as though the only staff in residence were behind the bar, so that was where she headed. There were various people sitting around the tables, enjoying a drink on a Sky Day afternoon. Most looked local or were dressed in the same sort of manner as most Plains people anyway. No one here was dressed like an imperial soldier, which Ayah considered a good thing. Only one person really caught Ayah’s attention: a tall, beautiful woman with long black hair. She was wearing a red dress with pink and purple roses printed onto the silk. It was a very form-fitting garment and Ayah had only seen a couple of women wearing one when they passed through Avrilatha. Generally, they had been accompanying a rich man on his travels. This woman seemed to be alone.
The portly man behind the counter took one look at Ayah and shook his head. ‘I’ve no free rooms,’ he said flatly.
Ayah sagged. ‘None? I’ve money for–’
‘None. It’s the festival tomorrow. By now, every free room in town will have someone in it. I let my last one an hour ago.’
Ayah sagged more. ‘There’s nowhere to stay?’
‘There’ll be a camp outside the wall. Some don’t want to pay the prices and pitch tents out there.’
‘Oh. I’d really hoped…’ With thoughts of a bed under her slipping away, Ayah gave the man a bow. ‘Thank you for your time.’
‘She can share my room.’ Ayah turned in time to see the woman in the red dress stepping up to the counter. Out from beneath the table, Ayah could see that the dress fell very straight from the woman’s hips, but there were slits down the sides from the woman’s upper thighs which probably made walking possible, never mind easier. It was a weird sort of garment in some ways: it seemed very formal, yet it showed off the woman’s figure very well and did little to really cover her long legs.
‘I’m not sure I should–’ the man behind the bar began.
‘Come now, innkeeper,’ the woman said, a smile playing over her lips, ‘you charged me more than enough for the room and it’s easily big enough for two. You can’t have a young girl like this sleeping outside the walls with the ruffians who usually choose to make camp there.’
Now the innkeeper sagged. ‘If you’re willing to share, taitai, I see no reason to deny you.’
‘If you are amenable, young lady,’ the woman added, turning to Ayah.
The innkeeper had used ‘taitai,’ which meant he thought of the woman as a social superior, or maybe he was just buttering up a client but it had not seemed like that. Ayah pressed her right fist to her left palm and made a deep bow. ‘I would be honoured and most grateful, taitai. My name is Ayah.’
The woman returned the bow, almost as deeply as Ayah. ‘I am Xian and I am most pleased to make your acquaintance, Ayah.’
~~~
Xian had the strangest eyes. They had a strong slant to them, suggesting that the woman’s ancestry was old and from the east, but it was the colour which was startling. Xian’s eyes were amber, almost glowing as though flames danced behind them. And Ayah could feel them watching her as she stood, stripped to the waist and washing the road off her body.
The room was indeed large enough for two people, though there was only one bed and Ayah was still not entirely sure what to make of that fact. There was room for two loveseats set about a low table, and a dresser upon which was a real
mirror of silvered glass as well as the bowl and jug Ayah was using to wash. In a small room off to one side, there was a toilet and sink; the inn had plumbing! Clearly, Saventi qualified as ‘civilisation.’
Xian was obviously used to this kind of luxury. She was a civilised woman. Cosmopolitan. Sanden had told Ayah once that the big cities built public bathhouses for their citizens and that attending such a place was as much a social event as a matter of hygiene. In Garia City, he had said, bathing was divided so that the genders did not mix, but in the Iron City, there was no segregation and entire families would go together to the baths following a strict ritual of etiquette. Xian seemed like a woman who knew that etiquette and Ayah did not wish to seem like a country bumpkin next to her.
Picking up a drying cloth, Ayah turned to face Xian as she dried herself. ‘Thank you again for allowing me to stay with you. I really wanted a night in a bed after a week on the road.’
Xian smiled. She seemed to have quite prominently pointy canines. ‘It’s always a pleasure to help a fellow traveller. Tell me about yourself, Ayah. Where did you leave to come to Saventi for the festival?’
‘Well, I didn’t come for the festival, exactly. It just so happens that I arrived in time for it. I come from a village south and east of here. I… had to leave and I’m going to Lake Omash. I hope to find teachers around there for the Water or Wood Forms.’
‘Interesting. You know Earth Form already, I assume.’
Ayah’s cheeks coloured a little: she felt like she was about to brag and that was not very cosmopolitan. ‘Earth and Metal. I’m no master, but I know the basics.’
‘And you wish to learn more?’
‘I want to learn them all. I learned the Healing Art from my mother and Metal Form from the village smith.’
Xian did not seem bothered by Ayah’s ambition; instead, she nodded thoughtfully. ‘You’ve Earth as a base. A strong foundation, but you will need to take care. You must know that few have ever mastered all five of the elemental Forms.’
‘I know. The last was Emperor Anguo, the first Iron Emperor, and his reputation is half-legendary. The other masters of all five elements are legends. Most who try never succeed.’
‘But do you know why?’
Ayah used the action of putting on her tunic to delay and think about the answer, but she had to admit that she did not know. ‘I don’t.’
‘Each element is composed of varying amounts of light and dark energy. Earth, and also Sky, are neutral, Wood and Fire have more light, and Metal and Water have more dark.’
‘Yes, I know that.’
Xian bowed her head in acknowledgement. ‘To study the Forms is to take on some of the energy of the elements. To study many forms is to take on more of that energy and, inevitably, an imbalance is formed. This imbalance of light and dark afflicts the spirit of the practitioner. It requires the strongest of wills to press on with your studies when your mind has drifted away from a balanced perspective. Some fall to this quickly. Most fail before they master their fifth element.’
Ayah smiled. ‘Well, most people would tell you that I’m quite… determined. When my mind is set on something, I will keep going until I have it.’
Xian gave a laugh. ‘Perhaps you will gain mastery of all the Forms then. Tell me, are those your only clothes? A dress would be more appropriate for the festivities.’
‘I… I have a smock which–’
‘I think we can do better than that.’ Xian glanced at the window, probably judging the time. ‘Yes, I think we can. Come with me, Ayah, and we’ll see to getting you something more appropriate.’
~~~
‘I don’t think I can wear this,’ Ayah said, twisting on the spot to examine the back of the dress Xian had suggested for her. Ayah had thought – or maybe hoped – that she would get a dress like Xian’s, but what she was now wearing was something entirely different and it was not the kind of thing that Ayah was used to.
For one thing, it was short, falling to barely mid-thigh. Ayah had never shown off that much leg in her life! The garment was basically a robe which wrapped around her body and had long sleeves with wide cuffs. A wide belt knotted around her waist with a big bow. Ayah had thought it was a little revealing when she had put it on, and that the arms were shorter. But then she had walked out of the little changing room and Xian had told her that it was to be worn off the shoulder, which both took the cuffs down to her wrists and showed off a lot
more chest than Ayah was used to. The dress was a lot revealing.
‘Of course you can,’ Xian replied. ‘You look beautiful in it.’
Ayah had to admit that she loved the fabric, which was a printed silk – pink flowers on a white base and very reminiscent of spring. ‘I don’t know…’
‘This is suitable attire for a young lady,’ the owner of the shop said. His name was Nattri and the sign above his shop door claimed that he was a ‘Tailor and Purveyor of Fine Fashions.’ He had greying hair and a long nose which worked well with a thin face and body to make him look like a loom hook. ‘This design is all the rage in the Iron City.’
‘Yes, maybe, but this is Saventi, not the Iron City.’
‘I’ve sold a number of these dresses to the younger ladies of the town.’
‘It’s expensive…’
‘And I’m paying,’ Xian said. ‘I simply cannot have a young lady such as yourself wandering around in clothes fit for a labourer.’ She put up a hand as Ayah opened her mouth. ‘I’ll hear nothing more about it. The dress is perfect for you and I can tell you like it.’
‘It is
pretty,’ Ayah said. What she was worried about was what Xian might want in return for her largess. First the room, now a dress – a very revealing dress – and with no expectation of anything in return save, it seemed, for Ayah’s company. And the room just had one bed…
~~~
They had eaten a fairly simple meal of mutton stew in the taproom and talked about Ayah’s ambition to master the elemental Forms. It was not really until they were climbing the stairs and then preparing to retire that Ayah began to realise that she had almost no clue about Xian. Who was she? Where was she from? How did she seem to know so much about the elements and Forms? Ayah felt her benefactor looked
like a courtesan, except that she seemed to be travelling alone. Did courtesans routinely understand the martial arts as Xian seemed to?
Well, she did, and she was interesting. Ayah felt she had learned quite a lot by the end of the evening, but then there was the matter of whatever reward Xian was expecting. Or was she expecting anything? Ayah watched the older woman undressing while she remained dressed and a little perplexed about what to do. Xian certainly was a beautiful woman. Her skin was creamy and, it seemed anyway, quite perfect. She had a trim figure with quite large breasts: large, but firm, and Ayah envied them. Her features were, while beautiful, also a little severe: high cheekbones and a pointed chin gave rise to a narrow face with a lot of edges, and her hair narrowed it still further. Her nose was long too, but she did have full lips which softened her face a little.
Ayah realised she was staring and looked away just as Xian settled herself under the sheets and looked up to see where Ayah had got to. ‘You are planning to come to bed, aren’t you?’ Xian asked.
‘Yes, sorry. I was… away with the spirits.’ Feeling self-conscious, Ayah undid the bow over her stomach, unwound the belt, and then took off the silky dress, laying it carefully over one of the loveseats. There was not much light: only one candle burned on a small table beside the bed – beeswax, not tallow – and maybe it was not bright enough for Xian to see Ayah’s cheeks glowing. Ayah could see the slightly amused quirk to Xian’s lips, however. Or, it looked like amusement. Maybe it was anticipation. Briefly, Ayah wondered whether she was hoping it was anticipation, but she climbed into bed and lay on her back, pulling the sheets up over her chest.
Then Xian made a sound a little like an amused chuckle, leaned over, and blew out the candle. ‘Goodnight, Ayah,’ she said, and then she turned on her side, back to her companion, and fell silent.
‘Goodnight, Xian,’ Ayah replied. She lay in the dark, looking up at the barely visible ceiling, and tried to work out whether she was disappointed or relieved.
16th Day, Second Marita.
‘Wood Form!’ Ayah bolted forward to the wooden barriers marking off a square where a number of martial artists were sparring.
Amused, Xian followed Ayah to the rail. Xian seemed to be amused by Ayah quite a lot. ‘Wood has a lot in common with Earth,’ she said. ‘There are more strikes in Wood, but it’s largely a matter of philosophy.’
‘You seem to know a lot about the Arts.’
‘I know a little about a lot. The essence of Earth Form is solidity. The essence of Wood is pliability and persistence. Young trees bend in the wind, flexing to avoid breaking, but their roots dig deep.’
‘Well, rooting is part of the philosophy of Earth too.’
‘Exactly. But Wood also takes its nature from vines and bamboo which can entangle and drive through obstacles. A vine can demolish a stone building given time to get a good grip. Bamboo can punch through almost anything given time to grow.’
‘Right…’ Ayah watched as men, and a few women, grappled. The Earth Form she had learned was more about taking someone to the ground or pushing them away. Wood seemed to be more about holds, and the punches being thrown were with a closed fist rather than the open hands she employed. ‘If you don’t mind me asking, is there a Form you use?’
‘Fire. When I actually need to use anything.’
‘I’ve never seen Fire Form.’
Xian smiled. ‘And I hope you don’t need to see me using it. This is a celebration of spring and fertility. I’d hope we don’t need to get into a fight.’
‘Well, I guess that would be nice.’ Ayah went back to watching the fighters, trying to learn something from what she was seeing.
~~~
There were no masters of the Wood Form there. There were some who had progressed far enough to learn to use a staff – which was the signature weapon of Wood Form – and integrate it into their grapples and close-combat strikes. However, none of them claimed the honorific of ‘Dashi’ – grandmaster.
There was Dashi Hashimar, grandmaster of Earth Form, who was giving exhibitions of his Form and pointers to the local students who had mastered the basics. Ayah watched the old man – his thinning hair was grey, but his body was as solid as a man twenty years his junior – carefully, trying to glimpse some hint of how he did what he did. Perhaps his greatest ability was to root himself so strongly to the spot that none of those who tried could move him, but he also seemed to have an amazing ability to push men away from him across considerable distances and without the least effort. It had to be some manipulation of qi.
‘He drives his qi down through his feet,’ Xian said, confirming Ayah’s suspicion. ‘He lowers his centre of gravity, if you will, until one would need to uproot the ground he stands upon to shift him.’
‘I thought as much,’ Ayah said. ‘I should like to be able to do that.’
Xian smiled. ‘I thought as much, but you would find it easier to learn to push. That is an outward expression of qi force and you, I think, have more affinity for the external use of your qi.’
Ayah blinked up at the strange woman. ‘I do?’
‘You do, but I also think you have much to learn before you are ready to learn such techniques.’
Sagging a little, Ayah nodded. ‘I know, but it can’t hurt to watch a true master at work and perhaps pick up some tips for when I can learn them.’
‘I agree. Learn what you can, whenever you can, Ayah. An enquiring mind is a blessed thing to have.’
~~~
It was as they were eating warm, honey-flavoured oatcakes for lunch that Xian’s enquiring mind showed itself. They were standing close to the pool at the centre of the square – partly because the water might be useful for washing the sticky food from their fingers – when Xian frowned down at the low wall around the water feature.
‘Now why would someone scrawl a symbol like that on the pool here,’ Xian said.
Ayah looked down and, at first, saw nothing, but there was something drawn on the stone. Someone had used grey chalk, or something similar to it, to draw no kind of glyph Ayah had ever seen before. ‘I’m amazed you saw that. I’ve never seen anything like it.’
‘I’m not surprised. I believe it to be a spirit rune.’
‘I didn’t think the spirits used any written language.’
‘They don’t, but humans use such scribbles to represent the speech of spirits.’
‘Do you know what it says?’
‘Not a clue,’ Xian admitted. ‘I’m sure it’s some request to bring favour to the crops.’
Ayah’s gaze shifted to the water and her brow furrowed a little. She could feel… There was something about that water, the way the sun glinted on it or the way it rippled or… ‘Why try to hide it?’
‘Sorry?’
‘Why write some simple request to the spirits and hide it against the stone? Wouldn’t you want anyone to be able to read it?’
‘An interesting point. Well, I suppose we’ll find out if there’s something malign about it. I do hope not. It’s much
too nice a day to have evil spirits wandering about.’
Ayah agreed, but neither of them used the pool to wash their fingers clean when the oatcakes were eaten.
~~~
As the evening drew in, torches were lit in the square and the exhibitions of martial arts turned to competition. There were plenty of Earth Form practitioners willing to fight for the honour of winning – and a kiss from the Festival Queen, which made Ayah think they were not expecting a girl to win – and some Wood artists willing to try their luck against them. Ayah considered entering, but she would have had to change and did not really want to. There were also a few Metal Form swordsmen fighting for the honour of winning, even without the offer of a kiss, and Ayah considered matching herself against them too. She went so far as to retrieve her sword from her room, but she ended up simply watching the bouts with Xian, unwilling to risk the dress the tall woman had bought her against a random mishap with a blade.
‘You could change and join in,’ Xian suggested as they watched two men doing fake battle and Ayah shifted her sword in her hands.
‘I don’t… feel like it,’ Ayah said, and wondered why she seemed to be tenser than there was any reason to be. Something did not feel quite right about the evening and she could not put her finger on what it was.
‘Perhaps it’s as well,’ Xian said, and Ayah looked up at her because the tone of her voice had lost its humour. ‘There is something I do not like about these swordsmen.’
‘What?’ Ayah asked, hoping that her new friend might pin down what Ayah was feeling.
‘Aside from that young lad with the topknot, a smith’s apprentice, I think, they all came in together from outside the town. They’re all dressed differently, but they carry swords which match too well.’
‘Bandits?’ There were
still a few bands of bandits around, though not so many this long after the war against Garia City.
‘Perhaps, but they may simply have come to town for the festival.’ Xian paused. ‘Except…’
Ayah frowned when Xian did not continue. ‘Except?’
‘I saw some of them speaking with a man earlier and he was not one of them. Still, they seemed to know him and take orders from him. He was old and had the look of someone who has seen much and learned much and not all of it to his benefit. And there were chalk stains on his clothes.’
‘The marks on the side of the pool?’
‘And he did not look like a farmer seeking better crops.’
Ayah’s gaze swept around the square, as much of it as she could see anyway. ‘Should we do something? Warn someone?’
‘Of what? Some men who look like they might
be trouble and another who has chalk on his clothes? No, we wait and see how things unfold. But it was wise of you to get your sword.’
‘Yes… On the bright side, I may get to see some Fire Form.’
Xian laughed. ‘I did not take you for quite such an optimist.’
And that was when the screaming started. Somewhere out by the gate, it seemed, someone screamed and others took up the cry. Ayah was a little distracted since she had returned her gaze to the swordsmen in time to watch one of them run his blade through his opponent’s guts. It took a second for the screams to start among the audience, which suggested that whatever was happening at the gate, it had begun a little while before the screams had started there. Ayah’s sword was already in her hand, however, and Xian had shifted her stance. Both of them were ready for whatever happened next.
The swordsmen were now swarming out into the crowd yelling for people to clear out of the way and stand aside ‘or else.’ Given there was a boy no more than six Great Years of age bleeding to death on the ground, what they meant was pretty obvious, but just to make it certain, when one of the swordsmen spotted Ayah’s drawn sword, he charged at her. Ayah slapped his blade aside with her own and then Xian moved forward, her arm a blur as she rammed her fingers into the man’s stomach just below his ribs. The air rushed out of his lungs and he was falling, his sword clattering onto the hard-packed dirt.
The others were busy; Dashi Hashimar and several other Earth Form practitioners were taking on the bandits. The staff-wielding Wood artists were joining in, and with less probability of getting injured trying to fight swordsmen unarmed. The festival had descended into chaos as the crowd tried to scatter from around those fighting; it was likely that everyone in the town knew at least some Earth Form, but that did not mean they wanted to use it in a real fight.
The screams from the direction of the gate were coming closer and the crowd parted in that direction suddenly to reveal the reason for the commotion: three large animals were pushing forward, teeth snapping at anyone who strayed too close, and Ayah’s blood ran cold at the sight of them. They were, at first sight, black-furred wolves, but their eyes glowed a dull red which was not reflected from the torches and their long fangs seemed too large to fit within their snouts. They were spirit creatures. They were…
‘Amaroqs,’ Xian said, her voice flat and angry. There were three more of the creatures behind the ones on point and they seemed to be forming a close guard around a man, tall and thin with a short beard and thinning salt-and-pepper hair. He wore robes of black which looked streaked with grey. ‘And that’s the sorcerer who’s bound them. He’s the one we need rid of.’
The amaroqs were semi-legendary in the Western Plains. Ayah had heard stories of them and little more. It was said that they were most common in the north where the ground was frozen all year round, but even there they were generally solitary. Away from the tundra, they could be found in high mountains or deep forests and were never seen in more than a pair. Yet this man had somehow gathered six of them to do his bidding and that had to be sorcery.
‘What could he want?’ Ayah asked as the wolfen creatures pushed their way closer.
‘The pool. He wants the spirit in the pool and we must stop him.’
‘How?’ But an amaroq had spotted them and it gave out a howl before running at them. Its jaws opened and there were the too-long fangs glinting in the torchlight, but Ayah held her ground, waiting for it to close the distance before she ducked low and slashed at the creature’s nearest foreleg. It let out another howl, this time of pain, and its jaws snapped on empty air, but it was still on its feet. Until Xian rammed two of her fingers into its glowing eye with the same speed and efficiency she had used on the swordsman earlier. There was a sickening squishy-crunch and Xian snapped her arm back as the monster wolf fell at her feet.
‘Striking their eyes is the surest way to kill an amaroq,’ Xian said. ‘Striking that sorcerer is likely the quickest way to rid us of all of them.’
Ayah’s gaze flashed over the scene. Eyes were a difficult thing to target, but a human was a human. The sorcerer was beside the pool now, guarded by his five remaining pets and a few of the bandits. How were they going to get to the man at the centre who, even as Ayah watched, raised his arms toward the square’s pool and began to chant? His words were inaudible over the clamour of the crowd, but the still water of the pool began to shift unnaturally: he was definitely doing something.
Without warning, the water in the pool reared up, a humanoid shape forming out of the liquid. There were no really obvious features save a mouth which was wide open and screaming silently. Or, perhaps, roaring since one of its ‘arms’ – they were more like tentacles to Ayah’s thinking – lashed out, just missing one of the amaroqs.
‘It looks angry,’ Ayah said.
‘It is
angry,’ Xian replied. ‘You would be too if someone was trying to bind you into service.’
‘Right.’ Ayah bolted forward, dashing toward the circle of wolf-things and men, and shifting her grip on her sword to a backhanded one. She lowered her shoulder at the last moment as she approached one of the swordsmen and the impact jarred right through her body, but the swordsman was lifted off his feet, driven over by the force of Ayah’s slam. There was an amaroq in the way, but Ayah side-stepped it neatly as it snapped at her, and then she was moving in to where the sorcerer was standing, his eyes closed in concentration and his lips moving quickly as he chanted whatever spell he was employing to bind the spirit.
Ayah jumped and brought the point of her sword down on the sorcerer’s shoulder, just to the right of his neck. The chanting was cut off in a cry of pain, but the old man remained on his feet, turning and glaring at his attacker. Ayah was dimly aware of Xian, now on her right in a fighting stance which showed off a lot
of leg as she took down the amaroq Ayah had dodged past. The sorcerer had pulled a knife from somewhere within his robes and Ayah shifted her grip again: she would not get much chance to finish the man before his guards realised where the real danger was. She feinted a slash at his right arm, the one holding his knife, and he went for it, opening his chest up as she shifted up and across and drove her sword in between his ribs.
The old man’s eyes widened and he went still. There was a howl from one of the nearby amaroqs which was quickly taken up by the others. Ayah watched the light bleeding out of the sorcerer’s eyes and her heart lurched. The soldier in the smithy had been alive when she walked out – she could believe that another had finished the man and she had not really killed him. Now she was watching someone die on her sword and she was sure
it was her own hand which had done it. Xian was suddenly at her side, legs braced and arms held ready to fend off an attack, but there was also concern on her face.
‘Retreat!’ someone yelled, and Ayah glanced around to see that the wolf-things were doing their best to escape the town and the bandits were pulling back. Ayah had removed the men’s reason for being there and the binding on the amaroqs had gone with the sorcerer, leaving them as wild creatures suddenly surrounded by houses and walls.
But in the pool, the spirit-shape was still thrashing. A tentacle whipped past Ayah’s cheek and she turned, suddenly angry. ‘Hey! I kill the man trying to control you and you want to slap me for it?’ She was a little surprised when the thrashing stopped and what seemed to be the spirit’s face turned to look at her. It rode forward, the water shifting under it until it stood – hovered? – at the edge of the pool, and then it leaned out, looming over Ayah like watery doom. Ayah held her ground. ‘He’s gone. You need to calm down and go back to doing… whatever it is you usually do. Being water? Go back to that.’
Exactly how the water spirit spoke was something Ayah was not going to think about too much, but it spoke. Just a couple of words sounded from somewhere within the humanoid form and Ayah did not understand them, but they seemed… contrite. It seemed as though bowing was a good choice then, so Ayah raised her hands, her right fist still holding her sword as she pressed it to her left palm, and bowed at the waist toward the spirit. It did not return the gesture, but it sank back into the water and, after barely a second, the pool was as still and calm as if nothing had happened.
‘It said thank you,’ Xian said, her voice low. Anything else she might have said was lost in the noise as the people who were still in the square rushed forward and Ayah found herself swallowed up in the celebration of the defeat of the sorcerer.
17th Day, Second Marita.
Ayah had awoken late and with a headache from the amount of alcohol people had bought her. It had seemed rude to decline it and she had been lucky that Xian was there to carry her up to bed. Even if she did not feel at her best, Ayah dressed in her travelling clothes, said her goodbyes to Xian, and set out on the road, walking north and east toward Lake Omash.
Still, she was feeling the weight of a night of celebration and she set up camp a few tens of paces from the road as soon as the light began to die in the sky. Her shoulder was still aching from barging into the bandit to get to the sorcerer and, now that the alcohol haze was gone, there was still the headache and the knowledge that she had killed someone. A bad someone, yes, but still another human being…
A sharp bark from the other side of the small fire Ayah had made brought her attention back to the outside world, and to the fox which had appeared out of nowhere. ‘Oh, you’re back,’ Ayah said. ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting some food.’ There was another bark, though Ayah was only imagining that it was a vote for food. The vixen was a communicative sort of animal, but still just an animal. Even when it looked up at her in that particular way with those amber eyes…
Ayah frowned. ‘Xian?’
For a second or two, the vixen just sat there, looking up at her with the firelight sparking red flecks in those eyes which looked so much like Xian’s. Then the fox got to her feet and turned, circling around as though slowly chasing her tail. There was an odd blurring and shifting, and the vixen became something akin to red smoke which flowed upward and began to assume the shape of a tall, slim woman. Black hair flowed out from the head which was forming, swirling in a wind that was not real. And then Xian was settling onto the dusty ground, her legs crossed before her and the skirt of her red dress pooling in her lap. The eyes were still the same, however.
‘I admit it was a risk,’ Xian said. ‘Showing you my human form like that. I was still not sure you would work it out, even after the water spirit listened to you.’
‘You’re a fox spirit.’
‘As you say.’
‘That’s why you understood what the spirit in the pool said. Not many can understand the spirit speech.’
‘More humans than you might think, but you’re right, I grew up speaking that language.’ Xian’s lips twitched as she suppressed a grin. ‘Go on, ask it. I know you want to.’
‘What do you want of me?’ Ayah asked, since that was the question on her lips.
‘I find you interesting and I’m inclined to help you with your endeavour to learn the Arts. Is that enough of an answer?’
‘Well, yes. I mean, I suppose it is, but why would a fox spirit find a human interesting? You’re all supposed to be capricious tricksters.’
‘Or evil seducers. I had ample opportunity to seduce you and I did not. I could have led you astray before you realised what I was and I did not. So, I think that leaves the possibility that your folk tales of what spirits are and do might be… not entirely accurate.’
Now Ayah’s lips quirked. ‘Are you saying they’re all made up?’
‘Oh, hardly! Or, yes, they are all made up, but most are based on some reality. Spirits are people, Ayah. Just like human people, we have a general nature, and just like humans, we are all different. Humans have hobbies, so do spirits.’
‘Oh! So I’m a hobby?’
‘Hm, yes. What else would you be? Funny little human girl with such aspirations. I can’t think of a single reason why you’d provoke the interest of anyone.’
Ayah pursed her lips. ‘I can do sarcasm too, you know?’
‘I’m sure you can. Now, food was mentioned. I’m hungry.’
Reaching for her bag, Ayah flashed the spirit-woman a scowl. ‘There was less of you to feed when you were a vixen.’
‘Oh, Ayah,’ Xian replied with a purr in her voice, ‘I still am a vixen. Just a human-shaped one.’
~~~
‘Something has you out of sorts,’ Xian said as she watched Ayah cleaning her sword. ‘What is it?’
Ayah frowned. She had neglected her weapon the night before in the haze of drink and celebration. Celebration. Being thankful for a man’s death. She was having to be more assiduous in her efforts to get the dried blood off the metal now and was wishing she had seen to it earlier, but… ‘I killed a man,’ she said.
‘Huh. You killed a man who made spirits his slaves. I’d have snapped his neck like a dry twig and been happy to take the glory. You did the world a favour.’
‘I don’t even know what he wanted with the spirit.’
‘Money, I’ve no doubt. That spirit was more than just the spirit of a water feature, I think. The people there have forgotten it… Well, they had
forgotten it, though I think that little demonstration will have reminded them. For whatever reason, it’s the patron spirit of that miserable little town and no doubt it accounts for at least some of their prosperity. If they pay it more mind, they may become even more
prosperous. If the sorcerer controlled it, he could bring the town to ruin. Strip their crops of water. Rid the place of any luck it has. Extortion was, I believe, the name of the game. The bandits would not have followed him without money being a big factor.’
‘Oh. But did he have to die to be rid of him?’
Xian sighed and sort of folded herself inward, her eyes on the fire and her shoulders hunched. ‘You’re asking the wrong person, Ayah. No spirit feels anything good toward those who learn to bind us. When they first learn that Art, they talk to us, make deals and treat us with respect. When, eventually, they are good enough to perform the rituals, few of them are happy with simply summoning a spirit to bargain with. They lose the respect they had and think of us as… a resource to be used and cast aside when our utility has been used up. We kill them when we can, avoid them when we can’t.’
Looking up, the spirit-woman sought out Ayah’s lowered eyes. ‘Would you rather he was free and ready to enslave someone else wherever he might find them?’
Ayah looked up and then quickly away from Xian’s intent, amber gaze. ‘No, but…’
‘You’d rather it was not your hand on the sword? Sometimes, Ayah, we have to do uncomfortable things to make life better for everyone. That you can do such things is not bad. If you come to like
the killing, then I’d suspect you of being not the girl I thought you were. I’ll not deny you your discomfort, for it shows that you’re a good person, but think on this if you would: to harm someone who means you or others great harm is not a bad thing. If you can find another way, then you’ll feel better for taking it. But if your compassion to one bad man were to lead to harm for many other innocents, you might never forgive yourself.’
‘I’ll think on it,’ Ayah replied, sheathing her sword and laying it beside her blanket.
‘Good. We go on to Omashi tomorrow? It’s the largest town on the lake and right beside the forest. You should find people to teach you there.’
Ayah nodded and laid her head down to sleep. ‘Omashi. Yes. We’ll go there and see what I can learn.’
 
 



Part Three: The Forest and the Trees
Proceeding humbly. Little prosperity and smoothness. Favourable to have somewhere to go. Favourable to see a great person.

– The I Ching.

Omashi Town, 27th Day, Second Marita, 206.
They had to look an odd pair, Ayah thought: the tall, elegant Xian in her glorious scarlet dress walking beside her far shorter companion who was wearing peasant clothes. Odd or not, the guards at the gate – Ayah noticed that they were all dressed in banded mail shirts and carrying staves, and that likely meant Wood Form – paid them no mind as they made their way into the town. And Omashi was much more of a town than Saventi had been.
Omashi’s town wall was built of mortared stone which had to have been mined in the Stonefire Mountains many myls away to the east and through one limb of the forest. It was a dark rock and not easy to work, but it sparkled in the afternoon sun. Once inside, the buildings were largely wooden-framed; fewer of them than in Saventi had any stone to them, but they all looked well-built and a lot of the woodwork had decoration carved into it which gave Ayah even more of a sense that Omashi would be a good place to learn Wood Form: this was a town with a pride in its wood.
‘We’ll need a place to stay while you search,’ Xian said. ‘There’s a market square in the centre of town. Meet me there in an hour and then we’ll see about lodging.’
‘Uh, okay,’ Ayah replied. ‘What are you going to do?’
‘Oh, I’m going to get us some more money.’
Ayah was about to ask what that actually meant when Xian set off into an alley between two buildings and vanished from sight. Shrugging, Ayah set off to see what she could see of Omashi in an hour.
~~~
There were three inns offering rooms around the town’s square – which was roughly a square – along with a number of shops selling clothing, jewellery, and beautifully carved furniture. There was no food, which seemed odd until Ayah found a smaller square on the side of the town facing the lake. There the shops sold food from more distant sources and stalls were laid out selling locally produced vegetables and meats. Fish were quite prominent; Omashi had grown up from a fishing village originally, one of several on the shores of Lake Omash.
The port was, technically, outside the town’s wall, but the wall extended out a hundred paces or so into the lake on either side to shield the sides of the dredged basin. Lake Omash was large enough to have noticeable tides and several small boats were beached near the stone quay which had been built up along what had, perhaps, been a beach at one time. The town’s wall circled behind the quay, though there were several large gates through it here, each big enough to allow a cart through.
It seemed that most of the fishing fleet was out on the lake and the harbour was… boring. So, Ayah set off back toward the town square, wondering exactly how Xian was going to find her.
Apparently, the answer was easily since Xian walked up to her as soon as Ayah set foot in the square. ‘Come,’ Xian said. ‘I’ve arranged a room in a suitable class of inn. The bed is big enough for us both and their food is quite adequate.’
‘Okay,’ Ayah said and followed Xian to the largest of the inns on the square. It had
been built of stone and it rose up four storeys in height with a sign above the doors which told anyone passing that it was ‘The Grand Omashi Inn.’ It seemed at least to live up to the grand part for the ceiling of the lobby was vaulted and if there was a taproom like the inn in Saventi, it was hidden away from those entering as guests.
The room Xian had taken was on the top floor and it was more like a suite. There was a room which held a bed, but it was big and divided by a screen into a morning room with large windows overlooking the square and a bedroom. Off to one side of the bedroom was a bathroom with a large stone bath. Somehow, they had got cold water to flow up to the top of a building that height, but hot water had to be ordered and carried up from below by servants. Xian had ordered that the bath be filled before leading Ayah upstairs, so Ayah had to wait until they were both in the water – Xian insisted that there was no point in wasting water so they should share – before she could ask the question which had been bugging her since the two had separated.
‘So, where did you get the money to pay for this place?’
Xian looked across the bathwater. ‘Obviously, I stole it. It’s quite easy when you can walk, invisible, through any wall you wish, materialise long enough to pick up some coin, and then vanish again.’
Though the answer was not entirely
unexpected, Ayah still stared back for several seconds. ‘You stole it?’
Lifting a hand from beneath the water, Xian waved the question away. ‘I only take a little from many places and believe me when I say that those merchants are always
scamming their customers one way or another.’ Ayah was still staring. ‘I’m a fox, Ayah. We’re all tricksters.’
Ayah stopped staring and went for frowning. ‘I have money, you know? I could–’
‘You’ve some money and not enough for a room like this. We’d be using the public baths and I don’t think you’re ready for that in a town like this.’
‘I’m in the water with you. I can stand to see naked people.’
‘The baths are notorious for prostitution, you innocent thing, and you’re young yet to have to fend off advances from fat merchants.’
‘I– Um, oh.’
Xian gave a nod. ‘Pass me the soap, would you? Have you given any thought to how you’ll find yourself a teacher?’
Ayah picked up the bowl of sloppy, semi-liquid soap and handed it across. ‘Not really, but I figure I’ll look around for any proper schools first. If I can’t find any, I’ll check out carpenters. And… Well, after that I’d imagine I’ll need to look to charcoal burners and others in the forest.’
Xian had pulled herself up onto the edge of the bath to slather some of the soapy goo from the bowl onto herself. She grimaced, and Ayah was unsure whether that was because of the soap – which was horribly astringent – or the plan. Maybe it was both: the grimace remained as Xian spoke. ‘You’re going to have a problem, you know?’
‘I am?’
‘Not every master is willing to teach… strangers. You were lucky that Sanden was willing to teach you Metal Form, and that no one else complained that you had learned both Earth and Metal.’
‘Oh,’ Ayah said flatly.
‘Humans have been wary of teaching the Arts to outsiders since Roshmin left the world.’
‘Roshmin the Immortal?’ There were eight Immortals and Roshmin had been the last of them. According to myth as much as fact, he had entered the spirit world thirty-five Great Years after the Empire of Iron was founded and he was the only one of the eight to ever be documented as anything more than a legend. The months were named after the eight when the Empire had codified the calendar.
‘That’s the one. He taught Emperor Anguo, the first emperor, but he chose not to teach him the way of immortality. As I heard it, he said that the burden of an endless life was one no man should have to bear.’
‘You’re immortal, aren’t you?’
‘I am, it’s true, but I am a spirit and
a woman.’ Xian grinned and sank back into the water to wash off the soap. ‘Whatever, since then, since the Empire really, people have kept their Arts closer to themselves. Many think the Empire started it, holding the secret of steel close so that others might not learn how it was made, but it began before then and people have forgotten why. You may have more trouble than you think finding someone willing to teach you.’
‘I have to try.’
‘And I’m not saying you shouldn’t. Just… be prepared for discouraging results.’
29th Day, Second Marita.
Xian had persuaded Ayah to wait until Wood Day to start her hunt. People would be fresh from taking Sky Day off and they could use the time to get a better idea of the town. At least for Moon Day, that had meant touring the shops. Ayah had discovered that she was not a shopping sort of girl, but she had located three schools which taught Wood Form and several carpentry workshops where she might look for a teacher.
As the sun approached its zenith on Sky Day, Xian and Ayah set off through a side gate in the town’s wall, the Forest Gate, to take a look at the Forest of Lambech.
‘It used to be all forest here,’ Xian said as they walked out toward the line of trees some five hundred paces from the wall. ‘The town has chewed into it for almost four hundred Great Years, since before I was born.’
‘How old are you?’ Ayah asked.
‘Ayah! One simply does not ask a lady her age.’
‘Oh, sorry.’
Xian let out a laugh which had a little of the whickering sound foxes made in it. ‘Two hundred and thirty-five Great Years. Not that old for a spirit. Quite ancient for a human. Anyway, the real
forest doesn’t start at that treeline. They’ve cultivated much of the forest for several myls around the town, either for timber or for making into charcoal. The charcoal burners will be deeper in because one of the benefits of charcoal is that it’s less weighty to haul than wood.’
Ayah grinned. ‘I knew that. Sanden told me that once. He smelted some of his own metals.’
‘An accomplished man.’
‘A master swordsman as well as an excellent smith. He never called himself Dashi Sanden, but I think he had the right.’ The grin left Ayah’s face. ‘I miss him. And my mother.’
‘I’m sure you do. It would be a sad thing if you didn’t, wouldn’t it?’
‘I suppose that’s true.’
Xian nodded. ‘We’ll walk a little way into the forest and see if we can find a good place for our picnic.’ She glanced at the basket Ayah was carrying. ‘You’re sure you’re okay carrying that?’
‘Earth Form exercises,’ Ayah replied with a nod. ‘Lifting and carrying and how to use your muscles as best you can to do both is part of the most basic training. That’s why people employ Earth Form practitioners as porters.’
‘Well, it appears that you are an excellent one. Let’s find somewhere where we can lighten your burden.’
They walked through the trees for several hundred paces and Ayah began to see what Xian meant about the forest. It was a little like the wood near Avrilatha, but… less. People had been taking trees from Avrilatha Wood for years, but only a few at a time and it was still relatively uncultivated. Here the undergrowth was cleared, the trees were too ordered and the wrong mix of species. This was a man-made forest hiding in the shadow of a natural one. They were still surrounded by cultivated trees when they came across a small clearing which seemed to have no purpose, but it was a suitable place for a picnic.
‘Plus,’ Xian said as she laid out a blanket, ‘I doubt we’ll find anywhere better without walking a myl or more. Forestry like this is never great for picnic spots.’
The ground was covered in pine needles, brown from having fallen so long ago. The occasional pine cone had to be tossed aside before the blanket would lie flat too. It was… weirdly unnatural despite the trees and the sunny sky above. ‘It’s kind of…’ Ayah looked around at the trees and frowned. ‘It’s not like the wood near my village.’
‘No. I liked that wood. There were all sorts of small creatures just begging to be turned into a snack.’
‘So that was you! You’ve been watching me since–’
‘Oh, for quite a while. You fascinate me. Well, people fascinate me, but you and your mother were always a particular interest. I used to like watching the two of you when you went hunting for herbs.’
‘You are just a spirit voyeur.’ Settling down, Ayah began to unpack the food.
‘It’s not like I used to watch you having sex!’
‘With my mother?’
‘With anyone! As far as I’m aware, you’ve never had sex with your mother. I didn’t think that kind of thing was done.’
‘I haven’t. It’s not. I haven’t actually had sex with anyone so you couldn’t have watched.’ Ayah frowned. She could feel her cheeks heating. ‘And how did we end up having this conversation anyway?’
‘I believe there was a logical sequence of… Well, it was a moderately
logical sequence of events. There was some logic involved. Pass the bread.’
‘Yes. Give me a– Oh!’ Ayah’s eyes widened as she saw the woman standing beside one of the trees around their clearing. The naked
and green
woman. She was quite beautiful in an alien fashion: her legs were long and she had small, pointed breasts. Her hair was the green of damp moss and hung down to her behind. Her eyes were all one colour, and that colour was an almost pearlescent green. Ayah had never seen anything like her in her life.
The woman pointed a long, slim finger at Xian and said, ‘What are you
doing in my wood, vixen?’
Xian, perhaps unsurprisingly, did not seem at all phased by the newcomer. ‘Lunch. Care to join us? Oh, wait, lauma don’t eat. It’s a shame because the cheese we brought is excellent.’
A lauma? Well, Ayah knew stories of the lauma. They protected trees, occasionally luring those who harmed their homes into the forest to be done away with. Looking at the creature, it was difficult to believe that anyone could be fooled into following her. ‘We mean your trees no harm,’ Ayah said, smiling. ‘I’m Ayah and this is Xian.’
The lauma looked at Ayah for a second and then sniffed. ‘No, well, you seem a nice sort of girl. And clearly not a fox spirit.’
Xian heaved an exaggerated sigh. ‘Our reputation is an unkind one. I’m surprised to see a lauma in this kind of wood.’
Apparently quite happy now, the lauma sat down, cross-legged, on the edge of the blanket as though she commonly conversed with humans and fox spirits. ‘It’s a good enough patch. I don’t like it overmuch when they take my trees, but they always replant and never deprive me of everything.’
‘You’ve got them well-trained. How many did you have to suck into a tree before they got the message?’
‘None. Oh, I’ve seduced a few humans into my embrace over the years, but the foresters here are respectful.’
‘Huh.’ Xian glanced at Ayah. ‘I don’t suppose the stories you’ve heard of lauma tell of what happens to the humans they seduce?’
‘Uh… Now you mention it, I don’t believe any of them do.’
‘We pull them into trees,’ the lauma said in a matter-of-fact voice. ‘We
don’t need to breathe, but humans do. We pull them into a tree and leave them there. Really, it’s a terrible thing to do to a tree, but needs must.’
‘Oh,’ Ayah said. Well, most of the people so entombed had done something bad to deserve it…
‘Lauma,’ Xian said, ‘are spirit creatures, just like the amaroqs.’ She held up a hand before the lauma could protest. ‘But also entirely unlike amaroqs.’
‘Well, yes. She’s not trying to bite my face off for one thing.’
‘I mean that lauma have intellects rather above that of a common dog and a sense of responsibility. Just because a being is a spirit creature, you should not assume that the “creature” part is significant.’
Ayah gave a shrug. ‘I take people as I find them. Or creatures as I find them.’
‘That is a welcome change from the attitude of most humans,’ the lauma said. ‘You do have something about you…’
Glancing at Xian, Ayah lifted her brows in question. The fox spirit shrugged. ‘Spirits listen to you,’ Xian said. ‘That is not something most humans can claim. The one in the pool in Saventi, for example. You calmed it and that is not something many can do. This lauma clearly does not entirely trust you since she has been rude enough not to name herself, but she is happy to sit and chat. Tell me, nameless one, is Leshak still walking the deep forest?’
The lauma gave a sniff. ‘My name is Videen. I did not wish to be rude. And Leshak is still here. Men would have to clear the whole forest to be rid of him and he would fight them the whole time they tried.’
Xian gave a grin. ‘That he would.’
‘You know Leshak?’
‘We’ve a passing acquaintance. Now, Ayah is looking for a teacher of Wood Form and may seek it from some of the foresters or charcoal burners near here. What can you tell us of them?’
30th Day, Second Marita.
What Videen told them of the humans who worked in the forest was not giving Ayah great hope for the future, but what she was getting from the schools was making her downright depressed.
‘Our beginner’s classes are for those aged four Great Years or younger. You’re too old.’
‘We only take students from Omashi. Live here for a few years and then come back to see me.’
And then there was the rather blunt: ‘I don’t teach girls.’
‘I don’t mind admitting that I’m discouraged,’ Ayah said as she re-joined Xian outside the last of the schools Ayah had found.
‘What did this one say?’ Xian asked.
‘He’s full. He can’t take on another student right now.’
Xian lifted her gaze to the battered-looking building. The sign, held over the door on a wooden post which stuck out from the wall, was hanging on only one of its chains. ‘Oh, yes, of course. Clearly this place can afford to turn away customers.’
‘He did suggest I try some of the carpenters…’
31st Day, Second Marita.
‘I only take on new apprentices in autumn.’
Ayah looked at the man with the wood chisel in his hand and suppressed a sigh. ‘But your sign–’
‘Oh, I never remember to take down the sign.’
‘Right.’ Turning, Ayah left the workshop to find Xian waiting for her outside.
One look told the fox spirit the results of the latest attempt to find an apprenticeship. ‘Shame. He does excellent carved furniture.’
Ayah looked in through the window of the shop where there were several large examples of the man’s carving on display. ‘Yes, he does. Same story as the last three. Apprenticeships start in autumn. But I’m willing to bet I’d have no more luck if I came back this Poleda.’
‘I did say it would be hard.’
‘Yes, but I didn’t expect it to be impossible!’
‘Try a few more tomorrow. Right now, you already look defeated so they’ll have no reason to offer you anything other than excuses.’
Frowning, Ayah turned toward the centre of town and their hotel. ‘I guess you might be right, but there has to be someone who’ll teach me.’
Xian nodded slowly. ‘Yes… If you have no luck tomorrow, we’ll try someone I know in the forest.’
‘You heard what Videen said about the foresters.’
‘He’s not a forester.’
‘Okay… Why didn’t you mention him earlier?’
‘Because to get him to teach you, we’ll have to go deep into the forest. Then we’ll have to find him. Then we’ll have to persuade him that you’re worth his time. And then you’ll have to put up with the grumpy old… man.’ Xian seemed to have had some difficulty coming up with a suitable noun and that made Ayah wary.
‘Why do I have a feeling this man really is a last resort?’
‘Because you’re not stupid.’
Forest of Lambech, 33rd Day, Second Marita.
Ayah had expected there to be no obvious point where you went from cultivated wood to the true Forest of Lambech, but when they came to it, it was a lot
more obvious than she had expected. There was no fence or wall, or even a ditch to mark the boundary, but there was an invisible line where the trees suddenly got older and the ground clutter deepened.
They had walked several myls to get this far and only now did Ayah start to realise why the Forest of Lambech had the reputation it did. There were stories about the place going back centuries. Maybe millennia. It got difficult to tell how old a legend was when you had records only so far back and those maintained by people in a foreign empire. There were amaroqs in there which would hunt you down in the dark, and Xian had said they might have to stay several days to find the man they were looking for. There were stories of worse things than amaroqs…
Overhead, the canopy was dense and little light penetrated down to the ground. Still, the underbrush was fairly dense. Thorny little bushes tugged at Ayah’s trousers and she was thankful of the hardwearing material. Even Xian had dispensed with her perennial red dress in favour of sturdier travelling clothes. There were sounds which Ayah did not recall from Avrilatha Wood. The wind rustled the leaves overhead, though Ayah did not remember it being windy when they had walked in that morning. Other things moved other plants closer to them. Ayah found herself glancing around at every sound. The trees seemed to loom above her head…
‘It’s just a forest, Ayah,’ Xian said. ‘It’s old and it’s big, but it’s no different from the wood beside your village. There are trees and bushes and animals. Don’t let it get to you.’
Ayah frowned. ‘I…’ Somewhere, a bird started singing. After a second, Ayah recognised the song: a green treetapper. They were all over Avrilatha Wood and here was one chirping sweetly in the darkness of the Forest of Lambech. ‘I won’t. You never said who this friend of yours is.’
‘His name is Leshak. I asked Videen about him, if you remember. He’s… Well, I wouldn’t exactly describe him as a friend. He’s old and grumpy. He’s been watching over the forest since the forest was a wood. Some say he sprang from the first tree. He doesn’t say that though. He’s not that pretentious. Besides, it doesn’t really make sense.’
‘He’s a spirit?’
‘Quite an old one. He’s… a little set in his ways, but I think he’ll agree to teach you what you want to know and he’s a master of Wood Form in a way most humans never achieve.’
‘Oh. Well, okay. I guess.’ Somehow, the idea that Ayah might, finally, find a master to teach her seemed to have just become less likely.
‘There are a few rules.’
‘Rules?’
‘Simple rules. First, disturb the forest as little as possible. Try not to break branches. We make sure we pick up everything in the morning after we camp. We don’t disturb the wildlife. Second, no fires. That’s why we brought plenty of preserved rations.’
‘Okay.’ The thought of not having a fire at their camps was not especially pleasant, but Ayah would make do. ‘Anything else?’
‘Try not to be too… human.’
Ayah frowned. ‘How am I supposed to do that?’
‘I have no idea, though you always feel more like a spirit to me anyway. I think that’s why spirits listen to you.’ Xian gave a shrug. ‘Leshak doesn’t meet many humans, so it’s better to avoid acting like a typical member of your species.’
‘How does a typical human act?’
‘Like they own the planet.’
‘Oh. Well, given that everything I own is on my back, I don’t think that should be a major problem.’
~~~
They camped for the night beside a small stream which looked clear and let them fill their water skin. Ayah set up her tent as the gloom of evening enveloped the forest. Then she wrapped herself in her blanket and ate cold meat and bread in the dim, silvery light of the almost-full moon which seemed barely able to penetrate to the forest floor.
‘Do you think we should mount a watch?’ Ayah asked.
‘I will,’ Xian replied. ‘You’ll sleep. I’ll take spirit form. Spirits don’t need sleep. Or food or air, actually. You won’t be able to see me, unless I decide you need to, but I can watch out for any trouble and warn you if it comes. I’m not really expecting anything, but it’s better to be cautious.’
Ayah gave a nod, though she was unsure whether Xian could really see it. Ayah could barely see Xian in the thin light. ‘I assume you’ve seen no sign of Leshak?’
‘There’s sign of Leshak everywhere, but that means nothing. He’s walked these woods since long before either of us were born.’ Xian lifted her eyes and Ayah saw them sparkling at her in the darkness. ‘He taught the first Immortal, Nahad, Wood Form.’
‘Oh. And you think he’ll be willing to teach me?’
‘It might take a little persuasion, but I do, yes.’
‘I don’t see what I could have that would make such a great spirit think well of me.’
Xian’s eyes sparkled in the dark again; Ayah thought they might be laughing. ‘No, you don’t, do you? That’s something we’ll have to work on, but for now it’s good. Some humility combined with that stubborn determination of yours should go down well with Leshak. When we meet him, just be yourself, Ayah. That will be enough.’
‘If we meet him, you mean.’
‘Oh, we’ll find him. I have some stubborn determination too.’
34th Day, Second Marita.
It was raining when Ayah woke up the following morning. It was, she suspected, more of a heavy drizzle up above the trees, but it was big, heavy drops by the time it had worked its way down to the forest floor.
Ayah looked out into the dingy morning light, grimaced, and grabbed her bag with its supply of food. As she rummaged for something for breakfast, Xian materialised in front of her. It was a slightly disconcerting process, perhaps more so this way than in reverse. It was like a gathering mist at first, swirling in something like the shape of a human. Over the course of a few seconds, the shape thickened, becoming more solid, and bits of it became recognisable: an eye, a mouth, a finger, fragments of cloth… Eventually, all of Xian, dressed in her travelling clothes, was standing at the entrance to the tent and not looking especially pleased.
‘What a lovely day to be walking in the forest,’ Xian commented sourly.
‘We could stay here and wait for it to clear.’
‘Do you think it will?’
Ayah leaned out and looked upward at what she could see of the sky. It was not much, but what there was of it was an unrelenting grey. It felt like the sort of sullen day that did not stop being just a bit wet anyway. ‘Not really.’
‘Then we may as well go on. The deeper we can get the better. Anyway, we won’t both fit in that tent without being rather too close for your comfort.’
‘What about your comfort?’
‘I’d be quite comfortable, I assure you.’
Ayah’s cheeks decided that was a suggestive comment and started to heat up. ‘You could turn into a fox. Then you’d fit fine.’
‘You just want a warm, furry bed-warmer.’ And the way Xian said that made Ayah’s cheeks flame brighter.
‘I’ll eat something and then I’ll take the tent down. We are going to get so wet today.’
‘Mm,’ Xian replied, ‘whether we stay in the tent or not.’
~~~
It continued to rain all day. Sometimes it got a little heavier, but it never seemed to get lighter. The sky would brighten every so often, but the leaves continued to shed big, wet drops even when the drizzle was subsiding for a while. Then the sky would darken and heavier drops would fall.
They stopped early because the light was getting too thin for Ayah to see. She really
wanted a fire, but Xian had said that was not allowed, so she did the best she could under the circumstances. She did not want to get into her blanket in damp clothes, so she struggled out of them in the tent, laying them out beside her and hoping they might dry a little before morning. Then she wrapped herself in her blanket and chewed on cured beef and wished she could have a hot drink.
‘What a miserable day,’ Xian commented from… somewhere. She had taken spirit form already and her voice just came out of the air.
‘Might be better tomorrow. It’s almost summer.’
‘I’m not sure the weather believes in human seasons. Anyway, the weather here isn’t quite like the Plains. Clouds get blown over the flat lands quite easily and then they hit the Sandfire Mountains and it’s like they don’t like having to climb. So, they drop a lot of rain in the forest to make themselves lighter and then there’s none to drop in the Great Sand on the other side.’
‘I suppose you’ve been there. I’d imagine you’ve been all over the world.’
‘I’ve seen most of it, but it’s the Western Plains I know best. The temperature here is nice. Everywhere else is too hot or too cold.’
Ayah giggled. ‘I don’t think you can just judge a place on what temperature it is.’
‘Have to judge them somehow. I like it warm, but not too hot. Oh, and there are parts of the Iron City no one should want to be in. They smell. Metal smelting is not pretty.’
‘I don’t think I really want to visit the Iron City anyway. I’m not quite sure what I expect it to be like, but I don’t think they like outsiders very much there.’
‘No… No, they’re not exactly friendly people. Well, that’s the state, obviously. Individual people can be friendly or not, depending on their character. You said Sanden was born in the Iron City and he seems to have turned out alright, but as a unit, the Empire isn’t fond of people who aren’t their own. Of course, a lot of other places, especially the cities, aren’t too fond of strangers either.’
‘Not a lot of trust going around, I guess.’
‘Not a lot,’ Xian said sadly. ‘No.’
35th Day, Second Marita.
The next day dawned just as damp and unpleasant as the last. By midday, Xian was making grumbling noises about the weather and the lack of progress. ‘He must have had word that we’re here,’ she said at their stop for lunch. ‘The old bastard’s avoiding us. Avoiding me.’
‘Why would he avoid you?’ Ayah asked.
‘He probably thinks I want something.’
‘Well, you do.’
Xian sniffed. ‘That is no reason to be uncivilised.’
‘Xian, we’re in the middle of a forest. We’re in the middle of the biggest
forest in the world. It doesn’t get much more uncivilised.’
‘Ah, you say that, but you’ve never been in the middle of the Great Sand, or in the tundra up north. Much less civilised, but you don’t get the local spirits ignoring you as an inconvenience. Besides, it’s you who wants something. I’m just facilitating the meeting.’
‘Leshak probably doesn’t know that.’
‘Probably not, but if he hasn’t become more polite by this evening, I’ll do something to attract his attention.’ Xian lifted her head and raised her voice. ‘Hear that, old man? On your own head be it.’
Ayah was not quite sure what Xian meant by that, but she was not sure she liked it.
~~~
There was no sign of anyone by the time they made camp for the night, whether they be an old man or something else. Ayah began setting up her tent in the lee of a huge, ancient tree which had fallen at some point and left a huge bowl dug into the ground when its roots had pulled up. There was more sky visible here thanks to the gap in the trees and the moon was obvious above them, full or nearly so and shining brightly through the clouds. At least the rain, which had been getting heavier in the afternoon, had subsided to a measly drizzle.
Xian returned as Ayah tapped in the last peg. The fox spirit was carrying some dead wood and a large handful of brown leaves, and her first act on arriving was to push leaflitter away from a spot close to the tent with a boot before setting the drier leaves down on the damp soil.
‘I thought you said we shouldn’t make a fire,’ Ayah said.
‘I said that, yes. And now I’m going to make one.’ Her voice settled back into muttering. ‘Grumpy old bastard won’t ignore this.’
‘Those leaves are too damp to make good tinder.’
Xian set the wood down beside her pile of leaves. The wood looked quite green and, if Xian could get it to burn at all, it was going to make for a smoky fire. ‘They’ll do,’ Xian said. She pressed her right index finger to the leaves and took in a deep breath through her nose, exhaling through her mouth. After repeating this a couple of times, smoke began to rise from under her finger. Then flames sprang up but Xian kept her hand where it was.
‘You’ll burn–’
‘Just let me work,’ Xian interrupted. She used her left hand to settle a couple of the branches she had gathered over the burning leaves, then she slowly lifted her hand, spreading her fingers and almost seeming to draw the flames upward. There were crackles and pops as the wood caught and the water under the bark exploded. Thick smoke began to rise – Ayah had been right about that – and Xian moved her hand away. The fire continued burning and Xian held up her unmarked hand to show Ayah. ‘See? No harm done.’
‘Yes, but how–’
‘It’s all in the qi.’
Ayah could feel the heat of the fire beginning to soak through her damp clothes. She huddled closer to it, rubbing her hands and holding them out to the warmth. ‘Could I learn to do that, or is it a spirit thing?’
‘You could learn. A number of humans have in the past. You have some more traditional learning to do before you get to that stage, however.’
Ayah nodded. That was reasonable. ‘You really confuse me at times, you know?’
Xian blinked, surprised. ‘I do?’
‘Yeah, you’re… contrary. You say no fires and then you make one.’
‘Yes, well, Leshak isn’t coming to investigate why a couple of people are marching into his forest. He’ll come to investigate a fire. He’s not very fond of fires.’
‘That… isn’t so surprising. But, um…’
‘What? Spit it out.’
‘Well, you make those suggestive comments, but you never do anything. You’ve had plenty of opportunity to, but you… don’t.’
There was a pause and then, ‘Do you want
me to?’
Another long pause. ‘I don’t know.’
‘And that’s why I haven’t. Foxes are libidinous creatures. Well, fox spirits are. I can’t speak for the animals. They get as frisky as anyone in spring, I suppose. I’m perhaps a little less inclined than some of my kin, but I’m inclined to bed those I find attractive. I find you attractive, but it would be… unseemly to take you when you’re unsure. So, I content myself with little remarks and judge your reaction. I apologise if I’ve made you uncomfortable.’
Ayah’s brow wrinkled in thought. ‘Not uncomfortable. Well, maybe a little. It’s more like I said: confusion. And it’s partly confusion over whether I’m disappointed that you haven’t done anything about it.’
‘You’re young. There’s time yet to sort out what, and who, you want out of life. When your heart has decided where your affections lie, then perhaps I will
do what I just bet you’ve been imagining me doing.’
Ayah gave Xian a scowl, though there was not a lot of heat in it. ‘There you go again.’
‘Mm-hmm. I’m entirely incurable.’
~~~
It was full dark and the cloud had thinned to reveal a bright full moon when Ayah heard something out in the forest. It took a second to realise that ‘heard’ was the wrong word: she was feeling something tramping through the forest as vibrations in the ground.
‘What is
that?’ Ayah asked.
‘That would be Leshak,’ Xian replied, not uncurling from her position in front of the fire.
‘How big is he?!’
‘As big as he wants to be. Well, up to about fifty feet. He’s pretty tall even when he’s trying to be more human-scaled, but right now he’s probably going for intimidation.’
‘It’s working.’
The thumping got heavier and more audible, which seemed to imply it was getting closer. Then there was the added sound of leaves thrashing as though something were pushing through the trees. And then something huge parted the foliage and stepped into the narrow clearing, looming over Ayah and Xian. ‘What are you doing setting fires in my forest?’ The voice was deep and rumbling and Ayah shrank into herself in the face of the figure’s anger.
‘I’ll put the damn fire out when you come down here and behave like a civilised spirit,’ Xian called out. ‘You’ve been ignoring us for days. How else was I supposed to get your attention?’
There was a deep rumble of annoyance, and then the massive shape began to shrink. It was sort of like it just deflated, stepping forward as it did so until, a few seconds later, it was the size and shape of a tall man and the firelight was showing enough for Ayah to get an idea of what Leshak actually looked like.
He was almost a full foot taller than she was even now and his skin had the colour and texture of supple young tree bark. His eyes were green, a little darker than Videen’s but the same monochrome. He had obvious features, though they looked strange thanks to the barky skin. While he did not appear heavily muscled, he was bulky, solid like a tree trunk, and he looked
as though he was very strong indeed. He had no hair, but his skull rose up vertically before breaking off into spikes which made it seem like he was a tree that had broken in a storm. He also looked annoyed.
‘Xian, what brings you to my forest?’ Now that he had calmed down a little, his voice had a less gravelly quality, though it was still rough. His gaze shifted to Ayah, who was still huddling away from him. ‘Another one?’
Xian ignored him for long enough to reach into the flames and quell them; the fire died as quickly as she had caused it to bloom. Then she stood up and scowled at Leshak. ‘Your social skills haven’t improved at all. Ayah, this is Leshak. Leshak, this is Ayah of the village of Avrilatha. She needs a Wood Form teacher, and I suggested that you might take her on.’ The woodman’s mouth opened, but Xian kept on talking before he could say anything. ‘And the least you can do is talk to her before you send her away. A little hospitality wouldn’t go amiss either. We’ve been tramping through your sodden backyard for two days. We’re cold and damp.’
‘Ever the perfect guest,’ Leshak said in a resigned tone. His green eyes turned to Ayah again. ‘Pack your tent quickly, girl. I’ll not have rubbish littering my forest.’
Ayah got to her feet and, rather hurriedly, began packing away her gear. ‘Xian told me that,’ she said. ‘Of course, she also said not to light a fire.’
‘I dislike fires.’
‘She said that too. I can understand that.’
‘Hm.’ He fell into silence and Ayah did not wish to say anything wrong, so she packed her tent and blanket and shouldered her pack. ‘This way,’ Leshak said. He turned to one of the nearby trees and raised a hand. After a few seconds, the bark on the tree seemed to split and open, and Ayah could see light through the gap which formed. It was a doorway of sorts, but not one to the other side of the tree. ‘Go through. It won’t last forever.’
Ayah walked through the doorway in the wood and out into… another place. It was a clearing in a forest – presumably the same forest, but Ayah was not quite sure of that – and in front of her was some sort of stone structure. There was a platform of worn stone perhaps thirty feet across with five great monoliths around it. The upright stones were about fifteen feet high and had been there for a very
long time because there was thick moss growing on them, and where there was no moss there was lichen which Ayah knew was slow to grow.
At the other side of the platform were two buildings made of stone, the doorways hung over with curtains which looked like they had seen better days. The curtains were probably newer than the buildings: the buildings were ancient. Ayah could see light coming from inside them, but she could not really imagine anyone else living there and Leshak did not like fire, so where was the light coming from?
‘You can use the one on the right,’ Leshak said from behind Ayah. She turned around just in time to see the tree-doorway closing, the bark becoming seamless as the portal vanished. ‘I’ll find you some food and you can get cleaned up. We can discuss… other matters in the morning.’
‘Thank you, Leshak,’ Xian said. ‘I’m pleased to note that you remembered that humans need to eat.’
The tree-man gave a shrug – particularly expressive with his broad shoulders. ‘I thought all they ever did was sleep and stuff their faces.’
~~~
Xian waited until she was sure that Ayah was asleep before she allowed her physical body to drain away into the spirit world. Then she went looking for Leshak.
He was sitting on the stone platform outside, apparently just watching the dark forest around him, but he saw Xian as soon as she stepped around in front of him, even though a mortal could not have seen her invisible spirit. ‘Another one, Xian?’ he said.
Xian settled onto the stone near him. ‘You should really attempt to learn a few civilities, Leshak. “Hello, Xian,” you could say. “How have you been these last few years?”’
‘Never seen the point in it. What makes this one special?’
‘Nothing,’ Xian replied with amusement flashing in her eyes. ‘She’s not at all special. Just a young woman with a stubborn streak and a knack for talking to spirits. Still, I believe she can do it. She’s… an interesting combination of naïve and world-weary.’
‘Huh.’
‘Oh, I know I’ll not persuade you one way or another. I just want you to talk to her and keep an open mind.’
‘I’ve said I would.’ Leshak frowned. ‘I’ve never understood this… obsession of yours.’
‘Coming from the man who trained the first of them, that seems odd. They need another with the strength to guide them and… and I want to be the one who gives that to them.’
‘Because the last one worked out so well.’
‘He is exactly why they need another. You have to know he’s up to something. Or have you become so isolated here in your forest that you aren’t paying attention to the world outside?’
‘I know enough. I said I’d talk to her, Xian, and I’ll talk to her. Now, leave me in peace. I’ve never understood your need to talk so much either.’
Xian rose to her feet and started back toward the stone hut where Ayah lay. ‘That, old friend, is because you don’t really understand people. Perhaps some time with a new student will change your mind.’
36th Day, Second Marita.
There was light coming in through a small window at the back of the hut when Ayah opened her eyes. The strange, glowing crystals which lit the room at night were dark now. Ayah had never seen anything like them, but they gave better light than the window did, and she got dressed more or less by touch.
Xian had, it appeared anyway, got up first and left Ayah to her own devices. Figuring that it might be brighter outside, Ayah picked up the bag with their food in it and went out through the curtain over the door to find Leshak sitting in the middle of the stone platform. His legs were crossed and his hands were resting on his knees, and he did not appear to be doing anything except perhaps meditating. Beside him were various rough pottery bowls with fruit, nuts, and some other less recognisable things in them, but Ayah was not sure about taking any of them and decided to just settle down where she was to eat in the sun which was now streaming down into the clearing. It figured that it would be sunny when she had somewhere to take shelter.
Leshak had other ideas and, if he had been meditating, it did not stop him noticing that Ayah was there. He raised a hand and pointed down at the bowls. ‘I’d imagine you need food. Humans seem to need a lot of food.’
Ayah dropped her bag beside the door of the hut and walked over. She paused and gave a formal bow to her host. ‘Good morning, Dashi Leshak. Thank you, I would enjoy some breakfast.’ She sat down, crossed her legs, and picked up a peach. Then she wondered how the spirit had got fresh peaches this early in the year but decided it was best not to question it.
‘I’m just Leshak,’ he said. ‘We don’t use your human titles.’
‘As you prefer.’ The peach was crisp, firm, and very tasty. Ayah made sure to swallow before speaking again. ‘Was this place made by spirits?’
‘Humans made it a long time ago. They would come here to commune with nature and the spirits who live in the forest. As with many things humans do, the practice became corrupt and the humans who lived here used their position for personal gain. Eventually, I grew sick of their antics and chased them out, but I find the structures useful and there is still a hint of the original purpose of these stones left in them.’
Ayah munched on her peach and looked up at the standing stones. With better light, it was apparent that there were carvings in the stone. They looked
like they were some form of writing, but it was like nothing Ayah had ever seen before. Except that she felt like she should know what they were saying. ‘Is that writing on the stones? I don’t recognise it, but it feels like it’s writing of some kind.’
‘It’s one of the early attempts by humans to write down the speech of spirits. Each stone represents an element and the writing indicates which is which. There was writing and other markings on the stone beneath us, but those carvings have worn away over the years.’
‘Oh.’ Ayah looked around and then pointed toward the stone at the back with the huts to either side. ‘So, that one’s Earth?’
‘That one is Wood. They placed the start of the cycle there in the “prominent” position since this was supposed to be a place for communing with the forest.’
‘So, um, you’ve been around for a really
long time, I take it?’
‘Since the spirit world separated from this one. I was born when the forest was.’
‘Oh,’ Ayah said again. ‘And Xian wants you to teach me Wood Form? I… I’m not sure I’m really, um, worthy? That’s not really the right word, but I don’t have a better one. It’d be like being taught Water Form by the ocean. I’m little more than a child to you.’
Leshak rumbled with what might have been laughter. ‘Human, Nahad, the first Immortal, is little more than a child compared to me. So is Xian. When you get to be my age, you start to realise that being “worthy” has nothing to do with how many years you’ve lived. Why do you want to learn Wood?’
‘I don’t. I mean, I do, but I want to learn all of them. I just… I’ve always wanted to. I learned Earth Form because everyone in my village does. My mother taught me healing. I learned Metal from the village smith. I always wanted to travel and learn the other Forms. As many as I could. I didn’t really plan on leaving home quite so soon, but I’ve always wanted… It’s kind of an obsession, you know? Everyone at home used to say I have a stubborn streak.’
‘No deeper motive? You’ve set yourself on a long, difficult road. Isn’t there a destination at the end of it you’ve thought of?’
Ayah frowned and picked up an apple, turning it in her hands. ‘My father died in a bandit raid when I was young. It hurt. Someday I’ll probably have a family and I never want them to have to go through what I did. If someone comes to my home, I want to be able to keep myself and my family safe. But… Well, beyond that and the sheer joy of knowing… No, it’s just something I feel like I have to do.’
‘Interesting,’ Leshak said. And Ayah had absolutely no idea what he meant by that.
~~~
‘Very well, girl, let’s see what you can do.’ Leshak loomed over Ayah, even in his most human size. He stood there on the stone platform and waited for Ayah to attack him, and she had a sudden vision of him fifty feet in height and doing the same. How could anyone stand against this man?
‘I’m usually more of a defensive fighter,’ Ayah said. ‘Most people are bigger than me, so I wait for them to attack and counter.’
‘A wise strategy but let us imagine that you prefer a direct assault.’
‘There is no way I’ll knock you down.’
‘Humour me.’
Thinking this was as stupid a thing as she could imagine, Ayah stepped forward and pushed her hands forward into Leshak’s chest. He did not even attempt to block her or evade the shove, but he also did not move even a fraction of a hand across the stone. That was about what Ayah had expected and she felt rather sullen about it.
‘Good technique,’ Leshak said. ‘We need to work on your basic strength. Again.’
Feeling like an idiot, Ayah pushed her shoulder into Leshak’s chest as she hooked his right leg. She put all she had into it… and nothing happened. It was rather like trying to uproot a tree.
‘Not afraid to put all you have into your attack when it’s needed,’ Leshak commented. ‘That can be the only way to win.’
From the side of the platform where she was watching the session, Xian said, ‘There is a school of thought among Fire practitioners that that’s the only way to ensure victory. I prefer to stay unbruised.’
‘Huh,’ Leshak grunted. ‘Defend yourself, girl.’ Then his huge fist was coming at Ayah’s chest. Ayah stepped back quickly and tried to block the blow, but still she felt his knuckles strike her ribs. He was pulling his punches: she had a strong feeling that if he was not, she would have broken ribs. She had more room to work with now and as another blow came at her, she dodged away from it, backing and turning to remain within the ring of stones. Several more times he swung at her and she dodged away. Then another blow landed and Leshak stepped back.
Ayah stood – her stance still defensive but solidly rooted as she had been taught – and watched the tree-man for a second or two before she decided that he was not going to attack again. She relaxed and rubbed a hand over her ribs. Yes, he had been pulling his punches, but she expected to see bruises when she undressed for bed.
Leshak was nodding slowly as though assessing things in his head. ‘You’ve seen her fight, Xian?’
‘With a sword,’ Xian replied. ‘Fast and bold but precise. Ferocious when she needed to be. And having to kill a man affected her.’
‘She’s killed?’
‘A sorcerer.’
‘Ah,’ Leshak said, dismissing the issue with a single word.
‘I… reassessed my views after talking to Xian,’ Ayah said. ‘I… I don’t like killing. But perhaps it’s the only way to protect myself or others sometimes.’
‘I have nothing against killing as such,’ Leshak replied. ‘Death is a part of nature. I don’t even begrudge hunters in my forest so long as they hunt for their own pot. Killing should have a purpose.’
‘Well, that’s what I think,’ Ayah agreed. ‘That sorcerer… Well, what he had planned would have hurt a lot of people beyond what he was going to do to the spirit.’
Leshak gave a grunt. ‘You’ll never hear me argue against killing a sorcerer, Ayah. We’ll begin your training tomorrow.’
Ayah blinked and her jaw dropped as a reaction to the mental whiplash of such an abrupt shift in the conversation. ‘I… Uh, thank you.’ It occurred to her that the spirit had used her name instead of ‘human’ or ‘girl.’
‘Don’t thank me,’ Leshak replied, turning toward the forest. ‘Meet me out here at dawn tomorrow. Get plenty of rest because you are going to need it.’
37th Day, Second Marita.
Once again, Ayah sat on the stone platform outside her hut. There was a peach in her hand and she could not quite figure out why Leshak had wanted to start so early when his first act had been to tell her she should eat breakfast.
‘Tell me, Ayah,’ Leshak said, ‘what do you know of Wood Form?’
‘Um, well, it’s about flexibility and persistence. But flexibility from a solid base a bit like Earth.’
‘Earth is all about solidity. Earth is stubborn and refuses to budge until enough force is applied to break it. Wood takes a more flexible attitude, as you say. Imagine a sapling that has taken firm roots. In a storm, it bends to absorb the force of the wind, springing back when the storm passes. Given time, it may drive its roots deep, breaking even the rock beneath it. It is persistent like the vines which grow over buildings unless cut back. Your Earth Form is all about keeping your feet while you attempt to take down your opponent. You’ll forgive me for saying that it is a brute-force style of fighting. With me, you will learn to grip like the vine and use your opponent’s own body against him. You’ll learn to defend against the techniques I’ll teach you. And you will learn to strike an opponent who comes close when the opportunity arises.’
Leshak paused and Ayah got two full bites of her peach down before he added, ‘You will come away from every day’s training with bruises and aching joints. If you last a month before you want to give up and go home, I’ll be most surprised.’
Ayah contemplated that statement until her peach was just a stone. ‘You’re probably right, Leshak. I will want to go home. But want is all it will be. I said I’ve a stubborn streak. I’d prefer it if you didn’t physically break me, but my ribs are still a little tender from yesterday and that hasn’t stopped me coming out here today.’
‘I expect we’ll see. Eat your fill and we’ll start work. And don’t worry, I’ll not be hitting you in the ribs today.’
3rd Day, Second Jenshu.
It was the first Sky Day Ayah had spent training with Leshak and, as she walked out of the hut a little later than usual, she realised that she was not just getting a lie-in. Leshak was not waiting with bowls of fruit and other foods, but Xian was there and she smiled as she spotted Ayah coming through the curtain.
‘We’ve decided you need a rest from grips, grapples, and locks,’ Xian said.
‘That’s… good,’ Ayah replied. Her arms were still feeling the effects of the various joint locks Leshak had demonstrated the day before, and for several days before that. ‘It sort of implies that you’re going to teach me instead.’
‘I am.’
‘You’re going to teach me Fire Form?’
‘In the long term, you will be able to call yourself a Fire Form practitioner, but for now, I am going to teach you to dance.’
Ayah sat down and picked up a peach. ‘I already know several dances.’
Xian waved the comment away. ‘Not this one. It’s not common in the Plains with no really good reason. The Fire Dance dates back almost to the separation of the worlds.’
‘I’ve heard of that. Isn’t it supposed to be… Well, a bit lewd?’
‘A reputation which is largely undeserved. Largely.’ Xian frowned. ‘It’s misunderstood. Somewhat misunderstood.’ She looked up at Ayah with a serious sort of expression which was something Ayah rarely saw on the fox spirit. ‘Fire is the element of energy. Fire is energetic and expansive, dynamic and powerful and restless. But if you watch the way flames dance, there is a sensuous quality to them. The dance combines all these elements and I will teach you it for a number of good reasons. One of those is that it can be performed as a meditative exercise. Following the forms of the dance precisely brings your mind to stillness. You will need to learn to meditate.’
‘I know how to meditate. My mother showed me how. I just happen to be really bad at it.’
‘The dancing will help. Also, to perform the dance, one must know the forms of stance and strike used in the martial style of Fire Form. When you do
learn Fire Form formally, you’ll have a head start, so to speak.’
‘Okay. Well, it sounds like it’ll give me a rest before Leshak starts trying to break my arms again. You know I’m going to need real
break days once in a while, right? If I keep going like this, I’ll burn out.’
Xian nodded. ‘We know. We’ll take time out once in a while. You need more protein in your diet than Leshak is likely to provide and he doesn’t really
like people hunting here. But you’ll find that time passes quickly in these woods and that the food Leshak provides keeps you going better than food from outside. I think that when the worlds divided, this forest divided less than the rest of the world, though I’ve no proof that’s the case.’
‘There is a bit of a weird, dreamy quality to this place,’ Ayah agreed.
‘I think you’ll find your time here passes all too quickly. You’ll leave again thinking it was only yesterday you arrived.’
Ayah swallowed a bit of peach and raised a finger in objection. ‘That is not going to happen. I have aches and pains that are at least three days old and I can’t imagine that’s going to change any time soon.’
 
 



Interlude: The Girl Who Talks to Spirits
The Iron City, 21st Day, Third Tolesh, 206.
Late autumn in the Iron City could be a bit of a chore. The air sat heavy over the city and it tended to keep the clouds of smoke from the smelting plants in. Parts of the city stank. Of course, parts of the city always
stank, but the wintery weather could really make you wish you lived elsewhere.
The Western Plains, for example. Colonel Tingzhe knew the Plains relatively well. They could get very cold in the winter, but autumns were good. Even the snow in the winter did not smell of ironworks. He wondered once again why he had allowed himself to appear competent enough to be promoted. Garia City had been a good posting. The view through his office window had not been unpleasant. The view from his current office window was full of tall chimneys belching smoke.
He turned back to his review of reports coming in from various parts of the Empire and other places and, perhaps because he had just been thinking of the Plains, he paid more attention than he might to a couple of notes one of his subordinates had pinned together for his attention. They were concerning rumours which had reached the ears of intelligence officers in Garia City concerning events in a couple of towns in the Plains. Someone had reported them because that was their job. Someone else had noticed a connection and flagged it for the attention of the head of the Imperial Office of Military Intelligence. That head was currently Colonel Tingzhe.
The first of the notes concerned a bandit attack on the town of Saventi, somewhere near the middle of the Plains. There had been a sorcerer in the middle of it all, apparently trying to conduct a ritual and bringing a horde of amaroqs along with him. And then some unnamed girl had stepped into the fray, slayed the sorcerer, and calmed the spirit the sorcerer had been trying to control. The story had to be embellished: the person originally reporting the story had said just that. The girl’s hair was the colour of flame and her sword shone in the moonlight. She had killed four amaroqs to get to the sorcerer and beheaded him with a single swing of her blade. But a word to the town’s water spirit had stilled it. The stuff of legends and, likely, it was little more than a legend, but people did not make up legends about the now: legends were about things which happened back then.
And then there was a rumour out of Omashi that a girl was living among the wild animals and spirit-haunted trees of the Forest of Lambech. Even the stretch of the forest which lay to the north of Astollar, the Empire’s second city, was avoided by those with the sense to know they should. Foresters worked there, but they kept away from the deep forest and told tales of the things they had seen there which were difficult to believe. Difficult, but not impossible, and frightening enough to keep most people away. So, here was this girl who had been in the town of Omashi on a few occasions, always leaving to head into the forest. There was no name, of course. That would have been too much to ask and would rather spoil the story. The description, however, claimed that she was quite beautiful, that she carried a sword, and that she had long red hair.
Among the numerous directives which passed before Tingzhe’s eyes, there had been one passed down from the emperor himself. Emperor Siyu generally did not involve himself with the running of the Army directly. He instructed his generals, and his generals passed on whatever their individual armies needed to know. So, a direct order from the emperor was to be considered important and there had, in fact, been two in recent years. The first had been to have all intelligence regarding his missing daughter reported to Siyu immediately. The second had been to pass on any unusual reports regarding humans interacting with spirits. For whatever reason, Siyu wanted to know about weird stories like these ones. The most important, powerful man in the world wanted to hear two possibly unrelated stories about a possibly mythical redhead with a sword.
 
 



Part Four: Ghost Town
Household. Favourable for a woman to be steadfast and upright.

– The I Ching.

Forest of Lambech, Great Sky Day, 206.
In a way, Ayah really was only six. Every Great Year ended with Great Sky Day – which need not be on an actual Sky Day and was, in fact, on a Water Day this time – and Ayah had been born on Great Sky Day in Great Year 200 – which, as it happened, had also been a Sky Day. Her mother had been good enough to celebrate her birthday on the first day of each year, but Ayah had only ever had a real
birthday once every Great Year and, more than any other reminder of her current situation, the coming of this birthday had left Ayah a little melancholy.
Her mood was not entirely helped by a restlessness which had been stealing over her for weeks. She could not put her finger on what it was she wanted or why she wanted it, but she had been craving something ever since the snow had begun to fall that year. Meditation seemed to ease it. Or, when she practised fire dancing with Xian, using the movements of the dance to shift her mind into a meditative state, the longing seemed to ease. Maybe it was the meditation, maybe it was the dancing, or maybe it was dancing with Xian
that did it. Whatever the case, while Ayah’s skill in Wood Form was now quite respectable and her Fire Form was adequate, she was finding it harder to concentrate in lessons. She was finding it harder to concentrate in general.
Both Xian and Leshak were sitting on the stone platform this morning. Xian was in her red dress, which was unusual. One might have expected that the fox spirit would be cold, but it was never cold in this part of the forest. It was never too hot either. It rained there, but it never snowed, even when snow fell beyond the clearing, and the storms which might fell trees in other parts of the forest seemed to calm themselves before sweeping down among the standing stones. It was part of what made the place special and when Ayah had asked about it, Leshak had said, ‘Storms are imbalance, Ayah. They continue until balance is achieved. Here there is balance, except for such imbalances as we bring with us.’
‘Good morning,’ Xian said as Ayah approached her teachers. ‘Happy birthday, Ayah.’
‘Good morning and happy birthday to both of you,’ Ayah replied. She had discovered that Xian had been born on a Great Sky Day too. Leshak thought he had, though it was long enough ago that even he was unsure, especially since neither the current calendar nor any other had been invented at the time.
‘Thank you,’ Xian replied with a smile.
‘At my age,’ Leshak said, ‘birthdays don’t really mean much. However, as I understand things, this day is a special one in the life of humans.’
‘Six Great Years,’ Ayah said, nodding. ‘I’m officially an adult.’
‘Such arbitrary categorisations by age seem…’
‘Arbitrary?’
‘Just so. You have been an adult for some time now.’
It was true that Ayah had grown up in the last fourteen months. She had not quite grown another hand in height, but she now stood seventeen hands to the crown of her head, which was a little taller than her mother, so that seemed good. Her frame had filled out a little and she had put on muscle. The hoped-for arrival of breasts like her mother’s had spluttered and died after a promising start. She had to admit that hers had turned out a good shape – not overly large for sure, but firm and rounded with a bit of a point to them – but they were certainly not anything like Athelynn’s magnificence. Ayah’s face had hardened a little too. Her cheeks had narrowed and she had finally lost her teenage roundness. Her hair now fell to the small of her back even when she tied it into a ponytail and she had taken to combing out bangs which fell down over both cheeks. She had turned into quite a beautiful young woman, even if she had not really noticed it was happening until recently.
‘According to common law,’ Ayah said, ‘a human is not considered old enough to form legal contracts until they are past their sixth great birthday. Marriage is a form of contract, so I’d be allowed to marry now. A lot of people view that as a momentous occasion.’
‘But not you?’
‘I’ve never met anyone I wanted to marry. I’ve met someone who wanted to marry me, but he’s the reason I’m not still living in Avrilatha. Have we anything planned for today?’
‘We both thought,’ Xian replied, ‘that we should take the day off. You’ve been working hard and today is your birthday.’
Ayah settled onto the ground, crossing her legs, and selected a peach from the bowl of fruit Leshak had provided. ‘Okay,’ she said. She had asked Leshak the year before how he somehow managed to provide fresh fruit in the middle of winter and he had told her that he had his ways. It was not an especially fulfilling answer, but it was an answer and Ayah had not worried over it. She had found herself not worrying about anything very much until recently. Recently, small frustrations seemed to be very important and she had no idea why. Maybe adults just worried more, in which case Ayah was not especially fond of the idea of growing up.
However, like many things the universe tossed in her direction, growing up was inevitable. There was nothing she could do about getting older so that was one thing she was not going to worry about. Not too much anyway.
~~~
‘What’s bothering you?’ Xian asked as they sat in the stone hut which had become, over the months, Ayah’s. It was growing dark outside and the moon crystals – the name Leshak gave the strange things which provide light at night – were beginning to glow.
Ayah had changed into the short dress that Xian had bought for her so long ago in Saventi. It did not fit as well as it had back then. Her legs were longer so the hem was shorter, stopping above mid-thigh. The front did not close quite so well around her body as it had before, so there was a little more skin on display over her chest but it was a fairly loose garment anyway and the broad belt kept it relatively decent. Ayah knew that Xian liked to see her wearing it and it was Xian’s birthday too.
‘I…’ Ayah began and then realised she was not sure what to say. She set her mind on the most immediate matter. ‘I guess I’m a little homesick. I always thought I’d spend today with my mother. I certainly didn’t expect to be in the middle of a forest with two spirits.’ Leshak was, in fact, off somewhere doing something he had not bothered to explain, but that was not uncommon.
Xian nodded. ‘You’ll see her again, you know.’
‘I certainly hope so.’
‘And when you do, she is going to be very proud of the woman you’ve become. Though she will say that she always expected it. It’s something mothers say about their children.’
Ayah grinned. ‘Did yours say that of you?’
‘Spirits aren’t born the way humans are. We have no parents except the world. We’re born of a need the universe has at the time. Leshak, for example, was born when the worlds separated and there was a need for a guardian spirit for this forest.’
‘And you?’
‘Oh, I was born of the need for a good laugh. All foxes are.’ Xian looked quite serious, but there was a sparkle in her eye which suggested something else.
‘Ah, but humans have spirits, so–’ Xian was shaking her head and Ayah frowned. ‘No?’
‘Humans have souls. When they die, those souls become spirits and there are some humans who may divide off a shadow of their souls to walk the spirit world. Souls and spirits are not the same thing, though they are related.’
‘I’ve never been very good at philosophy.’
‘That is something we should remedy at some point. Not tonight, I think. Tonight… I am going to gather some food and get a bottle of Leshak’s mead and we are going to celebrate your coming of age properly.’
‘By getting drunk?’ Ayah had had the mead Leshak brewed or obtained somehow from somewhere before. It tasted glorious and got you drunk very fast. On the other hand, you woke up the following morning without a throbbing head or any sense that you had indulged a little too much the night before.
‘Something like that,’ Xian replied.
~~~
The mead was not affecting Ayah as badly as last time, but she was
feeling a little lightheaded. She giggled as Xian finished telling the story of how she had seduced a powerful imperial official who had been bleeding the district he governed dry to fuel his political rise.
‘So, as it ended up,’ Xian said, ‘I stole almost his entire fortune, returning it to the people of his district, had him convicted of treason since he could no longer afford expensive lawyers, ruined his marriage, and ran off with his wife who turned out to be a better lover anyway.’
Ayah’s giggles got silly and she sipped her drink to settle herself a little. She had a vague feeling that she should not be laughing at the story. There was something rather inappropriate about it, but she did not really care. The man Xian had tricked had been reprehensible for a number of reasons and the fox spirit had given him what he deserved. Sort of.
‘What eventually happened to the wife?’ Ayah asked.
‘She married a respectable farmer from a village not far from your Avrilatha and gave him three children. Two boys and a girl. I’d visit now and again while she was alive.’ Xian leaned forward in a conspiratorial manner which made no sense considering what she had just been talking about. ‘Her husband was hung like a horse and he could keep us both entertained for most of the night.’
Ayah giggled again and covered her flushed cheeks by drinking again. ‘I’m sure you shouldn’t be telling me things like that. It’s not seemly.’
‘I think you’re old enough to handle a bawdy tale or two.’
Looking up through her bangs, Ayah gave a slight smile. ‘Maybe I am.’
Xian paused briefly, drained her cup of its honeyed contents, and then rose to her feet in the smooth way that she had. She reached to her throat and the first of the fastenings of her gown.
‘What are you doing?’ Ayah asked. The action was a surprise, but there was something somewhere in the back of Ayah’s mind that had suddenly woken up and begun to take an interest.
‘I’m going to dance for you,’ Xian replied, ‘and this dress would simply get in the way. It’s a shame we can’t do it properly, but Leshak does so hate fires.’
Xian took her time over releasing the ties which held the gown in place. The last of them was over her right hip, and with it undone she opened the coat-like garment to reveal that, as usual, she wore nothing beneath it. She tossed it to one side negligently and then shifted smoothly into the first position of the Fire Dance: ankles together, head bowed, hands held before her chest with her left hand wrapped around her right fist.
As Ayah had learned, the Fire Dance was based around one of the longest formal practice sets in Fire Form. In Abesson – where Fire Form had possibly originated and where it remained the predominant martial Form – there were competitions to perform these sets as perfectly as possible. It was truly a martial art and people would sometimes learn the forms of the sets without ever really learning to apply them. No one knew whether the dance had come from that art, or from the combat Form, or even whether the dance had come first.
The dance took its ‘steps’ from the practice set – or the other way around – but you really had to know that to see it. The set shifted from position to position in sharp, decisive movements: it was a sequence of strikes, evasions, and blocks designed to build muscle memory. In the dance, the dancer moved fluidly from one position to the next such that the formal positions were often difficult to see amid the smooth, sensual motions. Xian had told Ayah that some viewed the Fire Dance as a form of seduction. In the Western Plains and the northern lands, where it was performed, it was never done in front of children by common custom. In those places, it was viewed as somewhat lewd and if anyone had ever seen Xian perform it naked, they would have realised how right they were.
Ayah had seen Xian perform before, of course: they had been training Ayah in the dance for months. But she had never seen her do it like this. The nudity was not even the reason why Ayah’s pulse seemed to be leaping in her throat and beginning a slow throb far lower in her body. It was the way Xian moved and the way her amber eyes locked onto Ayah’s blue ones whenever the movements of the dance permitted it. It was like being stalked: Xian was hunting prey and Ayah was the prey and the prey was hypnotised, unable to look away as the fox closed in for the kill.
Maybe Xian had hypnotised Ayah somehow because Xian was suddenly not in front but behind Ayah. Ayah felt a hand on her shoulder and Xian’s warm breath moved the tiny hairs on Ayah’s neck. ‘Concentrate on your breathing,’ Xian whispered. ‘Keep your breathing steady, even, no matter what.’
‘O-okay,’ Ayah said, though her voice was so quiet she was not sure she had spoken. She felt the cloth of her dress sliding off her breasts. That was not a difficult thing to achieve given the loose fit of the dress. Gentle fingers, barely touching, slid over her now bare skin and her breath stuttered in her throat. She focused herself and stilled it immediately and the fingers continued their stroking.
‘That’s good. Breathe. Focus entirely on the air entering your body and leaving.’
Fingers and thumbs teased Ayah’s nipples into hardness and Ayah focused as hard as she could on her breathing, even if she was not sure why
she was being asked to do so. In through the nose. But it feels so good. Out through the mouth. So, so good…
‘Breathe.’ Xian’s right hand left Ayah’s breast, but a second later fingers were sliding over an exposed thigh. ‘Breathe.’ The fingers found Ayah’s hip and circled briefly before sliding under the flap of Ayah’s skirt. Ayah had to try really
hard to keep her breathing steady as Xian’s fingers slid over and down to where only Ayah’s fingers had ever been before. Ayah knew she was wet down there. But all she could think of was the throbbing which had started there and now seemed to be pumping up through her entire body. The throbbing and her breath. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Focus on breathing. Xian’s fingers found the nub of flesh they were looking for. Ayah was sure it had never been so swollen, so tense. Xian began to circle and tease and Ayah closed her eyes and breathed. In through the nose. Won’t last long. Out through the mouth.
On the edge of climax, Ayah felt Xian change her motions somehow and the urgent need for release subsided. ‘Almost there,’ Xian whispered. ‘Breathe, Ayah. Breathe.’ Ayah breathed and Xian pushed her upward again, only to draw her back at the last moment. Ayah struggled to breathe rather than moan. Once again she was taken up and then, somehow, she was hanging there, right on the edge of orgasm. Her mind was awash with intense pleasure, anticipation of the coming explosion which did not come. She was lost in it. All she could see was white light and she was drowning in it. All she could feel was the air in her lungs, moving in and out, and the gentle play of Xian’s fingers as her body throbbed in time to some ancient cosmic beat.
An image emerged from the white. Ayah found herself looking at herself standing in the centre of the circle of stones outside the hut. She was standing on the tips of her toes, her arms outstretched. In her left hand she held a staff of hard wood. In her right hand was her sword. Balanced on her left elbow was a copper dish in which coals glowed and spat out flames, and there was a rock perched on the crown of her head. She was balancing there, or trying to, but the weight was uneven and, though she was struggling hard to stay upright, she was slowly tipping over to the left. Desperately, Ayah reached out to the image of herself, trying to tip the balance the other way, but it was no good. She watched herself fall…
And she was in Xian’s arms, her body straining from the orgasm crashing through it. It was like nothing she had ever felt before. Certainly, it was beyond anything she had ever teased out of her body herself. Xian held her until the aftershocks had more or less ceased and Ayah was lying limply in her arms. ‘Did you enjoy that?’ Xian asked, her voice soft.
‘It was amazing,’ Ayah replied. ‘I saw…’
‘I taught you to use fire dancing to aid in your meditation. Perhaps I’ll teach you how to use sex to aid someone else sometime. Aside from anything else, prolonging the process like that results in… quite explosive results.’
Ayah managed a giggle. ‘How long was I… hanging?’
‘I didn’t count. It’s well dark now.’ It had been early evening when they had started. ‘What did you see? Intense meditation can bring out knowledge we don’t even know we have.’
Now Ayah frowned. ‘I think… I think my mind is trying to tell me that I’m unbalanced. I don’t want it to be true, but I think I have to leave the forest. I need to find a Water Form teacher.’
8th Day, First Nahad, 207.
Ayah did not leave immediately. Neither Xian nor Leshak seemed especially surprised about the elemental imbalance Ayah was having to deal with and, now that Ayah had identified the problem, certain feelings and problems had a root cause which suggested a few other things that fitted with Ayah’s general frame of mind.
One of those was an increased libido and Xian had just awakened it from its half-doze. Ayah had noticed a desire for something and now she knew what it was. She was determined to spend at least a couple of evenings finding out just how much pleasure Xian could drag out of her body, and also to find out how much she could give in return.
Ayah was disappointed when Xian said she would not be leaving too. Or rather, Xian said that she had some other things to do which would not take her to Istollam and Istollam was where Ayah had decided to try her luck. It was a coastal city on the far side of the Western Plains and it had a strong tradition of Water Form. Xian thought it was a good place to try, even if it meant them splitting up. And the splitting up of a partnership which had been going on for almost two short years now was another reason that it took Ayah just over a week to be ready to leave.
‘You will be welcome here again, should you need to come,’ Leshak said as Ayah shouldered her pack.
‘I haven’t been such a terrible student then?’ Ayah asked, a smile playing over her lips.
‘For a human,’ Leshak conceded.
‘High praise,’ Xian said, grinning. ‘Keep yourself safe, Ayah. We’ll see each other again. Possibly sooner than you might expect.’
‘Well, I hope so,’ Ayah replied. ‘I want more instruction on… alternative meditation techniques.’
‘I’m quite well aware of what you two have been doing whenever my back is turned,’ Leshak said. ‘Really, Ayah, I’ve been around for thousands of years and I’m a forest spirit. Do you really think you need to use euphemisms for sex around me?’ Ayah felt her cheeks warming, but Leshak was moving on. He raised a hand toward a nearby tree and one of his portals opened. ‘On your way before you decide to stay another night.’
Rather impulsively, Ayah wrapped her arms around the tree-man’s torso. It was a little like hugging a tree, but it was still a hug. ‘Goodbye, Leshak,’ she said and then turned to Xian.
Xian leaned forward and placed a soft kiss on Ayah’s lips. ‘Farewell, Ayah.’
Ayah gave her a nod, suddenly not trusting her voice, and then she stepped through the tree and was gone.
Leshak waited for the portal to close and then turned his head to look at Xian. ‘And where am I sending you?’
Xian frowned briefly. ‘I need to pay a visit to the Iron City. I’ve heard rumours and I need them confirmed.’
‘Let me know when you’re ready to leave. I’ve heard rumours too. When you’ve discovered your proof, let me know.’
Omashi Town.
Someone had pasted a large piece of parchment to the Forest Gate and Ayah stopped to look at it. It had taken her a while to walk out through the cultivated part of the forest and it was edging toward mid-afternoon; a short break before she hunted down a room for the night seemed a wise move and she was certainly not moving on before morning.
The poster had a carefully painted image covering the upper two-thirds of it. Whoever had made it had some talent and excellent calligraphy. ‘Taravel’s Circus’ was spelled out above images of figures engaged in various forms of martial arts. Or that was what Ayah first thought until she noticed the other writing which proclaimed that the circus had performers of both the Sword Dance and the Fire Dance as well as ‘feats of strength and acrobatics, fortune telling, and many other wonders.’
Below the picture was a list of places, presumably the ones the circus was visiting. They started with Garia City and then came north, skirting the forest. Ayah suspected that they had spent the brunt of the winter in Omashi or nearby: there was a note saying ‘Spring Season’ above the mention of the town. From here, they would be heading more or less west. They were zigzagging a bit from what Ayah remembered of the geography of the Plains, but they were to end up in Istollam by the middle of First Marita and then go on to the City of the North when the summer brought warmer weather there.
They were going to Istollam. Not, perhaps, by the fastest route, but it was a long way to travel on foot and without Xian to help catch food. They had fire dancers there and Ayah knew how to do the Fire Dance. She would have to look into Taravel’s Circus and hope that Taravel, whoever he was, was inclined to take on a new dancer.
~~~
Ayah found a quite comfortable room in one of the smaller inns. It was nothing as grand as the rooms Xian preferred, but it was suitable for someone of meagre means travelling on her own. Ayah had some money, but not a huge amount and she wished to use it as sparingly as possible until she knew what might be needed once she got to Istollam.
Having found a place to stay, Ayah went looking for the circus, finding them set up just outside the main gate of the town. At first glance, it seemed to be a collection of wagons with horses picketed off to one side. Most of the wagons were open, but there were a few covered ones. There were also a lot of tents and only some of them appeared to be for the accommodation of the circus people. Some obviously were and those were generally relatively drab. There were plenty of brighter colours around too and those tents seemed to house the attractions of the circus.
Ayah walked past tents selling various kinds of food: meat on sticks, meat between slabs of bread, and various kinds of sweets, not all of which Ayah recognised. There was a fortune teller’s tent where you could have your future foretold for only two bits. Ayah decided that her future was either going to be what she made of it or she did not want to know.
There were also a number of canvas walls held up on poles which encircled activities you had to pay to see. Ayah found one which was closed off and had a sign beside it. The sign said that this was the fire dancing enclosure and that it cost a mark to go in, and also that it was closed until after dark. Fire dancing would
be more spectacular in the dark, she supposed.
Another enclosure said that it was for ‘feats of strength’ and cost only two bits to go into. Two more enclosures promised ‘exhibitions of the arts martial’ and ‘an opportunity to try your luck against our artists.’ You could get into those for two bits. It cost another two bits to fight one of the performers, but you could get that back and two more if you won. Ayah was almost tempted.
When she got to the Sword Dance area, she paid her four bits – half a mark – and went in. The circle formed by the curtain of canvas was six or seven paces across with a ring of benches at the outer edge and a rope around the inside of those which marked the area for the dancers. Tall braziers were set around the ring too, presumably to light the area after dark. They were unlit now since the spring afternoon sun was actually quite bright still. At the gate, Ayah had been told that the performance would be starting soon, so she found an empty spot on one of the benches and waited.
It was not especially long before six women trooped into the circle, all dressed in matching armour and each carrying a sword much like Ayah’s. Well, it sort of looked like armour at first glance and it probably had some protective value, but as soon as you thought about it at all, you got the impression that this was more like someone’s idea of what female warriors would wear if their primary weapon was making male warriors too distracted to fight. There was a sort of dress with a band of pale grey leather over the breasts which was riveted to padded cloth fitted tight around the waist and dropped to a skirt which was made of thin cotton and provided no protection at all. The bodice had a band of pale grey vertically down over the stomach and black at both sides, except that an oval panel of leather was riveted to it on the left side for no reason Ayah could think of. Style, perhaps. The skirt was pleated and just managed to reach mid-thigh on the left side, but it rose up to a split which ran down from the front of the right hip so that most of the thigh was on display on that side. There were leather guards on the women’s forearms which looked like they might stop a blade, and the ‘boots’ were bronze shin guards with more metal over the foot, but the boots also had built-up soles and raised heels which made the girls look taller and lengthened their legs. They had to be murder to dance in.
Two men carrying drums followed the women in, setting up beside the gate as the women moved in to form a circle facing into the ring with their swords at their sides. Ayah got a good look at the blades. They were iron swords with brass fittings and nothing as good as her own sword, but the metal was highly polished and, interestingly enough, sharp.
Abruptly, the drummers took up a fairly slow beat and the dancers began to move. More or less immediately, Ayah realised that the Sword Dance was to Metal Form what the Fire Dance was to Fire Form. Someone, probably long ago, had taken one of the main practice sets of the Form and turned it into a dance. Ayah did not recognise the set – Sanden had been more inclined to teach her to use a sword rather than drill her in patterns – but she did recognise most of the individual positions as the girls shifted smoothly through the set. The Sword Dance lacked the sensuality of the Fire Dance, but it made up for it in spectacle. As the set progressed, the swords came together at various points and the children sitting around the circle clapped in glee each time. Then all six swords came together in the centre, swept apart again, and the sequence began from the start but this time the drums were faster. Each repeat was performed to a faster rhythm and the true skill of the dancers began to show as they whirled and danced and clashed their blades together.
One of them caught Ayah’s eye in particular. Without the ridiculous boots, Ayah guessed she was just a little shorter than Ayah herself and older by maybe as much as a Great Year. She had a trim figure, if a little plumper than Ayah’s, and long legs shown off by the short skirt. Her chest was not overly large – certainly some of the other girls had more expansive cleavage – but she was possibly the most beautiful of the dancers, depending upon your preferences. Her face was quite rounded, though a pointed chin and slightly hollowed cheeks gave it something of an edge. Her nose was quite flat, but it was cute with a slight upturn, and under it were full lips. A small beauty mark sat beneath the right corner of her mouth and that was the only imperfection that showed on near-flawless, slightly dusky skin. Her eyes were a deep brown, almost black, and they were angled, suggesting that she hailed from the Iron City or somewhere near to it. She had long black hair which fell in curls around the upper slopes of her breasts and was cut in a line which just masked her eyebrows. Beyond her looks, she was the best dancer of the group. That skill need not translate into ability in combat, but Ayah guessed that the woman was at least competent with a sword.
As the dance increased in pace, Ayah watched in amazement as no one appeared to make any mistakes, but the girl from the Iron City was definitely just a little bit sharper, her movements just a little more precise. And then the swords came together in a final ringing crash and the drums ceased. There was an instant where silence fell over the circle and then the audience were clapping, the children laughing and calling for more. There would be no more, of course: Ayah could see the breathing on the girl nearest to her and it suggested that the dance took a lot of effort. It was going to be a while before they were ready to repeat their performance.
Ayah sat still as the performers trooped back out, smiling at their audience. Then she got to her feet and followed them out and wondered when the first Fire Dance performance would be.
~~~
With some time to wait, Ayah wandered the circus in search of nothing in particular. She bought some pork medallions skewered onto a bamboo stick. The meat had been roasted with a honey glaze, which was a good thing because it had been salted before the cooking and the sweet honey took away from the sensation that all the moisture was being sucked out of her mouth. Thinking that this was a very clever ploy, Ayah went to another tent and bought a flagon of light cider to wash down the food. The cider was nowhere near as good as the cider Leshak made in autumn, but it was not too terrible either.
There was an old woman standing outside the fortune teller’s tent as Ayah walked past. Well, an older woman: Ayah guessed she was several Great Years past her own mother, but there was no grey showing in the woman’s hair, which was thick and a reddish shade of brown and pinned back from her face by a silver circlet with a moonstone in it. Her face was showing signs of age, a few wrinkles, most of them worry lines. She was dressed in a silky blouse in cream and a skirt which appeared to have been made from dozens of varicoloured silk scarves. Her feet were bare.
What caught Ayah’s attention was the woman’s eyes. They were dark and rather penetrating, and they followed Ayah as she walked past. Ayah was not entirely surprised when the woman called out to her. ‘You, young lady. You should come in for Avoona to cast your fortune.’ Ayah had never quite heard an accent like it, but Avoona seemed to have a very nice voice. Not answering would be impolite, so Ayah turned back toward the fortune teller.
‘I don’t really need my fortune read. I know just where my future lies.’
‘Many think so, but few have the means of seeing the way ahead of them.’
‘Really, I know exactly where I’m going.’
Avoona’s brow furrowed slightly. She was trying to keep the frustration off her face, but not quite managing it. ‘Our thoughts and visions can be tainted by internal and external influences which–’ She cut herself off, glanced quickly around, and stepped closer. When she went on, her voice was pitched much lower and her accent was considerably less thick. ‘Look, I know this sounds like a pitch, but your qi is out of kilter and I really
think you should get some help. I’d like you to pay me to do it, but–’
‘I know about that,’ Ayah interrupted. ‘That’s why I’m going to Istollam to find myself a Water Form teacher. You can actually see it? The imbalance?’
‘Of course I can.’ The accent was back. ‘Avoona sees all.’ Ayah narrowed her eyes. ‘Okay, yes, I can. There’s too much energy flowing through you. You’re too hot. What did you mean about a Water Form teacher?’
Telling the woman did not seem like a great
idea, but it was not exactly a secret either. ‘I set myself to learning all the elemental Forms. I’m familiar with Wood, Fire, Earth, and Metal. I just need a Water teacher and Istollam should be a good place to look for one. Until I do learn Water though, I’m going to be unbalanced. One of my teachers said that most people can handle two or three elements without too much trouble unless they focus on one side too much, but four is where they usually end up having problems. I just have to keep my mind on the task until I’ve learned Water Form.’
‘We’re going to Istollam,’ Avoona said thoughtfully.
‘I know. I was hoping you might have a position here. I’m a trained fire dancer.’
‘We are short a fire dancer…’ The fortune teller looked her up and down briefly and sniffed. ‘You should see the show before you talk to Taravel. I think he’d hire you, but you might want to see what you’d be getting into before you do.’
Ayah raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, I’d planned to see it anyway.’
Avoona laughed. ‘You’ll be one of the few women doing so. If Taravel takes you on, I’ll give you a reading for free.’
‘Um, thank you.’
Shrugging, Avoona turned back to her tent. ‘It passes the time on the road.’
~~~
Ayah understood precisely what Avoona had meant about seeing what she was getting into as soon as the fire dancers entered the circle. The enclosure was set up much as the Sword Dance one was: there was a canvas wall and a ring of benches, but now there were torches attached to every other pole holding up the canvas and a low platform of wooden planks formed the middle of the circle for the girls to dance on. On the platform were a number of brass dishes filled with burning charcoal which gave more light but were also there to provide markers for the dancing. Ayah had never done it with live fire since Leshak disliked flames, but she was moderately sure that would not be a problem.
This time, the drummers came in before the dancers, taking positions on either side of the gate. Then the dancers came in wearing long red cloaks. Each of them unhooked their cloak as they walked in and handed it off to one of the drummers, and that was the point where Ayah realised why the dancing was done late and why the audience was almost exclusively formed of adult males. Beneath the cloaks, the girls were wearing, well, not much. The garments were an odd design: frames of beaten metal encircled the ribs and hips, supporting thin, red-dyed cloth which covered the breasts and ran down to form a sort of loincloth that fell to the girls’ ankles. There was a suggestion that there was something under the loincloths to make sure things stayed decent, but the girls might almost have been naked. They were all barefoot which explained the wooden dance platform. At least, Ayah thought, she would not be worrying over dancing in those ridiculous boots.
There were only five dancers which tended to make the missing position obvious. Adapting the pattern of the charcoal dishes would have caused all sorts of problems, not the least being that it would have destroyed the symbology. There were six places because of the six elements. Well, five elements plus Sky. Examining the positions of the girls, it was Sky which was missing a dancer.
Then the drums took up their rhythm and the dance began. They were good. Ayah could not see one who appeared better than her, but they were good. They certainly had the sinuous, sensual part of the dance worked out really well. A hush settled over the audience as five lithe, attractive, and largely naked women went through the pattern of the dance. Ayah was a little embarrassed to find herself getting wet. Xian, it seemed, had opened her mind to a new means of entertainment and her body was reacting to this
entertainment with a mind of its own. From the looks of the men sitting on either side of her, however, Ayah was not the only one aroused by the performance.
As with the Sword Dance, each repetition of the basic steps was done at a faster pace until the girls were engaged in a wild, frantic display of skill. The firelight danced on bare flesh and the long skirts flicked around them, flying high as the acrobatic steps of the dance were done at greater speed. It was a spectacle. A rather exotic, erotic spectacle.
Then the drums came to a crashing stop and the five girls were left in their final position, breathing quite hard from the effort of the dance, and Ayah started clapping two beats before any of the men. There were a couple of other women among the audience. Most seemed to have accompanied a boyfriend or maybe a husband and were not quite so enthusiastic in their appreciation. As the dancers trooped out, collecting their cloaks as they went, they smiled at the audience, and there were some other, less obvious exchanges Ayah could not quite work out. One of the girls, a stunning blonde, gave Ayah a big smile and a wink which was a little more suggestive than Ayah had expected to see. A little confused, Ayah trooped out with the rest of the audience and started for town: she had seen what she wanted to see.
One possible reason for the wink became apparent when Ayah heard something while she was leaving the circus camp and turned to look in the direction the sound had come from. One of the fire dancers was leading a man by the hand toward a tent. Ayah had been sitting beside that man for the show and he was wearing the kind of goofy grin some men got when they knew they were about to get laid. The girl was so far above his class he would have needed a ladder just to be able to see that high, but there she was, leading him to what had to be her tent. Money had
to be involved. Would Ayah be expected to do that as well as dancing in barely anything?
Well, that was something to work out if Taravel was willing to even consider her joining the troop and it would have to wait until morning. It was dark and Ayah wanted some sleep under her belt before she tried to find a job.
9th Day, First Nahad.
Ayah considered her potential employment and decided to dress appropriately for her interview. It had taken a while to make the outfit, but it had kept both herself and Xian busy in the winter evenings and the result had been quite good, if Ayah were any judge. It had all been made of soft deer hide, except for the belts which they had bought in Omashi’s market on one of their trips into the town. There was a short vest and a skirt, and there was a lot of flesh on display between the two. The skirt wrapped her hips and had fur along the hem at the bottom. It fell to her knee on the left but showed off most of her right leg, and a belt held it in place, but there were a pair of looser belts over the top, angled to cross over her stomach, over the top just for an accent. Well, she could hang her sword from them and there were feathers and beads hanging from one belt over her right hip. To finish things up, her forearms were wrapped in leather tied on with thongs, two bands of leather held fur bracelets around her biceps, and she had wonderfully soft leather boots with fur trim.
She got a few odd looks as she trooped out to the circus’s encampment around midmorning, which just went to show that people did not know their history. It was actually their history too: the outfit Ayah was wearing was based around one of the commonest forms of dress for women across the Western Plains some two hundred Great Years earlier. Alright, so that was definitely quite a few generations ago, but still.
The circus people were still rousing themselves as Ayah walked in among their tents. She figured they worked late so they got up late and had acted accordingly, but they were a little slower than she had expected. People were emerging from tents half-dressed and yawning and stretching. She came across one young man with short, dark, curly hair standing beside a tent in britches and boots. He was quite handsome, well-built, and almost a hand taller than her, and his yawning stopped as he spotted her walking his way. He blinked brown eyes a couple of times as though he was not sure he was actually awake.
‘Good morning,’ Ayah said. ‘I was looking for Laoshi Taravel.’
‘Uh,’ he said in reply.
‘Should I come back when you’re awake?’
‘I’m awake,’ he said. He had quite a nice voice to go with the face. Quite a strong jawline and a straight nose. His chin had a little cleft in it and there was a rather pleasingly sensuous quality about his mouth. Ayah had to force herself not to think about his mouth. ‘You’ll find him over there,’ the man went on, pointing. ‘It’s the big wagon with the canopy.’
‘Thank you,’ Ayah said and set off in the direction he had pointed.
‘Uh, I’m Jun.’
‘Hello, Jun,’ she called back. ‘I’m Ayah.’ She walked on through the tents until she spotted the wagon she suspected Jun had meant. It was a little bigger than the others and it had a canvas canopy over the back of it and a set of wooden steps running down from the back. Beside the steps there was a man and she had a strong feeling that this was Taravel.
He was not an especially tall man, but he made up for that in girth. He was wearing a dun-coloured tunic over brown leggings and some sturdy boots, and the tunic was stretched over quite a spectacular stomach. On the other hand, there was muscle on his shoulders and arms and his legs did not have the thinness some fat men seemed to get. He was bald, but he had a full beard which was starting to grey. He was certainly not the most attractive man in the world since he had something of a bulbous nose and thin lips, and his brown eyes looked a little small for his head. Still, there was a feeling of authority about him, even as he scratched his behind and yawned.
‘Laoshi Taravel?’ Ayah asked.
The big man closed his mouth and peered at her for a second. ‘I’m Taravel,’ he said. His voice was deep and resonant; she imagined that he was a good public speaker. ‘And what may I do for you, young lady?’
‘I was hoping you might employ me. You’re missing a fire dancer and I know the Fire Dance.’
‘Hm. Do your parents know you’re trying to run away with a circus?’
That was something she had not exactly expected. ‘My father is dead and my mother is across the plains and I turned six Great Years of age on Great Sky Day.’
‘And you know the Fire Dance?’
‘I do. And I can use a sword and I’ve some talent with healing, though not as much as my mother.’
‘You look
more like you learned Earth Form.’
‘I did, laoshi, and Metal, Wood, and Fire. I’ve never learned the Sword Dance, but I might pick it up with a little training. Of course, you have a full complement of sword dancers.’
Taravel rubbed at the back of his neck and looked at her for a long second. ‘Well, you look the part. We’ve a costume we could fit to you. Aren’t you cold in that outfit?’
Ayah’s lips twitched. It was early spring and the temperature was not high, but it was not too chilly either and Xian had taught her a trick to keep herself warm with her qi. ‘No, laoshi, I’m not. And I’ve seen the costumes your dancers wear.’
‘We travel a great deal. You’re prepared for that?’
‘Travel doesn’t bother me.’
‘Since you seem determined, we’ll see how you dance. If you’re good enough, we’ll talk details.’ He paused and then added. ‘After I’ve had breakfast.’
Ayah grinned. ‘Of course, laoshi.’
~~~
There was only one drummer keeping the beat, but he was good at his job and Ayah had no trouble keeping her steps in time as she worked through the Fire Dance. There were no burning coals at her feet, but the dishes for them were there to give her the spots to work around. She focused herself on the dance and ignored her real need to please her audience: if she did the dance as Xian had taught her, the audience would like it. Her body slid smoothly into the final position just as the drum beat the final crescendo and she held the pose for a couple of seconds before turning to look at Taravel.
He was not the only one in the enclosure, perhaps not even the most important one there. Five girls sat in various places around the circle, all of them dancers and all of them likely to have an opinion. The blonde girl sitting beside Taravel was the important one, however. Her name was Yaena and she was the most senior of the fire dancers. She was also the girl who had winked at Ayah at the performance the night before. She was a very attractive woman: very slim but with wide hips and an expansive bust, honey-blonde hair which fell around her shoulders, beautiful blue eyes, and a pert nose set in a sharply angled face which still managed to have a soft roundness to it. Her lips were quite full and curved into a rather suggestive smile. She was wearing one of the short, wraparound dresses like the one Xian had presented Ayah with, though this one was in deep red.
‘That was good,’ Yaena said. ‘On the better side of competent.’
It did not sound
like much of a compliment, but Taravel smiled. ‘That is high praise from our Yaena. If ever she tells you you’re better than competent, it likely means you’re ready to perform before royalty in Abesson.’ Taravel, it seemed, was almost the epitome of a Plains resident: he was plain and simple, practical but jovial. The only thing ‘wrong’ with him was that he did not seem to want to put down roots; the majority of people on the Western Plains did not stray more than ten myls from their homes at any time in their lives. ‘Very well. You’ll start as an apprentice performer. The pay is thirty-eight marks a week, but you’ll need to pay for food and we charge everyone a fee for the tents and transport. It covers repairs and such over the season. You can expect to see about three marks a week in clear profit.’
Ayah gave a shrug. ‘What’s there to spend it on anyway?’ There was also the fact that her primary objective was to reach Istollam, not to become rich.
‘Most people find something. Still, we are on the road much of the time, so you have a point. You’re happy with that?’
Ayah nodded. ‘When can I start?’
‘You can join us as soon as you’d like. Yaena and the others will take you through the dance a few times on the way to the next town and your first performance will be there. That’ll be next Moon Day barring problems. Everyone gets paid on Wood Day morning, but you’ll have to wait until the one after that first performance.’
‘I’ve money enough to keep me going until then. I’ll go pick up my belongings and come back. If someone could point me at wherever I’m sleeping when I do…’
Taravel pursed his lips for a second. ‘Ask for Suyin or Nareel. There’s space for a bed in their tent.’
‘And come see me when you’re settled,’ Yaena said. ‘We’ll organise your training schedule.’
Ayah gave them both a smile. ‘Suyin, Nareel, Yaena for training. Got it. I’ll be back soon.’
~~~
Ayah found herself following the mournful song of a stick fiddle to the tent where Suyin and Nareel could be found. It was a fairly big tent, certainly bigger than the simple one Ayah had been using on the road. This one had actual poles supporting it for one thing. She figured that it had to be big enough for four people as long as they were friendly, but when she poked her head in, there were only two people and three short cots, one of them with blankets rolled up on it.
‘Uh, hi. I’m Ayah. Hopefully someone mentioned I was coming.’
The girl sitting on the floor – which was covered by a rush mat – stopped playing her fiddle and looked up. ‘Taravel mentioned it.’ She was not from around here, but then Ayah had thought she was not when she had seen her among the sword dancers. This was the brunette with the dark eyes she had picked out as the best of them. ‘I am Suyin, one of the sword dancers.’ She was wearing a dark-blue version of the wraparound dress Ayah had and there was a lot of lean leg on show.
‘I saw you dance last night. You’re very good.’
‘Thank you,’ Suyin replied, bowing her head.
The second woman in the tent was, in some ways, more exotic-looking than Suyin. She was a little under Ayah’s height, around the same as Suyin, and looked almost stocky, though that might have been her clothes. She wore a blue wraparound tunic over loose-fitting trousers, both in blue. There was a wide belt of soft leather tied around her waist and lashed in place with black cord which ended in beaded ties over her right hip. Both her forearms and shins were wrapped in leather, again held in place with beaded cords. Soft, leather boots were on her feet. Ayah was not sure, but she thought it was the kind of outfit you saw in the northern tundra tribes. The girl’s face tended to confirm that suggestion. She was not an unusually pretty girl, but she was not unattractive. Her nose was a little flattened and broadened, her lips were fairly full with a pronounced bow, and she had quite strong features full of hard angles. Her hair was black and tightly braided. She had quite thick, dark eyebrows and those sat above startlingly clear blue eyes, but after those eyes, the first thing you really noticed about her face were the tattoos: nothing complex, just a pair of nested Vs which went from her hairline down to the bridge of her nose and a dotted line which ran from her ears to her nose on both sides. Between those eyes and the facial tattoos, she was someone you remembered.
‘You must be Nareel,’ Ayah said, smiling.
‘I am. You’re to be a fire dancer?’ She had a strong accent, but Ayah had never met anyone from the far north to let her confirm her speculation based on that.
‘Uh-huh.’
‘We set up your cot when Herra Taravel said you were coming.’
‘Thanks. You’re from the north? The tundra?’
Nareel nodded and gave a half grin. ‘How could you tell?’
‘I was guessing, really.’ Ayah unslung her pack and began to take out the things she thought she might actually need. Not that there was much: her money pouch and then the wooden case her sword was in. ‘I seem to remember that outfit is typical for the area and I seem to remember the northern tribes tattoo their faces.’
‘Well, it is, we do, and I am.’
‘Is that a sword case?’ Suyin asked, breaking into a discussion Ayah was hoping might lead to a little tuition in Water Form.
‘Yes,’ Ayah replied anyway. She opened up the box and took out the sword. The scabbard was still in her pack. ‘This is my sword.’
Suyin got to her feet, setting her fiddle aside. She let out a small gasp as she got a closer look at the blade. ‘May I?’ she asked, holding out her hands. Ayah passed it over and Suyin took it gingerly, or maybe reverently. ‘This is a fine weapon. This was made by a master
armourer. But you practise Fire Form? How did you come by it?’
‘It was given to me by my Metal Form teacher. He said it was given to him by a master smith he knew, or who trained him.’
‘You know Metal Form as well as Fire Form?’
‘Wood, Fire, Earth, and Metal. I’m going to Istollam to try to learn Water Form.’
Nareel was apparently relatively perceptive. Her lips curled into a slight smile. ‘If you wish my help, I should point out that I am no teacher.’
‘You could at least give me a few tips. Show me some moves? If we have time, obviously.’
‘You’ll probably be too busy with Yaena for the first week or two,’ Suyin said. ‘She likes to be sure new dancers know the routines… and things like that.’ The pause in the sentence did not go unnoticed, but Ayah was reminded that she was supposed to go see the senior dancer.
Taking her scabbard from her pack, Ayah turned back to find Suyin presenting her weapon back to her and there was
a degree of reverence in it. ‘Thank you, Suyin,’ she said, taking the blade and then bowing to the other girl. Then she slid her sword into its scabbard and attached both to her belts. ‘I’m supposed to go see Yaena so I guess I’d better get on with it.’
‘She asked you to see her?’
‘Yes.’
‘Ah. Enjoy yourself.’
‘Uh, right.’ Ayah turned and headed out of the tent.
‘Two tents straight ahead,’ Suyin called after her, ‘then three to the left.’
‘Okay. Thanks.’
Ayah set off in the direction indicated, stopping outside the tent she thought was the right one. ‘Yaena? Are you in there?’
‘Yes. Come on in, Ayah,’ Yaena called from inside.
Ayah pushed through the flap. Apparently, Yaena had this tent – the same size as the one Ayah was sharing – all to herself. Just as with the other one, it had that odd, canvas-tent smell to it, a mixture of cloth and warm wax. There was another mat on the ground, but it also had a patterned rug on the floor and several cushions were strewn over that. There was a cot against the back wall, but it seemed more like the floor was the place to settle yourself and relax. Yaena was sitting on a cushion with her legs crossed in front of her, still wearing the same dress as before.
‘Excellent,’ Yaena said, smiling brightly. ‘Have a seat. Before we really get down to business, I need to ask you a question.’
Ayah settled onto another of the cushions in a similar pose to Yaena. ‘Ask away.’
‘Great. Do you… like girls?’
Ayah took a second to consider the implications of the question, but she really
did not think that Yaena was asking whether she liked girls as friends or in a general aesthetic sense. There was the wink the dancer had given Ayah the night before too. ‘That all depends on the girl. I like you.’
Yaena reached for the bow at the front of her dress and began to loosen it. ‘Oh good. Let’s get better acquainted.’
~~~
‘Yeah, she’s like that,’ Nareel said. ‘Yaena’s slept with most of the dancers. Maybe all of them. I know she’s slept with Suyin. Yaena feels it “cements bonds.” She’s not fanatical about it. She won’t bother you again if you don’t want her to.’
Ayah shrugged. ‘I don’t mind. I enjoyed it.’ They were walking through the circus watching for trouble, which was Nareel’s job when they were set up in a camp unless Taravel found something else he needed her for. She also did general duty with the rest of the staff when it came to putting up and taking down the performance areas and sales tents. Ayah had decided to accompany her for something to do, but she had put her sword on, just in case. ‘I have a little bit of an issue with controlling various urges. My qi’s unbalanced. Too energetic.’
‘Ah. So, you’re impulsive, hedonistic, and inclined to sleep with anything with a warm body.’
Ayah’s cheeks flushed. ‘I don’t think I’m quite that bad… but you’re not far off. Uh, do you get much trouble from the locals here?’
‘Depends on the place. It’s usually worse when we stop at cities. Towns can
be bad but cities are worse. You get all sorts in cities.’
‘I’ve never been to a city to know. The people in Omashi seem more… stuffy.’
‘City people are more concerned with themselves than their community. In the tribes, you work together or you die.’ Grimacing slightly, Nareel pulled at her bodice. It seemed like a habit rather than a need. ‘In the cities, it’s like even people living next door to you are your enemies.’
‘It’s like that, mostly, in Avrilatha. I mean, we all have to work together to keep the village working. You really aren’t confident in that outfit, are you?’
Nareel was not
in the blue tunic and trousers she normally wore. She had changed into a corseted bodice made of soft leather with blue cups and blue-grey around the ribs. It left her shoulders, arms, and much of her chest bare, and it also exposed a bit of skin at her waist. Her trousers were made of a padded material and were tight-fitting. She also had ankle-high boots with a quite substantial heel.
‘Not really,’ Nareel admitted. ‘Herra Taravel says that looking good for the customers is important. I… don’t really like showing off this much skin. You don’t seem to have a problem.’
Ayah grinned. She was still in her deerskin outfit. ‘Adults didn’t show a lot of skin in my village, but when I left a friend persuaded me that it wasn’t such a terrible thing to do. Our villages tend to be conservative. Towns follow city fashions more. The Iron City and Astollar have some really quite exotic fashions. Like that dress Suyin was wearing earlier. I’ve got one like that. Doesn’t fit so well now. I grew up a bit since Xian bought it for me.’
‘Evening, girls.’ Ayah looked around to see the speaker, a big man dressed in brown britches and a tunic. Aside from the obvious muscle across his shoulders and down his arms, he had the face of a fighter, including a nose which had been broken at some point and had reformed twisted. His hair was sandy-blonde and he had blue eyes. He might have been attractive if not for that nose and the look of massive superiority he was wearing.
‘Watch that one,’ Nareel said when they had walked past. ‘His name’s Rathven. He’s got… an eye for the ladies.’
‘Huh,’ Ayah responded. ‘Well, so does Yaena.’
‘Yaena asks before she takes you to her bed.’
‘Oh. Um, actually, we did it on the cushions on the floor.’
‘I did not need to know that.’
‘I was just being accurate.’
‘I still didn’t need to know.’
~~~
Ayah stood at the back of the Fire Dance enclosure and watched as the girls whirled through their performance. Tonight she was trying to be analytical, or more analytical than she had been the night before. She was, she thought anyway, at least as good as most of the dancers and better than some. Yaena was another matter. Yaena was almost
as good as Xian. Ayah’s instruction in the dance had been good – Xian was a good teacher and a good dancer – but there were still things to learn and Yaena would be a good source of that learning, even if just by example.
The sight of the blonde girl moving through the dance, her body writhing like dancing flames, mingled with memories of the hour they had spent together that afternoon. The faster the dance got, the more Ayah squirmed and felt herself dampen down there where Yaena’s mouth had stirred up a considerable amount of pleasure. That could be an issue. If Ayah was going to want Yaena’s tongue to go to work every time she watched her dancing, it was going to be hard to learn anything. Stupid pumped-up libido. Stupid qi imbalance.
The beat of the drums sank into Ayah’s body and turned into a pulsing beat between her legs. She pressed her lips together and kept her eyes on the dancing, but as the dance ended and the drums crashed to their climax, she had to bite back on a moan as the throbbing within her reached its own peak. Stupid qi imbalance!
‘You looked like you were enjoying that,’ Yaena said with a far
too knowing grin on her face.
‘You’re very good,’ Ayah said, knowing that her cheeks were glowing. ‘You’re almost as good as my teacher.’
‘Almost?’
‘She’s… older than you. She’s had more time to perfect her skills.’
‘Then I guess I’ll let that slide. Want to come back with me? Maybe we can perfect some other skills.’
Ayah smiled. ‘I was hoping you’d say that.’ They set off out of the enclosure and Ayah noticed that a couple of the other dancers had found themselves a companion too. These were local men, however, and there seemed to be a little negotiation going on. ‘Uh, Yaena?’
‘Mm-hmm?’
‘Am I getting entirely the wrong picture, or are some of the girls–’
‘You’re not. They are. It’s a way to make a little money on the side. It’s not compulsory or anything. Taravel doesn’t even take a cut. If it was
compulsory, I wouldn’t be here.’
‘No?’
‘No. I don’t… entertain men. And if we get to know each other a lot better, I might even tell you why. But it’ll have to be one night when we can afford to get drunk.’ Some of the brightness had left Yaena’s voice and Ayah shifted her steps slightly, slipping her hand into her companion’s.
‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.’
The smile was a little forced, but it was there. ‘Since you did, I expect you to make it up to me.’
‘Oh, I think I might be able to do that. I don’t think it’ll be a chore at all.’
10th Day, First Nahad.
They were up early in the morning to dismantle the circus and load it into wagons. It took everyone about three hours to dismantle it all. Ayah helped, though she felt like she was more of a hindrance. She would be more useful the next time they took things down: she was determined to be.
By midday, everyone was piling onto the wagons and Taravel’s Circus was heading out to the next town or village on the list. Sitting on a bench seat in one of the passenger wagons, Ayah looked back at the town, or rather past it to the forest. She rather doubted that Leshak was watching and she had no idea where Xian was, but she said a silent goodbye anyway.
‘Saying goodbye?’ Suyin asked from the other side of the wagon.
‘Sort of.’
‘Did you live in Omashi for long?’
‘Oh, I didn’t actually live in Omashi. My teachers lived in the forest. I’ve been there for… fourteen months? I think it was fourteen months.’
Suyin’s eyes widened. ‘You were the girl in the forest?’
‘Huh?’
‘We heard rumours of a girl living in the forest. I mean, no one really believed them. No one lives in the forest.’
Ayah grinned. ‘Of course they do. As long as you don’t hunt for sport and don’t light fires, there’s nothing much to worry about. Anyway, I was staying with… people who know how to survive in there. One of them taught me Wood Form and the other taught me the Fire Dance.’
‘You are a little crazy,’ Suyin said firmly. ‘There are spirits in that forest and they don’t like humans. There are amaroqs in that forest.’
‘It’s not so different from the deep tundra,’ Nareel countered. ‘There are things in the snow which don’t treat men well. In the mountains it can get much worse, but even the tribes avoid the mountains.’
‘No,’ Ayah said, ‘Suyin’s right. I am
a little crazy.’
Nareel peered at her for a second and then shrugged. ‘Perhaps. Most people think that anyone willing to live on the tundra is more than a little insane.’
‘Is that why you left? Not insane enough?’
‘No. No, I left because I was told that it was my destiny.’ Nareel’s icy-blue eyes focused on Ayah’s and she looked terribly serious. ‘Really, Ayah, trust me when I tell you that when a fortune teller tells you your destiny, it’s really best to do the exact opposite
of whatever they tell you.’
11th Day, First Nahad.
Each night, the circus would make camp at the side of whatever road they were on. Tents were not usually put up, Ayah was told, but some would be if they were expecting rain and then it would be only some
of the tents while some of the people crammed into the covered wagons. So far, the weather was staying clear and Avoona was predicting that it would stay that way for the week. The moon was a couple of days from full with about two-thirds of its disc showing so the nights were not especially dark.
It was as Ayah was walking back to camp with a bucket of water from the nearby stream that Rathven decided to pay her some attention. She was almost back to where Suyin and Nareel and a few of the other dancers were setting a fire. She had to walk between a couple of wagons still laden down with tents and enclosure canvas, and she was not immediately sure what was happening when a large shape stepped into her path. She stepped back, looking up to see the stupid, rather triumphant grin on Rathven’s face.
‘Excuse me, Rathven,’ Ayah said, keeping her voice even. ‘I need to take this water to the others and you’re in the way.’
‘What do I get out of that arrangement?’ Rathven asked, still smirking.
‘The pleasure of knowing you did the right thing.’
‘I think I’d like something else, but it will involve pleasure.’ His arms rose, reaching for her, but she stepped back, setting the bucket of water down beside her. He was big, but that was where she had the advantage: because he knew he was big, he relied on it.
‘Back off, Rathven,’ Ayah warned him.
‘I don’t think–’
‘You heard the lady.’ The voice came from behind Rathven; Ayah could not see whoever it was because of the wrestler’s bulk, but the voice sounded like Jun’s. ‘I think you should do what she says.’ Rathven turned, quite slowly and with intent, and Ayah saw that it was Jun standing back there. Rathven was aiming for intimidation and he probably could have pulled it off if Jun were not standing there with his hand on the hilt of his sword. ‘Just don’t,’ Jun went on. ‘Taravel would be annoyed if I cut you up, but he’d forgive me after I told him what you were doing.’
‘Think you’re so big with your sword,’ Rathven said.
‘Sure do,’ Jun said equitably. ‘And you think you’re so big when you’re trying to intimidate a girl little more than half your weight and a hand shorter than you.’
Grumbling, Rathven moved past Jun and vanished into the wagons. Ayah thought she heard some comment to the effect that ‘this is not over,’ but she could not be entirely sure.
Grinning, Jun raised his hands, placing his left fist against the heel of his right hand with the right fingers held straight upward. Then he bowed. ‘It was my pleasure to provide the lady with assistance.’
Ayah picked up her bucket. ‘Thank you, Jun, but I could’ve handled him myself.’
‘He does outweigh you by quite a lot and he’s a lot stronger.’
‘What does that have to do with anything? You know, if he had realised there was no way you could’ve got your sword into a position to hurt him in time, you’d probably be lying on the floor with a broken nose.’ She started in the same direction that Rathven had taken.
‘I could’ve–’
‘I have a sword just like that one and it’s not a close-combat weapon. You were standing too close. Luckily, Rathven’s not nearly as good as he thinks he is at tactics and is probably a bit of a coward.’
Jun turned and followed her as she wove toward the campfire. ‘Uh, oh. I thought you were joining the fire dancers.’
‘I am.’
‘But you have a sword.’
‘I do. I learned Metal Form before I learned Fire Form. And my teacher taught me Fire primarily by teaching me the dance.’
‘Oh. Uh, can I carry that for you?’
Ayah grinned but did not turn so he could see it. ‘I learned Earth Form before I learned Metal. I’m stronger than I look. At least as far as lifting things goes.’
‘You took longer than I expected,’ Nareel said as Ayah approached with the bucket and Jun still in tow.
‘I ran into Rathven who wanted me to take longer. Jun defended my honour.’
Nareel peered at the tall, young swordsman. ‘Thank you for your assistance, Jun.’
‘Yeah,’ Jun said, sounding a little disconsolate. ‘I’m going to, um…’ He trailed off and turned, heading toward some other part of the small camp.
‘I kind of told him I could take care of myself,’ Ayah said. ‘And that his intimidation technique had a massive flaw. I think I hurt his feelings.’
‘Jun’s a nice guy,’ Suyin said. ‘Mostly. I mean, he’s male and that comes with all sorts of baggage. Men are high maintenance.’
‘You’re too young to be that cynical,’ Yaena said from across the fire. Apparently, she had turned up while Ayah was getting water. ‘I, on the other hand, am quite old enough to know that men aren’t worth the trouble.’
Ayah flashed her a grin. ‘I didn’t see you there, Yaena. Are you staying for some food?’
‘Well, since you asked… Anyway, get some food inside you and let it settle. Then it’s time for practice. We have to get you up to speed for Moon Day. That will be your first performance!’
‘Great. That sounds like it should be… great.’
‘Nervous?’ Yaena asked. ‘There’s nothing to worry about. I have seen you dance. You’ll do great.’
14th Day, First Nahad.
Ayah had taken her food a little way from the wagons as the circus stopped for lunch. They always stopped for lunch because it gave the horses a good chance to rest before moving on in the afternoon, but most of the people stayed on their wagons. Ayah had found herself becoming increasingly nervous about their arrival in Fulsom the following day – and her first performance that evening – and had decided to take a break from the chatter of her colleagues. She was a little surprised then when Avoona appeared beside her, settling onto the grass.
‘I said I’d give you a reading when we had the time,’ Avoona said, ‘and now is a good time for it.’ She pointed up at the sky where the moon was a white shape in the blue, full and strangely large. ‘Full moon is always a good time for casting.’
‘Uh, thanks,’ Ayah responded.
‘Is there some question on your mind? I can tell something’s troubling you.’
‘Ha! Yeah, will I mess up tomorrow and make a total fool of myself?’
Avoona smiled. ‘I don’t need my coins to answer that, girl. I’ve seen you dancing with Yaena and the others. Don’t let your nerves get to you and you’ll have nothing to worry about.’
‘Well, I’ll try. Um, in that case, there’s nothing specific I need to know until I get to Istollam.’
Opening a leather pouch, Avoona took out six gold coins, imperial crowns and old ones by the look of them. ‘Then we’ll just see what the coins tell us.’ Her brown eyes looked up into Ayah’s. ‘I’m going to do this properly, so it will take a little time.’
Ayah’s brow furrowed. She had never put much stock in the proclamations of fortune tellers and was unaware that there was a ‘proper’ way to do it. ‘Okay.’
Avoona gave a nod and then stilled herself, the coins held in her hands, and closed her eyes. She seemed almost to be meditating over the metal discs in her hands and there was
an odd feeling of stillness which seemed to spread out from her. After a short time, her eyes still closed, she cast the coins into the grass in front of her. Her right hand moved out, not touching the coins, not even touching the blades of grass, but moving over them slowly.
‘Tell me, Ayah, have you had past dealings with spirits?’
‘Uh, yes. My–’
Avoona raised her hand and Ayah stopped. ‘This casting is known as “Household” or “Family,” but there is a sense of negation and imbalanced energies. There is a sense of the workings of spirits.’ The fortune teller let out a long breath and opened her eyes. ‘This is a confusing casting, Ayah, and my interpretation may be faulty. This normally represents a harmonious and happy family. The women of the household are held within it and gain favour from it, but the feeling I get is that whatever lies in your future involves a broken household. I sense that some spirit or spirits work within this future, but for good or ill, I cannot tell. The advice I would give is that, so long as you
remain steadfast and hold tightly to what you know is right, the situation will resolve itself favourably.’
‘Um, okay, I guess. Are all your predictions so… vague?’
‘No,’ Avoona said, smiling and picking up her coins. ‘Sometimes things are very simple. For example, I can also tell you that you will perform perfectly tomorrow.’
‘Oh! Well, good.’
‘But you are a complicated one. I’m going to have to keep an eye on you.’
‘That’s comforting.’
Avoona gave a shrug. ‘When I give a proper reading, I’m not trying to be comforting. When I give a proper reading, I’m just aiming to tell someone the truth, no matter how uncomfortable it is.’
22nd Day, First Nahad.
Fulsom was behind them and Ayah had performed well enough to avoid embarrassment. Now the village of Loffton was awaiting the circus, though not with great anticipation, or so it seemed from the look of things. At Loffton, children had emerged from within the village to watch the circus rise from a field just outside the gate, but here there was nothing but the log palisade which surrounded the village.
Ayah had been through putting up the circus’s equipment once and knew how things were likely to go. Everyone helped unload the wagons, taking the various pieces of equipment to wherever Taravel directed them before going back for more. Then the more skilled staff would begin putting up the various enclosures and the rest would see to the residential tents. Avoona’s tent did double duty and, since she had it to herself, someone always helped her with it. Ayah took a turn this time because Suyin and Nareel said they could manage their tent without Ayah. Ayah also helped Yaena get her tent pitched: she had spent several hours in it at Fulsom and figured she might end up doing the same here, so why not help put it up?
And then Taravel came along, handed Ayah and Nareel a roll of posters, a pot of glue, and a brush, and sent them off into town. ‘Put one at the gate,’ he said, ‘and there’s a board outside the village hall for notices. If you spot anywhere else that’s worth the bother, put the third poster up, but don’t worry too much about that.’ His gaze turned to the town. ‘And keep your eyes open. I’m not getting a good feeling about this place.’
Suyin had nothing important to do, so she walked into the village with her two friends. She was dressed in her dancing outfit – partly because the sword dancers would be among the first to perform – and wearing her sword. It was not the sword she performed with, however: this was a good-quality, finely balanced weapon she said she had inherited. It was not quite a match for Ayah’s sword, but it was something a little special.
Ayah was in her deerskin and had her sword slung at her hip. Even Nareel had put on her bodice ready to begin the evening’s duties. The trio were something of a strange sight as they marched up to the gate and pasted the first of the posters up. Still, no one asked what they were doing or took much notice of them, even while Nareel was bashing the brush against the gate and cursing whoever had used it last for not washing out the glue.
‘I swear,’ Nareel said as they walked toward the middle of the village, ‘I’ll find out who did this job last and glue their lips together.’
‘It would never work,’ Suyin replied. ‘The glue dissolves in water.’
‘I’ll use a lot of glue!’
Ayah was watching the people they were passing. She smiled at anyone who looked directly at her, but rarely got a smile in return. Most peculiarly, the men seemed oblivious to the passage of three attractive young women displaying more flesh than was common for the Plains. Ayah could have understood disapproval – there were villages with much greater piety than Avrilatha on the Western Plains and that often resulted in a very conservative dress code – but this was indifference. ‘Have you noticed how… strange the people are here?’ she asked as they approached the village hall and the wooden board outside it where they planned to put their poster.
‘It does seem quiet,’ Suyin said.
‘Suppressed,’ Nareel said. ‘Or depressed. They all look as though the sun hasn’t shone on them in years.’
‘The men aren’t interested in us,’ Ayah said. ‘Nor any other women as far as I can see.’
‘The children seem fine,’ Nareel said. ‘What few of them there are. Let’s get this posted. I want to be out among our own folk.’
As Nareel began working glue onto the board – still with some difficulty – Suyin looked around at the square the hall was on. Loffton was trying to be a town. The village hall was quite large and had stone walls and a high, arched roof. The rest of the central square had a couple of large houses, an inn, and several shops, but the inn had seen better days and several of the shops had been boarded up. Loffton had been
trying to be a town, but it seemed that it was failing.
‘This place,’ Suyin said, ‘has something wrong with it. All the best shops have been closed down.’ She looked grumpily at one dress shop which had a pair of wooden planks nailed over its doorway.
‘Thinking about it,’ Ayah said, ‘there were a few houses like that on the way in from the gate. Maybe we could put the last poster up at the inn.’
‘I don’t think putting them on every wall in the village would help,’ Nareel said, but she set off toward the inn anyway.
The sign above the door – which showed a bundle of wheat and some tankards – was hanging on only one of its two chains and had not been painted in years. Once upon a time, the walls had been coated in plaster and painted, but now the paint was almost entirely gone and the wooden boards behind the plaster were showing through in places. Inside, however, the taproom was quite full. Men sat at every table, most of them drinking with the kind of intensity that suggested they were determined to get drunk. And that was in the middle of the afternoon. None of them paid much attention to the three girls as they went to the back of the room where there were barrels and a table to serve as a counter and a man standing behind it wearing an apron and looking listless.
‘Would it be alright if we put up one of our posters here?’ Ayah asked the man who she presumed was the innkeeper. ‘We’re with Taravel’s Circus. Sword and Fire Dances, feats of great strength, and the opportunity to win coin in competition with our fighters.’
The innkeeper was a balding man with a beer belly and an unkempt sort of brown beard who looked a lot like he had given up on regular washing some time ago. He stared at Ayah as though she were speaking some foreign language and then gave a shrug. ‘Do as you wish. Loffton is not a good place for your kind. You’ll have little custom.’
‘Thanks,’ Ayah said. She flashed him a smile she did not feel and turned to her friends. ‘Let’s put it by the door. They all have to go home sometime.’
‘When they’ve run out of money for ale, I think,’ Suyin said. ‘I think the innkeeper’s right. Taravel might have some trouble making a profit on this place.’
~~~
The circus was
making money, but mostly at the drinks tents. Since her performance was later in the evening, Ayah accompanied a wary Nareel around the circus in the evening and a pattern seemed to be emerging among the customers.
‘Too much drinking,’ Nareel said at one point. ‘This isn’t good. When men get drunk, at least some of them get rowdy.’
Ayah was watching the crowd too. There were some men wandering about between the smaller stands and buying cider at one, beer at another. Most had found the larger tent which was more like a portable tavern. There were no tables, but the men seemed content to sit on the grass and throw back ale. Ayah was not getting the feeling that these men would get rowdy, but she did have images of having to drag some of them out after they succumbed to drink-induced comas.
‘At least Avoona is doing good business,’ Ayah said.
‘True. All
women though, that I’ve seen. She usually has one or two men going to her for advice, but I’ve only seen women.’
‘The men here… don’t seem like men.’
‘Sitting around and getting drunk seems like men to me. Plains men anyway. I’m not saying our tribesmen don’t get drunk, but they don’t get drunk as much. Drink and freezing temperatures don’t work well together.’
‘Oh. I thought a little liquor warmed you up in the cold.’
Nareel shook her head. ‘It makes you feel
warmer for a bit but it’s a fake warmth. Being drunk is worse because it stops you even realising that you’re freezing to death.’
‘Okay. I’ll remember that. Don’t drink and freeze.’ Ayah looked around as Nareel giggled. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever
heard you make that noise before.’
Nareel straightened her face quickly. ‘I’m a fairly serious person. When you grow up surrounded by snow, being serious is a matter of survival.’
‘I guess. Why did you move south?’
‘I wanted to see more of the world. When I was born, my father saw a falling star in the sky. Our shaman said that it meant I would have a wandering spirit. I guess he was right.’
‘I don’t really believe in fate. Or fortunes. I’ve met spirits and they were really kind of like people, so I don’t think I really believe in worshipping them or that they can tell a shaman anything about the future.’
Nareel stopped her slow ramble and looked at Ayah. ‘You’ve met spirits?’
‘One or two.’
‘And yet you don’t believe in them?’
‘I don’t need
to believe in them. I know they’re there. It’s like saying, “I believe in air.” I just don’t see the need to treat them as something special. I can respect them, or fear them, because some of them are powerful and some of them are worthy of respect. Uh, those two groups can overlap. But I’ve never met a spirit that wasn’t, well, a person. And that includes Leshak, and he’s the guardian of the Forest of Lambech.’
‘Oh,’ Nareel said. ‘I suppose, when you put it like that… I think I’ll carry on paying my respects to them.’
‘I’m not asking you to stop.’
‘Good. You really met the guardian of the forest?’
‘That’s who taught me Wood Form. And believe me, wrestling someone who has bark for skin is a huge incentive to learn how to do it right.’
~~~
There were relatively few people in the audience for the Fire Dance that evening and more of them were women, as though not having a bunch of aroused males there made the ladies more likely to watch. None of the dancers who made money on the side were getting the extra income tonight either. It seemed to Ayah that someone had taken all the man out of the men of Loffton.
Yaena set off to discuss the strange problem with Taravel as soon as the last dance of the evening was done with, so Ayah set off back to her own tent clad in her minimal dancing costume with a cloak slung over the top of it. And that was when she discovered that the strange malaise affecting the villagers had not had any effect on the men in the circus.
‘Jun’s not here to interrupt this time,’ a familiar voice said from behind her as she crossed through a row of wagons which partially screened the residential tents from the business ones.
Ayah turned around to face Rathven. His back was to the lights of the circus and he was just a big, looming shadow, but she looked up at where his eyes probably were and said, ‘Jun didn’t interrupt anything last time, Rathven.’
‘Come on, girl. You know
you want it.’
‘I am absolutely sure that whatever you have, I don’t want it anywhere near me.’
‘Sure you do. I’ve seen you with Yaena. You just need a big man to show you what you’re missing.’
Ayah suppressed a sigh. Clearly, Rathven was determined in the way only a fool could be and he was not going to back off through any subtle exercise in diplomacy. ‘Well, would you run along and find me a big man? Perhaps I’ll give him a try.’
Rathven’s hands – his big hands – landed on Ayah’s shoulders. ‘I’m big enough for you, little girl.’
Now Ayah did sigh. ‘Pathetic,’ she said, and then she was grabbing the front of Rathven’s tunic. She did not so much pull him toward her as pull herself in toward him, the move clearly coming as a complete surprise since he offered no resistance. But then it was dark and her body was in the way, so he had no opportunity to see her knee slamming upward into his groin. He made a very odd noise and then keeled over, his hands going to his battered parts. Still standing, Ayah slammed her heel down into his stomach, getting a satisfying grunt out of him as the air was pushed out of his lungs, but he managed to regain a sitting position at that point and that was not
going to do. Reaching out, she grabbed his hair in both hands and drove her knee into his face. She felt him go limp in her hands and, when she let go of his hair, he flopped onto the grass like a limp fish.
His nose was bleeding profusely, which was potentially a very bad thing. He was breathing, for now. The moron was going to be really
heavy to drag anywhere too. ‘What am I going to do with you, little girl?’ Ayah asked the unconscious would-be rapist. She turned him over, propping him up on one arm to ensure that his bleeding did not start to drown him, and set off toward her tent. Maybe Suyin and Nareel would be back and they could help her move the idiot somewhere where she could work on him.
23rd Day, First Nahad.
‘Ayah?’ Taravel’s voice was loud and sounded rather angry. ‘Ayah, get out here!’ Definitely not pleased.
Ayah poked her head out of the tent and looked at the bulky form of her boss. ‘What is it, Laoshi Taravel?’
‘What’ve you done to Rathven?’
A slightly irrational burst of anger creased Ayah’s brow. ‘Nothing he didn’t have coming. He doesn’t take no for an answer.’
‘He says you’ve bewitched him. He woke up screaming and he’s too weak to get out of bed. He’s had barely any sleep.’
‘That’s odd. He was sleeping soundly when we put him to bed.’
Taravel glowered at her for a second, but that produced nothing but Ayah looking back at him and feeling angrier. ‘I’m not talking to just your head. Get out here and explain yourself.’
‘Let me get dressed,’ Ayah grumbled and she backed into the tent to put on her deerskins.
Five minutes later they were standing in front of Rathven’s tent which Avoona was just coming out of. The fortune teller was frowning. ‘I’m no healer,’ she said, ‘but his qi is unbalanced in a way I’ve never seen before.’
‘What did you do to him?’ Taravel snapped at Ayah.
His anger just made hers fierier. ‘How am I supposed to have done that? The pig tried to force himself on me, not for the first time, and I fought back. The bruises are my doing. Suyin and Nareel helped me get him back here. I stopped his bleeding nose and cleaned up the mess. He was asleep when I left.’ She watched Taravel’s reaction to her statement; he showed neither surprise nor outrage at her statement that Rathven had tried to assault her. Her anger grew hotter still.
‘He’s not just bruised. What did you–’
‘Don’t be foolish, Taravel,’ Avoona said, her voice calm. ‘Whatever has happened to Rathven, it was not caused by a few blows. Ayah is not lying and I’ve told you before that Rathven is too much trouble.’
‘He’s one of my best wrestlers.’ Ayah burst into laughter. Taravel’s anger had been subsiding, but now it flared up again. ‘What are you
laughing at?’
‘If he’s one of your best, I don’t know how you make money on those bouts. He was down in three blows from
a girl.’ Ayah looked once at the glare Taravel was giving her and pushed past him to Rathven’s tent. ‘Oh, let me see.’
There were two cots in the tent, but Rathven’s roommate was missing. The floor was messy, with clothes strewn over the rush matting, and the second cot was unmade. Rathven lay under a blanket, right where Ayah had left him, but he was shivering and his eyes were shadowed. Well, they looked shadowed, but there was a huge bruise about the size of Ayah’s knee over the left one so it was a little hard to tell. He took one look at Ayah and let out a yelp. ‘Witch! Get away from me!’
‘Shut up, you oversized baby,’ Ayah snapped and advanced on him. ‘What’s wrong with you? Avoona says your qi is unbalanced.’
‘You’re a–’
‘Witch? Yes, you said. Witches are folklore, idiot, but my mother is a healer. Tell me what’s wrong with you? Are you cold?’
‘Yes, I’m cold,’ Rathven spat. There seemed to be more spite than anger in him.
Stepping forward, Ayah reached out toward him and he flinched back. ‘Lie still, idiot. I’m hardly going to hurt you with Taravel standing in the doorway of your tent, am I?’ He did not look happy, but he held still as she pressed around the sides of his neck. He let out a squeal of pain when she touched his bruised cheek. Then she pulled the blanket off him and got more screams out of him as she pressed over the bruise on his stomach. She decided that no matter what the circumstances, she was not going near the other area she had bruised the night before.
Stepping back, she turned to look at Taravel and Avoona who were indeed standing in the entrance to the tent. Behind her, Rathven pulled his blanket back up and started shivering again. ‘I might have cracked his cheekbone. I can’t find any evidence of damaged organs, but his skin’s clammy. It’s a sign of unbalanced qi, as you said, Avoona. He’ll be fine if he gets a few good nights of rest and you have to admit, Taravel, that no one in this village wants to challenge any of our people anyway.’
The fat man’s face fell and he frowned more with puzzlement than annoyance. ‘No. That’s true.’
‘It’s more than that,’ Avoona said. She glanced at Rathven and then waved for Ayah to come outside. When they were clear of the tent, she kept her voice low. ‘The village men I saw last night were like Rathven. Unbalanced in a way I’ve not seen before. Weakened. Listless. And I had a lot
of women in my tent asking me about just one thing. From what they were saying, there hasn’t been a child born in Loffton for at least a Great Year. Probably nearer to two. The men aren’t interested in their wives and on the few times that they are, nothing comes of it.’
‘Like they’re not men any more,’ Ayah said. ‘That’s… I don’t recall my mother ever mentioning that
kind of thing when she was teaching me. With a bit of time, and assuming he’d let me, I might be able to cure Rathven of his… affliction. There are some techniques my mother taught me to rebalance qi when it’s disturbed, but, um, I’m not as good at that kind of thing as she is.’
‘There’s something very wrong in this village,’ Avoona went on. ‘I’m not sure what it is, but I think it’s come out to affect us too.’
‘That’s just… wonderful,’ Taravel said, his voice a growl. He glared at Ayah again. ‘The next time someone bothers you… inappropriately, come to me. Don’t beat him up.’
‘Should I talk to you before or after he’s raped me, Taravel?’ Ayah asked, her voice rising again.
‘Don’t talk to me like–’
‘Please, fire me if you want to.’ Ayah turned and started back toward her tent. ‘I’m not sure I want to work for a man who knew full well that he’s got a rapist working for him and let it go because he’s a good wrestler.’ She took another two steps and then added, ‘Which he isn’t. Beaten black and blue by a girl.’
Taravel watched her retreating back with invisible steam coming out of his ears until Avoona spoke. ‘She’s right, you know? You’ve lost three dancers because of that idiot. Fire dancers are a lot harder to replace than wrestlers and you’re right on the verge of losing your new one.’
‘Huh,’ Taravel grunted. Then he sort of deflated – not a pleasing sight in a fat man – and slowly nodded. ‘You’re right. She’s right. I should’ve done something about him a long time ago.’
Avoona chuckled and patted Taravel’s arm. ‘You should have kicked him out. The only other thing that might stop a bully like him is what’s just happened to him. At the very least, he’ll think twice before he tries his luck with another girl.’
‘Perhaps. I’m not sure I should take that risk.’
~~~
‘What is it we’re looking for precisely?’ Suyin asked as she trooped into the village with Ayah and Nareel.
‘A reason why this place is a mausoleum,’ Ayah replied, ‘and a shop selling herbs. Taravel makes me want to find out how high a fat man can bounce, but Rathven is one of our people and maybe if I can make him better… Well, I’m not actually sure what the benefit is, but I’m going to try anyway.’
It was Sky Day and Loffton was taking its day of rest. Not that that made it look too much different from any other day. There did seem to be a few more people on the streets, almost all of them women or children. Nareel was dressed in her blue tunic and pants since it was earlier in the day and she did not need to be in her bodice until much later. She paused beside a middle-aged woman watching over a pair of children. ‘Excuse me, but could you tell us where to find a healer or a herb shop?’
The woman gave a slight shrug. ‘Nothing like that in Loffton. We had a healer, but she left after her daughter… died. Her place was over on the other side of the square, but it’s shut up now.’
‘Thank you,’ Nareel said, adding a polite smile. Then she turned and lifted an eyebrow.
‘We’ll go take a look,’ Ayah said and set off.
‘If it’s shut up…’ Suyin began.
‘She may have grown what I need. If we’re lucky, her garden may still be worth looking at.’
‘Isn’t that like stealing?’
‘Any healer worth the name wouldn’t begrudge a sick person a few herbs. If it’s shut up, it means no one else is living there.’
‘That’s… logical, I guess.’
There was still a sign over the door of the healer’s house. Athelynn had never felt the need for one – everyone in Avrilatha knew who and where she was – but it was a standard sign used by healers: a circle of five coloured discs indicating the generative cycle of the elements. The paint was largely gone from the discs, but it was just about possible to make it out. Once again, the door was boarded over, but there was a gate at the side of the house and Ayah made straight for it. Putting her hand through a hole in the wood, she lifted the latch and was about to open the gate when she heard a voice.
‘Hey! Wait up.’ It was Jun, in tunic and trousers and with his sword belted around his waist. Ayah watched as he jogged closer. ‘I heard what happened. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help.’
‘I’m not,’ Ayah replied. ‘This time I got to point out his error personally.’
‘Right. Uh, what are you doing?’
‘Trying to find some herbs to help him. Please don’t ask me why. I guess I’m just stupid.’ Ayah pushed open the gate and began marching toward the back of the healer’s cottage.
‘I’d have said “compassionate,”’ Jun called after her. Then he hurried to follow as Nareel and Suyin set off after Ayah.
The garden at the back of the cottage was a mess. Ayah sighed heavily as she surveyed the damage several years of neglect could do to what she suspected had been quite a good herb garden. Her mother had never bothered with growing herbs, aside from a few common ones she used a lot: there had always been Avrilatha Wood. This healer clearly had a need to grow more of her herbs, but now… Climbers had invaded many of the beds as well as almost enveloping the back wall of the house. There were almost more weeds than herbs in the places where the climbers had not strangled everything else to death.
Ayah’s shoulders sagged. ‘I’d need to spend two days in here just to discover whether there was anything worth salvaging, never mind finding what I’d need.’
‘So, you can’t help him?’ Nareel asked.
‘I can, probably, but it would mean touching him and right now I don’t think either of us wants that.’
‘He doesn’t,’ Jun put in. ‘He’s still saying you’re a witch. Did you really knee him in the, um…’
‘He grabbed my shoulders. I’d imagine he assumed I would beat uselessly against his chest with my fists. Really, he has the worst technique. How does he ever win any of his matches?’
Jun gave a shrug. ‘Brute force. He’s bigger than most of the people he fights. Herra Taravel’s been trying to train him, but Rathven’s not the kind of man to listen to instruction.’
Ayah took one more look around the ruined garden and started for the gate. ‘How good is Taravel?’
‘He’s a master of Earth Form. I think he was in the Garia City Army at one time too.’
‘He has a bad back,’ Nareel said, ‘and he eats too much.’
‘Overeating needn’t be a problem with Earth Form,’ Ayah said, ‘but the bad back would be. Okay, let’s go to the inn. The innkeeper said Loffton isn’t a happy place. Maybe he’d be willing to explain why.’
‘I guess it’s worth a try,’ Suyin said, but she did not sound especially enthusiastic about it.
~~~
Suyin’s assessment of their chances proved accurate. The innkeeper clammed up as soon as he was asked directly about the village’s problems and none of the shopkeepers they tried were any better. Someone they had spoken to had been sufficiently alarmed by their questions, however, that they had passed on the information to someone else and it was as they were heading back out to the gate and the circus that the eventual recipient of the news made himself known.
He was a large man, tall and broad in the chest, but he walked with his shoulders sagging as though he was carrying a great weight. His hair was dark but starting to grey and he would likely have been quite handsome were it not for the bags under his eyes and the general air of weariness about his person. He did manage to convey suppressed anger quite well, except that when he spoke it came out more as spite.
‘What are you doing wandering around disturbing my people?’ he snapped, aiming the bulk of his anger at Ayah. She noticed the slight emphasis he put on the word ‘my’ and found it interesting. ‘I’ll not have outsiders disturbing our peace.’
Ayah looked at him for a second and decided that dissembling was the best option. ‘Pardon me, laoshi, but we were not aware that we were disturbing anyone. One of our people has been afflicted by some form of illness which appears to also
afflict many of the men in your village.’
‘There is no sickness in Loffton. You’ll not suggest there is and you’ll not take that tone with me.’ Apparently, this was a man used to getting what he wanted and who expected women to be thoroughly subservient.
Ayah bowed her head. ‘Apologies, laoshi, I meant no disrespect. We will return to our camp.’
‘Good. Stay there. I don’t want to see you inside our walls again.’
‘Who do you think he was?’ Jun asked when they were well past the offensive man.
‘A pompous windbag with something to hide,’ Ayah replied. ‘He’s been affected by whatever happened to Rathven too, but he doesn’t want anyone to know what’s going on. If no one will tell us anything, we’ll have to try to treat the symptoms and hope we don’t need more than that to heal him. It’s never the best way, but it’s what we have.’
The woman with the children was standing outside her home even though the children were now nowhere in sight. She was looking indecisive, but when Ayah nodded politely to her, she waved them over, looking around quickly. ‘Gratham was trying to stop you finding out about the spirit, wasn’t he?’
Ayah raised an eyebrow. ‘If that man was Gratham and the spirit is what’s causing your village’s problems, then yes.’
The woman gave a nod. ‘It started about two Great Years ago. Naira, the daughter of our healer, hanged herself because of… something that happened. Poor Mainara was distraught and she left to go to her sister in Istollam soon after. Three, maybe four, months later, the men started to get sick. It’s Naira’s spirit, see? She comes in the night. She’s been seen a couple of times. I
saw her once, when she came to take my husband.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘Oh, he’s not dead. He might as well be, but he’s not dead. I went to see your fortune teller hoping… hoping there was some chance he’d be a man again. She told me that it might happen if I trusted a stranger, so here I am, trusting you.’
Ayah frowned. ‘I’m not sure that I can fix this, laoshi.’
‘I don’t think you can either, taitai, but someone has to try and no one in Loffton will.’
Ayah gave the woman a bow. ‘Thank you. If I can do something, I will.’
~~~
They got back to camp just in time to grab some lunch and then set to their afternoon tasks. Ayah had no specific afternoon tasks but what she wanted to do was talk to Avoona and that was going to be difficult. Once again, Avoona had a queue outside her tent, almost all of them women, and Ayah could not interrupt the fortune teller when she was one of the few people in the circus making real money.
Eventually, Avoona put up a little sign saying ‘Back in 5 minutes,’ and emerged from her tent with the bridge of her nose gripped between her fingers. Ayah interrupted her walk with a flagon of cider which was Avoona’s favourite drink when she was busy.
‘And what is it you want for your largesse?’ Avoona asked.
Ayah thought about denying that she wanted something, but Avoona would never buy it and Ayah did
want something. ‘The village is being plagued by a spirit, the ghost of a girl who hanged herself. I think it attacked Rathven last night and I doubt it’ll stop there. I need to know who’s next.’
‘You don’t ask much, do you?’
‘You’ve already helped. I wouldn’t know about the spirit if you hadn’t told someone to trust a stranger. She decided I was the stranger to trust. Her husband… is one of the men who isn’t being a husband.’
‘That doesn’t narrow it down much, Ayah, but I think I know the one you mean.’ Avoona gave a slight shrug. ‘I cast the coins and tell them what I see. I told someone else yesterday that a stranger would bring him ruin.’
‘Him? That one was a man?’
‘Big man. Very self-important.’
Ayah sagged a little. ‘Okay, I am going to let you off for that one because the woman was a good call. Can you find out who the spirit will visit next?’
Avoona lifted her flagon, took a pull on the golden liquid within, and then nodded. ‘I’ll see what I can do when I next get a lull.’
~~~
Possibly the only healthy-looking man in Loffton was in the audience for the first Fire Dance of the evening. Ayah spotted him as she walked in behind Yaena, handing off her cloak to one of the drummers. That was mostly because this man sat up straighter when the girls walked in; none of the others seemed that interested. A sudden insight hit Ayah as she realised that all the men except for that lone healthy one were with a woman: the women of Loffton were bringing their men to see scantily clad women dance in the hope that it might just provoke something. If the night before’s performances were anything to go by, that ploy was not going to work.
There was something about the man that made Ayah think she should know him. He was big, barrel-chested, and he had an air of arrogance about him. His hair and eyes were dark and he looked fairly good. Except that there was something about his brown eyes, something cold and uncaring. And then she realised she was looking at the son of the man who had accosted her in the village. That seemed odd: his father had seemed pretty inimical to the circus and here was his son, watching the fire dancers.
His reasons were obvious enough, but they became more so when the dance ended and he developed the kind of stupid grin men got when they thought they had a sure thing coming their way. He was wrong, because the first person he tried was Yaena.
‘I’m sorry, laoshi,’ Yaena said – the honorific was much more than he deserved. ‘I don’t do that. Ask Sona or Merinda.’
‘But I want you,’ Gratham’s son replied, his grin broadening.
Ayah stepped up beside Yaena, looping an arm around her friend’s waist. ‘Yaena’s not available. Sona’s a blonde and she’d be happy to entertain you.’
‘I want her.’ He said it slowly and loomed over the two of them as he did so.
Ayah looked into his eyes. ‘The last person who wouldn’t take no for an answer around here is still recovering from his beating. Sona will see to your needs.’ He seemed to think she might be serious. Certainly, he looked around and spotted Sona about to put her cloak back on and, with a grunt, he started after her. ‘He doesn’t have his father’s willpower. We might want to keep an eye on Sona tonight.’
‘I’ll take care of that,’ Yaena replied. ‘And I owe you a drink. I don’t think he’d have gone that quietly if you hadn’t stepped in.’
‘You could have handled him.’
‘I’m not sure I have your knack for kneeing men in the balls.’ Turning her head, Yaena gave Ayah a kiss on the lips and then slipped away. ‘I’d best get after Sona and make sure that brute plays nice.’
Ayah was fairly sure he would not, but there were degrees of nice. Still catching the clasp of her cloak at her throat, she stepped out of the enclosure and found Avoona waiting for her.
‘I did a casting,’ the fortune teller said. ‘The next person to be attacked will be Jun.’
‘Jun? I’d assumed there was some reasoning behind this, but that seems… random.’
Avoona shrugged. ‘Fate is like that. We don’t always know why
it works the way it does. All we can do is go with the flow or try to fight it. The last option is usually a bad idea.’
‘I don’t really believe in fate.’
‘Call it luck then. Bad luck, perhaps, but luck all the same.’
‘Thanks. Alright, let’s see if I can’t catch myself a ghost.’
~~~
‘Me? It’s going to attack me?’ It was about the third time Jun had asked the same question with slightly varying words.
‘Should I get a cloth to wash out your ears?’ Ayah asked.
‘What? No! Why?’
‘Because you appear to be having some trouble hearing me. Avoona says you’re the next to be attacked and, frankly, I don’t have anything else to work with.’
‘So, you’re just going to sit here all night and wait for me to be attacked?’
‘Spirits, Jun, quit arguing.’ The speaker was Torren. He shared the tent with Jun. ‘If Ayah wants to spend the night in our tent, let her.’ Torren was not quite as tall or as attractive as Jun, but he was a nice enough man. He was a redhead, a proper coppery redhead, and had the pale, somewhat freckled skin to go with it. Ayah rolled her eyes at him and got a smirk in return.
‘That’s basically the plan though,’ Ayah said. ‘It comes in to attack you and I try to talk it into letting me help. Or at least leaving us alone. I’ve talked to spirits before. They listen. Mostly.’
‘I guess I can always hope Avoona’s wrong this time,’ Jun said, pulling off his tunic.
Ayah stepped over to the tent flap and made sure her back was turned as Jun continued to undress. ‘We can hope so, sure.’
24th Day, First Nahad.
Ayah sat cross-legged on the floor of Jun and Torren’s tent and listened to the night. When she had been on the road with Xian, there had been night birds calling and the sound of the wind in trees or the grass. No birds called near Loffton and even the wind seemed to avoid the place. The only noticeable sound was some distant snoring: Ayah suspected Taravel since fat men could be very
loud snorers. It really was a cursed village if nature kept away from it.
Thankfully, neither Jun nor Torren snored. Or they had not done so thus far. They muttered in their sleep a little, turning under their blankets. Each time it happened, Ayah looked around but there was never anything to see and they would settle almost immediately. It was, she knew, well after midnight and so far there had been no sign of an attack by the spirit.
She pulled her cloak about her more tightly and checked her sword. The sword was still beside her in its scabbard. Maybe, just maybe, she should have changed into some different clothes before taking up her watch. Jun had been a little surprised when she turned up in her dancing costume and cloak with her sword in her hand. She grinned at the thought: he was a well-brought-up young man and, even though he had been with the circus for a while, he still seemed to find the outfit a little brief. It was not exactly warm either, but the cloak did double service, masking the outfit outside the enclosure and providing some warmth. And Ayah had the warming trick she had learned from Xian. She grinned again. Jun really had liked the view, even if he attempted to hide it.
Jun gave a soft moan in his sleep and turned onto his back. Apparently, he really had
enjoyed the view. There was a distinct tenting of his blanket over his groin. Well, maybe he was dreaming of someone else, but Ayah’s cheeks flushed. He seemed to be enjoying himself. It would be really embarrassing if he–
His breathing changed, becoming shallow and sounding a little desperate, and the sounds he was making shifted to something more like panicked gasps. Ayah frowned and looked closer. He was trembling. His muscles seemed to shift as though he was trying to move, but nothing came of it.
Ayah lifted to her feet and waved a hand over Jun’s body. There was nothing there… but there was something there. ‘Stop,’ Ayah said. ‘Naira, stop this. Please.’ Jun kept up his twitching, his breathing shallow and rapid. It was as though he were pinned to the cot and being slowly smothered. Ayah could see his eyes darting behind his eyelids but he did not wake. ‘Naira, I know someone harmed you, but Jun was not responsible. Stop!’ In desperation, she pulled her sword from its scabbard and swung it blindly out over Jun’s body.
A shriek of pain pierced the night, followed immediately by Jun drawing in a huge breath. Ayah cast about, looking for any sign of what had happened to the ghost and then, sitting in a heap on the floor beside Jun’s cot, a girl appeared. She was small and slim but endowed with moderately large, shapely breasts. Since she was naked, that much was obvious. In life, Ayah suspected that she had been quite beautiful, but now her eyes were a haunted black and her long black hair was lank and lifeless. There were dark bruises all around her throat. Her left arm hung limp at her side and there was a long gash in it. Ayah frowned: her sword had cut a ghost?
‘Why did you stop me?’ Naira asked, her voice harsh, rasping.
‘Jun did nothing to you,’ Ayah replied. ‘There was no reason to harm him. Why are you plaguing the village like this? Why did you kill yourself?’
Naira’s eyes narrowed and then she vanished, but her voice still came from the same spot. ‘A man, Harvath, took me by force. When I told of what he did, I was shunned, shamed. His father is powerful.’
‘Gratham.’
‘Yes. I sought the only way out they left me. Now I come to their men at night and take away what they value most. They gave me no justice, so I take it.’
‘But Harvath is the only man in the village that seems unaffected.’
There was a sound a little like a sob and it came from a spot near the tent flap. ‘He’s the one man I can’t bring myself to go near. Let me finish my work tonight. Let me take that one.’
‘No. He’s done nothing.’
‘He lusts,’ Naira replied harshly, the tears gone from her voice. ‘He lusts after you. It was your image I used to seduce his mind.’
Ayah opened her mouth to reply and then closed it again. That revelation was something of a surprise. ‘I can’t let you, Naira. I’m sorry but he’s a friend. He doesn’t deserve this.’
Briefly, Naira appeared again, her dark eyes boring into Ayah’s. ‘You’ll regret it. Men are not to be trusted. They’re animals.’ Then she turned, walking through the tent flap as though it was not there.
Ayah looked at her sword. There was no blood on it, nothing to indicate that it had hit something, but it had wounded a spirit and now that spirit was gone. Jun was safe and, amazingly, still asleep. Shaking her head at what men could sleep through, Ayah slipped out of the tent and started for her own. She could get a few hours’ sleep before the circus woke to pack up and move on. And she was going to do one more thing before they left.
~~~
‘Where are you going?’ Taravel asked as Ayah set off toward the village. ‘We’re packed and ready to leave.’
‘There’s something I need to do,’ Ayah replied. ‘Go without me if you must. I’ll catch up.’ She had managed a few hours’ sleep but not really enough and her temper was on a knife edge. Behind her, Taravel let out an expletive. She supposed he had got everyone up just after dawn to strike the camp, wanting to be away from Loffton as soon as possible, and now she was delaying him. Well, he was not her favourite person right now, so he could stew.
Suyin, Nareel, and Jun caught up with her just inside the gate. She glanced around at them once. ‘There’s no need for you to fall into Taravel’s bad graces,’ she said.
‘You saved me last night,’ Jun replied. ‘I still remember the nightmare. I couldn’t wake up, but I feel
like I haven’t slept in a week.’
‘Naira may have unbalanced you a little. We’ll get Avoona to check and then I may be able to correct it. What about the rest of you?’
‘We’re not letting you do this alone,’ Nareel responded.
‘You’re our friend,’ Suyin added, ‘and this place is sick.’
Ayah gave a shrug and angled toward the village hall. ‘Alright, let’s do this.’
Six faces turned to look at her as Ayah slammed through the door of the hall and marched inside. They were all men, all of them in their middle years or older, and Gratham was among them. That did not surprise Ayah in the least. None of it did, in fact: much of the government in the Western Plains operated on the principle of everyone having a say in public affairs, but that often degenerated into a few old families dictating village policy. Not infrequently, it was the male head of each family who did all the talking.
‘What are you doing here?’ Gratham yelled, his face turning an angry shade of red so fast it was almost impressive. ‘Get out! You’ve no right to–’
‘I’ve discovered the reason for the malaise which affects the men of this village,’ Ayah shouted over him. ‘I think all of you know what’s happened, even if you refuse to accept it, but I spoke with the spirit last night and heard her story. It’s my duty to tell you just why your village is going to die.’
Gratham looked like he might boil over any second. His voice turned low and menacing, but Ayah was too angry with arrogant men to care just now. ‘Leave this hall immediately or–’
‘Let her speak.’ The voice came from behind Ayah and she glanced back to see a tall, quite attractive but ageing brunette with a severe expression on her face. Her arms were crossed over her chest in a manner which suggested menace rather than defensiveness. There were others coming up to the doors behind her: news travelled fast in Loffton.
‘Belinna, leave,’ Gratham said. ‘This is none of your business.’
‘I think it’s the business of all of us.’
‘You will obey your husband!’ Gratham sounded rather desperate.
Belinna sneered. ‘You have not been a husband to me for nearly two Great Years, Gratham.’ There were some amused titters from the villagers, though not nearly so many as might be expected: all of the women were in the same boat. Belinna turned her attention to Ayah. ‘Tell us what the ghost said, taitai.’
Ayah gave the woman a nod and pitched her voice so that everyone could hear her. ‘She was born and died Naira, daughter of Mainara the healer. I could see from the marks on her throat and hear in her voice that she died by hanging. She was raped. A man named Harvath took her by force. But that is not why she killed herself. No, when she told of what had happened, she did not get justice. Instead, she was blamed and shamed. She took her life because this village took the side of a monster against her.’
‘Harvath… My son is the only man in the village unaffected,’ Belinna said, her voice soft.
‘Naira can’t bring herself to go near him. So, she punishes everyone else. Your healer has gone and others have run from your village. Your men are unable to father children even if you can
get them to show an interest. It might take tens of Great Years, but Loffton is doomed. She’s attacking visitors now. Soon you’ll have no one willing to come here. You’ll have no trade and no children and your village will die a slow, lingering death. And from where I’m standing, you all deserve it.’
‘Yes,’ Belinna said. ‘We do.’ She gave Ayah a bleak smile. ‘But we have to at least try to save ourselves.’ Her gaze moved past Ayah to her husband. ‘And I have a fairly good idea where we should start.’
No one got in their way as Ayah and her friends walked out and set off for the village gate. ‘Do you think they’ll do anything about this Harvath?’ Jun asked.
‘No idea,’ Ayah replied. ‘Plus, I’m not sure it hasn’t gone past that. This whole town is to blame for what happened to Naira. They all knew and they did nothing.’
‘And that’s why you’ve stopped calling Herra Taravel “laoshi,” am I right?’ Nareel asked.
‘I’m not sure what “herra” means in your language, but “laoshi” is a term of respect. I no longer respect Taravel.’
‘Well,’ Jun said, ‘respect him or not, he waited for us.’
‘Good. Now I just hope the road’s not too bad and I can get a bit of sleep as we go.’
~~~
The wagon lurched over a rut and Ayah jerked awake with a start. She had settled onto the bed of the wagon, between people’s feet, and told them to wake her when they stopped for the evening. She had not wanted to talk about what had happened. Now she heaved herself upright and rubbed at sleepy eyes. ‘Where are we?’
‘Just stopping to give the horses a rest,’ Jun replied. ‘We’re about ten myls out from Loffton.’
‘Not nearly far enough.’
There was a noise from the back and Avoona pulled herself up into the wagon. She was in a thick cloak with the hood up. ‘It’s miserable out there,’ she grumbled. She generally drove her own wagon and had obviously been sitting in the drizzle. ‘I want to be in the dry for a short while.’
‘I had something I wanted to talk to you about,’ Ayah said, ‘so I’m glad you dropped by.’ She settled onto one of the benches between Nareel and Suyin.
‘Oh?’
‘Yeah. It came to me while I was nodding off. You told me that Naira, the ghost, would come after Jun next.’
‘That I did.’
‘And she did come for Jun because I rushed to my tent and grabbed my sword and didn’t change out of my dancing costume before going to his tent. That meant that he was having a few interesting dreams about me which drew Naira to him.’ Jun was going a shade of red a beetroot would have been proud of. Ayah ignored that. ‘So, the real reason that Naira attacked Jun was that you told me she would.’
Avoona grinned. ‘I didn’t know that the ghost was attracted to lust, so I couldn’t have predicted the outcome of you showing Jun a bit of leg.’
‘It wouldn’t have been a very tough guess. Anyway, it was a self-fulfilling prophecy. The act of prediction made the outcome certain.’
Still grinning, Avoona waved the comment away. ‘Oh, that’s been the case with the majority of prophecies down through the ages. If you tell someone that something will happen, even if they don’t want it to, they’ll usually find a way to make
it happen. What did I tell you when I made that casting while we were on the road?’
‘Uh… You did say there would be a spirit.’ Ayah frowned. ‘And a broken family. There were several
of those.’
‘And I said that, so long as you held steadfast to your ideals, it would all turn out for the best.’
‘You did, and I did. I suppose I got a little justice for Naira. I’m not sure I’d call that the best.’
Avoona smiled her – now Ayah thought about it – rather annoying knowing smile. ‘Oh, for more than just Naira. Taravel has decided to kick Rathven out as soon as we get to the next village. Sometimes he needs a little kick to remind him, but he’s a good man at heart. Don’t give up on him just yet.’
‘I’ll try,’ Ayah replied. ‘But no promises.’
 
 



Part Five: Thunder
Taking action. Prosperous and smooth. Thunder comes – alarm! alarm! Laughing and talking – ha, ha! Thunder shocks a hundred li. The sacrificial spoon and chalice do not fall.

– The I Ching.

Approaching Istollam City, 17th Day, First Marita, 207.
It was late afternoon when Ayah heard someone call out that they could see Istollam ahead of them. She got up and hopped down from the wagon: she could easily keep pace on foot and she wanted to get a look at her first city.
In the afternoon sunlight, the city of Istollam looked rather grey, but the fact that she could see the walls from a few myls away suggested that it was big. Somehow, she had expected something with gleaming spires and white walls. Istollam was not that. Returning to the rear of the wagon, she swung up into it easily and returned to her seat.
‘That’s a little anticlimactic,’ she said.
‘What did you expect?’ Suyin responded.
‘I don’t know. Something… brighter.’
‘Stone is stone,’ Jun said. ‘It’s usually grey.’
‘Very artistic.’
‘Astollar’s an attractive city,’ Suyin said.
‘True,’ Jun agreed.
‘And the Iron City has its good points, so long as you stay away from the industrial quarter which is ugly and smells.’
‘The City of the North is… unusual,’ Nareel put in. ‘It started as a winter trading camp for some of the tribes. It has a very high wall, but a lot of what is within is only semi-permanent.’
‘Then why the high wall?’ Jun asked. ‘The Great North Wall keeps it safe from anything to the south and there’s nothing much to the north.’
‘For the same reason the Great North Wall is there. The tribes still fear the coming of the qiangjianfan, even if most people in the wider world consider them myth. The wall was not built without reason. It has been several centuries since a horde attacked the southern lands, but the wall is there to remind us that they have. So, the City of the North has a strong, high
wall around it.’
Jun gave a shrug. ‘I still think they’re a myth.’
Nareel almost smiled. ‘When they are ripping you limb from limb and eating your heart, I will be sure to remind you of that.’
‘That’s a nice thought,’ Ayah said. ‘Let’s hope we’re all long dead before that
happens.’
Nareel nodded. ‘I agree. Being eaten alive is not something I wish to experience.’
Suyin let out a giggle and Nareel looked at her, frowning. ‘Oh, Nareel, you just have to have the right person doing the eating.’
Istollam.
Closer up, the walls were more impressive. Tall and thick, they were made from large blocks of grey stone mortared in place and with long embossments dotting them to reinforce the structure. The top was crenulated to give cover for archers and there was a massive gatehouse straddling the road ahead of the convoy of circus wagons. It would take a sizeable army to breach the defences of Istollam.
Within the walls, the stonework continued. The buildings on either side of the street were stone on at least the ground floor. Even the street was cobbled. Ayah decided that walking had been a good idea since the carts were bouncing heavily on the rough surface.
The upper floors of most of the buildings were timber framed, but the walls had been plastered over and coloured. It was getting late and there was less sunlight to illuminate the scene, but the colours seemed bright. Istollam was, it appeared, quite a wealthy city and its inhabitants took pride in the dwellings. The paint was fresh, probably no more than a Great Year old anywhere Ayah looked. The people were well-dressed too: Ayah saw little in the way of peasant clothing among the people she walked past. Many of the older women were in the long, straight gowns Xian favoured and the younger ones were frequently wrapped in the shorter dress Xian had bought for Ayah. Men wore richly coloured tunics over plainer trousers. The city was bright with colour, whether on the buildings or its people.
After a few hundred paces, the wagons turned left and made their way down a fairly short stretch of narrower road before they came out into a square, and that was where Taravel called a halt. That was a good thing because it was getting dark. There were men with long poles out lighting lamps which did not do much to light the streets. Getting everything unloaded would have been a problem, except that they were not getting everything unloaded this time.
‘Alright everyone,’ Taravel called out as streams of circus folk emerged from the wagons. ‘We need to get the horses seen to and the wagons secured. I’m going to see about our lodgings. We’ll get everyone under cover just as soon as we can.’
Not everyone was going ‘under cover’ as Taravel put it. Some of the staff were sleeping in the wagons and Jun was one of those. ‘You girls get a warm bed and a roof tonight. Pity those of us still under canvas.’
‘We’ll let you know whether we pity you after we’ve found out what the beds are like,’ Suyin informed him.
‘Not all inns are created equal,’ Nareel added.
It was not, in fact, an inn that they were staying in. Taravel had an arrangement with the proprietor of a boarding house right on the square. It had a stable at the back for the horses and enough space for more or less the entire circus. Some of the ‘old hands’ seemed to know the place well; Avoona actually had a favourite room which she was happy to discover she was getting again. Ayah, Suyin, and Nareel were sharing again, but they had no real problem with that and their room was bigger than their tent. It did overlook the stables, however, and came with a delightful scent of straw and horse crap. Closing the window only reduced the smell. Still, it was a nice enough place and seemed clean.
‘Not too surprising,’ Nareel said as they each selected their beds and put clothes away in the wardrobe and chest of drawers. ‘This is one of the better quarters of the city. The south side is where the rich people live. This area does have some fairly wealthy merchants, but it’s a mix of residential and commercial. The worst area is on the east side, beside the docks. The smell of fish can get a little strong so it’s mostly warehouses and poorer homes. The ones who can just about afford to get out of there tend to migrate to the north side.’
‘Any idea where I’d find a Water Form teacher?’ Ayah asked.
‘Not really. It’s not like I needed one. I’ll help you find a good one when you go looking.’
‘Me too,’ Suyin said. ‘I mean, I’ll be no use deciding whether they’re any good, but it’ll get me out of the room so I’ll come too.’
‘But not tomorrow,’ Nareel said. ‘Tomorrow morning we’ll be setting up and then we’ll be working all afternoon.’
‘And Wood Day is the Festival of Growth. Taravel wants us to run an extra-long day for that.’
Ayah gave a shrug. ‘I’m not in that much of a hurry. Fire Day will do fine.’ She frowned. ‘I wonder if there are any baths around here?’
~~~
Ayah sank into the hot water with a sigh. ‘I don’t think I’ve really been clean anytime in the last couple of months.’
‘A good bath is preferable to a bowl of hot water and a cloth,’ Suyin agreed.
Nareel stepped into the water rather gingerly. ‘Baths are not something I’m used to. Sink yourself naked into water in the north and you’ll probably freeze to death.’
‘Get in. You’ll like it once you’re used to it. It soaks away all your aches and pains.’
‘I don’t have aches or pains.’
‘Oh, get in the water.’
‘It is oddly relaxing,’ Nareel admitted after a short time. Ayah and Suyin giggled.
‘You know,’ Suyin said after another short pause, ‘in the Iron City and Astollar, it’s mixed bathing. Taking a bath is a real social thing.’
‘I knew that,’ Ayah replied. ‘A friend told me. She travels a lot.’
‘I am not sure I could accept that,’ Nareel said. ‘I am relatively private about… things like that.’
‘Like what?’ Suyin asked.
‘Well, sex.’
‘That’s the point. It’s not about sex, it’s about– Uh, well, sometimes it’s about sex, but it’s about meeting people, chatting and things like that.’
‘Naked.’
‘Well, yes.’
‘I can chat without being naked.’
‘You’re naked now.’
‘Yes,’ Nareel agreed, ‘but I’ve seen both of you without clothes before. We’ve lived together for quite some time. Ayah barely wears anything when she’s dancing.’
‘This is true,’ Ayah said, nodding. ‘I never could’ve done that before I met Xian. Travelling with her was an education.’
‘Close friend, was she?’ Suyin asked. She was wearing a smirk.
Ayah felt her cheeks heating, but she kept her voice steady. ‘Eventually. For a week, just before I left. That was educational as well.’
‘Think you’ll see her again?’
‘I think so. I don’t know when, but she’ll find me again at some point. She’s interested in how I get on with the Arts.’
‘Are you sure she’s not just interested in you?’
‘Maybe. Xian’s an enigmatic sort of woman. It’s really hard to figure out just exactly what she wants.’
18th Day, First Marita.
Things were a little slow for a Sky Day at first. On the other hand, it was their first day rather than, as was usually the case, their second. As the afternoon went on, the crowd grew as people concluded whatever personal devotions or arrangements they might have and moved on to the entertainment portion of the day. Everyone loved the weekly holiday and this one was the day before the festival.
There was more happening in the circus than usual. Some of the dancers were out among the crowd performing acrobatics and juggling. Taravel had bought in extra ale and cider barrels as well as various seasonal foodstuffs. Ayah ended up on a stand selling a variety of local pastries known as houndstooths. Ayah had only the vaguest idea why they were called that. They were vaguely shaped like a tooth, but she would have said ‘horn’ would be better. They had spiced, preserved apple as the filling. All in all, there seemed little connection to hounds, which did not, as far as Ayah was aware, particularly like apples. Despite the incongruous name, she had to admit they tasted quite good and they sold like, well, hot pastries.
Jun and Nareel were still walking the grounds, though both of them were now occasionally called in to fight opponents in the challenge ring. Nareel was the only Water Form proponent in the circus and Istollam had far more people than anywhere else south of the Great North Wall who had learned that Form. Nareel had been showing Ayah some of the basic moves and principles of Water Form, but Ayah was not anywhere near ready to take on someone who really
knew what they were doing.
Jun in particular would stop by Ayah’s stall every time he walked past. Ayah did not really mind that: Jun was a handsome young man and Ayah had considered taking him to bed a number of times in the past few weeks. She had not because there was next to no privacy in the circus. They both shared tents with other people and Ayah did not especially want her private life to become part of camp gossip. Of course, everyone knew she had slept with Yaena, but everyone knew that Yaena slept with any
new girl who was in the least willing. Jun was another matter. But he did seem interested.
‘You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen an outfit like that before,’ he said, indicating Ayah’s deerskins with a vaguely waved finger.
‘This kind of thing was all the rage a couple of centuries ago.’
‘It must’ve been warmer back then. Isn’t it cold having all that skin on display?’
‘Perhaps it was and I’m not cold. I learned how to warm myself with my qi, though the sun is actually quite warm today. Anyway, are you saying you don’t like me having all this skin on display?’
He held up his hands in surrender. ‘I think I’d be a pretty poor male if I did.’
Ayah grinned at him. ‘Good. That’s what I like to hear.’
19th Day, First Marita.
The Festival of Growth was as big in Istollam as anywhere else on the Plains, but there was something different about it which took Ayah a little while to pin down. She stood at her pastry stand and watched the people going past. She sold pastries, of course; the houndstooths remained popular.
It took a little over an hour before Ayah spotted the primary difference between here and Saventi or Omashi. Then it took her a little longer to work out what it meant. The citizens of Istollam were not really Plains people. The residents of the towns and villages out on the Western Plains, no matter how much some tried to be cosmopolitan and adopt city fashions, were closer to the land than the city dwellers. Outside the city walls, the festival was a semi-religious event. There was laughing, singing, drinking, and dancing, but it was there to celebrate the start of the growing season and beseech the spirits for a good harvest come autumn. In the city, the festival was an excuse to get drunk.
Oh, and there was the fertility aspect. It was common in many places for young women to seek out sex with strangers on the night of the festival. It was said to give the spirits an idea of what the humans wanted in the way of fertile crops and to be lucky. That kind of thing had not happened much in Avrilatha because there were rarely any strangers about. Here in Istollam, it seemed that the locals went looking for their stranger quite early and did not necessarily wait for night to consummate the relationship. Ayah spotted one girl, a buxom brunette with sparkling eyes, with three different men through the course of the afternoon.
All in all, it seemed that Istollam treated the Festival of Growth as an excuse to take the day off and spend it drinking and screwing. Nareel seemed more than usually displeased by it all.
‘They have forgotten the meaning of this festival,’ she said at one point when she had stopped to talk to Ayah at the pastry stand. ‘In the tribes, the entire community comes together to pray for fruitfulness across the whole of nature.’
‘Yeah,’ Ayah replied, ‘but you rely on nature to provide your food. You hunt it or gather it up from the wild. You can’t grow crops on the tundra. In my village, this was about crops, pigs, cows, and a little bit about humans. In the cities, they’re all at least one step divorced from where their food comes from.’
Nareel shook her head. ‘They have forgotten that the spirits exist. The only spiritual experience any of these people will have is the kind that comes from the rapid thrusting of body parts into someone else’s body parts.’
‘That doesn’t sound too bad to me.’
‘It’s not. It can be very pleasurable. That’s not my point, however.’
Ayah flashed Nareel a smirk. ‘I think you lost some of the moral high ground there.’
Nareel returned a frown. ‘Perhaps I did. Yes.’
~~~
‘So, what do you think of this outfit?’ Ayah asked as she unhooked her cloak and let it drop to the bed of the wagon. She had told Nareel that she would be late back to their room long before she had gone to change for her dances. Whether Jun had known it beforehand, he was going to get lucky tonight. Ayah was quite determined about it. Technically, he was not a stranger, but she did not know that much about him…
Jun, kneeling half out of the opening in the wagon’s cover, took his time looking over Ayah’s largely unclad body. ‘As before, I’d be a stupid man to say I don’t like it. The deerskins are more… earthy, wilder. And they leave more to the imagination. Then again, I’ve seen you dance in that outfit.’
Ayah flashed him a grin. ‘There’s not really enough space for dancing in here.’ He was using one of the passenger wagons. He had a couple of candles sitting on the benches down the sides and his bedroll occupied much of the space between them. You could just about stand up under the cover, if you were Ayah’s height. Jun had to bend his neck, hence the kneeling.
‘Not really.’
‘Not vertically anyway.’ Reaching behind her back, she pushed on the metal holding her bodice in place. The catch disengaged and she slid out of the garment, dropping it onto her cloak. She heard Jun’s breathing hitch. Good reaction. ‘Did you think I came back here with you to chat?’
‘No, not really.’ He crawled in properly and turned to tie the opening closed. When he turned back, she had unhooked the skirt at her right hip, dropped it on her cloak, and was stepping out of the tiny scrap of red cloth which covered her pubic mound and not a whole lot more. She straightened and smiled as he stared. Her skin was darker in the light from the candles. Shadows flickered over her as she shifted her weight, spreading her legs, and lean muscle moved under tanned skin. There was a look in her eyes that sent a thrill through his body and straight down to his balls. Hot. Needy.
‘Take off your clothes,’ she said, her voice soft. ‘I want you’ – she pointed her right index finger at his chest – ‘in here.’ Her hand lowered, swinging down to rest over her sex. Her finger slid down between her labia and pressed inward. She let out a little moan, her eyes stuttering shut.
Jun needed no further invitation. Ayah could hear him struggling out of his clothes, but she kept her eyes closed and worked her finger inside her. She hoped it looked suitably sexy, but she was doing it mostly to keep herself worked up and wet. Jun was going to be her first man and she wanted it to be good. It would be a terrible shame if her first was a mess. Well, mess was probably quite likely, if some of the things Xian had said were not just teasing, but Ayah did want to enjoy her first experience with a man. She wanted him
to enjoy it too.
Spirits! When had her last period been?! Her finger paused as that potential disaster reared its head. No, she should be good. Tomorrow she would go out and get some herbs her mother had told her about to be sure, but she should be good. She pushed a second finger into herself, curled them as she drove them in, and let out a soft moan.
Without warning, a tongue slid over her labia and slick fingers. She really hoped it was Jun’s. She slid her fingers free and sighed as she felt him begin to lap at her clitoris. Her fingers slid into his curly hair, pressing his mouth against her. He pressed his lips to her and sucked and the throbbing which had settled between her legs spiked into a sudden burst of intense pleasure.
‘Lie back,’ she said, opening her eyes. He moved away from her, lying down on the blanket, and she straddled his legs. He was young, eager, and already erect. Was that thing going to go inside her? There was only one way to find out. She shifted forward and lifted up and reached down. Taking him in her hand, she steered him to her entrance. She looked down at him, smiling with what she hoped was confidence and suspected came across as nervousness. Then she pushed down, taking it slowly. Her eyes widened as she felt herself stretch wide for him; this was not
like it had been with Xian’s fingers. Xian had a few tricks that Jun was unlikely to know, of course, but this was… Her behind hit his thighs and she sat there, feeling the length of him filling her. ‘Oh, that feels good.’
‘It gets better,’ Jun replied.
‘I hope so.’ Ayah lifted again, still taking it slowly. The second drop sent a deeper thrill through her and, confidence growing, she gained speed. She heard Jun moan and his hands gripped her hips. Encouraged, she began to rotate her hips as she slid up and down his length with gay abandon. One of her hands lifted to cup a breast, teasing at the nipple. The other hand went down between her legs and she began to play with herself as she rode him. Her head fell back on her neck. She was in heaven.
‘Can’t… hold on.’
‘Just… just a little… longer.’ She could feel him inside her, pulsing, swelling.
‘Don’t think I–’ He cut off, clamping his hands over his mouth to supress the sound. His back arched, pushing him into her as he exploded inside her. Not quite what she had wanted, but… Her fingers moved faster and despite the strangled noises he made as she did so, she bucked up and down on him another couple of times, and then she was joining him, her teeth gritted to avoid screaming.
She fell forward, catching herself before she smashed her face into his. She grinned and squeezed her inner muscles. He whimpered. ‘Not perfect,’ she said, ‘but I’m told young men recover quickly. You’ll have time to make it up to me.’
It was weird, but Jun had an expression like a mouse which had just discovered it was now the favourite plaything of a cat.
20th Day, First Marita.
Ayah set out to find a Water Form teacher the next morning. Nareel came along with her because Nareel knew enough about the Form to be able to tell a good teacher from a bad one. Suyin came along to see more of the city and for something to do. Jun joined them as soon as they walked out of the boarding house. He was wearing a slightly stupid grin and had about him the air of a favoured puppy. Suyin found that very humorous, though she did her best to conceal it. Nareel seemed to be amused too, but she was generally quite laconic and showed few signs of finding anything funny.
Finding schools teaching Water Form was not especially difficult. They advertised on posters dotted around the city and they had large signs outside their establishments. Finding one Ayah could afford was another matter. The bigger schools were expensive. Nareel did not seem to be too worried about that, however.
‘These places are not proper schools anyway,’ she said as they walked away from another one. ‘They do not teach Water Form. They teach how to behave in a polite school.’
‘I don’t see that as a problem,’ Jun said. ‘I was taught how to behave in a school.’
‘Because you learned Metal Form,’ Ayah told him. ‘It’s really necessary when you’re learning how to use something that could cause real wounds. Metal is the only Form which teaches etiquette as part of the basic curriculum.’
‘Oh.’
‘Water Form is the chosen art of seamen and those who live on the tundra,’ Nareel explained. ‘It is only in the cities that formal schools exist. For most, the skills are passed down through the generations. I learned from my grandfather, a master of the Form. I admit that I have a long way to go before I am as good as he is.’
‘I expect he’s been doing it longer,’ Suyin said.
Nareel gave her a smile. ‘Much
longer.’
When they stopped for lunch just before midday, Ayah was no further forward in her search for a teacher. On the other hand, the lamian place they found was good and fairly cheap. ‘I thought this was going to be easy,’ Ayah commented around a mouthful of mutton and noodles.
‘It is easy to find a teacher,’ Nareel replied. ‘It is harder to find a good
teacher. Obviously, I am prejudiced, but I think this is the wrong place to look. To find a true teacher of the Form, you must find a tribesman willing to teach you.’
‘And freeze parts of your anatomy off in the cold?’ Suyin asked. ‘That has to be a last-ditch effort.’
‘The cold is one thing. Getting a tribesman to train someone from outside… That is quite another.’
‘Well, for now that isn’t an option anyway,’ Ayah said. ‘I’ll try looking again tomorrow. Maybe down by the docks. That might be a good place to try.’
‘Perhaps,’ Nareel agreed, though she did not sound especially confident.
25th Day, First Marita.
A week of searching had got Ayah precisely nowhere. The formal schools were either too expensive, or they were more inclined to teach people how to look good at fighting rather than be good, or both. There were better places with a more vocational curriculum, but Ayah was not after learning to be a fisherman or a crewman aboard a trade ship. It would take a year or more to learn even the basics of the actual Form that way, but she would be able to find work at sea afterward.
‘It’s depressing,’ she said as the four of them ate lunch before the circus started up. They had not bothered searching since it was Sky Day, but the four of them had wandered around the city for a while anyway, getting a better idea of the place they would call home for another month.
‘Spar with Nareel,’ Jun suggested. ‘I’ve seen her fighting. She’s pretty good.’
‘Acceptable,’ Nareel countered. ‘However, I am not a teacher.’ Then she gave a shrug. ‘Not that I would mind someone to spar with and I suppose you would learn something.’
‘Okay,’ Ayah said, nodding. ‘We’ll try that and I’ll keep my eyes open. We’re heading up to the City of the North after this. Maybe I can find someone there.’
‘Maybe…’
‘And if all else fails, I’ll walk into the tundra and see if I can find a spirit willing to teach me.’ Nareel looked at her with a deadpan expression and Ayah gave a shrug. ‘Well, it didn’t exactly work like that with Wood, but it’s not that
far off.’
~~~
Suyin moved through the steps of the Sword Dance with a grace and speed born of long years of practice. It was almost like a form of meditation to her. She could almost drift off and let her muscles take her through the sequence of moves. Almost.
As she turned to bring her sword up for one of the various clashes of metal which punctuated the dance, her eyes scanned across the crowd. She was turning again before what she had seen began to process through her brain and she recognised one of the men in the audience. That was not entirely unusual: people returned to see the show again sometimes, though it was more common with the fire dancers.
What bothered Suyin about this
man was that he had paid particular attention to her. Well, she was a very pretty girl, but he had not seemed to be concerned about that. There had been no lust in his eyes. There was none there now, nor in the eyes of the two men sitting on either side of him.
She let her eyes linger on the trio briefly as she performed another turn and strike. They were talking among themselves. There was no way she could tell what they were talking about, but a cold chill sped down her spine as the possibilities ran through her mind.
Had they recognised her?
Did they have reason to recognise her?
Suyin focused her attention on the dance. Suddenly, the moves she knew so well took all of her concentration to get right.
~~~
Ayah moved through the steps of the Fire Dance, letting her body do the moving as her mind sank into a state of meditation. She did not give the absolute best performance that way, but most of the men in the audience were only interested in the lithe movements of half-naked women, not in how well the dance was performed. Technically, Ayah’s dance would be perfect. It would simply lack some of the ‘customisation’ she could do when she paid attention to the audience.
She was meditating on what she should do about her Water Form training. Or that was her intention. As she tried to focus her mind on that, however, something else intruded. Suyin was in the audience tonight, standing at the back behind the benches as Jun had been doing on more than a few occasions. Suyin generally did not. She had seemed her usual self, flashing a smile at Ayah and Yaena before entering the enclosure. In her meditative state, Ayah noticed the way Suyin’s shoulders had hunched a little and how she had glanced quickly around. There was a man her eyes had lingered on: not tall but muscled under plain peasant clothing and wearing a knife on his belt which was larger than most. Ayah did not like the man’s eyes. Cold, dark eyes which had followed Suyin into the enclosure.
Ayah’s mind returned to the world outside as the dance reached its climax. She was breathing harder than usual and there was a sense of alarm hanging in her mind. She glanced around to see Suyin still standing at the back of the enclosure. Merinda and Sona were making eyes at the two men they had picked out for a little extra income. Here, Yaena was also picking someone out, though her signals were more subtle and her target was a woman. The man was not in the audience. Ayah collected her cloak and left the enclosure, but she waited outside until Suyin emerged.
‘You want to walk back to our room with me?’ she asked.
‘That’s one of the reasons I watched,’ Suyin replied.
‘Mm. Let’s go find Nareel.’
It was as the three of them were turning to go through the door of the boarding house that Ayah spotted the man. He was ten or so paces away, watching them as they walked into the building. Definitely the same man as before and he was definitely watching them and the alarms went off again in Ayah’s brain.
‘Did you notice a man following us here?’ Nareel asked before Ayah could say anything. ‘About my height. Brown hair and eyes. Big knife on his belt.’
‘I noticed him,’ Ayah said.
‘He was outside the Fire Dance circle,’ Suyin added, ‘and I think I saw him and two friends in the Sword Dance circle too.’
‘He seemed to be watching Suyin. When I saw him outside the Fire Dance enclosure anyway.’
Nareel frowned. ‘No idea why, Suyin?’
‘Not really,’ Suyin replied, ‘but I didn’t like the way he looked at me.’
‘Hm… We should take some precautions tonight.’
Ayah let out a breath she had not really realised she was holding and the others looked at her. She waved their looks away and started for the stairs. ‘I’m just glad Nareel thinks we should be careful. I was afraid I was getting paranoid.’
~~~
The three men were taking a risk, but the pay-out would be a good one. Still, they did their best to stay silent as they made their way along the corridors of the boarding house to the room they were fairly sure was the one they wanted. One of them settled onto one knee and removed a few iron tools from a pocket. He listened at the door for a few seconds, nodded, and then went to work on the lock. It took only a few seconds to open the simple mechanism, then he eased the door open as quietly as possible and the three men entered the room.
Three beds and three heads on pillows. One man moved to each bed, their leader taking the one where thick, black hair largely covered the pillow, obscuring the face of their target. The other two drew daggers. The leader could not quite resist saying something as he reached down toward Suyin’s face. ‘Now then, Princess,’ he began.
Suyin’s sword swung out from under the blankets, slashing across the man’s thigh. He let out a shriek of pain and staggered back as she threw back her sheets. Across the room, Ayah threw aside her own blankets, startling her assailant, and then her sword was stabbing out and into the man’s chest. He let out a cough, blood flecking his lips, and went down. Nareel burst from under her covers, her hand catching the wrist the man was holding his knife in. He tried to break free, but Nareel was having none of that. She locked his arm painfully and held him there.
The leader was grabbing for his knife, but Suyin was there, slashing her sword across his stomach. He stepped back just in time but that put him right where Ayah’s blade was: she stabbed her sword into his side. He got his knife free, but his hands were shaking and he backed up into the corridor.
‘Run,’ Ayah suggested. ‘You might make it out before one of our friends beats you senseless.’
‘Drop the knife,’ Nareel said to her captive, ‘and you can make a run for it too.’
‘If we see any of you again,’ Ayah added, ‘the whole circus will be there to take you apart.’
There was the clatter of a knife falling to the floor and Nareel let go of the man’s arm. There was already noise in the corridor outside. Whether the two men escaped was a matter of luck.
Ayah glanced at Suyin. ‘Princess?’
Suyin looked back. ‘I… I don’t–’
‘We’ll talk about it later. What do we do about this one?’ Ayah poked her first victim with a toe. ‘He’s bleeding all over the floor.’
‘We’ll wait for Taravel to come up,’ Nareel replied. ‘I’d imagine he’ll want to call the city’s watchmen. It’s going to be a late night.’
‘Yes,’ Ayah agreed. Her eyes lifted to Suyin again. ‘And in the morning, we talk.’
26th Day, First Marita.
Suyin was looking distinctly sorry for herself. The watchmen who had come to investigate had not been much of a problem – aside from taking a long
time to get there, they had not kept the girls up for too long – but Taravel had asked a number of pointed questions which Ayah and Nareel were glad they did not know the answers to since neither really wanted to lie to their boss. Suyin, it seemed, did not have a problem with that.
Ayah doubted that the lying was the cause of the kicked-puppy look on Suyin’s face as she sat huddled on her bed with her two friends standing over her. Rather, it was the fact that she was going to have to tell the truth. Or, being charitable, the fact that her secrets had put her friends in danger.
‘Okay, “Princess,”’ Ayah said, stressing the title, ‘who are you? Who are you really?’
‘There is only one princess that I know of,’ Nareel said before Suyin could answer. ‘Only one family has had the arrogance to consider themselves so far above everyone else.’
Suyin gave a mocking little laugh. ‘Arrogant. Yes, that describes Siyu perfectly.’
Ayah sagged, sighing softly. ‘You’re–’
‘Sying,’ Suyin said. ‘The Iron Princess. The daughter of Emperor Siyu. Flower of the Empire of Iron.’ Her voice became more mocking as it went on.
‘What are you doing in a circus?’
‘I’d have thought that was obvious. I’m hiding. Siyu is a monster. A deluded monster. He believes that the entire world would benefit from falling under the auspices of the Empire of Iron. He considers himself a simple man of the people with the laudable task of improving the life of everyone in the world. Anyone who doesn’t understand that is clearly deluded and must be swept aside. He will use any means to do so.’
‘I’ve heard about his methods,’ Ayah said grimly. ‘So, you decided to run away and join the circus from some sense of moral indignation?’
Suyin shrank a little. ‘Well, he decided that he wanted to cement ties with one of the most powerful families in Astollar. To do that, he began arrangements to have me married to that family’s patriarch. The man is fifteen Great Years older than me and weighs over two hundred and fifty stones! That made the decision, and the escape, easy. Taravel was visiting Astollar while I was there to meet my prospective husband and every young noblewoman is expected to be able to perform the Sword Dance. Taravel needed a dancer.’
‘The last rumour I heard,’ Nareel said, ‘was that you’d been kidnapped by agents from Istollam.’
‘Siyu will probably spread any rumour he can think of to hide the truth, but that one is likely a not-so-subtle way to give him an excuse to go to war. He has Garia City. He wants Istollam, I have no doubt.’
‘And now you’re here,’ Ayah said, ‘and someone recognised you. Do you know who they are?’
‘No. Really, I don’t. There’s, um, quite a big reward for finding me. I expect they were common, if observant, bounty hunters. They weren’t
any of Siyu’s spies. Those are trained better.’
‘You think he has spies in this city?’
‘Siyu has spies everywhere. I grew my hair longer and I wear it differently. I’m living as a peasant! I never thought anyone would look twice at me or recognise me if they did.’
‘Surprise! They did.’ Ayah turned her head to Nareel. ‘What do you think?’
‘I think,’ Nareel began and then paused. ‘If they were not agents of the Empire, it seems unlikely that those men will share their discovery. They will likely wait for another chance to capture you. If your secret is uncovered, the authorities here are unlikely to believe that the circus was unaware of your real identity. It would cause trouble for Herra Taravel. If we can keep you hidden for another month, we will travel to the City of the North and we can re-evaluate your situation there.’
Ayah nodded. ‘That sounds… as good as it gets. We keep your secret until then, Princess Sying.’
‘Thank you,’ Suyin said, ‘but don’t call me that. I gave up that name when I ran. I don’t want to be the Iron Princess.’
Nareel shrugged. ‘We are what we are. Changing a name does not change our nature. However, my loyalty is to my friend Suyin, not to a princess of the Empire of Iron. Suyin you will remain.’
‘We keep it secret then,’ Ayah said. ‘Let’s just hope that your father doesn’t know you’re here or we’ll have the entire Imperial Army on the doorstep. He’s put a lot of effort into finding his lost daughter.’
‘Siyu doesn’t care about me,’ Suyin replied. ‘All he cares about is that one of his plans has been thwarted. He cares that a bargaining chip has been removed from his arsenal. Nothing more.’
The Iron City, 28th Day, First Marita.
Colonel Tingzhe sat in what was known as the Council Chamber surrounded by generals. He had been seated there for half the morning and now they were working into the afternoon. He had said very little because there was currently very little for him to say, but he knew he would be called upon to speak eventually. So, he sat at the long table made from local redwood and carefully inlaid with white to form patterns along the edges. The room was big and high up in the enormous structure which was the Imperial Palace. Accessed by a single staircase and with no other rooms above it or on its floor, the Council Chamber was next to impossible to spy upon. It was bare-walled and lightly furnished for that reason: limited decoration gave nowhere for spies to hide.
The generals were not overly fond of the colonel. Despite being of lesser rank, Tingzhe was listened to because he knew things the others did not. Even his own general, General Kang, was considered less important than Tingzhe. Tingzhe enjoyed the reversal, but he also ensured that he had complete dossiers on all the generals, just in case.
Their numbers were diminished at the moment anyway and that always made them a little nervous. General Si, commander of the Fifth Army, was in Garia City currently. That was where his command actually was – the Fifth Army was an occupation force – but he spent as much time as possible kissing imperial rear at home. He had been needed in Garia City, however, and the reason for that was the reason General Guang was missing. If anyone was higher in the hierarchy than Tingzhe, it was Guang, commander of the Third Army. The Third Army was the Empire’s invasion force.
Tingzhe’s attention shifted to the man at the very head of the table. Emperor Siyu was a strangely charismatic man. He was tall, over eighteen hands in height, and moderately handsome. His body was good, fit and muscled beyond what one might expect from the ruler of a civilised nation. Despite never having fought a battle in his life, Siyu was a skilled warrior, thoroughly capable of defending himself with a sword. Tingzhe happened to know that his emperor was also skilled in Fire Form, which was something not generally mentioned in public. He also had quick wits, a nasty temper, and a tendency to eliminate his enemies in as permanent a manner as possible.
Siyu sat at the head of the table, apparently ignoring the reports from his generals. He wore a simple robe of purple fabric rather than the more elaborate togas the generals wore. He viewed himself as a man of the people, not prone to the whims of fashion. It was a point of view that Tingzhe considered laughable. Obviously, he did not laugh about it anywhere near Siyu.
‘Colonel Tingzhe,’ Siyu said in his soft voice, ‘does the Office of Military Intelligence have any news worthy of my attention?’
‘Nothing earth-shattering, your Imperial Majesty,’ Tingzhe replied. ‘Intelligence suggests that Istollam remains entirely unaware of the movements of our fleet. Their intelligence network is, frankly, pitiful.’
‘Not unpleasant news.’
‘No, not at all.’
‘What of the flower?’
‘I don’t have positive confirmation, but the schedule places the flower in position by now.’
Siyu gave a nod, a smile touching his lips. ‘You’ll ensure that no harm comes to that particular bloom.’
‘My people already have their orders, your Imperial Majesty.’
‘Good. Now Guang just has to do what he does best.’
Imperial Fleet, 30th Day, First Marita.
Xian stood at the bow of an Imperial Navy warship. It was a large vessel with seventy men in the crew, many of them oarsmen, and seventy more in the form of soldiers being transported. There were over two hundred similar vessels in the fleet behind the one she was on along with around eighty light galleys transporting provisions, horses, and weapons. The longships did not rely on their oars alone for propulsion: they had large, square sails which were in full use now thanks to a trailing and quite strong wind.
They were maybe a week away from Istollam at the rate they were going. Leaving the Iron City three weeks ago, they had followed the coast north until they knew they would hit the land on the other side of the Eastern Sea. Then they had swung south and west around the hook of the Great Sand, and northward again along the coast to Garia City. There they had stopped for a day to pick up supplies and some extra logistics galleys. And to drop off a general who needed to spend some time with his troops. Now they were going north, hugging the coast as they headed for Istollam and hoping that the Western Ocean would remain calm.
Well, Xian was hoping for the opposite but not exactly expecting the weather to intervene. She had been aboard the flagship of the fleet the entire time, but not a single person had a clue she was there. In spirit form, she watched the sailors and sat in on meetings where General Guang went over and over the plans for the siege which undoubtedly lay ahead of them.
By now, Ayah would likely be in Istollam. She would be trapped in the city with an army outside the gates. The problem was that warning her would likely do no good. Ayah was the kind of girl who would want to do something rather than run away. She would have made friends by now and she would be reluctant to leave them. And Xian had encountered the leaders of Istollam before. They were not the kind of people to do anything until there was a clear and obvious threat. Usually, the threat needed to be to their wallets. They would not authorise military expenditure until the Imperial Army was already besieging the city. No, there had to be another way of–
Xian’s thoughts were cut off by a deafening explosion of sound, a thunderbolt out of a cloudless sky. She turned toward the sound and was in time to see the ruins of a galley sinking beneath the waves while bits of the shattered vessel fell as burning debris over a wide area. The devastation was complete and amazing. Xian had never seen anything capable of causing that kind of destruction.
Thunder Water. That was what they had called the stuff that ship had been carrying. Xian had heard it mentioned more than once. A fluid created by alchemists in the Iron City, it was said to be incredibly powerful and it appeared that there had been no exaggeration. However, the sailors had spoken of it as though it was very dangerous, sensitive to flame and shock. Some accident had happened aboard that ship. Perhaps a barrel had fallen or a flame got too close and the result had been catastrophic. Xian had no doubt that this Thunder Water could do a lot of damage to Istollam’s walls. And there were three more ships carrying the stuff in the fleet.
Istollam, 32nd Day, First Marita.
Avoona appearing at the pastry stand was an unusual sight: she had shown no signs of liking the pastries so far. She also looked worried, which made Ayah frown.
‘Avoona? What’s up?’ Ayah asked. It seemed like the thing to say.
Avoona’s gaze swept around and then she leaned closer. ‘I just had something of a disturbing casting.’
‘Oh?’
‘A woman came in. The wife of one of the city watchmen. She was looking for news that she would get pregnant some time soon.’
‘Isn’t that half your business?’
‘Two-fifths,’ Avoona replied with a flicker of a grin. ‘She paid for a full reading. I told her that she would soon bear a son.’
‘That… doesn’t sound disturbing.’
‘No. I didn’t lie to her, you understand? I wouldn’t lie about a true casting.’
Ayah frowned at the fortune teller, taking stock. ‘You didn’t lie, but you didn’t tell her the whole truth either.’
‘The coins suggested misfortune in her near future with better things ahead. I believe she will lose her husband. Soon. Perhaps before the end of the month.’
‘That’s terrible. You were right not to tell her. Uh, but why are you telling me?’
‘Because…’ Avoona trailed off, frowning. ‘Because I felt as though I had to. Something bad is coming, Ayah, and somehow it will affect you.’
Ayah winced. ‘That’s not really very useful, Avoona.’
Avoona gave a shrug and leaned back. ‘I’m only a fortune teller. If you want perfect predictions of the future, you’ll need to find a spirit to talk to.’
Imperial Fleet, 35th Day, First Marita.
The night air had a chill to it. The sky was clear and the full moon shone down on the fleet as it put troops, siege equipment, horses, and wagons ashore like a well-oiled machine. You had to admire the efficiency, Xian supposed; it was just a shame that the efficiency was under the control of a madman.
They had come ashore on a beach some two days’ march to the south of Istollam. They were unloading the ships at night because they were worried about scouts from the city seeing them. That was laughable, but Xian was not laughing. The moon provided plenty of light for the landing operation and there were engineers already setting up a staging area for the troops. By Xian’s estimate, there were around ten thousand infantrymen coming ashore, another thousand bowmen, perhaps a hundred siege engines and their crews, and then there were the logistics people and their gear. It was a lot to move, but she was sure they would be done by morning. It was time to go looking for Ayah.
Invisible to the entire force marching up the beach, Xian lifted into the air and turned to the north. The troops had to march to their destination, but Xian, in spirit form, could move a lot faster and more directly when she wished to. Now she wished to: she had two days at most to find Ayah and persuade her to get out of the city. She had the feeling that it would not be nearly long enough.
Istollam, 36th Day, First Marita.
Ayah was the last into the Fire Dance circle so she only had a limited amount of time to scan the audience before the dance started. She began doing so as she slipped her cloak from her shoulders and handed it over to one of the drummers. The art of the removal of the cloak had taken her a little while to get just right – it needed to be smooth and designed to reveal the body beneath in just the right way – but she thought she had it now. Then, rising onto the balls of her feet to make her legs appear longer, she stepped across the cobbles to the dance platform and assumed her place.
That was when she spotted the tall, raven-haired woman in the red dress. Golden eyes looked back at her with a twinkle in them and a slight smile played over Xian’s lips. Ayah briefly contemplated rushing over to hug the woman. Professionalism won out and as the drums began to sound out the beat, Ayah swept into the first position of the dance with renewed focus. Her teacher was in the audience and that meant she needed to put on the best show of her career.
She tried hard to manage it too. A little extra swing in her hips as she moved to make her skirt sway more than usual. A little extra heat in her eyes whenever she faced the audience. She made sure her lips were wet and slightly parted. She held her back straighter than usual and pushed her chest out a little more. And she made sure she hit every static point in the dance’s complex sequence of steps as perfectly as she could. From the look on Xian’s face as the dance progressed, Ayah figured she was doing pretty well. It was just what Ayah wished to see: a combination of pride and lust.
The dance came to a peak and ended. Ayah flashed a quick look at Xian before heading for the exit; the slight smile was back, but the twinkle in the fox spirit’s eyes was brighter. Wrapping her cloak around her shoulders, Ayah stepped out of the enclosure and stepped aside to wait. A second later, Yaena was standing beside her.
‘You were really on form tonight,’ Yaena said. ‘Would it have anything to do with that woman with the red dress and the jet-black hair who was looking at you as if she wanted to eat you?’
‘That,’ Ayah began, and then Xian stepped out of the enclosure, making straight for Ayah. Ayah changed tack. ‘This is Xian. She taught me the dance. Xian, this is Yaena who is the principal dancer of our troupe.’
Xian made a little bow to the blonde dancer. ‘I am pleased to meet you, Yaena. You are very good, though I think Ayah had you beaten tonight. She put in a little extra effort, I think.’
Yaena returned the bow. ‘For you. You’re obviously a good teacher and she wanted to be sure she performed well in front of you. I’d love to see you dance at some point.’
Xian ran her tongue over her lips. ‘I’m sure that can be arranged. I’m looking forward to it. However, I need to catch up with my favourite student.’
Ayah had been around Yaena enough now that she could recognise the woman’s body language quite well. Even hidden beneath a cloak, Yaena gave off the signals which indicated that she was suppressing the desire to jump Xian’s bones on the spot. She was not especially good at delayed gratification. But she could handle it. ‘I’ll leave you to it. I’m really looking forward to that dance.’
‘Somehow,’ Ayah said when Yaena had taken her leave, ‘I don’t think this is an entirely social visit.’
Giving Ayah a little grimace, Xian moved away from the enclosure and into the darker area between a couple of wagons. ‘I wish it was because you were really
good in there.’
Ayah gave a shrug. ‘I’m sharing my room with two other women and I’m not sure Nareel is really into girls. Suyin would probably go for it, but…’
‘You’ve made a few friends then?’
‘One or two.’
‘That makes this more difficult, of course.’
Ayah frowned. ‘Xian, what’s going on?’
‘The Imperial Army is marching on Istollam. You need to get out of here as soon as possible.’
~~~
Xian walked into the room Ayah shared, took one look at Suyin, and began swearing. The words were colourful and, in many cases, incomprehensible. It looked like Nareel and Suyin recognised at least some of the words Ayah did not. Suyin was quite pale, but she went white after one particularly long, unintelligible string of curses. Some things went over all of their heads, which was probably not a bad thing. Ayah suspected that the spirit was swearing in her native tongue.
‘Do you know who this is?’ Xian finally asked, pointing at Suyin.
‘Princess Sying,’ Ayah replied. ‘The daughter and only child of Emperor Siyu. The Iron Princess.’
‘The Flower of the Empire,’ Nareel added, just to be complete.
‘I thought we were keeping that a secret,’ Suyin said, scowling.
‘I don’t keep secrets from Xian,’ Ayah replied.
‘And she already knew,’ Nareel added.
‘And now we’ve got the Imperial Army marching toward the city, so I think your secret is more of an issue than you thought. Or less of a secret.’
Suyin shook her head. ‘Siyu can’t know I’m here. If he did–’
‘Of course
he knows,’ Xian interrupted, lifting her hands in exasperation. ‘He’s known where you were since the circus stopped in Garia City. Did you really think you could spend three weeks there without anyone noticing you?’
The princess lifted her chin. ‘If that’s so, why didn’t they take me there and drag me back to Siyu?’
Xian rolled her eyes. ‘Because, by then, the circus was advertising their plans to be in Istollam in the spring. Your father plays a very long game, your Imperial Highness. Several games, in fact. You disrupted one small one when you escaped, but you just became part of a much bigger, nastier one. You’re his excuse to take Istollam, but he’ll find a way to use you for his next conquest.’
‘What’s that?’ Ayah asked.
‘I don’t know. My guess would be that he’ll go north.’
‘He’s always wanted to take Abesson,’ Suyin said.
‘Yes, but Abesson is notoriously hard to take. If it was easy, Tengfei or Shoushan would have made it part of their Empire a hundred Great Years ago. They found it easier to cross the Eastern Sea and invade another continent. Lambechim has similar issues. With Abesson, it’s the Lesser Sand. Lambechim has its jungle which is impassable in a different way. The City of the North would be easier, but he may be aiming to bypass it and try to subdue the tribes on the tundra.’
‘That would never happen,’ Nareel stated flatly.
‘You may
be right but you should never underestimate the power of a man with a mission. Siyu wants to save the world.’
‘What from?’
‘Itself. He believes that the only way to bring peace and prosperity to the world is by placing everyone under his rule.’
‘And,’ Suyin said, ‘he’s quite prepared to destroy everything to get what he wants.’
37th Day, First Marita.
‘Too late to do anything about it now,’ Ayah said. She kept her voice low, but it was audible to the people standing right beside her. They knew what she knew anyway: the Imperial Army had arrived at Istollam.
‘Damn,’ Xian muttered. ‘They must’ve pushed hard to get here this early. I thought we had at least another few hours.’
It had been too late to leave the city by the time Xian had found Ayah. That was without the explanations and discussions. The city gates closed around the time the circus packed up for the night and no one got in or out without a very good reason. They had woken early, but there were already rumours flying that something was up. Now, standing on the walls – which had not yet been cleared of civilians – anyone could see the army deploying around the city.
‘The Third Army,’ Suyin said.
‘There’s more than one army in the Army?’ Ayah asked.
‘There are six, unless another’s been formed. The first two garrison the Iron City and Astollar. The Fifth is the occupation force at Garia City. The Fourth handles logistics and specialist roles.’
‘Specialist?’ Jun asked. He had spotted the girls leaving with Xian and followed.
‘Intelligence mostly. The Third and Sixth Armies are offensive. The Sixth is relatively new. The Army is experimenting with fighting from horseback. They feel that may be a feasible concept on the Western Plains. But the Third Army was created to handle open warfare and sieges.’
‘You seem to know a lot about it.’
‘I grew up in the Empire. Imperial citizens take great pride in their armed forces.’
‘Okay. Whatever, I think you’re right. Look’ – he pointed out toward the forces massing some distance from the wall – ‘that looks a lot like a catapult going up. Give them… two quarters at most and they’ll be ready to start bombarding the walls.’
‘Great,’ Ayah said. ‘I guess there’s nothing we can do.’
‘We can talk to Taravel,’ Jun said. ‘He was in the army in Garia City when the Empire attacked. Maybe he has some idea what to do.’
~~~
‘The Third Army you say?’ Taravel’s gaze swept across the collection of faces in front of him, pausing briefly when he got to Xian. ‘And who might you be?’
‘Xian,’ Xian replied. ‘I taught Ayah the Fire Dance. I’ve been… travelling since. It is the Third Army. They’re setting up for a siege.’
He nodded. ‘Once they’re ready to attack, they’ll want to parlay. They’ll offer an opportunity to surrender.’
‘Which will be rejected.’
‘Likely. I don’t know the politics in Istollam, but it’s unlikely they’ll capitulate. Then the fighting starts. It could take weeks to reduce the walls here.’
‘Or not. They have a new weapon and miners who know how to use it.’
‘Undermining the walls will take time.’
‘Agreed, but they won’t need to undermine them in the traditional sense. Their alchemists have created something they call Thunder Water. It explodes. It’s terribly unstable, but the damage it does is extraordinary. They had four galleys carrying barrels of the stuff. There was an accident. There was barely anything left of the ship after the explosion. A few barrels of that under the foundations…’
Taravel frowned. ‘How do you know this?’
‘Xian is very
good at finding out information,’ Ayah supplied.
Xian smiled. It was a rather wolfish smile. Or perhaps vulpine. ‘Most of my information on Thunder Water came from seducing someone in the Office of Military Intelligence. I can be very persuasive and men have a bad habit of flapping their lips to impress an attractive woman.’
‘If Siyu finds out about that,’ Suyin said, ‘he’ll have the man flayed.’
‘It’s better if he doesn’t. I might need that source again.’
‘Alright,’ Taravel said, apparently to get the conversation back on topic, ‘why are you telling me about this?’
‘We thought you might know what to do,’ Jun said.
‘Jun thought that,’ Xian said. ‘I think you should take this to the city’s leadership.’
‘Why me?’ Taravel asked.
‘Because they’re unlikely to accept it from me, a woman. If you offer your services as someone who knows how the Empire makes war, they will be more likely to accept the intelligence I bring. I’ll go with you. Ayah will come too, as our bodyguard.’
‘Bodyguard?’
‘We don’t need a bodyguard. We need someone to act
as a bodyguard so that it appears that our information is important enough for the Empire to want to stop us.’
Taravel’s brows went up, but his lips quirked as if trying not to grin. ‘And Ayah?’
‘Because she has a very ornate sword which will impress the generals or whoever will be running the defence.’
‘It can cut spirits,’ Ayah said. ‘I know that’s not really relevant, but I thought you should know.’
It was Xian’s turn to raise an eyebrow, but just the one. ‘Can it now? Your smith gave you quite the present. I wonder if he knew what it could do.’ She shifted her gaze back to Taravel. ‘This city will fall, and quickly, if they don’t know what they’re up against. Will you do it?’
Taravel sighed. ‘This city will fall anyway, young lady, but I suppose I should at least offer what I can. Besides anything else, we are stuck in here and when that army comes through the gates, anyone inside is going to be in for a very bad time. I suppose we should delay that as long as possible.’
~~~
‘I’ve never been a bodyguard,’ Ayah muttered as they waited in some antechamber. ‘What am I supposed to do?’
‘Assuming we don’t actually get attacked, nothing,’ Xian replied. ‘All you need to do is look confident. Watch what’s going on around you as though you are expecting someone to leap out with a knife at any moment. It’s important that you look as though anyone who did so would be dead before they took their first step.’
‘I guess I can do that.’
‘You can,’ Jun said. ‘I’ve seen you fight, remember?’ Jun was there because Taravel had suggested that two bodyguards would be better than one. Ayah thought he looked the part more than she did, being a tall, strong man with a sword. ‘Anyway, you look like a barbarian princess or something. No one’s going to argue with you.’
She had not considered that. She had put the deerskins on because they were actually good to fight in. But they were also pretty tough looking. ‘Okay. I can do that.’
‘Good,’ Xian said. ‘Here they come.’
‘They’ turned out to be one man and he looked harassed. Dressed in a heavy mail shirt, he had a sword at his waist which Ayah recognised as the single-edged style commonly used by professional soldiers. The man himself was tall and well-built. His dark hair had streaks of grey in it, but his short beard did not. Without the scowl, he would likely have been handsome. As it was, grey eyes flashed around the four of them and Ayah could read ‘What in the name of all the spirits am I doing wasting my time here?’ in his face.
‘I’m Keeva,’ he said, ‘Captain of the Watch. I’ve been told you have valuable information regarding the imperial forces.’ Taravel opened his mouth but Keeva raised a hand. ‘No point in telling me. I was just sent down to get you. Follow me.’
The Grand Hall of Istollam sat at the centre of the city. It was a fortified building which housed various governmental functions, though the fortification was primarily because of the mint. It was a large structure with the mint and the city’s dungeons in the basement, and a lot of offices and meeting rooms and the garrison of the permanent watchmen above on four levels of vaulted stonework. Keeva took them up to the very top and to a room with broad windows facing out over the city. Heavy, wooden shutters were closed over two of the five windows and the others could be closed if required, Ayah imagined, but she was too busy wondering at the windows themselves: she had never seen that much glass in one place before.
The room also had a big fireplace and a big table, long and made of expensive woods from the jungle around Lambechim. There were a total of twelve chairs arranged around the table but only eight of those were occupied. Ayah found herself looking over a collection of people at least as old as Taravel aside from two who were younger. One of the younger ones was a woman – all the rest were men. This was the leadership of Istollam?
One of the men, seated at the head of the table, got to his feet and spoke. ‘You’re Taravel?’ He was a little shorter than Ayah and with a distinct paunch. What little hair he had left was grey, but he sported a truly enormous, broad moustache which Ayah found comical. His eyes were a grey colour that suggested the fading of bluer eyes and they were watery. ‘You own the circus that’s in the city?’
‘I do, laoshi,’ Taravel replied. ‘However, under the circumstances, I’m Colonel Taravel. I was a senior officer in the Garia City Guard when the Imperial Third Army turned up on our doorstep. I’ve come to offer any help I can, and also because I have certain information which may be very important to the defence of Istollam.’
‘I hardly think that the advice of a man who lost
to the Empire of Iron will be of much use to us.’ The speaker was the youngest man and he had a really irritating, nasal tone to his voice which just made the arrogance of the statement clearer. He was, Ayah supposed, good-looking in a ‘I spend hours on grooming’ sort of way. Thick, black hair was combed back from a fairly high forehead and stuck there with something which made his hair glisten. That did not look so good, but there was also a hawkish nose which likely gave him a bad profile.
The older man did not even spare the younger one a glance. ‘Which is why I consider you a poor choice as colonel of the militia, Gothram.’ The younger man’s face reddened, but he said nothing. ‘Colonel Taravel, my name is Marsan. For my sins, I’m the general in command of our defence.’
‘General,’ Taravel said, bowing.
Marsan seemed to wave the title away, indifferent to it; Ayah guessed that Gothram was over-proud of his title. ‘Captain Keeva and I will want to debrief you later.’ Now he did look at Gothram. ‘We often learn the most from our mistakes.’
Taravel acted as though the statement had been directed at him. ‘There were certainly mistakes made at Garia City. The greatest was in not taking the threat seriously.’
‘That’s one we won’t be making. Garia City put us all on alert regarding Emperor Siyu’s plans. As I said, we’ll talk later, but what can we expect from them now?’
‘When they’re fully formed up with their catapults at the ready, they’ll want to talk.’
‘Threaten and then offer a way out?’
‘Yes, laoshi. Assuming you don’t surrender, they’ll want to start the bombardment before the light goes. However, in this siege, that may be as much a distraction as it is a serious attempt to reduce your walls.’
Marsan frowned. ‘This relates to this “vital information” you have to present?’
Taravel nodded. ‘They have something new at their disposal. An alchemical mixture quite capable of causing massive structural damage to the walls if used right. My estimation is that they will attempt to get miners in fairly close to the walls, using the bombardment as cover. I suspect they’ll be tossing containers of burning pitch up onto the battlements to keep people back from the walls and reduce the effectiveness of your own siege weapons. Then they’ll get several barrels of this mixture down into the foundations and bring the walls down in short order.’
‘Mining takes time,’ Marsan said, but he sounded more calculating than disbelieving.
‘It does, but they don’t need to carry it out in the usual way. This “Thunder Water” is unlike anything we’ve ever seen before.’
‘Are we expected to just take his word for this?’ Gothram asked, his tone incredulous.
‘I’ve seen Thunder Water in action,’ Xian said. ‘It’s real and it’s powerful. I’ve seen it reduce a ship to kindling in an uncontrolled explosion. Used properly, it is even more
destructive.’
‘And you are?’ Marsan asked.
‘My name is Xian, General Marsan. I’m… an interested party.’
‘So, we’re just supposed to take her word for it?’ Gothram said, now more annoyed than incredulous.
‘You’re not required to accept what either of us have to say,’ Xian replied, her voice level, reasonable. ‘If you wait for a few days, you’ll be provided with ample demonstration of the power of Thunder Water.’ She smiled. ‘Of course, by then it will be entirely too late to do anything about it.’
~~~
It was crazy, to Ayah’s thinking, but the show had been ordered to go on. No one was lobbing boulders at the walls, yet, and the citizens of Istollam needed to think things were going to be fine. Apparently, the circus was important to that.
Houndstooth pastries were, apparently, important to the wellbeing of Istollam. Ayah could almost believe it given that they were selling better than usual, which was saying something. She still felt like they were helping to paper over the cracks. Everyone seemed to be being rather forceful with the fun, like they were really trying to enjoy themselves. And Avoona had a queue that was circling around the square.
Taravel and Xian were still up at the hall. Taravel had sent instructions back with Ayah and Jun that Avoona was in charge if anything happened which would have needed his attention. So far, nothing had, thankfully: Avoona was too busy to take the time to deal with anything.
Ayah watched the crowd, hoping to spot any sign of someone looking for Princess Sying, but her biggest problem was keeping a smile on her face. Everyone was supposed to believe that the city had a fighting chance, but it did not. The defenders were outnumbered by a huge margin. The port was blockaded; anyone trying to leave by ship would be captured or, quite possibly, sunk and left to drown. There was no escape from Istollam for anyone. They had, perhaps, a week before the imperial troops were swarming through the streets killing anyone who put up a fight. It was hard to smile with that hanging over your head.
~~~
As predicted, an offer of parlay had been delivered to the city’s gatehouse soon after adjustments to the imperial siege catapults were done with. It was really adding insult to injury: it was clear that the imperials had the superior force and now they were making the offer of avoiding a fight which they knew
they would win. They did not even send their leader to the meeting.
Xian watched the imperial envoy as he strode into the meeting room. He was a tall, handsome man with an air of confidence about him which could have deflected arrows. He was fairly young, but he wore captain’s insignia. Nothing identified him as such, but Xian suspected that he was from the Office of Military Intelligence. Brown eyes with a slight slant to them took in everything, examining and cataloguing. He saw Xian and his eyes paused briefly before she saw the dismissal in them as he moved on. Well, that was fine by her.
The envoy bowed quite deeply before Marsan before speaking in unaccented Garick. ‘General Marsan, I am Captain Lok of the Imperial Third Army, representative of General Guang and the Empire of Iron. General Guang offers his gratitude for this opportunity to forestall a conflict which will surely cost many lives.’
‘You’ve parked an army outside our gates, Captain Lok,’ Marsan replied. ‘Your General Guang is known to me and I doubt very much that he wishes to forestall any bloodshed. So, what is it you want?’
Lok apparently did not feel that reputing this slur upon his superior was required. Anyone who did know Guang knew that he was a bloodthirsty man with a preference for crushing resistance. He had been in charge of the Third Army when it had marched on Garia City and he was directly responsible for the activities of his troops there. It was said in the Iron City that Emperor Siyu had not been entirely happy about those activities, but he had not replaced Guang after hearing about them.
‘His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Siyu, requires that you return to him his daughter, Princess Sying, the Iron Princess and Flower of the Empire,’ Lok stated without the least hint that he doubted the princess was being held in the city.
That took Marsan a little by surprise and it made Xian nervous. Marsan rallied himself and frowned. ‘I hadn’t realised the Empire believed its own lies. Istollam had nothing to do with the disappearance of Princess Sying. We can’t hand her over because she is not here.’
‘If she isn’t here,’ Lok countered far too quickly, ‘you would have no objection to allowing a regiment of our troops to enter your city to conduct a search.’
Marsan laughed, and went up a point in Xian’s estimations. ‘Oh,’ he said after an appropriate amount of hearty laughter, ‘you weren’t joking. I felt sure you were.’
‘You realise, General, that the consequences of our finding Princess Sying here after
your defeat will be quite dire.’ There was a smile playing at the corners of Lok’s lips. He was an intelligence officer, but not one with a great aptitude for fieldwork.
‘As I said, I’m aware of Guang’s reputation.’ The humour had entirely left Marsan’s face. ‘I have no doubt he’ll use whatever he can to justify his atrocities, but he won’t need any reason to commit them.’
‘Very well. My orders are to allow you until dawn to consider your surrender. If we have not heard from you before the sun rises fully over the ocean, hostilities will commence.’
Marsan nodded. ‘I’ll take this before the city’s leaders. I shouldn’t expect a swift reply.’
~~~
‘So far,’ Xian said, ‘Marsan doesn’t know you’re here. I’m not sure how long that will remain the state of things.’
‘No one else knows,’ Suyin insisted. They were in the room in the boarding house. Xian had insisted and it had taken a little time to arrange cover for Ayah and Nareel, but it had seemed like it was an urgent matter.
‘The men who came to capture you know,’ Nareel pointed out. ‘Perhaps others too.’
‘At this point,’ Xian went on, ‘your best hope is that news of what they demanded doesn’t get out to the public. I’ve no doubt that Guang knows you’re here and that his spies in the city know where you are, but they won’t be telling anyone. Your father wants his excuse for this invasion and Guang wants an excuse to murder anyone he likes when you’re conveniently “found” after the walls fall. It’s the outside factors that will decide what happens.’
‘Outside factors?’ Ayah asked.
‘Those bounty hunters and anyone else who knows who she really is. They may see an opportunity to make at least something out of the situation. If they do… Well, I suppose we’ll have to work out what to do if that happens.’
~~~
The man who walked into the meeting room with a couple of soldiers flanking him was a disreputable sort of figure. He was limping and he looked sickly, pale-skinned and sweaty. He also looked like the kind of man who was out for himself and no one else. None of these things endeared him to Marsan.
‘You have, I’m told, valuable information for us,’ the general said, keeping his tone level despite the fact that he doubted the claim very much.
‘I have, your honour,’ the man replied. ‘There is the matter of how valuable…’
Marsan allowed his disgust to show. ‘That would be difficult to judge without knowing what your information is.’
‘Yes, your lordship. I know where you can find the imperial princess.’
Marsan’s eyes widened. ‘She is in Istollam?’
‘She most certainly is. The Imperial Army would be willing to pay a hundred crowns for that information–’
‘You’ll get twenty and be happy with the arrangement or you’ll spend the night in the dungeon being entertained by several men with the ability to beat the information out of you.’
The bounty hunter appeared to consider that briefly and then nodded. ‘Seeing as the general is an honourable man, and as a gesture of good faith, I’ll even tell you what I know before I’m paid.’ He pointed at Taravel, standing beside one of the windows and uninterested in the proceedings. ‘She’s hiding in that man’s circus.’ Taravel spun, his own eyes widening. ‘She’s one of his sword dancers. She’s living in the boarding house with two other girls. A redhead with a sword and a brunette from the north.’
‘Suyin?’ Taravel asked. ‘She joined us in Astollar months
before there was any noise about the princess being missing.’ His gaze shifted to Marsan. ‘If she is this princess, I knew nothing about it. I can’t
believe it.’
‘We’ll see about that,’ Marsan stated flatly. ‘Get this man his twenty imperial crowns and keep him somewhere safe until we’ve verified his story. Get a squad together and go to the circus–’
‘General,’ Taravel interrupted. ‘The circus will be closing down for the night soon and a squad of soldiers marching in to arrest one of the dancers before then will raise a lot of questions and some panic. Wait for things to end naturally and then go in quietly.’
‘You understand that I’ll have to place you under arrest to prevent anyone warning her?’
‘If you must.’
Marsan turned back to the guards. ‘Get him our informant his money and lock him up. Have a squad made ready. I want all three of those girls brought to this hall before midnight.’
~~~
The knock on the door came as Ayah was just about to unhook her bodice. She paused and frowned and looked at Nareel who was still dressed. Well, Ayah was dressed but not in a manner she really wanted to greet a caller in. Suyin had already removed her breastplate – or that was what she called the armour-like dancing costume – and so was even less well-equipped to answer the door.
‘Alright,’ Nareel said and pushed herself off her bed. She walked to the door and opened it just enough to see who was outside. Then she looked back toward Suyin. ‘Cover yourself up.’ When Suyin had picked up her bodice and pressed it over her chest, Nareel opened the door to reveal the five soldiers standing outside it.
One of the men stepped into the room and his eyes scanned over the three girls, stopping at Suyin. He looked like some merchant family’s younger son, upright and attractive and regularly bathed, and also a little arrogant. Maybe he was minor nobility. ‘I’m Lieutenant Adar,’ he said. ‘I’m to escort the three of you to General Marsan.’ His eyes fixed on Suyin. ‘He is very
keen to meet you, taitai.’
Ayah frowned. So, the secret was out, just as Xian had expected. ‘Alright, lieutenant, get out.’
‘I don’t think you understand.’
‘I understand perfectly, but if you think I’m being arrested and escorted to see the general in a loincloth, I’d like to disabuse you of that idea right now. Suyin is practically naked. We’re not going to jump out of the window. Not without breaking our legs. Out you go.’
Adar seemed a little nonplussed by her attitude, but he backed out of the room and Nareel closed the door.
‘What do we do?’ Suyin asked nervously.
‘Get changed and go with them,’ Ayah replied, reaching to the catch at her back. ‘There’s really not a lot else we can do.’
~~~
Ayah walked into the meeting room she had been in before and dressed in her deerskins as before. She felt naked this time, however, since she had decided that bringing her sword would have caused problems. She hated leaving it behind. Nareel had put on her northern tunic and trousers. Suyin – or perhaps Ayah ought to start thinking of her as Sying – had put on a sleeveless version of the slim, straight dress Xian chose to wear more often than not, but Suyin’s was white with an oddly abstract pattern of twigs and leaves in black printed onto the fabric. She had paired it with some simple sandals, but she walked with her back straight and her head high and she looked more like an imperial princess than she had at any time Ayah had known her.
Marsan got to his feet as the three girls were brought in. ‘Thank you, Lieutenant Adar, that will be all.’ He was clearly going to say nothing else until the room was cleared.
Taravel was standing near the window and quite obviously fuming. His gaze was locked on Suyin, but there was an element of self-recrimination about his expression: he was thinking that he should
have known and not doing so had placed everyone in his circus in danger.
There were others there. Gothram and the lone woman on the war council did not get up. Another man, closer to Marsan’s age, rose to his feet. He wore a richly embroidered tunic in purple over dark-blue trousers and his hair and short beard were grey. His hazel eyes were unreadable, but Ayah suspected he was a politician of some sort.
Marsan bowed to Suyin. ‘Your Imperial Highness,’ he said with a bitter edge to his voice. ‘You seem to have caused my city to become the focus of your father’s attention.’
‘You give me far too much credit, General,’ Suyin replied. ‘Siyu has been making plans to conquer the rest of the Western Plains ever since he took Garia City.’ It was the first time Ayah had noticed, but Suyin never referred to the emperor as her father. Ayah also noticed that, having cast aside the need for pretence, Suyin was
being Princess Sying. Faced with guards and generals with accusations, she was standing tall and acting like she belonged on a throne. ‘The question, it would seem, is what you intend to do about it.’
‘We hand her over,’ Gothram said, now getting to his feet. ‘We give them what they want and–’
‘Don’t be an idiot, Gothram,’ Xian said, stepping out of the shadows at the back of the room. Everyone turned to look at her. ‘Retrieving a wayward princess is not
why that army is outside your walls and anyone with a single iota of sense would know that.’
‘How did you–’ Marsan began as Xian strode across to stand beside the three girls.
‘Get in here? Obviously, I walked through one of the walls. That’s not the point. What possessed you to drag her in here under guard, Marsan? She was perfectly alright where she was. Now every imperial spy in the city knows that you know where she is.’
‘You knew?’ There was a definite accusation in the question.
Xian rolled her eyes: trust the military mind to jump on the wrong thing. ‘Of course. I knew who she was as soon as I laid eyes on her. Which was yesterday.’
‘We could have given her to Lok when he came!’ Gothram shouted.
‘And what, exactly, would that have accomplished? “Oh yes, Lieutenant Lok, we do happen to have your princess. Here she is. No hard feelings. Trot along, would you?” That
would be admitting that you had
kidnapped her.’
‘But we didn’t!’
‘Of course not. She kidnapped herself. Do you really think Siyu is interested in the truth? He wants an excuse to invade. If you say you don’t have her, then he wants in to search for her. If you say you do, he wants to punish you. His spies found her months ago and nothing was done about it because Siyu wanted her here.’ Xian’s gaze shifted to Taravel. ‘Stop glowering like that, man. What would you have done if you’d found out who she was?’
‘I’d have turned her out. She’s been a danger to everyone in–’
‘Would you really? She hates her father as much or more than you do. She’s been a loyal member of your crew of misfits for a long time now, Taravel. Don’t be so quick to use hindsight to make your decisions.’ Xian turned her head back toward Marsan. ‘Taravel did not know who she was and you need his expertise. I say again, what are you going to do about all this now?’
Marsan sagged a little. He turned and looked at his colleagues. The woman looked up and shrugged. ‘What can we do? Xian is right. The army out there is not really
here looking for the princess. Whatever we do, they will attack us.’
‘Agreed,’ the well-dressed man said, ‘but sending them back to the circus seems like a bad idea. There are apartments in this building set aside for visiting dignitaries…’
Marsan nodded. ‘We’ll put the three of you in a suite on this floor. You’ll be close at hand and safe.’
Suyin opened her mouth to respond, but Xian got in first. ‘Don’t argue, Princess. A suite here is bound to be more comfortable than that dreadful boarding house.’
‘That… is a point,’ Suyin admitted with a grin.
38th Day, First Marita.
Marsan stood on the wall, looking out at the army massed outside the city in the gathering light of morning. It was an impressive sight. Considerably more impressive than his own forces. Most of the defending army consisted of ordinary citizens armed with basic weapons and wearing basic armour. He had plenty of men with bows on the walls but they were poorly trained; the city preferred not to expend overmuch on a fighting force they would ‘never need.’
Keeva’s watchmen were a different matter, but there were only five hundred of them to cover the entire city and they would be of little real use until the walls or gates were breached. Keeva stood beside Marsan, watching the catapults being wound into position for their first volley. ‘It shouldn’t be long now,’ he said.
‘No,’ Marsan agreed. ‘I think they’re actually a little late. Terribly rude of them.’
Keeva gave a grunt of a laugh. ‘I’d be happy if they’d decided to stay away from the party entirely.’
‘Not much chance of that.’
As though the conversation had been heard all the way over on the opposing battle line, several thuds announced the beginnings of the barrage. Huge stones were lofted into the air, tracing long arcs as they were hurled toward the waiting defences.
‘Here we go,’ Marsan said.
~~~
Jun sat bolt upright, unsure of exactly what had caused his sudden wakefulness until another crashing sound hit his ears. The catapults. The Imperial Army had begun its attack.
Well, there was no point in trying to sleep through the hammering of rocks against the walls. Reaching for his trousers, Jun began to get dressed. It was likely to be a bad day and he might as well start it early.
~~~
Ayah opened her eyes and listened. Something had brought her awake, but it took a few seconds to realise what it was. The sound of the bombardment was muffled by the thick walls of the hall, but she could hear it. Slipping out of the huge bed which graced her bedroom, she dressed quickly and went out into the lounge with its windows overlooking the city.
The suite the three girls had been taken to was big. There were three bedrooms and a private bathing room off the central lounge. They had decided that Suyin should take the largest of the three bedrooms since she was the Imperial Princess, but all the rooms were large compared to anything Ayah or Nareel had ever stayed in. Large and comfortably appointed, though Ayah had decided that she preferred a bed you didn’t sink into without trace.
Nareel was already up and standing at the window. ‘They started,’ she said, not turning around. ‘You can occasionally see one of the rocks in the air above the wall.’
‘Are any of them falling inside the city?’ Ayah asked.
‘I don’t think so. Not yet anyway. Of course, it may take them a couple of shots to get the range worked out.’
‘That’s comforting.’
‘There’s nothing comforting about the Third Army,’ Suyin said. She was still fixing the ties of her dress, but she was up like everyone else. ‘They’re efficient and ruthless and they’re led by a sadist. I’m going to ask the guards if they can arrange some breakfast.’
‘I’m not really sure I’m hungry,’ Ayah said, watching as a boulder arced high above the walls.
‘Eat when you can,’ Nareel said. ‘It’s a good policy.’
‘Especially when there’s a war happening outside your apartment,’ Suyin added, heading for the door. ‘You just never know when you’ll next get to eat.’
~~~
General Guang sat astride his horse, surveying the ongoing battle. Not that he would have described it as a battle. Machines of war were doing battle. It was not the same.
Still, the plan called for things to proceed slowly. At this stage, he needed to soften things up, so his catapults lofted eighty stone boulders at the walls. In the afternoon, pots of burning pitch would be used in place of boulders in some of the catapults. It would make the walls difficult to work on and probably cause more casualties among the defenders. Right now, Guang’s forces were suffering more, but that would change. The defenders had huge ballistae mounted on the walls and were throwing bundles of massive bolts out at the catapult crews and massed soldiers. At a hundred and seventy paces from the walls, the Army was just inside the effective range of the catapults and just outside
the most effective range of the ballistae, but being hit with an arrow the size of a javelin could hurt even if much of its force was spent. The ballistae crews would get a taste of their own medicine soon enough.
But, even if Guang’s plan worked as well as could be expected, it was going to be at least four days before the real battle began. Patience was, Guang supposed, a virtue, but he could not wait for the blood to fly.
~~~
‘They’ve begun using fire weapons,’ Xian announced as she walked out of Ayah’s bedroom.
Suyin blinked at her, but the question of fire weapons was not the first thing on her mind. ‘Are you going to explain how you keep popping out of places you can’t have got to without being seen?’
Xian appeared to consider the question as she walked over to one of the very comfortable sofas occupying much of the lounge and sat down. She smiled. ‘No, I don’t think I am.’
Ayah wiped the smirk off her face before Suyin or Nareel could notice it. ‘Fire weapons?’
‘Burning pitch. They’ve started mixing in loads of earthenware flasks filled with the stuff. They’re landing them on battlements, primarily, but they are lofting some of the loads into the city.’
‘That’s horrible.’
‘It’s standard procedure. I’m sure that the defenders have equipment to dump the disgusting muck on people trying to climb the walls, but that won’t be too much use in this siege.’
‘They won’t storm the walls,’ Suyin said. ‘They have Thunder Water to bring them down.’
‘Precisely. So far, however, there seems to have been no attempt to move miners in to do that.’ Xian frowned. ‘Guang must be up to something. I’ll have to keep an eye on him.’
Suyin’s eyes narrowed. ‘You seem to be able to go anywhere you want without being seen.’
Xian gave her a smile and picked up an apple from the fruit bowl the girls had been provided with. ‘It does seem like that, doesn’t it?’
~~~
It was approaching midnight when the Imperial Engineering Corps began their advance toward the city walls. It was possible that they would be seen, but relatively unlikely: the catapults had been dropping fire pots onto the city walls for quite a while and anyone up there was more concerned about the flames than watching for dark shapes advancing on a dark background.
People had been working for months on the mobile palisades. They were wedge-shaped wagons, essentially, with screens of solid logs set around three sides. The logs were then covered over with vegetation designed to mimic the landscape beneath the walls. Once in position, the axles of the wagons could be raised, dropping the body of the wagon onto the ground. They provided protection and, hopefully, concealment while the men began to dig under the walls. No one really
knew whether the plan would work, but if it did, it would cut weeks off the time needed to reduce the city walls. And everyone would probably get medals. That was a plus.
Xian watched the strange wagons as they were pushed slowly toward the walls of Istollam by men in dark clothing. It was a clever idea and seemed likely to work. Marsan was going to have difficulty countering the things but she would let him know about them in the morning.
Turning, she lifted into the air and began to fly toward the army encampment. If there was any way to end this, she was going to find it there. She certainly hoped there was something because the alternative was not something she really wanted to think about.
39th Day, First Marita.
Marsan stood on the battlements above the main gate, his gaze trying to make out something at the base of the wall less than a hundred paces away. He sighed. ‘My eyes aren’t what they used to be. Keeva?’
‘I see it, General,’ Keeva replied. ‘They’ve done a remarkable job of camouflaging it, but it’s there.’
‘There are five more,’ Xian said. The two men had not been best pleased to have a woman in nothing more than a silk dress standing up there with the warriors, but they were both beginning to see that Xian was a little more capable than first impressions suggested. ‘You might be able to do something about that one with some clever use of archers, but the others are unreachable.’
‘We could try pouring pitch down on them,’ Keeva suggested.
‘You can try. If you’re really lucky, you might set fire to the wood. I’m not saying it’s not worth the attempt, but they did try
to think of things like that when they built those devices.’
‘So… What else can we do?’
‘They haven’t moved the Thunder Water in yet.’
‘Our best chance would be to catch them doing that,’ Marsan said. ‘If we can make the stuff explode outside
the walls, we may be able to take out half their miners and keep the walls intact.’
Xian nodded. ‘I admit it’s not the best of chances.’
‘But it’s what we have.’
~~~
‘There’s no realistic way to get into those little bunkers and get the men out?’ Ayah asked. Xian had just finished telling the girls about the clever little fortified wagons and their purpose.
Xian shook her head. ‘You’d need to mount a raid outside the wall. You’d be doing that under fire from the Empire’s archers. Then, as the miners are digging, they’re banking up the rear entrance of their emplacements with earth from the dig.’ She looked thoughtful for a second. ‘If you had the time, you could possibly bury them under their own mining waste, but all the while you’re trying to do that, you’ve got arrows being thrown at you and the possibility of advancing troops.’
‘But they haven’t brought in the Thunder Water yet?’ Suyin asked.
‘Leaving that for last. At a guess, it’s too unstable to have in a tight space with men with axes and shovels. Anyway, they have a plan B waiting too. They have a couple of wagons loaded with six barrels of Thunder Water each. I think the plan is to move them to the gates under cover of darkness and then set them off. That’s a far more risky strategy. It would mean moving in in clear sight of two ballistae and I think a good hit from a ballista will really ruin their day.’
‘It’s a shame those can’t be put to a better use,’ Ayah said. ‘Like blowing up the army.’
‘That thought had occurred to me too,’ Xian replied. ‘The problem is that we’d need a force to take them. The city simply doesn’t have enough soldiers to fight their way out there and capture the wagons. Then, even with the power of Thunder Water, I doubt we could do enough damage to really
make a difference.’
‘It would need to be done in the right place. But then, I suppose, you’d have to know where that place was.’
‘Oh, I have an idea about that. It’s just that actually doing it…’ Xian shook her head. ‘I can’t see a way around it. We’re just going to have to hope the army in the city can stop that stuff getting near enough to do its job.’
~~~
Ayah’s eyes flicked open and she thought, at first, that the catapults were battering at the walls again. A sound caught her attention and she shifted, quickly tossing her sheets aside and swinging her legs over the edge of the too-soft bed.
‘We’ve orders to move the three of you,’ a voice said from near the doorway. Light blossomed as a candle was lit and Ayah could see a man in the armour of one of the watch soldiers standing there. ‘Get dressed,’ the man went on in clipped tones. ‘We need to move. Now.’
Ayah frowned at him. There was something not quite right about him, but she could not quite put her finger on what it was. ‘Give me a minute.’ He did not seem inclined to leave and her frown deepened. ‘Do you normally stare at naked women immediately after dragging them out of bed?’ He said nothing in reply, but he turned, pulling the door closed behind him.
Dressed, Ayah stepped out into the lounge to find Nareel and Suyin waiting for her. With them were four watchmen and the richly dressed man who had been with Marsan when the girls had been brought in. She had never been given his name and was surprised to see him now. ‘What’s going on?’ she asked, addressing the man who seemed to be in charge.
‘We’re moving you to a more secure location,’ the man said.
Ayah raised an eyebrow. ‘More secure than the top floor of the most secure building in Istollam?’ She shifted her gaze over the soldiers again, trying to work out what was not right about them.
‘A more secret location then. The woman, Xian, pointed out that every spy in the city now knows that the princess is here.’
‘So there’s no real point in moving us. We’re better off here. Or, you are better off with us here. When the walls fall, the Imperial Army will pull the city apart looking for Su– For Sying. If she’s here, fewer civilians are going to die in the search.’
The man looked at her for a second, his eyes narrowing. ‘We don’t have time for this,’ he grumbled, and then he pulled a dagger from his belt. There was what looked a lot like a delay while the soldiers caught up with the change of strategy and then they were drawing their swords. ‘You’ll come with us and you’ll make no sound. We want Princess Sying alive, but we don’t need either of you two.’
Five armed men against three girls. Ayah did not think she was close to being that good. She held up her hands. ‘Okay. Whatever you say. Where are we going?’
~~~
They were taken to the docks. It was getting close to midnight and no one was around aside from soldiers manning the seaward wall and they were not going to argue with one of the city’s leaders as he hustled three girls – now in hooded cloaks – to a small boat at one of the quays.
There, the man running the operation left and the four soldiers rowed the boat out of the harbour. It was about then that Ayah figured out what was wrong with the soldiers: their boots. The boots they were wearing were not the standard issue ones the watchmen wore. She suspected that they were imperial-issue ones, but the revelation was far too late to be of any help.
‘Where are we going?’ Nareel asked quietly.
‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Suyin replied.
‘They’ll row us around the walls and up the coast a little,’ Ayah said, ‘and then we go inland to the Army. Right?’ The last was aimed at the man at the tiller.
‘Shut up,’ the steersman said, ‘or you’ll get a knife in the back.’
‘Then I scream, and the archers on the wall will use the boat for target practice. We’re keeping our voices down.’
He stared at her for a beat. ‘Shut up, or your friend will get a knife in her back.’
Ayah shook her head wearily, but she kept silent as they rowed south.
40th Day, First Marita.
Quite when they finally arrived at their destination, Ayah was unsure. It was long after midnight, she was sure of that.
They had rowed south for quite some time before going ashore at a beach where a covered wagon was waiting. Looking out had been impossible, but they had been taken inland and then north, or roughly in that sort of direction. There had been the glow of campfires through the canvas periodically, which suggested that they were moving through the army camp. Then they had stopped and the soldiers had ordered them out.
Around them were various tents, large ones. These were not the tents of typical soldiers. These belonged to senior officers or they were there for other purposes. Ayah looked around, but she could not be sure which way the city was and she could see no sign of it before she was given a push toward the entrance of one of the big tents. Lit by a couple of candles set on iron holders, the interior was actually quite nice. There were four cots set up at the sides and four chairs set beside a central pole which held the top of the tent up. An iron brazier burned beside the pole, giving off little smoke, little light, and far more heat.
‘There will be guards outside at all hours,’ one of the soldiers said. ‘General Guang will probably want to meet you in the morning after the staff meeting. Get some rest.’
‘Have you ever met Guang?’ Ayah asked Suyin once the soldiers were gone.
‘I know him enough to not want to know him,’ Suyin replied, making a sour face. ‘I was the Iron Princess. I was kept away from politics, but I still had to make nice at parties. There was a huge one thrown for Guang when he came back from Garia City.’
‘You said he was a sadist?’
Suyin nodded. ‘He likes seeing people in pain. Physical or emotional. Well, he really likes it when he can inflict physical pain himself, but he’ll make do when he doesn’t have that option. His army follows him as much because they’re terrified of him as because he inspires loyalty.’
‘Sounds like a wonderful human being. We should do as the soldier said. Get some sleep.’ Ayah started toward one of the cots.
‘Easy for you to say. I don’t think I can sleep.’
‘I’m not sure I can either, but I’m going to try.’
~~~
General Guang was not the most impressive of men. Not at first sight anyway. He was not especially tall, not especially well-built, and certainly not particularly attractive, or particularly ugly for that matter. He had the slightly exotic, angled eyes of someone from the eastern continent set into a gaunt face with a broad, flat nose and thin lips. His hair was a nondescript brown and cut short, probably to make it easier to wear a helmet, and there was a neatly trimmed beard encircling his mouth which had a few strands of grey in it. He wore a mail shirt little different from those worn by his subordinates. It looked to have been carefully fitted to his body, but that was the only indication that he was anything more than a common soldier. Well, except for his sword, which was a standard, single-edge design, but the fittings were far more ornate than was typical.
His attitude
was something else, however. He marched into the tent with his back straight and his head high. There was a slightly mocking grin about his lips which suggested that he knew without a doubt that
he was superior to everyone around him, but the grin did not reach his eyes. His eyes were dark and had a flinty coldness about them. Ayah could believe the man was the monster Suyin had suggested he was.
Cold eyes took their time regarding Nareel, then Ayah, and finally they settled upon Suyin who was standing there with her back just as straight and her head held just as high. ‘Your Imperial Highness,’ Guang said. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you again.’
‘General Guang,’ Suyin replied, ‘the pleasure is all yours.’
The mocking grin became more of a smirk. ‘I’m sure. Your father will be pleased to know that you are safe.’
‘I’m sure he still has plans of a political marriage for–’
Guang brushed the statement away with a flick of one hand. ‘He found other ways to handle that family. I believe he intends to marry you to someone as a reward for efforts to the Empire. Perhaps the general responsible for taking Istollam and rescuing you from their clutches.’
There was a slight instant where the shock registered on Suyin’s face, but she composed herself quickly. ‘If he does, you should get used to sleeping in armour.’
His laughter seemed to vibrate the tent fabric. ‘I’ve broken tougher girls than you, Princess. However, unbroken as you are, you should be aware of why your two friends are here.’
‘They’re hostages against my good behaviour. You can’t harm me, but you think that threatening them will keep me under control.’
‘Exactly. Though I think I should correct your assumption. I was told to make all reasonable efforts to keep you alive. Finding your dead body in the ruins of Istollam will be sufficient for our needs. I was also ordered to restrain myself from certain… excesses, but not to avoid hurting you. Your friends, however, I can do with as I wish and I assure you that their deaths will be long and unpleasant if you don’t cooperate.’ He got a slight nod from Suyin. ‘Good.’ And without another word, the general turned on his heel and left.
‘I’m sorry,’ Suyin said, dropping onto her cot with a disconsolate expression on her face.
‘Why?’ Nareel asked. ‘You did not ask to be born into your family. It was our decision not to tell anyone who you were. It is not your fault we are here now.’
‘What she said,’ Ayah said, adding a small grin.
‘Thanks,’ Suyin said, looking up, ‘but I’m sorry because it doesn’t matter how well I behave, that bastard is going to find some reason to punish me and that means he’s going to hurt one of you.’
‘Maybe,’ Ayah replied. ‘Maybe Xian will think of a way to get us out of here before that happens.’
‘Xian? I realise that she’s a very resourceful woman but–’
‘Oh, Suyin, you have no idea what Xian can do.’
~~~
‘We’ve been through the hall and there’s no sign of them,’ Keeva reported. He looked more than a little annoyed. Frustration was mixed in there too. ‘We did find the men who were supposed to be on guard outside their room.’ Marsan raised his eyebrows. ‘Dead. Stabbed.’
‘I’d have thought it was obvious,’ Gothram said. ‘Somehow, the princess or one of her friends smuggled a weapon in with them, stabbed the guards, and they escaped.’
‘How?’ Marsan asked flatly.
‘They would have needed help, it’s true.’ The speaker was the richly dressed man who knew exactly
how the trick had been achieved, but he was hardly likely to tell anyone.
‘Yes, Pero,’ Marsan said, nodding. ‘Very accomplished help.’
‘Then some of their friends from the circus–’ Gothram began.
‘None of my people have seen them since they were taken away,’ Taravel snapped. ‘It’s only a guess, but an educated one. I think we all know who would be most inclined to extract the Iron Princess from a city about to be sacked.’
‘Why take the other two?’ Gothram asked, his tone dismissive.
‘To ensure that the princess does as she’s told,’ Marsan replied. ‘We know there are spies in the city. It’s not impossible that they got people in to get her out.’
‘Someone would need to have helped them from inside
this building,’ Pero said. ‘I’ll begin investigating immediately. We can’t have a traitor that close to us.’
Marsan nodded and made a vague gesture. ‘Do as you wish. We’ve got some two thousand casualties so far and I believe the next couple of days will see many
more. Short of a miracle, we’re not going to win this. Spies in this hall are not
going to make much difference to the outcome.’
~~~
While he had huge doubts about the situation they were in and was willing to express them in the meeting room, Marsan let none of that show when he was out on the battlements. His back straight, he walked out onto the roof of the gatehouse to check on the positions of the enemy troops, ostensibly anyway. The real reason was to be seen. Morale was as important as discipline and good armour when you were fighting a war. A siege especially was demoralising and knowing that the man in charge was up there with the troops kept spirits up.
Walking over to stand under the wooden covers which protected the two ballistae, Marsan nodded to the sergeant of one of the crews. ‘Sergeant. How are things going?’
‘About as well as can be expected, General. We’ve got a good supply of ammunition and they haven’t managed to drop anything on us that counts. We had a close call with a boulder this morning, but close doesn’t count for much in a battle.’
Marsan smiled. ‘Damn right.’ There was an almighty noise – something between a twang, a crash, and a thud – as the nearest ballista let go of another bundle of arrows. ‘Keep up the good work, Sergeant. Make them pay for everything they throw our way.’
The sergeant’s eyes were on the flying hail of missiles, but he nodded. ‘Aye, sir. That much we can– Spirits!’
Marsan turned, saw what the sergeant had seen, and started immediately to turn away, dropping as he did so. There was a crash as a hail of earthenware containers slammed into the wall, covering the platform overhead, and some of them fell between, shattering on the stone of the roof and spraying burning, black, sticky fluid over everything. And that was when the screaming started.
~~~
Ayah was not really sure what time it was when the two soldiers entered the tent the girls were sharing. It was dark outside and one of the men carried a shuttered lantern to light the way. There had, as yet, been no sign of Xian, but the arrival of the soldiers did not seem like a good thing.
‘You,’ one of them said, pointing at Ayah. ‘General Guang wants to see you. On your feet.’
‘What is this about?’ Suyin asked, springing to her feet before Ayah could. ‘The general said–’
‘That’s what he said. What he’s saying now is that he wants to see this one.’ The soldier put his hand on his sword hilt. ‘He said that we should “restrain” any of you who objected.’
‘It’s okay, Suyin,’ Ayah said with a calmness she did not feel. ‘I’ll just go see what he wants. I’m sure there won’t be any problems. He needs us, remember?’
Suyin gave her a look which said a lot of things. Probably at the head of the list was something like, ‘He doesn’t need all of us.’
Ayah gave her a nod and walked over to the soldiers. ‘Let’s go. I’d really like to get some sleep tonight.’
They took her out and then diagonally across the collection of tents which seemed to form the main command compound. Ayah was not sure whether all the senior officers had tents here, but it seemed like several might. There were other tents here too: open-sided ones providing screening from the weather for various forms of supplies, some Ayah could not readily identify, and one large pavilion which she suspected was where the general met with his senior officers.
And then there was the tent Ayah was being taken to. It was about the size of the one the girls had been put in, but it had coloured panels and a flag flying over the raised central pole. There was not simply a flap for a door either: a portico of sorts extended out from the front with smaller flags mounted to the poles keeping it up. Presumably, Guang could stand under that flap of canvas and look out upon his army while keeping the rain off, if there was rain. One thing Ayah found interesting was that there was a gap between this tent and the others. Perhaps five paces were left all the way around for no reason Ayah could think of.
Inside, the tent was more like a palace. Expensive rugs lay on the floor and expensive oil lamps provided illumination. There was an actual bed occupying one corner. A table with four chairs took up more space. All the furniture looked hand-carved. There was no sign of the general but there was no doubt that this was his tent.
Ayah was taken to the central pole which seemed to be thicker than the one in the tent she had come from. It also had a pair of manacles fixed to it at around waist height. The men turned Ayah’s back to the pole and tethered her arms behind her back. The metal was cold around her wrists and not particularly comfortable. Oddly, that was because they were too loose and they banged against the bones in her wrists as she tested them. They were loose, but not that loose. Without a further word, the soldiers left the tent and Ayah was alone with her thoughts.
Suyin had said that Guang was a sadist. It seemed rather likely that he had had her brought to his tent and chained to a pole in order to indulge himself. What was she going to do about that? Hoping that Xian would sweep in and rescue her was one thing, but she had a feeling that that was hoping for a little too much. She figured she could get free of the shackles without too much trouble: they had clearly been designed with bigger wrists in mind and she was a flexible woman. But what was she going to do once she was free? If she escaped, Guang would have the entire camp searched and would likely punish Nareel in her stead. She was, she realised, more frustrated and angry than scared. Fear should have been her reaction to her situation. She should be scared, but she was angry. She had pulled one of her wrists free of its cuff before she really knew she was doing it.
And that was when Guang walked in. Ayah held still, gripping the loose cuff behind her back and hoping he did not pay that too much attention. Guang paused to pull off his mail shirt. It took effort and she suspected that he normally had help. The fact that he wanted to be entirely alone with her did not seem like a promising circumstance. There was a padded waistcoat under the mail and that was removed next, leaving the general in a tunic and loose trousers. He had said nothing and Ayah just watched him, feeling the anger building in her belly like a hot weight.
He smiled as he finally turned to examine his prize. ‘Defiance,’ he said. ‘I see defiance in your eyes. I like that. It’s always more… interesting to break the defiant ones. The ones who think they have a hope. That nothing can get to them.’
Ayah just watched him as he moved slowly closer, taking his time. The longer he took, the more her teeth gritted together as hot rage built within her. The arrogant bastard thought he could do whatever he wanted. He thought he could do anything to anyone and no one would stop him.
‘I’m not going to rape you,’ he went on. ‘A lot of women are concerned with that kind of thing. I’ve never taken a woman who did not want me, so put your mind at ease. You are very
attractive, however, so I’ll make you a deal.’ He stepped up so that his face was no more than a hand or so from her face. He was wearing a leering grin; Ayah loathed that grin. ‘When you beg me to fuck you, I’ll stop the pain.’
Ayah felt her nostrils flare as she sucked in air. The hot weight in her belly seemed to evaporate as it mixed with the oxygen. She opened her mouth to scream right into his face, but what she felt then was the heat rising up through her throat and out. Fire blasted into Guang’s face. He staggered backward as his beard sizzled away and his tunic caught fire around the neck. He had been close and she had caught him low; his eyes were unaffected and now wide in shock, which was about how Ayah felt.
Still, she could move and she had a hand free. Ignoring the flames, she slammed her fist into his face and he staggered further back, his eyes glazing. He was too far away from her to swing at him again, so she aimed a kick at his stomach instead and got a satisfying grunt in response, and then she pulled away and began trying to yank her left hand out of its cuff while Guang took another step back, looking dazed and really not with it. He still did not seem to have realised that his tunic was burning; the shoulders were alight now and the flames were spreading across his chest and down his arms. It had to hurt, but he just looked at Ayah as though he was not sure what had just happened.
Suddenly, the pain from the burning cloth seemed to impinge upon his senses and he began to slap ineffectually at his chest. Ayah redoubled her efforts to pull her hand free. Her knuckles scraped past the metal painfully, but she got herself out… And realised there was no point. Guang stumbled forward and then collapsed onto the expensive rug at his feet, his tunic still burning.
Ayah winced at the sting from her sore knuckles and watched as the great General Guang quietly burned.
~~~
Neither Suyin nor Nareel noticed as Xian’s humanoid body misted into existence at the back of the tent. The two girls were sitting together near the front of the tent and they looked nervous. Or worried. Xian had the feeling that the reason for that was that Ayah was not there and she felt her stomach lurch.
She dropped the two swords she was carrying onto the cot where Ayah had been sleeping. The clatter had both Suyin and Nareel jumping to their feet and looking around, but Xian spoke before either of them could say or do anything else. ‘Where is she?’
‘Guang had her taken to his tent,’ Suyin said. ‘She said you’d come, but– She’s been gone for a while. Not very long, but…’
Turning, Xian grabbed Ayah’s sword from the cot and then started for the tent flap. Her body began unwinding as she did so and she heard Suyin gasp. There would be time enough to deal with that problem when Ayah was safe. She strode out across the encampment, ignoring the walls of tents as she marched in a direct line toward the tent where Guang was living.
The general had entertained himself with a couple of local farmers who he had suggested might have information useful to the campaign and Xian had seen the kind of thing he got up to. What she could not
understand was why he seemed to feel the need to justify himself to anyone. She was sure his staff knew that he was simply a sadist and none of them were ever going to do anything about it. Several of them had similar leanings, which was why they had been picked to be
his senior officers and attendants. The question was: how far had he got with tormenting Ayah?
The answer, Xian realised as she stepped through the wall of the tent, was: not very far at all. The flames had died away, but the evidence of their passage over his back was quite obvious. He was lying there on his stomach, not moving and looking really quite dead. Xian stepped around and looked at his face, which was more badly burned than the rest of his skin. There was blood oozing from his nose.
Xian began to form her physical body as she turned her gaze upon Ayah. The girl was sitting on the edge of Guang’s bed, fully dressed and frowning in thought. As soon as she spotted Xian appearing, however, she got to her feet and closed the distance. She wrapped her arms around Xian’s waist and hugged her as soon as the fox-woman was solid enough.
‘I knew you’d come,’ Ayah said, her voice soft.
‘It doesn’t look like I was really needed,’ Xian replied.
‘You are. I think he’s dead, but now I’ve no idea what to do about it.’
‘How? I mean, how did you manage to set him on fire?’
‘I, um. Well, I was really angry at what he’d done and what he said he was going to do to me. I was going to scream at him. I was going to scream at him and it came out as fire.’
‘Oh! Well, anger is often a way to catalyse the ability.’
Ayah frowned. ‘You’ve seen it before?’
‘I can do it. When we have time, I’ll teach you to do it without all the emotion. It’s sort of an extension of using your qi to warm yourself. Now, help me get this waste of humanity into bed. We’ll need to do something about his assistant in the morning, otherwise my plan is going to go all to pieces, but–’
‘You have a plan?’
Xian grinned. ‘I have a plan. Of course I have a plan. We need your two friends out of here first, and I smuggled another one out of the city earlier to help. Between us, I think we can do this army some damage and maybe
stop the siege.’
Ayah returned the grin. ‘I’m all ears.’
~~~
‘Jun?’ Ayah said, her eyes widening as she saw the young man crouched in the bushes. She looked around at Xian. ‘You brought Jun?’
‘I did,’ Xian replied, ‘and we’ll get to why shortly.’
Jun gave Ayah a quick grin. His gaze shifted to Suyin who was coming in behind Xian with Nareel right beside her. ‘Your Imperial Highness,’ he said, his tone sour.
‘Please don’t,’ Suyin responded. ‘I
gave up that title. It’s just a shame that Siyu refuses to accept that I don’t want to be the Iron Princess.’
Jun frowned, but he appeared to decide that the subject needed to be changed. ‘I’m glad you’re all okay, but I have no idea why Xian wanted me here either. She smuggled me out through the docks–’
‘They should really increase security there,’ Suyin said.
‘Huh. Since I got here though, all I’ve done is hide. I don’t see why I’m needed, Xian.’
‘You are integral to my plan, young man,’ Xian told him.
‘Why?’
‘Because all of us girls have sufficient bust to make disguising us as a soldier difficult and because I happen to know that you know how to drive a wagon.’
‘Huh?’
‘You’ll find out soon. We need to get to the supply depot. It’s about half a myl east of here. Thankfully, the majority of the encampments are just back from the battle lines so we should be safe enough, but keep your heads down and stay as quiet as possible.’
~~~
Stealing a uniform for Jun to wear proved to be quite an easy task once they made it to the supply camp. Soldiers had accidents or took damage. Replacements were needed at times, so the camp had a supply of clothes. They even got to pick out the right sizes and Jun was rather pleased with the boots.
‘So, why do we need Jun dressed up as an imperial soldier?’ Ayah asked. She was keeping her voice down, but it seemed like there was little chance of them being noticed. There were sentries about, but it seemed like the Army felt the chances of anyone attacking this camp at the rear of their main lines was slim. The camp was quiet, almost too quiet.
‘Because,’ Xian replied, ‘of this.’ They had been moving through the camp for a few minutes to get to where they were. The two wagons they had arrived at – one of which Xian put her hand on – were being kept away from the main encampment. They looked like typical wagons except not quite. Ayah had got kind of used to wagons while travelling with the circus and these ones seemed to have overly complex suspension systems. The axles were attached to the rest of the cart by big arcs of metal rather than just being attached to the body.
Ayah walked around to the back and pulled aside the canvas cover. There were six large barrels in the bed of the cart. Her eyes widened. ‘Is this–’
‘Thunder Water,’ Xian said. ‘These wagons were to be pushed up to the gates and detonated if the breaching of the walls didn’t work. We’re going to use them for something else before
the breaching of the walls can happen.’
‘You want me to drive one of them somewhere?’ Jun asked.
Xian nodded. ‘I’ll guide you. If it were me driving, we’d almost certainly get stopped.’
‘But they’ll see you.’
‘No,’ Suyin said. ‘They won’t see her because she’s a spirit.’
‘Fox spirit,’ Ayah added. ‘But don’t let that worry you. She’s been great to me.’
‘Thank you,’ Xian said. ‘We’re going to need horses and harnesses, but I know where they are kept.’
‘And what will we be doing while you and Jun are delivering that package?’
‘Oh, that’s easy. You see all those barrels about fifty paces over there? You’ll be pushing the second wagon over to those.’
Ayah frowned at the shadowy shape of casks some distance away. ‘There has to be… dozens of them at least.’
‘Yes,’ Xian said, her lips curling into a malicious grin. ‘When that lot goes up, you’ll be able to hear it in the Iron City.’
1st Day, First Jenshu.
‘If this works,’ Suyin said, ‘I still have a problem.’ All three of the girls were pushing the wagon across the open field toward the loose barrels of Thunder Water. For a princess, Suyin was definitely not worried about getting her hands dirty.
‘What’s that?’ Ayah asked.
‘Everyone in Istollam knows who I am. I can’t stay here.’
‘I would not say “everyone,”’ Nareel responded.
‘Enough then. I figure everyone in the circus knows by now.’
‘Maybe. They all know something, but General Marsan was trying to keep it quiet. Talk it over with Herra Taravel when we get back into the city.’
‘Well, that’s just it. I was thinking that I should just leave. Not
go back into the city.’
‘You have things in there you’ll want to take with you,’ Ayah said. ‘Clothes. Your fiddle. And you need a place to go. Come back to the city and we can work things out from there.’
There was a pause and then Suyin said, ‘Okay. Do you think this is close enough?’
Ayah stopped pushing and checked where they were. There was no more than three or four paces left between the wagon and the barrels. ‘Probably.’ She climbed up onto the back of the wagon and, very carefully, pulled the stopper out of one of the barrels. Then she pushed a length of cloth into the hole, leaving about two feet of it hanging over the edge of the barrel, and jumped down. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ she said as she pulled the canvas cover back into place. ‘If Xian’s even half right about what this can do, we don’t want to be anywhere near it when she sets it off. Besides, I have somewhere to be.’
~~~
Jun was not feeling especially confident about his disguise as he slowly
drove the second wagon toward the command encampment. Xian had been going over what he needed to say and do almost all the way there. Even if he could not see her, he knew she was there, right beside him on the bench seat. He was not quite sure what to make of being guided by a spirit, but he had to admit that she was one and she was guiding him.
‘Just remember,’ Xian said from the empty air, ‘you’re just doing your job.’ Then she went silent as Jun eased the horses to a stop beside the pair of sentries.
‘What’s this?’ one of the soldiers asked. He was speaking Astoleen, the language of the Iron City and the Empire. Another good reason for Jun to be doing this since he had grown up in Astollar. It was also not too long before dawn now and the sentry sounded weary. Jun knew how he felt.
‘No idea,’ Jun replied. ‘Barrels of something.’
‘You don’t know what you’re hauling?’
Jun frowned and attempted to look tired. It was not especially hard. ‘Look, General Guang sends an order to have some barrels brought over here and I get dragged out of bed to do the hauling. They don’t tell me why
and I don’t ask because the order comes from General Guang and you know how much he likes having his orders questioned.’
The sentry gave a grunt of displeasure. ‘I thought the general was in bed, not giving orders.’
Jun leaned forward and down toward the man. ‘Seems to me like someone didn’t get around to handling this yesterday. When the officers screw up, it’s always those down the chain of command who suffer for it, right?’
‘That’s the truth. Okay, get it moving. Maybe it’s ale to celebrate our victory.’
Jun twitched the reins. ‘If it is, I doubt I’ll see any of it.’
‘Well done,’ Xian said when they were past the checkpoint. ‘We want this at the back of the largest tent. You see it?’
Jun nodded. ‘Then I take the horses back to pick up the girls?’
‘Yes. I doubt the sentries will worry you, but I’ll keep an eye on you until you’re past them. Then I need to check on Ayah.’
‘This plan has a lot of moving parts. You’re sure it’ll work?’
‘It would have fewer complications if Ayah hadn’t had to kill Guang, but I don’t think we’ll have any further problems.’
‘I still can’t believe Ayah took out one of the most despised men in the world.’
There was humour in Xian’s voice when she replied. ‘She did. She’s tougher than she looks.’
‘Yeah. She certainly is that.’ Jun pulled on the reins and put his foot on the brake lever and the wagon slowed to a stop. ‘This good?’
‘This will do perfectly. You unhook the horses while I take care of the fuse. Tomorrow morning, Guang’s colonels are going to be in for a nasty surprise.’
~~~
Sergeant Zhìyuan had been General Guang’s personal servant for some time now. He had been with him at Garia City and he knew the man’s predilections quite well. He was not surprised, therefore, to find a girl lying on the floor of Guang’s tent. He was a little annoyed with the blood which had soaked into the rug near her face. The general knew how long it took to get blood out of those rugs.
The general was still in bed, which meant he would have to be woken. General Guang always
slept like a baby, but he usually slept significantly better after he had broken some prisoner or other. Woman or man did not enter into the equation. The general was an equal-opportunities sadist: he just liked to see people in pain and Zhìyuan spent some considerable effort every day on ensuring that he was not the target of his general’s attention.
In this case, there was no option. Zhìyuan stepped over the girl’s body and over to the bed. He suspected something was wrong almost immediately. There was something odd about the general’s hair and his face seemed redder than normal. The ‘almost’ was important. The ‘almost’ cost Zhìyuan everything, because in the second or so it took for him to realise precisely what he was seeing, Ayah rose from her position on the rug and ran her sword through the soldier’s back.
Zhìyuan stared dumbly at the point of the sword and his own blood dripping from it. He tried to cry out, but nothing would come. Then he heard the voice, soft and feminine, in his ear.
‘You know, if you’d bothered to check whether I was alive, I’d have just hit you and you might have lived through this,’ Ayah said. Then she ripped her blade free and Sergeant Zhìyuan was no more.
~~~
As usual, General Guang’s colonels, the senior commanders of each regiment of the Third Army, were gathered in the big tent which had been set aside for the daily meeting Guang liked to have to ensure all his people were on the same page of the battle plan. They had tea and the big map of Istollam the intelligence service had provided, and they were used to having to wait for Guang to arrive since he liked to make an entrance.
Enough time had passed, however, for people to start wondering what was keeping the man. Colonel Hop had particularly good news for the general this morning and so was rather keen for his superior to turn up. There would be praise and Guang’s praise was worth a lot. Hop was in charge of the mining and artillery. His miners were all set up to blow the walls once the Thunder Water was in place which would happen when it got dark. It was a full day ahead of schedule and Hop was pleased.
‘Where is he?’ Hop asked aloud. He had been asking the same question in his head for some time.
‘He had one of the prisoners taken to his tent last night,’ another colonel replied. ‘You know what he gets like. Are your people ready?’
‘Yes. We’ll have those walls down before morning.’
There was a grunt from somewhere to Hop’s left. ‘That’s going to mean an early start.’
‘He’ll want them to come down at dawn,’ someone else said.
‘That can be arranged,’ Hop responded, smiling.
‘I’m afraid it can’t.’ Everyone turned at the sound of a woman’s voice. Hop’s eyes widened at the sight of a very pretty woman with long black hair, dressed in a quite formal red gown one might see in the court in the Iron City. She stood there, very upright, with her hands clasped before her and a slight smile on her face. ‘The walls will not be breached at dawn. General Guang will not be angry, however, so don’t worry, Colonel Hop. General Guang is never going to be bothering any of you again.’
‘Who are you?’ Hop asked. ‘How did you get in here?’
‘Those are not the questions you should be asking, Colonel,’ Xian replied.
‘What should I be asking then?’
‘What was I doing before I came in here, obviously. And the answer is that I was lighting a fuse.’
‘What–’ Hop’s eyes just got wider and he bolted to his feet, the porcelain teacup he was holding shattering as it hit the ground. ‘Everyone, get out before–’
~~~
General Marsan was back up on the gatehouse, looking out over the field of battle. Not that you could really call it a field of battle when the battle largely consisted of artillery barrages and the imperial miners digging. And Marsan was not exactly sure that he should call himself a general either. He was well enough to stand but there was no way he could fight. He was up on the battlements so that his troops could see that their general was still on his feet. Morale needed all the boosting it could get.
Marsan was fairly sure they had another day, perhaps two, before the city was completely under the control of the Imperial Army. He did not have the troops to hold them off, especially if the walls came down, and he had come up with no stratagem which would actually work to avoid that eventuality. There were ways to counteract miners – generally by digging into their tunnels with your own – but he did not have the people to achieve that and the imperial miners had come up with a very clever way to diminish the time required to do their job.
No, all he could really do was to keep the men’s morale up and wait for–
There were gasps from the men watching over the wall and Marsan turned to look just before an enormous crack shattered the air. It appeared that the sound – like a lightning strike very closely followed by the rumble of thunder – had come from the huge fireball which was now rising and dissipating above the massed army.
‘What, by all the spirits, is that?’ Marsan asked.
Keeva, who had accompanied him up to the roof with a worried expression on his face, turned from the wall and looked his way. ‘I have no idea. Wait. Thunder Water?’
The rumble of the explosion was still dying away. ‘It certainly sounds like thunder,’ Marsan replied. ‘Isn’t that roughly where we thought Guang’s command tent was located?’
Keeva’s mouth twitched as he tried to keep a smile off his face. ‘We can always hope so.’
~~~
Jun kept a tight grip on the horses as the roar of the explosion died away. The animals were scared for sure, but they were also not dead. He thought they should be a bit more grateful. Equally, he had been around horses for long enough to understand that they did not do abstract thought very well.
‘Spirits,’ Nareel said, her voice soft. Everyone could now see the ball of flame rising above the small hill they had taken refuge behind. ‘This is not a power men were meant to have.’
‘And she hasn’t even set off the big one,’ Ayah commented. ‘There are a lot more of those barrels at the other camp.’
‘When do you think–’ Suyin began, and then another baleful roar of thunder engulfed them. They were in a little valley, more a scrape in the plains around the city really, but they were surrounded by hills on three sides and still
the sound was almost deafening.
‘You’re right, Nareel,’ Ayah said when she could hear again. ‘Men shouldn’t have that kind of power, but they do.’
‘Spirits save us all,’ Nareel said and, perhaps because the universe sometimes refuses to go where a good story demands, Xian did not appear among them as she said it.
 
 



Epilogue
Istollam, 2nd Day, First Jenshu, 207.
There had been something of an attempt to rally the imperial troops to continue the attack. The removal of all
the most senior officers along with their adjutants and almost all their support staff, and the destruction of a vast amount of the army’s supplies was just too much. There was no clear chain of command and that led to individual regiments and companies retreating toward the coast ‘to consolidate their position.’ Eventually, the whole army was withdrawing and signalling for the ships to come and pick them up.
Ayah, Xian, Suyin, Nareel, and Jun slept rough for a night and emerged from the little valley they had concealed themselves in to find the Imperial Army gone. There was still evidence that they had been there – tents left behind being the most obvious thing, along with a couple of broken catapults – but the people were gone. Mostly.
They rode the carthorses back toward the city gates and passed the supply camp on the way. That was when the true nature of the destruction they had unleashed became apparent. Where the barrels had been, there was a huge crater excavated into the dirt. The barrels and the cart were just gone, but there were fragments of wood sticking out of the ground over a hundred paces from the crater. Most of the camp had been demolished and scattered through the debris you could occasionally spot a body. Or parts of a body.
‘It’s horrible,’ Ayah said as they rode away. ‘We did this. We–’
‘No,’ Suyin said. ‘This is Siyu’s doing. We simply turned his own evil against him.’
Somehow, that did not make Ayah feel too much better.
It just got worse when they arrived at the city’s gatehouse. The gates were closed and the guards did not seem to want to let them in. ‘We’re under orders,’ one of the guards shouted from inside the stone walls. ‘No one comes in until we’re sure the imperials are gone.’
‘They’re gone,’ Jun called back, ‘otherwise we wouldn’t have risked coming here through what used to be their lines, would we?’
‘A full military assessment is underway to deter–’
‘That seems unlikely,’ Suyin said. ‘We’ve seen none of you while riding here. Perhaps your assessment would go better if you sent out scouts.’
‘That’s not my call,’ the soldier replied. ‘Back away from the gates or our archers will–’
‘Young man,’ Xian said, taking a step toward the gate and glaring up at the arrow slot the voice appeared to be coming from, ‘if I have to come in there to argue with you personally, you are going to regret it. Now, either open the gate or talk to your commander.’
‘I’m not going to–’
‘That’s enough, Sergeant.’ It was Captain Keeva’s voice interrupting this time, from inside the gatehouse. ‘Open the gate and let them in.’
‘But Colonel Gothram’s orders–’ Apparently, this man was part of the city’s militia and not directly under Keeva’s command.
‘Colonel Gothram isn’t here, is he, Sergeant?’ Keeva did not sound happy. ‘Get that gate open and those civilians inside. Then get them an escort up to the city hall because General Marsan will want to see them immediately. No, on second thoughts, I can’t trust you with a basic understanding of command structure. I’ll escort them to the general. You can stay here and guard the gate from the army which has stopped besieging the city!’
The gates were opened shortly after and Keeva was waiting inside when the party came through. ‘It’s like trying to command children playing soldier,’ Keeva grumbled as Xian approached him.
‘It’s a common issue with militias,’ Xian replied with a grin. ‘How is General Marsan? I know he was wounded.’
‘Weak. He’s not taking enforced rest well. He insisted
on being on the battlements yesterday and he paid for it. Unfortunately, that means Gothram is making too many military decisions. Pero seems to have convinced Gothram that this is some ploy by the Empire to make us feel safe so they can take us by surprise. He’s convinced there are spies everywhere.’
‘Pero?’ Xian lowered her voice and dipped her head toward the captain. ‘We need to have a little chat about Pero…’
~~~
General Marsan had certainly seen better days. He was seated at the big table in the meeting room in the hall, but he was bandaged and looking a little grey. From the way the bandages were wrapped around his head, Ayah figured he had lost hair. He did not look like he should be out of bed, but there was still the same intelligence and steely resolve in his eyes.
On the other hand, Gothram got the first word in when Ayah and her friends entered the room. ‘Captain Keeva, why have these… people been allowed into this chamber with weapons? How do you know they aren’t here to–’
‘Shut up, Gothram,’ Xian snapped. ‘Without these people, you would be sinking under a sea of imperial troops by now.’
‘You expect us to believe that–’
‘I expect nothing from you. Not even a coherent argument. The Imperial Army is a full day’s travel south of here. I checked last night. Personally. They lost all their upper command and with it most of their cohesion. Since a lot of their available provisions were also destroyed, about all they could do was to manage an orderly retreat.’
‘But their spies–’
‘Be silent, Gothram,’ Marsan barked. ‘Keeva, would you kindly arrange to have a few scouts sent out to confirm Xian’s assessment of the situation? I’m fed up of listening to paranoid ramblings. I’d like some information.’
‘Yes, sir,’ Keeva said, but he did not immediately move.
‘We do have to address the issue of spies, General,’ Suyin said, stepping forward to stand beside Xian. ‘I’m sure you wondered how I was spirited out of this building and ended up in General Guang’s camp?’
‘We had wondered, yes,’ Marsan said.
‘Are we really going to take the word of Emperor Siyu’s own daughter in this matter?’ Pero asked, getting to his feet. He flinched back a little as Jun and Ayah stepped up to flank Xian and Suyin, their hands on the hilts of their swords.
Nareel stepped up beside Ayah, unarmed, but looking just as menacing. ‘I don’t think she has to say anything further.’
Pero gave Marsan a look of disbelief. ‘You don’t think–’
‘You do a lot of business with the Iron City, as I recall,’ Marsan said.
‘Yes, but–’
‘Captain Keeva, delay those scouts for as long as it takes to detain Laoshi Pero and search his home and places of business.’
‘My pleasure, General,’ Keeva replied, motioning to the two soldiers he had brought with him.
‘And while the good captain is doing that,’ Marsan went on, ‘I should very much like to hear what the five of you have been up to since you left the city.’
Xian gave him a smile. ‘Quite a lot, General. Quite a lot.’
3rd Day, First Jenshu.
It was not until the following day that Ayah, Nareel, and Suyin got to return to the boarding house, where they could collect their belongings, and the circus, where they had to face Taravel. Things did not quite
go as Ayah expected they would. For one thing, the circus manager seemed to have worked his way through his feelings over Suyin’s deception.
‘I’m not a man who likes to be surprised,’ he said. ‘I didn’t like being used to transport an imperial princess around the world, but I’ve never been one to turn anyone away when they needed help. Perhaps I’d prefer to have known, but it was likely safer that I didn’t.’
‘I thought so,’ Suyin replied, ‘but I’m not sure I was right. By the time I knew I could probably trust you, laoshi, the time to tell you seemed long past. I apologise for the deception.’
Taravel gave a shrug. ‘From what I hear, you three helped put an end to the siege.’ His gaze turned to Ayah. ‘And you put an end to Guang. I can forgive all of you a lot for ending that sadistic piece of…’ He trailed off, apparently unable to find suitable words to describe the man, or not wishing to use the words he could find in front of women.
‘It was him or me,’ Ayah said.
‘That’s often the way. Now, Jun tells me that you’ve plans to head north.’ Taravel got various nods in reply. ‘The city is actually paying us to stick around here for an extra week or so. We’ll be leaving on the fourteenth. If you could see your way to staying on, I can offer you passage to the City of the North. I really don’t want to lose two of my best dancers or my expert on the northlands before I get there. No one else knows who you are, Princess. Well, except for Jun and Avoona. I think Avoona has known all along.’
Suyin sighed. ‘That wouldn’t surprise me. I think she’s dropped me a few hints that I’ve chosen to ignore. If you think it’s safe… The circus has been more of a home to me than the Imperial Palace ever
was.’ She looked at Ayah. ‘You’re the one in a rush to find a teacher.’
Ayah gave a shrug. ‘Yes, but I don’t think another week will make a difference. Somehow, I think my journey has just begun. I still have a long way to go before this is over.’
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