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“He looked from the planks to heaven,”

Said the man called ‘Youth’: 

“Immortal... ten thousand years before now...

Passing into the point of the cone 

You begin by making the replica.” 

But the old man did not know how he felt

Nor could remember what prompted the utterance. 

“What I know, I have known, 

How can the knowing cease knowing?

Matter is the lightest of all things,

Light also proceeds from the Eye; 

The globe over my head

Glassy, the glaring surface – 

There are many reflections

One sees them turning and moving

With heads now down, now up.” 

Of Ezra Pound, Canto XXIX
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CHAPTER 1
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From the darkness they came, the hissing of reven-na in rough folds of night, cries of men waving swords amid squeals of the stricken, surprised in crude camp tents as black ghosts enveloped them, sealing their fates like bad luck. 

“Flores!” A frantic voice pealed as a veiled figure was strong-armed by several ghosts from beneath the folds of one trampled tent. She of the yellow-auburn hair, amber-green eyes, and indigo lashes, haughty as a child, the passionate lover now dragged like carrion by a phalanx of ghosts. 

Flores tossed aside the remains of their tent and lurched to intervene, flexing newly strengthened massive arms. The Lord of the Turlicum clan of the imperial city of Ven let loose with a heavy axe, severing a bandoleer-crisscrossed specter from its limb that bore an iron sword—iron for evil deeds at night as irsrem tear-glass would sparkle with moonlight. The slaver’s impetus sent his limb topsy-turvy, clutching the sword like a snake, its fangs still buried though headless, the specter’s blood spraying darker layers over the splotched night.

“Crestal,” Flores bellowed, lyart-loud.

Before Flores could intervene, more floating specters closed, more shadows emerging from the forest while two score of Ven soldiery spilled from other tents. Dense branches of thick forest whipped as the amphibious reven-na that the intruders rode materialized in numbers from the surrounding midnight forest, rushing to engage.

Flores swung the axe blindly—a guttural whimper answered, the Turlicum’s axe removing the attacker’s head to bounce off its fellows, bringing several of the assailants’ reven-na mounts to a shocked halt near the guttered ash heap in the center of the Vens’ campsite, the embers no longer alerting to intruders. 

The angry Vens poured from their tents, iron and irsrem throwing a cloud of invisible ozone among the combatants, emitted where tear-glass met iron, the sparks threatening to ignite tinder beneath their feet. Between the surrounding leafy boughs, a ghastly green blanketed patches of ground as the hurtling moon Tumsenet cast its unsympathetic gaze on this secret arena of the medieval planet called Maalstrom.

Tumsenet’s velvet coat grew greener, as if the god in its fulsome moon sought to punish the source of the night’s disturbance. Another score of intruders took form, intermingling with outraged Vens still half-asleep, more ruffians inrushing from the depths of Tartarus. Most were bare-chested slavers with crossed leather straps, some sporting bandoleers filled with glass or iron darts, while others brandished rawhide whips of lyart hide. All wielded stubby iron swords so the light of the just gods would not discover them. 

As tan rays of the moon-god Talen poured suddenly forth, the fresh wave of slavers atop their reven-na mounts paused and glanced skyward like vermin exposed in sudden illumination, the green blanket now spotted with brown rippling from the figures knotted in combat like fish flopping out of water. Then they too hurried to slaughter the Vens. 

Across the clearing between still-standing tents, grim-faced slavers hauled Crestal, the gila from the ancient land of Mok-sa, who knew better than any the fate of disobedience to the masters of the Eunuch Guild, those discreet marketers of sex to the insect cities of Vensor-sa which were strewn wide across the world’s surface. The slavers halted at the far edge before a single mounted figure, as presenting a prize to an admired superior. 

Flores caught a single glance of a man with prismed face and arrogant turn of lip, clothed in the black robe with the red thread, the one not blind, the one not cut, but sitting atop a reven, the amphibious beast’s sinuous neck squirming against the steely reins of its owners. The beast yawned its purple-tongued mouth, its sabered canines white and glowing even in shadow, its gills working spasmodically. Foot-shod slavers thrust Crestal onto the saddle behind the Chief of Ven’s Eunuch Guild. 

“Soorkrul,” Flores shouted. And flung a knife from his boot across the interval, missing the Eunuch Chief by inches. The Eunuch lord responded with another smirk of triumph and whipped his reven into the undergrowth to vanish, Crestal tied to his saddle behind him. 

Flores found himself pressed back by a wall of iron and razored irsrem-glass, the rapiers and swords of the slavers forming a net that steadily shrank, forcing him to retreat. At length he felt a boulder contact his back and Flores knew he was safe for the moment from that direction. Around him yet another human wave was illuminated by the green and tan lights of the swift moons Tumsenet and Talen, as the wave flooded from some netherworld to murder the Guild’s foes. 

Vens fell by ones, then twos, then multiples. Several strove to protect their feudal lord, Flores of the Turlicum. Before they could reach Flores’ side, they too were cut down. The light of dawn gradually cast the yellow glory of twin barbelled suns over the clearing, hardly a spot of earth visible that was not covered by red gore and the sliced flesh of an abattoir. 

A thought that the slavers must be imbrued with some drugged-up madness to ignore such bloody death flashed across Flores’ mind. He swung his axe with greater ferocity. With no time to think, much less respond to the theft of his mate, Flores delivered himself to the automaton of the born killer, the ozone-laden red lust of the god Atasan, Ruler of the Abyss, erupting into the prison of time and space where mortals live and die. 

For himself, Flores cared not a whit. For his enemies, not a whit inverted. The skull that he split with his heavy axe, named Nebelroc, the heart that he punctured with the glass dagger which he wielded in his versatile left hand, the limbs he severed and sent flying into the ranks of the impervious enemy with the long practice of a Simet lord of the city of Ven, were no more than the calculated berserk that Simet warriors are trained to from birth. Insect soldiers in an insect world. 

The bodies stacked in front of Flores like cordwood. Still the slavers came. 

Dawn finally broke. Vensor and His twin Vensed glared down upon the scene with aloof indifference, not even the heroic struggle of one against many sufficing to stir the gods to help a loyal subject. 

And still the slavers came. Thrusting and slashing, the red haze of Atasan seemed to accentuate, to penetrate deeper into Flores’ brain as he parried and jabbed, only a tough redentine fiber jacket turning aside the occasional weapon that found gaps in his own net of weaponry, from the many darts flung at his body.

His arm grew tired with the hours. Even he, despite the years of punishing exercise in the martial yards of his Turlicum clan in the City of Ven, Emperor of the Three Valleys and beyond. Yet another slaver threw himself at Flores as if impelled by invisible forces, as if Soorkrul the Eunuch Lord’s wrists still wore his talismans. Flores raked his attacker’s neck with a backward slice of his dagger and the man’s head rolled off, striking the ground before the gore-gushing corpse could follow. 

Flores grunted. Dagger and axe at the ready, he peered through a mist of blood and sweat and stench of ozone and a flop of blood-encrusted hair from his own forehead, weaving evilly, awaiting the next red kiss. 

He was alone. 

All were dead.

“Hoom,” he muttered. 

No more slavers. No more Ven soldiery either. Only the lazy flapping of the Sun-God’s malkops gathering overhead to collect the bodies of the dead, forever obedient to their eternal duty.

He let his gaze wander over the corpses scattered about his feet and across the wide clearing. The moons had paled and raced away, his expedition’s reven-na had bolted, and his clan slaughtered. Crestal and Soorkrul had long vanished in the thick night, hours hence. 

“So, the pits beneath Ven’s Hall of Vim were not enough to hold you, chief of whores. I wonder if any pit could.” Flores fingered his axe. “Next time we meet...I shall opt for a different solution than a prison cell. Some traitor apparently let you out.” Flores sighted Crestal’s veil on the ground. “And we shall meet again. Yes, by Vensor, we shall meet.”

A moan rose, like the crying of a child. Flores scanned the landscape for signs of life amid the stark remnants of dead, saw no movement. He climbed the stack of corpses piled around his legs and stepped with care to avoid tangling his feet in mud-pools of blood. 

Behind a tree, a leg stirred. 

Moving carefully but swiftly, Flores approached—both eyes peered intently into the surrounding brush along the tree line, wary of eunuchs’ tricks. 

“Flores...” the figure moaned. 

He stepped closer. 

Prone on the forest floor lay his former chieftain, most loyal through the years. An arm and a leg had been hacked off and the other arm fractured. 

Flores kneeled. “Isav. After all our time together in foreign climes. Now this...”

“I cannot see, Flores. Is it as it feels?”

“No lies between us, old friend. It is worse.” Flores leaned and gently lifted Isav’s head off the bed of leaves so he could take breath.

Isav sighed. “To the Eye of Vensor I go first, Flores, sword in hand. I will await you there.”

“If Vensor permits me the boon.”

“The greatest warrior Ven has ever seen? Vensor will seat you at the head of the warriors’ hall.”

“I will not take what belongs to you,” Flores chuckled.

Isav grinned grimly as his blood flowed steadily into the earth. 

“Will you...will you return now to Ven?”

Flores looked up, again scanned the forest. “The chief of Ven’s House of Prostitution, that leader of the eunuch whores of the city, has stolen Crestal from under my very nose. I will find Crestal and even the score.”

A genuine smile crossed Isav’s cold, pallid face. “Another quest? Roaming the world in pursuit of...another gila? Was it not enough...that Ven’s Assembly...expelled you for your sacrilege? That only part of your own clan...still supports you?”

Rough scorn rumbled deep in Flores’ chest. “What I have seen, Isav, I cannot unsee. I have witnessed more miracles than Ven and its Assembly could dream of. To gain knowledge, one must sacrifice rather than prosper.” 

Horrid coughing shook Isav. He breathed deeply. “So, you will go on, my king?”

“Ex-king. And yes, Crestal was leading me to the land of her birth, the land of Mok-sa. We were taking a detour around the Guild’s cult city of Klopus. But now, having traveled across half of Maalstrom, it seems I must visit Klopus first to regain what is mine.”

Isav did not hear. 

Flores looked down. Isav’s eyes were closed and breath no longer came. The Turlicum chief, half-reverted to a primitive chief of the wilds, stood straight. Brandishing axe and gore-dripping dagger, he turned his grimy face to the sky and let loose a howl like a predator ros seeking prey, the sound sending the malkops rippling away in panic, only soon to return.

Satisfied that they would do their sacred duty, Flores began to walk. 

Behind him, spiders as large as one’s hand crawled from the forest to consume the dead but retreated as Atasan’s messengers, the winged malkops of the air, descended en masse from a cloudless sky. 

One glance back at the field of slaughter and Flores once more glimpsed the denizens of Heavenhell in their grim duty, paragons of beauty, blond strands flowing over fulsome human-like breasts as well as massive spinal muscles for their partly feathered wings, no word spoken by the mute vultures as they lifted the dead warriors in their deceptively weak but immensely strong arms and flew with a rush toward the southern ocean in their long flight to the Island of the Eye of Vensor and its pyramid of glass.

Flores shuddered. “One visit to that charnel island is enough for me.” He watched as two malkops dragged Isav from his bower and flew skyward, followed by two more who collected his disarticulated arm and leg. Soon nothing remained on the entire clearing of slaughter but reddish-purple pools, even that sinking quickly into the earth. 

No more bodies. No more spiders. Nothing more to see. 

He shrugged. “A long walk lies ahead just to locate one of my lost reven-na.” A thought occurred. Returning to his flattened tent, he pulled from beneath a canvas-fold a wrapped fish. Extracting iron and flint from a pocket, he soon lit a fire and let the fish roast. 

Striding into the forest, he let the aroma waft and before long heard the soft padding of several reven-na in the forest’s dark recesses. A sinuous neck cautiously emerged from between two sercotrope stands and two watery eyes gazed in his direction. 

“Come out, my friend. I have need of another Tha, my former mount. Are you strong enough to carry me?”

The amphibious beast approached. Slowly at first, then quickly as it recognized one of its life-long keepers, the two-legged creatures who kept it clean and fed. 

Nearing Flores, the chieftain took its limp reins, stroked its long grey neck and spat on its gills. Although this reven belonged to one of his attackers and was not one that his clansmen had brought from Ven, it nudged him with affection. Flores stepped back. The affection of reven-na could lead to a friendly nip with two-inch fangs—less than helpful.

One more digression to collect what weapons he may need and which the now vanished bodies had left in the clearing, and Flores mounted his new charge and urged the animal forward, away from the hazards of the forest, and he hoped in the direction of the mysterious place called Klopus, which only his beloved Crestal, of all the people of his home city of Ven, had ever visited—except, of course, Soorkrul himself, Chief of Ven’s Eunuch Guild, whose cult was headquartered in that distant place. 

But how to find Klopus? His only guide, Crestal, was gone.

Impatient, Flores spurred the animal to a trot. A trot rather than a hop, which latter was just as natural to the water-borne beast, but a hop would be even more inconvenient for a man burdened with a menagerie of weapons than a nip with fangs. 
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Flores rode under a clean, clear sky on a gorgeous cool day. The weather was growing cooler as the barbelled suns slowly joined until they would eventually merge into a single glowing ball, halving the energy that met Maalstrom below. Curious, he thought, how the Divine Twin, Vensor and Vensed, had from time immemorial been worshiped by His offspring as a single god, the Sun-God Vensor. But Vensor ruled jointly with Atasan, enemy of life itself. They may as well be a triune god. 

The Turlicum’s face grew dark. Myths all. He had learned to his shock and chagrin the previous year the truth of things in his invasion of Vensor’s distant Island when he discovered the charnel caves, and the colossal Black Pillar with its sculptures of iron-hard tachylite, and had to slaughter his way through Atasan’s city in the clouds to rescue Amina, cornering at last Atasan Himself, the Adversary of Men, in the very Eye of God...only to relent and allow Atasan to live. Assuming that he had ever truly held the god’s life in his hands. Perhaps even that was illusion. Who was he, Flores, a mere mortal, to think to overthrow the eternal Plan of God?

Then he had discovered that the object of his quest, the gila-woman Amina, was not in Atasan’s city. That she had never been on the Island of Vensor at all but had all along been in his home city of Ven, inside Ven’s forbidden Temple, giving birth to a new generation of Vensor-sa as Ven’s sole Queen, without Flores ever knowing, and without Amina ever informing him, though he had been her devoted paramour. 

Think carefully before one begins a crusade, Flores thought, swallowing a tinge of bitterness. One may well be hurrying only to an ignorant, violent end, sacrificing oneself merely for the joy of action. 

Yet for action he lived. And for action would he die. Vensor still rules in Heaven. And winged Atasan still rules in his glass pyramid Heavenhell. And a new Vensa—his former lover Amina—having adopted the name of the former queen of Ven from political necessity, even now gives Her instructions to Her followers at Her periodic Calling for Sons, accompanied by the hissing of steam from Her giant golden statue. It was just as well that Amina had forgotten Flores, else, for some imagined slight, She could command the city to tear him to pieces. And they would obey, even to their very own king. 

As it was, only the Assembly had banished him, for trafficking with one of the forbidden sex, the gila Crestal, a woman like Amina Herself, leaving him with little other purpose than to accompany his new homesick mate as she sought to return to the land of her birth. Crestal needed Flores more than ever—for the protection of his warrior’s arm and of what remained of his clan. Just as he needed her, though precisely why he was not quite sure. 

And he had failed her. Or, rather, by failing to execute Soorkrul when he had had the chance. It was being tricked by Soorkrul yet again, at least as much as for Soorkrul’s theft of Crestal, that made Flores’ face burn the most. And not even by a man, but by a half-man!

Flores’ hand wandered to Nebelroc and fingered the edge of his axe. Next time...no more talk. 

Searching for signs of Soorkrul’s party, Flores prodded his reven, and to Flores’ surprise, the animal seemed to follow a known path. It followed the banks of the river Hedronmas upstream, in a northeast direction, where, Crestal had told him, the river’s headwaters emerged from a series of high crags. There, somewhere among the high valleys, lay the fabled land of the Mok-sa. If he was careful, even if he was incapable of perfect subtlety, just, perhaps, Flores could evade discovery by the slavers of Klopus long enough to scout the terrain. 

That may not be easy. Above him, as he trotted across open yellow-tan expanses of grass while avoiding thick groves along the river’s marshy banks, the usual flock of malkops circled, almost as if they knew that wherever Flores ventured, bodies fell. He could not quite come to call the malkops ‘selks’, as foreign cities did. Not after his ghastly discoveries across the ocean on Vensor’s ‘holy’ isle, discoveries that in his view undermined the global religion that was entrenched in every city on Maalstrom, but which he could never explain to the uninformed, credulous, and simple-minded Vensor-sa that inhabited most of Maalstrom. Isolation is the life of all heretics, Flores reminded himself. It is the high price demanded by knowledge, by Marco Polos of the mind.

But exposure was something to be avoided. How could he shake the denizens of the sky? They hovered, always visible out of the corner of one’s eye, like vultures eager for the feast, always ready to fasten their forms on the unlucky, but remaining always just out of reach, their bare breasts—organs common among the beasts of Talen but entirely absent among Vensor-sa—tempting those men who allowed Atasan’s passions to creep into their souls. Flores knew even what lay beneath their dirty brown rope-tied loin cloths: the other feminine charm, evident among beasts, but entirely absent among the rational male-only societies of Maalstrom, who, to a city, had banned all women, returning women upon discovery to their respective temples to suffer whatever fate each city’s temple decreed. 

Flores knew who would arrange their punishment. And what the punishment was. And what lay beneath the loincloth. As he, and he alone among men in recent Vensor memory, had lain with two gilas—not only with Amina, but with the fugitive Crestal.

A drone in an insect world. 

And a double indulgence in the crime of feminality, making of Flores a universal criminal and heretic, twice over.

Prodding his reven into a dense thicket of foliage, he hoped to escape the ever-watchful eyes of the denizens of heaven. To his surprise, this seemed to work. Peering from between branches, his searching gaze sighted no malkops, for the first in hours. 

He ventured out. 

Malkops returned immediately to sight. 

He humphed. No matter. They were no threat, only a pest. All men everywhere lived under their eternal gaze. Even heretics. 

A smudge seemed to nick the horizon. Far across the open plain strewn with yellow altheas and rippling fields of tan grass, a denser strand of tan moved. 

Flores watched, thought, remaining immobile for a full minute with puzzlement on his face. 

The strand grew thicker, turned into a smear. The smear became a belt. 

A memory clicked and Flores yanked the reins of his mount and spurred it hastily back towards the brush that lined the Hedronmas. He barely had time to gain the shelter of the first tree when the tan belt erupted in full view. A horde of bizarre animals dashed almost upon him, each biped displaying a large bird-like beak flanked by enormous tufts of thick whiskers that shook with each step of hugely muscled legs on splayed toes, each ending in a hook the size of a man’s arm. Vestigial wings flapped. One would not want to be caught helpless on the plains when such a horde came barreling down in its endless thousands like an avalanche.

“Nearly another bad day,” Flores muttered. “The rum-na are restless.” 

The horde raced past in a flood, then in minutes their numbers lessened and soon only stragglers remained, including a few which had been injured by the frantic pace of the rest. They limped after with broken toes and frightened expressions—assuming one could distinguish fright from their usual constant head-spinning in reaction to real or perceived threats, rum-na always stampeding at the least perceived danger. 

“My stomach rumbles.” Flores addressed his mount, lacking any Vensor to speak with. “Let’s see if they can run on one leg as well as two.” 

Spurring out of the thick brush, Flores drove his reven across the yellow plain until he came up beside an older rum, one that had broken an ankle and limped. The creature saw him coming long before Flores could get near and immediately sprang forward in an attempt to gain the security of the flock. But the flock had gone. 

Flores caught up to the injured animal, and taking a chance since his throwing skills were not what he desired, as proven by his error when he had flung the dagger at Soorkrul, he flung his heavy axe. 

“Damned of Vensor,” he swore as the axe missed and the animal lurched away. A second slow rum jerked unexpectedly sideways and collided with Flores’ prey. The creature stumbled—Flores closed for the kill. 

A single dagger thrust to the heart and the rum closed its two large eyes and died, its blood spilling across its legs, which continued to pump and its hooked claws to swipe the air in futile gestures. Finally, it ceased moving. 

“I hope it smells better after it’s cooked,” Flores said. 

Tying his beast’s reins to a clump of redentine so the reven could browse, Flores recovered his axe and set about slicing off a thick steak from the rum’s thigh and lit a fire. There would be no more malkops than those already fluttering overhead. They had no interest in dead animals too heavy for them to carry, preferring human corpses. 

“Not bad eating,” he mumbled after satiating his hunger. Wrapping several more broiled steaks in the animal’s hide, he stored them for future needs, and mounting the reven, let the animal resume following the spoor of Soorkrul’s band—or what he hoped was its spoor—Flores not possessing the tracking abilities of his former companion, Macius. 

Who knew where the greatest thief had gone after Flores reclaimed his throne in Ven? Having learned that the person to whom Flores had handed the irsrem bracelets was not Macius, but that the thief had been on the docks the whole time that Flores had fought Soorkrul in the throne room of Ven, Macius had chosen to go his own way. That way was not with Flores in his new quest to accompany Crestal to the land of the legendary Mok-sa. He had gone without even a companionable goodbye. 

Covering half the distance to the protecting tree line, Flores paused. He felt someone was watching him. Deciding not to give indication that he was aware or merely suspected, he continued until he regained the brush where he proceeded to pick his way forward again, following the Hedronmas upriver. Whoever it is, let him follow if he can. 

More miles fell beneath the soft pads of his reven. A break intervened to snag fish for the animal, not difficult given that a threaded net was standard equipage for all Simet warriors who rode amphibious reven-na for the purpose of feeding them. Which meant all Simet warriors. When there was no time for netting fish, redentine grass sufficed, though the grass alone was a poor diet for them. 

Despite the feeling that someone continued to stare, Flores found himself threading a deep forest, whorls of huge trees spinning into the firmament to leave him puzzled as to which way was which, though the reven still seemed to know which way to go. An autumn breeze shook the forest and to Flores’ joy and amazement, clouds of silver and red three-pronged leaves descended in spirals and flutters so that he could not tell whether they were leaves or scarlet fragments of the sun, Vensor Himself, that spun about his head. 

With a start, Flores felt unsuspected emotions surface unbidden. What was this alien sensation that seemed to grab his soul and squeeze him like a seed-pip? His rational mind, that structure that he so carefully constructed about himself like a cage, bent and stretched as he felt... What... Despair? Disappointment? Rage? 

“What kind of world is this?” his mouth spat out, his reven stilled, its neck twisting so its two eyes might stare directly into the two eyes of its owner, whose emotion had spread to the beast. “Why is it so full of wonders, yet has oceans of blood? Atasan rapes our queens. Instead of halting this, Vensor abducts the dead and gives them to the Adversary of Men—to Atasan himself! Yet all remains in balance. I looked from the planks to heaven. I thus thought to storm the ramparts of Heavenhell and challenge God in his lair, but all I achieved was an ocean of blood. And nothing changed. Yes, Isav my friend, I know what I have known. I cannot unknow it. The gods are indeed great. But can Man be greater? Can I be greater? Is that not my right as mind and flesh of this world? Clearly the Eye lies within a cone, and as I witnessed, it is sometimes up and sometimes down. What does fate and the god Gethos have yet in store for me? Is it not my right to defy the gods, since their crimes are even greater than those committed by Vensor-sa?”

The leaves poured their generous treasure over Flores’ head, gracing him with layers of gold on his black curly-haired skull and shoulders and the head and rump of his mount. 

They stepped forward to resume the quest—Flores jerked the reins in surprise. 
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“Aghh!” 

The sound sprang from Soorkrul as he squatted on the bulky throne of glass in the Assembly Hall of the City of Ven. Blinded by the sprinkle of salt tossed in his eyes, his spell—the spell cast by means of the half-dozen irsrem bracelets that adorned his wrists—was broken, and Flores, at last freed from the phantasm that Soorkrul had implanted in his mind, stood erect, the evil dream vanished.

Hurrying up the steps to the throne, Flores grabbed the Eunuch Lord by his throat and dragged him down. As Soorkrul’s fearful slavers watched, the Lord of the Turlicum ripped both of Soorkrul’s wrists free of the devices and handed them to Macius, who stood behind the Eunuch Lord still holding the purse of salt, having freed Flores and Ven from the Eunuch Lord’s power. As Flores delivered the half-dozen devices to Macius for safekeeping, the latter watched Flores without expression.

“Hold these, my friend.” Flores made the sign of Vensor on his chest. “I trust no one else that dwells beneath the eternal spheres with these talismans. Take them yourself to my clan estate and see personally that they are placed in my most guarded safe, which my manservants will show you.”

Without a word and only a quick nod, as was the wont of Macius, the thief of Vaw hurried out of the Hall and away in the direction of the Turlicum estate as Flores summoned his captains to hurriedly restore his rule over the stricken city. 

Once striding out of Flores’ sight, Macius paused. Noting that Flores had assigned no one to follow and watch him, the thief stood silently for a moment between alleyway entrances as if inwardly debating a matter of import, his amphibian features as inscrutable as ever, his eyes rolling across the wide plain of his face like castanets. At long last, he made his decision and darted into an alley and less than a minute later arrived on the docks of the City of Ven, where boats and pirogues already jockeyed for room, their owners eager to recommence their long-interrupted water trade. 

Singling out an abandoned pirogue, Macius prepared to enter it when, to his surprise, Flores suddenly appeared and hurried to meet him, the Turlicum’s face showing some confusion at having found his friend at some other activity than safeguarding the crystal talismans in Flores’ walled estate. 

“Are the bracelets now well-guarded in my safe, my friend? Whom did you assign to watch over them?”

Macius gazed back at Flores blankly. “Safe? What safe? Watch over which devices?”

“Why, Macius! I mean the clutch of bracelets, of course, which I gave you not ten minutes ago after you threw salt on Soorkrul in the Assembly Hall and saved the city of Ven from the delusions of the mad chief of the eunuchs. Are you ill that you are so confused?”

The dark man moved his arms in characteristic fashion parallel with the horizon. “Flores, my friend. I have been on the docks seeing that the ships are well tended in case we had to make a quick getaway. I have not been in the Assembly Hall since we arrived.”

No man showed disappointment and shock more than Flores did in that moment, upon realizing that after all his efforts and sacrifices and his quest that had led to the slaughter of so many thousands of lives, the one positive result that he had seemingly accomplished had slipped from his grasp due to a moment’s oversight. 

“Yezd,” Flores muttered. He collapsed onto a concrete bench. “This mysterious man has foiled me yet again. Only he possessed the seventh and last bracelet, which he must have used to emulate your appearance. Now Yezd has them all. And I—and my city of Ven, the fairest and first of the cities of civilization on the surface of Vensor’s world—have lost the lot!”

Macius said nothing but stood and hopped from one leg to the other. 

“You dance even in despair, Macius. I know that much at least about you by now.”

The thief cocked his head sideways. “You had best see to Crestal, Flores. There are still those who view her with unreasoning suspicions.”

“Not to mention her need to renew the sting of the hornet,” Flores said. “To avert the...”

No need to repeat the eeriest secret of Maalstrom: the concept of pregnancy, an alien condition to the inhabitants of the overweening masculine cities of Vensor.

“There may be only one queen in Ven, Flores. As in every city that sprinkles this world. Only one queen to a city. If Amina learns that another gila resides in Ven...”

Flores omitted asking why Macius—or ‘Surge’, one of who knew how many aliases the thief possessed—had said ‘this world’ as if there may be more worlds than this one. 

“My subjects shall accept Crestal as my own queen, or they will pay the consequence,” Flores said sharply, steel flashing in his grey eyes. “I will not allow even my own clan to come between Crestal and me again.”

Macius’ eyes betrayed the slightest glimmer of... skepticism? Humor? The thief of Vaw turned his glance away.

A motley collection of chieftains of the various clans of Ven approached, sullen faces and insistent voices demanding the attention of their returned king. 

“I must tend to affairs of state, Macius. First on the agenda is to safeguard Crestal. Second is to ensure that the city of Ven is safe from invasion. Third...” Flores gazed skyward where he eyed the growing flocks of malkops as they glided lower, seeking to execute their immemorial task. “Third, we must desert the streets so that the malkops may retrieve the corpses and transport them to the Eye of Vensor.”

Was that more glints of humor in Macius’ eyes? 

“I know, Macius. I know the truth of it. All is illusion, as I learned on the Isle and in the Eye. Even perhaps for you and me.”

Macius averted his gaze.

With that, Flores hurried off surrounded by an ever-growing collection of clan heads who had survived Soorkrul’s holocaust with their skin intact, while Macius stood and watched, once more silent, once more still. 

When Flores had disappeared toward the Hall, Macius still stood. Dare he move? Might the favors of the god Gethos, the blue god of luck, have finally shined down upon him with full gaze, more fully even than Vensor Himself? 

Before ought could intervene at his moment of triumph, Macius turned toward the water. Pulling on a rope that tied the abandoned canoe, Macius climbed carefully but quickly within, pushed out from the dock, and taking up the one half-intact paddle, pushed to the center of the river Suma. Bending low to disguise his silhouette in the growing evening, he paddled slowly but deliberately upstream in the direction of the city of Sish and the slave-worked Mines of Maanus.

The duskline overtook him with the speed of a flitting bird, signaling the end of another short sixteen-hour Maalstrom day. Under cover of the rapidly deepening night, the cool air of late autumn stirring whirls of mist about him, the thief—the most famous thief of all the southern seas—paddled quietly against the slow current. He must put as much distance as possible between his little canoe and the City of Ven before suspicions were raised.

“Yezd,” he whispered as if casting a spell upon the rippling blue-grey surface. “Yezd, indeed.” If any had been present to see, he would have witnessed the greatest of shocks—the famous thief’s lips stretching into a smile. The first, and perhaps last occasion, that such a unique event would grace Vensor’s Creation. By Vensor and the heavens, Macius was indeed capable of a smile. 

Almost unconsciously, he fingered the bracelets, three fitting snugly about each wrist. Six in total. Their powers had come to him at last. How much time had passed since he had first learned of them? How much time since he had attached them to the ankle of a captive malkop in Yezd’s remote castle, then with a heavy axe severed the chain that let the creature fly into the night with all seven of Yezd’s crystal devices on its ankle, removing them, seemingly forever, from the grasp of the enraged red-robed scribe? 

Only for Macius himself to witness Flores discover one of the talismans on the Isle of the Sun-God, frustrating Macius yet again; then to learn that the clumsy noble, Sendas, had been sprinkling the remaining bracelets about the city of Ven like God’s tears while Macius wasted his time far away. Correction: God’s tear-glass, called irsrem. Harder than iron once ‘essence’, that substance of mysterious origin brought to Ven by the eunuchs’ monopoly, was annealed with the corta produced by condemned slaves in Ven’s imperial Mines of Maanus. 

Best to focus. After all his exploits, after all his efforts, it would not do to lose his blue luck once more just as he was on the verge of finally completing the greatest exploit, of which no other thief in all the watery seas could boast. 

For the remainder of the night, Macius paddled, his indefatigable muscles infused with the energy of the noble suns, never tiring. When he approached the port of the city of Sish, caution took him and he directed his little pirogue to the far side where he found shelter in an overhang before the suns spread their glory over the misty deep. To his happiness, he found the wrecked remains of another small boat similarly ditched and was able to locate a pair of ruddy and worn paddles left to rot by their previous owner, his bones perhaps resting on the bottom of the river since the war of Nesos of Neset had overwhelmed the Three Valleys in the previous year. 

Here, in the shadows of a clayey escarp well hidden from prying eyes, Macius finally attempted to learn how to use the trinkets of Vensor as he had witnessed Flores use them, peering into the water for verification. 

Before he was aware, the day had passed, not one moment having registered with him, wholly absorbed as he was with the image-altering miracle of the talismans. Breathing deeply, he at last woke from his hypnotic reverie, and as the suns plummeted behind the escarpment, the pirogue slipped quietly into the stream, again venturing upriver. But it was a pirogue no longer, to observers become nothing more than a crease among the ripples of water interspersed by regular hollows as of invisible paddles dipping. 

Sish no longer posing a threat of discovery, Macius paddled past the torch-lit docks where even the advent of night did not pause the traffic of boats as merchants plied their trade by night as well as day. 

Once he was well beyond the city and its lights, the river Suma commenced to narrow and Macius was compelled finally to leave the river as he arrived at the portage. The peaks of the Amanus-nama mountains towering on his right, he lifted the small boat—after once more assuring himself that his new image-altering skill was working as he had hoped. A steady stream of boats, and even sizeable ships, were hauled by their owners up the portage, the night relieved by a succession of guttering torches and in more peaceful times monitored by garrison guards of Ven. The chaos caused by Soorkrul in Ven had, for the moment at least, removed the gendarmes.

Even so, as voices approached, swearing at the weight of their own boat despite having placed it on rollers, Macius froze. Would his new skill be sufficient to avoid detection? As the others staggered past, almost close enough to brush his sleeve, without detecting him, the thief sighed in relief. The devices work! For him, as well as they had for Flores.

By dawn, Macius was again in the Suma, paddling still upstream, moving steadily toward his goal. 
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CHAPTER 4
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Flores’ attempt to avoid the impact came too late. 

A net of dense fibers rose from the floor of the forest path with the suddenness of a blink. Leaves circled Flores and his mount in a whirlwind, thrown up by the net which encompassed them left and right, and thicker strands pulled by unseen hands, wrapped both in what amounted to a gargantuan cocoon. 

Flores had only time to lift one arm—he fell from the reven. The act of falling tangled him in greater stretches of fiber, and the reven, panicked by the attack, also stumbled. As Flores watched from his position stretched out on the ground, the animal managed to stand. Rearing up, it snapped half the strands, and with a hop, it snapped the remaining half, and quickly vanished among the trees. 

Slowly, Flores stood. He noticed that several of his strands were dissevered by that simple act and he began to think that without much effort he could snap the rest that entangled him and free himself as his reven had done. But not yet. He wanted to see just who had implemented this undignified assault. Beneath the concealing strands, one hand fingered his axe; the other his rapier. 

From between the boles of forest trees, several figures cautiously emerged. 

Yes, these were the eyes Flores had sensed staring upon him for some time.

To his surprise, the eyes were not those of Vensor-sa, at least as Flores knew them, the people birthed by Vensor queens in their numerous cities strewn across the face of the world. Each figure had two eyes, like any Vensor. He noted next each had a single body much like Flores’ own, if rather thinner. The similarity stopped there.

To Flores’ shock, he realized that his captors had no arms. How then did they manage to manipulate the ropes that controlled the trap of nets upon the floor of the forest? Or make the nets? 

As they stepped clear of the protecting forest, their bodies became distinct. Yes, Flores noted, they did have arms. But his shock was not done yet. Their arms appeared to be the wings of birds, though much shortened as if the pedestrian nature of the creatures had rendered wings more burdensome than helpful. And each shortened wing did end in hands, though these hands seemed weak but sharp, their five fingers ending in dangerous-looking claws. How could the limbs of these animals—and, Flores thought, how could these be anything but intelligent animals—manufacture anything?

Their legs were also odd. Flores noted—still peering through the cocoon of off-white fibers that crowned his head—that their legs appeared to be exceedingly strong, more massive than Flores’, indeed more massive than the legs of any Vensor Flores had even known. And in the place of feet, he noted immense splayed toes, such as might negotiate any terrain, however rough. Those legs and those sturdy feet with their toes ending in more sharp claws, Flores at once concluded, could only be built for running. 

His eyes settled on the creatures’ faces. Here Flores received yet another surprise. They had no jaw, but rather only an extended bird’s upper beak, and on either side of their two eyes outthrust shocks of rough whiskers that bounced with each step they took, more straw-colored ‘hair’ upending almost vertically on their heads. 

Never before had Flores heard of these peculiar creatures, he who had traveled over much of Maalstrom.

Before Flores could speculate further on the nature of his captors, they approached nearer. Not by slow steps, but by impatient little rushes, hurrying up to his side where each stared briefly full-on Flores’ face, then rushing back where each had come, the creatures taking turns with approaching then quickly retreating. 

The largest of the creatures finally came quite close to Flores, its eyes staring full into Flores’ own. 

“Have you seen enough of our power, O disgusting one?”

The latest surprise, as Flores realized that these creatures could speak the universal language of Vensor-sa, quickly passed, though he could not quite see how they could speak since at least one-half of their jaw was bird-beak. But it spoke well enough for Flores to make out his own familiar language, interspersed with titillations and whistles. 

“I don’t know what kind of Vensor-sa you may be,” Flores said through the intervening captive strands of fiber, “but on what grounds do you consider me disgusting?”

“Hoo-hoo,” several pealed at once, turning their beaks to each other, then back to Flores. “Why, just look at you. Two arms, two legs, booted feet, head full of limp disgusting hair, even your chin. What other word could possibly fit you than ‘disgusting’?”

Flores decided that these flitting creatures must not be quite right in the head. He began evaluating the strength of the fibers again, but held off from testing it, as the creatures proceeded to unwrap most of the cocoon from about his head.

“You will have to come with us, you absurd-looking targan,” the largest said, labeling him a pet common to Maalstrom. They soon had unwrapped all the untorn stretches of fiber but that which surrounded Flores’ waist, apparently wary of his reach and desiring to keep his arms pinioned. “And we know the purpose of these hard objects about your person. We won’t be tricked again.” 

With that, quick hands, feeble though they appeared to Flores, robbed him of his axes and rapier. These beak people, as Flores decided to regard them, seemed unaware of how to use his warrior’s tools, handling them as if they were mere sticks of wood. So, others had fallen into their trap before him, Flores speculated, very likely Soorkrul and his party, confirming from that small statement that he, Flores, remained on the track of his nemesis. 

The large one resumed, “And don’t imagine you can escape us. These fibers are so tough that even the huge lumbering lyarts of the plains cannot break them.”

Flores thought better than to retort that his reven alone had shredded half the net. Best to see just what these creatures had in mind for him before attempting to even scores. 

Well that he did so, he postscripted. For out of the forest a veritable sea of such creatures now appeared, numbering at least a hundred, and crowding around their newest prize, the crowd dragged and pushed him forward onto a wide forest path. If he had thought an opportunity to resist may soon appear, he was soon disappointed since the motley band did not cease its progress until the suns had almost set. 

At last, they emerged free of the forest and Flores found himself in a wide broad valley with gently rising bluffs on each side, knee-high amethyst and oceans of grass mixed with eternal yellow altheas spreading the length of the valley. A fine water mist began to settle over them as the effects of the coming winter made its first droplets felt. 

More surprises came. No village could he see. Just as no fires, no structures of any sort, or even walls or fences. Just wide-open spaces beneath the wide expanse of sky, patches of stars and the ecliptic of Teknos peeking through darkening gaps in the high-floating clouds as another fleeting day of sixteen hours sped by on the planet Maalstrom. 

Yet more hundreds of the creatures appeared around him, now numbering at least a thousand, arriving from all directions to see the accomplishment of their leader. As the largest also spoke the loudest, Flores concluded that he must be their leader and he noted that all let their eyes follow this one’s every movement and attended to his every utterance. No democratic principles prevailed here as did in his home city of Ven, Flores concluded. 

With all the attention that this vast and growing assemblage put upon him, Flores began to wonder just what they may have in mind, just as he began to wonder by what means he might make his escape, given that their numbers kept accumulating. 

So far, at least, none had harmed or abused him. They seemed quite free of any anger or malice. But for their numbers, Flores began to think that they must have something else in mind. But what? What malicious purpose could these creatures have in mind for their ‘disgusting’ captive, with their constant fluttering and flitting about? 

Their leader stepped closer again. He seemed more bent on preening himself and showing off his captive by dragging Flores around by means of the remaining strands of net than in anything else. 

Fed up with this undignified treatment, Flores dug in his heels, bringing the dragging to a halt. 

The leader paused mid-step, as if debating whether to flee or hold its ground.

“Kind sir, do you have a name?” Flores asked. 

It paused, seemingly not annoyed in the least by Flores’ interruption of his itinerary, only showing more apprehension. “Name? How do you mean?”

“As in yours. Everyone has a name. What is your name?”

Comprehending, the leader nodded his head with pride, his top-shock rippling. “Of course I have a name. Not to have a name would be crazy.”

“And it is..?”

“Why, everyone knows it. Only a disgusting thing like yourself could possibly not know what even the stars and the grass know.”

“Well, I do not.”

His chest swelled. “It is Swift of Foot.” No man ever spoke words with greater pride and emphasis than did this bird-beaked creature bolstered by a vast throng of his own.

Flores nodded. “That is a good name. And what of your people? Do they have a name, too?”

Swift of Foot stared at Flores like he had gone mad. “What did I just tell you, disgusting one! The name is Swift of Foot.”

“But,” Flores inquired, “that is your name. What do you call your people?”

“How many times must I tell you, you perverse deviant. We are Swift of Foot!”

“Your people are Swift of Foot. And your name also is Swift of Foot?”

“Of course, you great moronic fool! But how could anyone expect a perversion from the herd to understand what Swift of Foot may say? Just look at yourself.” The leader pointed at Flores and immediately the entire crowd tittered with high-pitched laughter, all pointing at Flores with guffaws and hilarity. 

Without thinking, Flores glanced down at his body. Nothing unusual about him. So why did his captors find him so amusing and disgusting? 

Out of patience, Flores took a firm step. 

At this unexpected movement, the crowd jerked back in fright and every eye grew large. 

As in a flash, it came to Flores what had been percolating in his mind since the creatures had first appeared. They all looked familiar. Too familiar. Half-Vensor they seemed—but only half. There was another half, or at least some significant portion, that was decidedly not of the ancestry of Vensor-sa, but of something else, something profoundly different, something he had seen recently, but which had somehow, in some inglorious—even shameful—way must have merged with Vensor’s own children who lived in civilized cities across the face of Maalstrom, his Vensor-sa. 

Flores decided to test his hypothesis. 

“So, you are all Swift of Foot. And not just you yourself.”

“Yes. All of us. What an absurd notion that anyone that is Swift might exist in and of himself. That is what makes you a deviant. And deviant is what makes you disgusting. And disgusting is what makes you laughable. We have a name from our ancient lore for creatures that imagine themselves to be single like you.”

“And that word might be...”

The Swift leader turned and for a moment discoursed in quieter tones with several others before he finally returned his attention to Flores.

“Freak.”

Flores smiled. “I prefer a word even older. One that matches my nature more exactly: a walker. One who walks.”

Swift of Foot stepped back, his whiskers shaking. He again consulted the others, including several who seemed older than the rest, even aged ones. Back to Flores. “We have heard of that word also. You must be ashamed, disgusting one. No creature can imagine walking its way alone through life without a speedy herd to protect and comfort him. That is not just unthinkable, but the ultimate crime, a crime against nature. One must run. One must run with the herd, for that is the purpose of all living things. He who cannot run, is a deviant freak and violates the sacred rule of the Running God.” 

With that, Swift of Foot gazed skyward where the last slice of suns was even now vanishing below the horizon. “The prize goes to the swiftest. Heaven awaits only those who win the race. And looking at you, O perverse one, you ‘walker’: you are marked for death by our God who runs across the sky. Such is the fate of the slow and of, as you say, a person that walks.”

“No, Swift of Foot. You are wrong. I am not just a walker, but a predator.”

The little wings with their feeble hands flipped upward to cover Swift’s ears, and a hundred other Swifters followed, not waiting for instructions from their leader, but all responding at once upon hearing the ultimate heresy. 

“We will not listen to such blasphemy! You must not say such things. You will be banned from running with the herd. No Swift of Foot will speak with you again, you will not mate, you will no longer be swift in the running, you will have no protection from the hunts of the ros. That is what our God decrees for slow-footed ones that eat meat!”

That was the confirmation Flores needed. “Know this, O Swift of Foot, that I am not only a heretic and a deviant, but that I prey on rum-na. I hunt them down and eat them!” Grasping the fibers with his hands, he exerted his full strength and in less than a second the net ripped apart. With a growl, he stepped forward, arms upraised.

Screeches sounded and the entire crowd, Swift of Foot as well as the Swift of Feet, belted away in panic, flowers and tufts of dirt filling the air as they scampered en masse to put as much distance as possible between themselves and their erstwhile captive. 

As the dust settled, Flores shook his head. “What strange force has joined my own kind, we Vensor-sa, with the rum-na of the plains?” Flores continued to stare as the vast concourse of Swifters ran like the fastest of athletes—faster—to the far horizon, leaving the wide valley empty, the herd, doubtless, not stopping until distracted by some new field of succulent grass. 
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[image: ]




Dust still in the air about Flores, far away under the Maalstrom sky and the Maalstrom moons, in the ancient city of Vaw, or more precisely beneath it, a squat monstrosity opened one eye in the blackest of Stygian underworlds submerged in a pool of water that contained a backwash from the sea. 

A second eye opened. As blind as any sightless dweller in cave brine, the two eyes blinked. A fleshy landscape twitched, sensing as if by insensate perceptions, on a wide bullet head and the ichthyous brain within commenced to stir. It took stock of its shattered body, and without purpose or intent, dispatched a rare signal to nerves and fibers and striatonated muscles and cartilage to resume a growth once thought forever outgrown as a man outgrows the ability to regrow a limb. 

But as even a man may grow new teeth once his infant teeth are gone, this man sensed rather than felt the initiation of a new stimulus of growth where arms and legs had once lived. More than arms and legs. On his bullet head, flanks that substituted for his lack of a measurable neck, slits appeared. One upon another they took shape in tandem with pink feathers along their outer edges. Bubbles escaped the slits. More bubbles, until finally—and who could calculate the passage of time for such a biological process to complete?—they became functioning gills, if not as serviceable as true fish, at least sufficing to keep the head and the brain within alive in the absence of temporarily non-functional oxygen-breathing lungs. 
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