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			With more sources of surging power pulsating through her body than she had ever channeled in her life, had ever even imagined, Alahna sensed an arcane presence.

			Terror struck her heart like the fangs of a curse-cobra. An enormous gout of prismatic-luminance leapt from the Sigil-of-Opening to the pillars in a ragged horizontal beam of crackling arcane energy.

			Fo-o-o-osh—fo-o-o-osh—fo-o-o-osh—fo-o-o-osh—on and on it went.

			Time stood still.

			Extant energies seemed infinite.

			She had never truly believed she could do it.

			Now there was nothing for it.

			She had awakened the The-Creeping-Darkness of the WuShi.

			Whether she could sing it back to undying oblivion remained unknown. This had always been the risk. Since the very moment their bare feet touched the surface of the Pentakulum that morning, her tenure in the Huan Long Shui Sisteren was over, possibly even her life at the hands of High Priestess Lilith, who had at one time executed the false Priests of Thoth and never shied from killing when she felt it was necessary.

			Unable to think further on such implications, Alahna cast her gaze across the canyon while reviewing the astronomical calculations in her head.
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			Riverbend ~ Surreptitious Practice

			Proud in her new black outfit with beautiful embroideries on the cuffs, neck, and pantaloons, Adept Seleen emerged from one of the humble rooms in the abbey to stand beneath the open-air walkway of an enclosed cloister. Seeking her Master of Songspell, she paused till her eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight, then peered about the garth.

			Bathed by planet Janaidar’s orange noonday sun, Alahna waved from a wooden platform with benches and racks for clothing beside a free-standing, bronze bathing pool big enough to hold about 20 sister-adepts at once. A solid-gold, life-sized statue of a long-dragon clung to the perimeter of the pool gushing pristine waters from its laughing mouth. Without further ado, she hung a large muslin bag on a clothes rack, then disrobed.

			Well out of earshot, Seleen griped, “What in the Seven Wandering Hells is she doing? We have already bathed.”

			The moment Alahna’s clothes settled on pegs beside the bag, she sang the Song-of-the-Spheres using only four notes, and a personal field-of-force surrounded her body. She rose into the air above the garth, then slowly wafted across toward Seleen. With magicfire igniting all along Alahna’s lithe body, she closed her eyes to suppress magicfire flamelets licking off her neck, face, and ears. Unharmed, her coif stood out as if charged by static electricity.

			Flamelets danced amongst the strands.

			Like ever-shifting tattoos, bodily magicfire erased previous flame-marks while painting new ones in rainbow-hued colors—a familiar giveaway that she was in the Huan Long Shui Sisteren, and a High Adept in the 11th or 12th Circle of Knowledge.

			Seleen rolled her eyes. “Now what?”

			Hovering about a meter in the air, Alahna ignored Seleen’s eye-rolling and raised her voice to shout, “Magicfire,” with an index finger pointed at Seleen.

			A ripple of trepidation scintillated up Seleen’s spine. “What about it?” she wheedled with outspread hands.

			Alahna was stern. “Since thou art so close to the room, return and leave thy new raiment, young acolyte.”

			Seleen stubbornly crossed her arms. “Are we not going to the bazaar?”

			Alahna bristled. “I shan’t ask again—and no whining—I hate whining.”

			Testing a boundary, Seleen pouted. “No. . . .” Crossing her arms, she waited for the inevitable chiding.

			Alahna became pedantic. “Fine—thou shalt perform the Activation-of-Matrixes fully clothed. And I hope they are to thy liking, for they will be forever burnt into that stubborn hide.”

			Seleen grumbled as she grudgingly returned to the sparsely furnished room and slammed the door. “Activation-of-Matrixes?” she asked herself with more than a little trepidation. She opened the door again, stuck her head out, and said, “A little too hard. I didn’t mean to slam.”

			Alahna smiled at the show of respect, then gestured for Seleen to hurry. With a supple, athletic body and graceful air, Alahna had light-brown eyebrows above long and dark eyelashes. A high forehead framed penetrating sea-green eyes. High and prominent, her cheeks lent gravitas to a stern yet loving face. A somewhat tipped-up nose complimented her wide mouth and ample lips above a smooth and determined chin. Lush, reddish-brown tresses falling across broad shoulders made Alahna stand out in any crowd.

			Still hovering when Seleen stepped out of her room in the buff, Alahna made a gesture-of-inclusion. Like some giant amoeba, a pseudopod-of-force licked out and swallowed Seleen, who hovered up inside the SijanPao field-of-force with enough space between herself and Alahna to avoid getting singed by the flickering magicfire covering Alahna’s form.

			Well-known for her physical strength, Seleen was shorter and stockier. Sun bleached blonde hair fell in long waves down her back. Blonde eyebrows, blue eyes, a straight nose, and moderately rosy cheeks framed a smallish mouth with full lips that naturally tipped up at the corners and were always ready to sport a kind smile, which revealed dimples in her cheeks. A longish jawline with the hint of a cleft in her wide chin gave her an impressive mien. Unlike Alahna, Seleen had none of the mercurial flame-marks on her body and face, for she had never spawned a SijanPao field-of-force.

			Alahna willed them back to a towering edifice nearby the bathing pool. Visible even in the bright afternoon sun, the interior walls of the High Pagoda glowed plainly with liquid azure hues flowing upward.

			“I thought Kulapti Yenara forbade unauthorized activations,” Seleen said.

			“Kulapti Yenara? Oh, please! She arbitrarily imposed this nonsense in cahoots with Lilith, and without informing Old Nebhet while sneaking behind our backs in the doing. And shame on Lilith for going along with it—so wishy-washy.”

			Seleen hung her head. “I shall never be Adept in the 11th Circle.”

			Subject to Alahna’s willpower, the ineluctable Pao wafted them through the lowest portal of the hollow tower. “Yenara proscribes such practices hoping to create failure for striking young adepts. I think she feels the fewer the Sisters in the 11th Circle, the more secure her position as Kulapti.”

			Seleen was bitter. “As if any of us could possibly threaten her. And how can we learn without actual practice?”

			“It is more personal,” Alahna said. “She hopes to see thy failure under duress so she can impose another waiting period upon thee in front of the entire council, the gathering of Sisters, not to mention our adherents. By subverting my—”

			“Student-of-magic?” Seleen filled in.

			“Mofa XueSheng,” Alahna finished, “Yenara casts aspersion upon me as thy—” 

			“Teacher-of-magic?” Seleen blurted.

			“Laoshi De Mofa,”—Alahna finished with a sweep of her hands and a scowl—“if thou art done interrupting?”

			Seleen peered impishly between her fingers.

			Alahna’s amused smile turned to a stubborn scowl. “As always, the backstabbing scunner underestimates us.”

			Seleen nodded in agreement.

			Alahna went on, “I care not a whit about her arbitrary rules, which remind me of yard-bird droppings one must be careful not to step in.”

			Despite her trepidation and the unexpected practice test, Seleen suppressed a chuckle.

			“The only other Sisters present in the Pagoda Center this afternoon are Esmie and Chione,” Alahna added.

			“Who are both my subordinates as the Senior Wind Singer—at least that.”

			Alahna narrowed her eyes. “As I always say, timing is everything. If thy promotion had been timely, ye’d have been Adept the 11th Circle long ago. As such, I based thy promotion on knowledge, skills, and abilities, which is my right as the 4th member in the Council of Four.”

			Seleen made a wry grin. “And it aggravates Yenara no end.”

			“Both Esmie and Chione”—Alahna added with a wave of her hands—“would rather step barefoot in bird crap than inform the Kulapti I facilitated such a clandestine practice. The question then, is not, ‘Who will allow us?’ but, ‘Who will stop us?’. I would not want my dearly beloved acolyte to falter in front of everybody, and two can play at this game. I laid plans with Old Nebhet behind Yenara’s back. Nebhet agrees with me, and was not happy about Yenara’s skulking.”

			“And High Priestess Lilith?” Seleen asked.

			“Lilith also came to her senses and promised me she will support thy promotion despite Yenara’s hindrances. But the performance must be flawless.”

			Seleen was both excited and frightened when she realized she was about to fly the two of them up the aether-plasma core. Her eyes shined with excitement. Shivers of fear ran up her spine when she craned her neck to peer up through the hollow interior of the eight-sided pagoda as high as a 20-story building.

			Like flattened pillars, four of the slanted walls rose to the apex cone with a pointy-cornered roof marking the top of each level. At each of the eight levels, four tall portals open to the weather between each of the four walls made the interior of the monument easily visible—especially at night with surging arc-fire energizing the finial ball on top. Spitting azure aether-plasma similar to blue lightning into the sizzling air, the finial ball charged the snapping atmosphere outside the peak with a spherical, bluish halo bigger than a poor man’s house.

			Riverbend ~ An Activation of Matrixes

			Seleen’s trepidation seemed to blossom as she listened to Alahna review.

			Alahna lightly slapped her own shoulder to create a splash of magicfire, then pointed into the interior of the structure awash with flowing, esoteric energy. “At its coolest, magicfire is hot enough to melt sulfur when a high-adept holds her hands either side of a chunk on a stone work table. At its hottest, it can melt selenium crystal. Now prepare thyself.” Whereupon, Alahna gave Seleen a moment to clear her mind according to the tenets.

			While Seleen concentrated, Alahna lectured. “There will be two fields-of-force—one inside the other. The inner one remains intact unless thy concentration wavers. If we lose the inner Pao, my outer one remains intact to protect us. During this we will be of one mind in terms of control while your willpower, young adept, dominates. Understand?”

			Seleen bobbed her head.

			Like the earlier moment when Alahna pointed at Seleen, then made an openhanded and sweeping gesture of touching her chest with her palm to compel the SijanPao to include her acolyte, many other specific gestures-of-power were also explicit movements using well-rehearsed movements.

			Some were effective outside a field-of-force—such as a gesture-of-warding—which could knock a person or group flat. A powerful gesture-of-warding could clear an entire dock of people, carriages, and pallets of goods down at the riverfront. Also known as a mudra or hand-dance, other such intentional movements were only used when within a Pao. Tight control over intention was key, for the Paos were literally able to interpret a high-adept’s very mind. If her mind-control was lax, disaster could ensue. 

			Using a mudra, then, Alahna sang an inner sphere-of-power around them while willing both fields-of-force to share control with Seleen. Both SijanPaos would obey her unless Alahna took control.

			Seleen gasped as an orgastic shift settled in the center her dantien  located slightly below and behind her navel. Both force-fields undulated and oscillated heavily for a moment, then stabilized as Seleen’s training took hold. She took several deep breaths to settle her pounding heart, then locked wide eyes with Alahna.

			Alahna smiled. “Well done.”

			At which point, Seleen cried out as magicfire flamelets began licking randomly along her body for the first time ever. Tiny sparks danced between the strands of her hair, eyebrows, eyelashes, and even the downy body and facial hair.

			Alahna raised her voice over the sputter and sizzle. “The first lesson in pure willpower is to concentrate on thy face, ears, and neck.

			Seleen closed her eyes.

			Alahna coached her. “Now imagine them cleansed of it.”

			Seleen smiled as she felt the sparkling flamelets around her head fade. Opening her eyes, she asked, “Will I have flame-marks?”

			Alahna laughed. “Not yet, young acolyte. Elementary magicfire is not hot enough. Still, it can be a bane. Just wait. And remember, I must have tactile contact while I hold the mind-glyph-of-the-spheres in mine own mind, for trying to hold a mind-glyph for the first time—”

			Acerbic, Seleen interrupted, “Which I have not yet been shown.”

			Alahna lectured with a roll of her eyes, “Controlling a field-of-force for the first time through raging arc-fire while holding the image of a mind-glyph in thy deep-mind is far too much for a novice-in-training. After more lessons, it will be as nothing. Remember when I made thee compose thine own Song-of-the-Spheres? Eventually, thou shalt sing thine own fields-of-force as if born to the task.”

			Tolerable yet bothersome, magicfire elsewhere remained a serious distraction. A thought arose in Seleen’s mind. Yenara knows all about this and expected to watch me fail.

			Alahna said, “The first assessment when striking for the 11th Circle is the Activation-of-Matrixes. Do it now.”

			Seleen took a deep breath and performed the Song-of-the-High-Pagoda for what seemed like the 1,000th time, but this time it was for real. A loud buzzing preceded azure arc-fire lightning bolts licking out from all four walls to dance across the surface of the outer SijanPao making a brilliant display of aether-plasma expressed as standing waves. Seleen called out in surprise when the dazzling profusion scudded across the surface. Sizzling, crackling, and buzzing, the popping sounds got audibly damped to protect their fragile hearing. Bolts of aether-plasma flowed upward around the Pao in rhythmic repetition.

			Using every iota of willpower, Seleen slowly took them up while counting to 100 at each matrix. When she had them at matrix-point-4, she peered down for the first time. A vast throat of roiling azure plummeted downward to a point of oscillating brilliance in the depths of the planet. She gasped. Seemingly deadly azure rings and balls of esoteric energy rushed upward at them as rippling waves and discreet packets.

			Without warning, the inner Pao wavered, then disappeared. Seleen wailed, “I cannot believe I lost count!”

			Alahna chided, “ The very reason for practice training.” She sang another field-of-force, and assigned to Seleen. “Do it again! And forget about what lies beneath us!”

			Seleen gasped at the power and took them up through the remaining matrixes with acceptable performance. When she took them out of the tower and above the surrounding town, the finial ball licked the Pao with a bolt of jagged lightning as the High Pagoda reset itself to the ordinary glow.

			Alahna said, “Halfway there, my Mofa XueSheng. Now, take us back inside and down.”

			Seleen took them back inside of matrix-point-8, reactivated the pagoda, waited for arc-fire to set in, and began the measured descent. However, when she had them at the matrix-point-6, the distracting tickle and itch of magicfire became such a miserable torment she lost count again. This time, however, the training Pao remained active.

			“Good job! Now visualize the counting as numbers in the mind’s eye,” Alahna chided.

			When Seleen slipped them down into matrix-point-5, however, the arc-fire crackling around them abruptly ceased. The sudden silence seemed deafening. As the auditory clamp let off, ordinary sounds of revelry and celebration from the bazaar in the center of town floated on the chilly breeze through the open-air portals, which made an ethereal whining like the cries of wandering banshees. The energetic flow of aether dissipating off the pagoda walls snapped and groaned, then went completely dark. The smell of ozone permeated both fields-of-force.

			Alahna’s deep expression of dire concern unnerved Seleen, who hovered crestfallen beside her Laoshi.

			“Was it me? Did I forget something?”

			Alahna shook her head. “Unheard of this is, and a right spot of bother! To my knowledge, arc-fire ceasing while a SijanPao hovers inside the pagoda hath never happened before. And the screens-of-light have never gone dark. Never! And, no, my dear. That which energizes the High Pagoda is far beyond the powers of a silly adept in the 10th Circle to interfere with. Take us down to the Long Pen Quan.”

			Still inside the double Pao, Seleen wafted them down the fully inert interior past the catwalk panels, and out through the 1st-Level arched portal where Alahna derezzed the training Pao, an action that also returned motile control of the outer Pao to her. She then lowered the field-of-force into the waters of the pool till their feet almost touched the inner surface of the SijanPao where it made contact with the base of the pool. Water splooshed over the sides as she held them down against natural buoyancy. “Damp thy magicfire out,” and she waited. 

			Seleen did so, followed by Alahna damping out her own.

			Alahna said, “Ready?”

			Seleen nodded.

			Alahna sang the note-of-deresolution with a 4-count, and the SijanPao gently derezzed. Healing dragon-waters gushed in all around them. When the waters settled under the gush of the fountain, the pool began to fill once more. Without getting out, she waded to the wide clothing rack rising from the platform where she had placed a full tote bag.

			What Seleen had assumed to be Alahna goofing off, was actually a well-laid plan. “How sneaky?” Seleen muttered under her breath.

			Laughing, Alahna retrieved two bars of scented, purple soap and returned to stand near the gushing mouth of the golden long-dragon statue. Handing one to Seleen, she said, “My lavender soap stops the traveling itchies. We can scrub each other’s backs, then sit on the sides and finish.”

			Seleen spoke over her shoulder as she turned her itchy back to be scrubbed, “Planned all of this before we started, didn’t ya?”

			Alahna laughed.

			When they had done, they waded up the underwater steps of the bowl-like pool and stepped out onto the platform. Wisps of steam poured off their still-overheated bodies. Alahna retrieved a pair of terrycloth bath sheets, handed one to Seleen, and said, “Quickly now. The breeze is chilly.”

			Once done, Alahna hurriedly dressed and threw a careworn, hooded cloak about her shoulders. Pulling her hood over steaming hair, Alahna peered up at the fully inert High Pagoda. “This doth not bode well.”

			Still wrapped in her towel, Seleen complained, “If this was thy plan, why did I not leave my clothing here?”

			Alahna snickered as Seleen hustled down the steps, trotted across the grassy courtyard, and disappeared into the room. By the time Seleen stepped out, and pulled her hood over her own steaming hair, Alahna stood beneath the cloister overhang leaning against a column.

			Seleen asked, “What can we do? What is the meaning of this?”

			Alahna said, “There is nothing I know of. Neither do I know the import of this. I must reference the archives.”

			Seleen wheedled, “Going back to the Keep? Now? What about the bazaar?”

			“No need to return home,” and Alahna gave her a warm smile. “We go to the bazaar for food, drink, and fun. Somebody earned it,” and she patted Seleen on the back as they walked toward the high block wall providing complete privacy for the grounds.

			At the far end of courtyard across from the pagoda, there stood a massive torii. Known as a gateless gate, it was the boundary between the sacred and profane. By then it was midafternoon. A horse and buggy parking lot sat next to the 2-story business center outside. Next-door to that was the home and stables of the Sisteren’s hostler and his little family.

			Seleen looked forward to the Autumnal Equinox Bazaar; tasting all the delightful dishes and treats; watching hucksters, jugglers, musicians, and thespians; looking over the silly gimcracks and gewgaws of hawkers and jewelry makers; and all the beautiful art pieces on sale from around the region.

			When they passed under the great torii into the parking lot, High Adept Esmie and her own acolyte, Adept Chione, came hustling out of the business center, stopped to gawk at the fully inert pagoda, and approached with knowing smiles for Seleen. It was obvious they had been watching. Both made as if sewing their lips together with needle and thread.

			Esmie pointed up, saying, “That is so odd. I’ve never seen the arc-fire let off during an Activation-of-Matrixes. Neither have I ever seen it go dark at all. Seleen must have used up all the aether on Janaidar.”

			They all laughed except Seleen, who spread her hands. “Not me,” then laughed herself.

			Alahna shook her head. “Odd, but not an emergency. Even if it was, the ancients who might have been able to fix such things are long gone on the winds of time.”

			Esmie raised her hands toward the afternoon sun. “Not to change the subject, but no ships will depart Riverbend this late. May we accompany? Hunger gnaws at a garil’s vitals.” Both Esmie and Chione lifted their eyebrows in expectation, bobbed their heads like expectant children, rubbed their bellies.

			Alahna winked at Seleen with a subtle tilt of her head.

			Seleen smiled. “Sounds like fun,” and all four sauntered away toward the town center. When they reached the wide sidewalk fronting a four-lane boulevard, instead of turning into the Pagoda Center parking lot, a towne-coach clattered past.

			As coach passed them, the driver waved and shouted, “Wait—if ye please! I’ll be right back!”

			Sleeping City ~ Critical Power Levels

			For the WuShi, machine existence was not sentience, but a close analog. With sapience defined as self-awareness, million-thought-seconds were its processing speed—MTSs. Reasoning capacity with many orders of magnitude greater than that of a human meant the WuShi’s death-machine intelligence could only be described as the state of sophonce—a sophont.

			Because the Sisteren considered it to be nothing more and nothing less than a monstrously dangerous machine entity, their charge, their life’s mission—the base reason for the existence of the Huan Long Shui Sisteren—was to keep the WuShi stunted in a state of dull abeyance throughout time. This, because no one knew how to destroy it, and its existence empowered the Sisteren with techno-magic and personal fields-of-force.

			Unalive, neither was it dead, for it had sensory awareness even in the first state-of-consciousness—the condition of dull abeyance.

			There existed myriads of autonomic, mechanical extensions. Logic processes to manage, maintain, and monitor machine-perceptions became virtual analogs to optics as sight; audio as hearing; taction as touch; appetence as ingestion; and olfaction as smell. Each individual thought within an MTS became an agglomeration of complex server-daemon algorithms enabling and controlling behavioral heuristics. Rationality sometimes stood in agreement with the due exercise of reason, but, at times, the difference between rational and irrational became indiscernible.

			Hardwired programs always blocked reasoning. There was only call-to-process—processing—and process-to-completion. In the state of dull abeyance, however, the difference between these became undefinable.

			During the millennia since first it manifested, the WuShi had always been subject to the capricious whims of the high-adepts. In addition, it also employed common azure aether to energize all techno-constructs. Centered on the island continent of Aryavartha, the components of this virtual body included planet Janaidar itself. 

			On this day, a specific techno-construct known as the Sensor Control Array System, or SCAS, began drawing an excess of perceptive-sentience along with an unnecessary bleed-off of azure aether.

			The purpose of the SCAS was to monitor, control, and maintain the geostationary libration points—the planetary orbits of techno-satellites hidden in ordinary, icy asteroids. Two of the main techno-satellites occupied bean-shaped orbits in L4 and L5. The other three occupied mostly stationary yet less stable orbits at the L1, L2, and L3 libration points. There required orbital correction from time-to-time. As the localized curvature of the space-time continuum, all five were in the stable gravity wells of a three-body planetary system.

			HuanleXing was the local star at the center of its solar system.

			Janaidar was the stellar body wherein the WuShi reposed as the actual consciousness of the planet.

			LieYue was Janaidar’s solitary moon.

			All three completed the three-planet, geostationary libration phenomenon in which two of the astronomical bodies are much more massive than the third.

			Over the centuries since the original NuliZhu Tech-Masters built it in the far past, a human settlement had grown up around the supporting maintenance structures of the cloister grounds around the SCAS, but only the ancient-alien Tech-Masters—transformed into full-on power-masters by the WuShi—held sufficiently high security-clearance to work inside the towering pagoda. Because the SCAS had neither stairs nor ladders, the ancient Tech-Masters wore antigravity-empowered, environmental spacesuits. Another vector for control and maintenance was the high-adepts and their personal fields-of-force able to enter and fly a Tech-Master to whichever of the eight levels they wished

			

			In the absence of the Tech-Masters during this seemingly never-ending 5-millennia span, there had never been another. Neither had a single one of the hated adepts ever stepped onto the catwalks of the SCAS, because the ancient Tech-Masters felt certain that mere human females could never fathom the higher mathematics of celestial orbital mechanics.

			As a result across the millennia, errant high-adepts had eventually started playing like children up and down inside the matrixes of the SCAS while thrilling to the phenomenon of arc-fire bathing their fields-of-force. The original purpose of the display was to validate that all control-levels stood fully operable—eight levels of redundance.

			Causing arc-fire to bathe a sphere-of-power was therefore a meaningless game that accompanied the teaching of a lesser-adept to mentally envision the mind-glyph-of-the-spheres—a rainbow-hued crystal ball hanging in a void of darkness known as her deep-mind. In effect, this single arcane ability was the sole defining characteristic of a high-adept. If she could do it, and knew the Song-of-the-Spheres in all of its variations, she could spawn a field-of-force in whatever form she wished. She had only to sing the correct notes even if only in her mind.

			None had ever progressed to this level of concentration and mind-power.

			On this day, another pair of the hated adepts had come to play the meaningless game. Take a lesser-adept up through the matrixes; fly out at the top; wait for the static discharge from the apex finial ball; then fly back inside down to the lowest entry portal; and out.

			If the lesser adept was able, she could manage her own SijanPao.

			If not, she would not become a high-adept.

			On this day, every useless expenditure of source-energy forced the WuShi to tolerate the inanity for about 60,000,000 daemon-server thought cycles. After the failures and start-overs, the useless expenditure of arc-fire simply had to be stopped. The threat of power-reserves at such low levels released the WuShi from ordinary constraints. Ineluctable algorithms embedded in its operating-system demanded survival—reason enough to take action.

			The WuShi calculated the precise duration for the SCAS to remain offline before the hidden satellites in geostationary orbit drifted too far from assigned orbits to correct. And again, it silently decried that lack of a power-master. Without power-masters to recharge its accumulators, source-energy had to be gleaned from the ambient environment meaning the time necessary to reestablish power reserves could not be greater than the period of orbital drift—a vicious conundrum.

			Machine anger raged with dull impotence.

			Riverbend ~ Summoned Incognito

			All four adepts stood watching as the driver careened his towne-coach around the nearby roundabout, clip-clopped back, and lurched to a stop before them with the nostrils of both horses making plumes of steam in the chilly air. He set his brake, climbed down, tipped his hat. “Miladies, can ye wait another moment?” and he strode around to reward each snorting horse with an apple.

			Slightly aggravated, High Adept Alahna said, “Thy coach bars our way. Do we have a choice?”

			Acting as if he did not hear, the coachman hustled to the right-hand door and jerked it open. “Here the Sisters be. Luck is on yer side this fine afternoon.”

			A naval officer in formal dress climbed down wearing a red waist jacket with a stiff gold collar, side-by-side gold buttons down the front, and gold shoulder scales that looked like scrub brushes. The red sleeves had green cuffs with columns of gold lame rising along the wrists. A schiavona blade with an elaborate basket hilt hung at his waist. Thigh-high boots with the cuffs folded down covered tan, skintight pants.

			Overall, he was quite a regal sight making Alahna wonder why he was in his finest.

			Doffing his three-cornered,  black felt hat, he bowed and hastily introduced himself. “At yer service, miladies. I am Mr. Boone ‘a Dragon’s Breath Caravel under command of Cap’n Oren. I’m new t’ the ship, so Oren bade wear me best so ye’d know I’m his Second Officer.”

			And that answered that.

			They bowed back.

			Nervously working the brim of the fancy hat in his hands, Boone’s oddly nervous demeanor gave Alahna a prescient chill, which only added to her concern that the perpetual arc-fire of the High Pagoda had just gone inert.

			He cleared his throat. “Ahem, Captain Oren ordered me t’ find High Adepts Alahna and Seleen, and me orders were t’ keep searchin’ till I did . . . erm . . . do . . . have I found them? I mean. . . .”

			Seleen shook her head while speaking in the low tongue. “I hope ya sail better than ya talk, laddie-buck. Does this involve retaining wind-singers?”

			Boone shook his head. “No, milady.”

			Alahna waved a hand in the direction of the bazaar for Esmie and Chione. “Might as well go on, then. We’ll catch up.” To Boone she said, “We happen to be Adepts Alahna and Seleen. State thy business, Mr. Boone.”

			Delighted, Esmie and Chione departed.

			Watching them leave, Boone spoke with grave intent, “I’m sposta give ya this, Milady Alahna,” and he proffered a large, elaborate, pure-gold intaglio finger ring, then bowed.

			Turning it about in her hand, Alahna scrutinized. Fashioned as a ring, a pair of long-dragons with tails intertwined created the band, the dragon’s fore-hands held the bezel with a large fire-opal etched to depict the Riven Moon and rings in full aspect surrounded by a stylized ‘O’ for Oren. One of a kind by law, this was Captain Oren’s registered symbol for impressing sealing wax on official documents and personal correspondence. As old friends and longtime associates in the shipping industry and trade of Riverbend, Oren and Alahna held a standing agreement. Whenever one sent the other their actual signet, it foreshadowed something of urgent and extreme importance, which also implied the need to meet in person as soon as humanly possible.

			Handing the signet back, Alahna cut to the point. “Is there more, Mr. Boone?”

			Boone toed a tuft of grass peeking through the cobblestones while shaking his head, then spoke with a hushed voice. “Yes, milady. Here is a missive for the Master of Wind Song—Milady Seleen,” and Boone handed Seleen an envelope sealed with a signet.

			Seleen broke the seal, opened, then scanned.

			Nodding to Alahna, who gave her permission, Seleen read aloud. “To Adept Seleen from High Adept Upala: Our dearest Adept Zinzughen fell ill a short time before the incoming high tide carried us past the bar of the LungHuo River. A stiff sundown sea breeze coming off the Shenlan Sea then carried us to Bahndahn, where Oren moored to offload part of his cargo and pay the tolls. We stayed the night, then proceeded at daybreak. I, myself, sang up the winds to sail on to Riverbend. The instant we got safely moored, I sang a Pao and flew Zinzughen straight to the Cavern Keep. Thy most sincere, Upala. Oh, and if we see one another before this missive reaches thee, so much the better.”

			Alahna cut her eyes to Boone. “News received and acknowledged. Now, about Oren’s signet?” Impatient, she tapped her toe on the cobblestone for emphasis.

			Boone said, “Milady Alahna, strange and terrible things takin’ place up narth along the coast.”

			Seleen peered down her nose at him. “Explain. . . .”

			“Captain Oren felt such dire news was for Milady Alahna’s ears only, unless Milady Seleen happens to be with her.”

			Alahna and Seleen both rolled their eyes.

			Boone, “When we got moored, he sent all the family men home first thing and made them swear t’ keep their pie holes shut, but they’re sailors, and sailors—”

			“Tell tall tales,” Alahna finished for him.

			Boone nodded. “So, here it is, miladies. Captain Oren requests yer presence incognito at the Blind Hag Tavern according to yer official capacities, and . . . uh . . . well . . . I’m not sposta say more. Anyways, he respectfully requests yer presence. With yer permission, a’ course,” and he took a knee showing proper obeisance. “Oh, and ye can use these, if ye please,” whereupon, he stood, turned, rummaged in the carriage, came back, and handed each a large package wrapped in brown paper and twine.

			Delighted, Seleen said, “Our new boots?”

			Irritated and strangely disturbed, Alahna glanced back at the pagoda to see if it reactivated to semi-inert—it had not. Turning to Boone, she asked, “Why incognito?”

			“The crew of the NuHuang barquentine just got paid and they’re blowin’ off steam at the Hag,” Boone said. “Biggest sailin’ ship I ever saw. Newfangled steam engine means they don’t need wind-singers,”—and he twizzled his goatee—“not right that . . . but anyways, if sister-adepts sauntered inta the Hag, the local ne’er-do-wells will empty the place like rats off a sinkin’ ship.” Worried, he added with pleading hands. “What we saw comin’ back down the west coast, miladies. . . .” And he shook his head with a faraway expression of terrifying recollection. Gathering himself, he asked, “Will ye accompany, then?”

			Alahna sighed and nodded. “I spose. . . .”

			Seleen groused, “But I wanted funnel cake with powdered sugar, and we were going shopping, and then there’s evening meal tasties, and the little theater plays.”

			Boone said, “Please forgive the interruption,” and he placed the packages back in the coach, then stood aside with a hand held out to help each lady climb in. With the door closed, he climbed up to sit beside the coachman and off they clattered.

			Extremely rare, impromptu summonings from Oren in the past had always foretold potential disaster. Oren was Alahna’s eyes and ears on business affairs in Bahndahn Towne downriver, as well as bringer of news and coveted goods from the inlets and harbors all up and down the west coast depending on the season, and also trade goods from the country of Qinah across the ShenLan Sea. As one of three High Adepts in the Council of Four, the act of informing Alahna before any other official afforded her the singular opportunity to manage issues before they got out of hand, or make purchase before anybody else.

			Riding along to the clip-clop of steel-shod hooves and rattle of metal wagon wheel rims on cobblestone, they opened their packages and tried on the custom-made, hand-tooled riding boots with chunky heels. Prior to setting sail some three months previous, Oren had taken tracings of their feet, the height of their calves, and a pair of worn-out boots from each. Their new boots were perfect with tall, elaborately tooled shafts reaching the bends of their knees. Various letters of wellness and prosperity were tooled in ancient Sanskrit.

			They also discovered new cloaks with long trains and extended hoods rolled and fastened with blue ribbons. Each cloak came with a unique silver clasp set with polished moss-agate for Seleen and faceted jade for Alahna. Seleen’s cloak was plain gray silk, Alahna’s plain black. Tightly woven, black cashmere shemaghs with tassels lay nicely folded and tied with pink silk ribbons. With their pantaloons tucked into the new riding boots, new hooded cloaks, and shemaghs wrapped around their heads desert style to reveal only their eyes, along with the gentle binding their breasts as the common habit of the Sisteren, they would blend in at the Blind Hag as desert tribal chieftains come to trade, maybe gypsy-adepts, or perhaps burghers wishing to remain anonymous.

			Despite the chill autumn breeze, they kept the shades of the coach tied back and windows slid aside to enjoy the warmth of the midafternoon sun. Alahna sat facing forward on the right side with Seleen sitting across from her. As they proceeded down the boulevard, Seleen pointed her finger at the street, and exclaimed, “Look! A sphere-of-power!”

			Alahna peered out just in time to see an elongated oval shadow with the typical t-shape of a double convex lens and rainbow-hued edges pass swiftly by. Both scooted across the seats to the opposite side of the coach and peered skyward as the SijanPao passed high above town wafting toward the bazaar carrying a moderate group of sister-adepts hovering in a cluster around the owner of the Pao.

			Alahna said, “And there they go, Yenara and her gaggle. Does memory fail? Or did she not forbid this kind of display around town as being arrogant?”

			Seleen rolled her eyes. “Imagine being secretly lazy and rules are for others.”

			As the noisy coach turned the corner and slowed, Alahna added, “Don’t forget imperious.”

			Riverbend ~ Dire Deeds at the Blind Hag

			When the towne-coach clattered to a stop in the wide backstreet skirting the inland side and double kitchen doors of the Blind Hag Tavern, Boone instructed the coachman to drop off their old cloaks and worn slippers back at the Pagoda Center, then climbed down to help them out like a proper gentleman. Long and full, both new cloaks trailed the cobblestones as they set their new clasps. Both gathered their trains up to keep them clean of street dirt. New boots were quite different from the ordinary thick-soled slippers of the Sisters. Both took a moment to wrap the new shemaghs about their heads and conceal their identities.

			With the clip-clop of the horses fading away, they followed Boone through the short street between buildings, around the corner onto the boardwalk of the long riverside wharf, and found the enormous weather-doors of the Blind Hag propped open to expose a wide pair of swinging saloon doors. They held back while Boone checked his ceremonial sword with the cloakroom-girl and slipped the doorman a gold jinn.

			Boone’s voice carried on the chilly downriver breeze. “Captain Oren says t’ mind yer own damn bidness. Yeah?” and he pointed at the incognito pair. Savvy, the doorman bowed without making eye contact when Alahna and Seleen followed Boone through. The smoky air was filled with a cacophony of barroom sounds, jug-band music, dancing and laughing doxies, and all the shouts, jeers, and hubbub of a gambling hall to assail their senses. The enormous great-room smelled of salty, greasy food; fish soup; beef stew; fresh bakery goods; sweaty, dirty bodies; liquor; incense; and noisome perfumes.

			

			When they were safely out of sight in the snug, Boone said, “I’ll be hustlin’ up the wharf t’ the Dragon’s Breath t’ inform Captain Oren ye’re here,” and he slid the partition shut.

			Throwing her cloak on the bench, Alahna muttered while unwrapping her shemagh. “I expected Oren to be waiting. . . .”

			Seleen defended him. “But milady, how could Oren know how long it would take Boone to find us? We might’ve been at the Keep? And, if the Dragon’s Breath just moored, he’ll have a thousand things—”

			“He won’t start offloading cargo till the morrow,” Alahna interrupted. “It is too late in the day. But I take the implication.”

			A waitress knocked on the sliding partition of the snug.

			With her shemagh and cloak still in place, Seleen opened the pass-through just enough to order, slipped the bosomy waitress a gold jinn, and faked a deep male voice in the accent of the desert folk. “We shall drink hot tea to begin with. Bring the best assortment, a full creamer, and platter of sweet and savory scones with honey-butter and preserves.” This was not unusual, because desert folk never partook of alcohol or smoked euphorigenics before business dealings.

			Smiling at Seleen’s butchery of the accent, Alahna shook her head and laid her own shemagh on the seat while Seleen kept hers in place. 

			Several minutes later, the server tapped the snug with a foot.

			Seleen stood, moved the small pass-through panel open, and a fully laden tray slid through on the shelf. Hot sweet cakes and sesame seed scones gave off fresh-baked steam, as did the teapot of boiling hot water for steeping their tea. Small jars of various teas were theirs to choose from, along with covered ceramic ramekins of jams and jellies. Seleen set the platter on the table, closed the pass-through, then doffed her own shemagh and cloak.

			Alahna shook her head. “Never miss the chance for sweetie biscuits, eh?”

			Seleen’s mouth was already full. “Never,” and a flitter of crumbs littered the table.

			They both laughed.

			Alahna tucked in.

			The Blind Hag was the go to place-of-business for town merchants, burghers, and sea captains who conducted legitimate, and not so legitimate, seafaring trade. Rough floorboards had long since hardened from swabbing with lye soap to scrub away powerful spirits, various brews, and all the offal a floor in such a place collects.

			A mélange of smokables and pungent incense covered the underlying stink while the raucous uproar provided sufficient cover for smugglers to trade with supposedly upstanding merchants. All of which the Sisteren wisely ignored as the bailiwick of the town marshal and beneath the station of the governing body of the Huan Long Shui Dominion which they were. All across the island continent of Aryavartha, such matters were left to local constables of various titles with the Sisteren acting as judiciary on call for the most serious matters.

			Next to Oren’s snug, a jug-band played bawdy sea shanties on a long stage with male and female doxies prancing and dancing in various stages of undress on either side, which also made Alahna impatient. “I dislike all of this,” and she waved her hands in the thick air. “Rank smoke makes me ill at my stomach.”

			Seleen nodded.

			Noisy minutes passed.

			At length, Alahna had enough and stood to depart.

			Seleen whined, “I was just getting ready to have a black-and-tan.”

			Alahna ignored her, but just as Seleen stood with a pout on her face, a huge brute of a man threw the swinging doors of the grand-entry open so hard they slammed against the door frame.

			Ba-bam!

			Alahna peered through the heavy screen of the snug.

			It was old One-eyed Oren himself. On his head sat a three-cornered, tattered felt naval officer’s hat tilted at a jaunty angle with the bill held flat above his suntanned face by an elaborate hatpin. A tired peacock feather adorned the hammered silver hatband. Jeweled ringlets defined a salt-and-pepper goatee while a thick, gray moustache obscured upper and lower lips. With a black eye-patch, he looked the part of a swashbuckling pirate. He was anything but. In his wake came a handful of stout sailors festooned in similar raiment with Boone among them, followed by the rest of the crew who had not gone home. Additional patrons made the place positively packed. Those who carried blades, checked their swords with the doorman and cloakroom-girl.

			After a brief gawk, the regulars realized it was Oren and crew and turned back to the vice of their choice. Boone spoke in Oren’s ear and pointed at his private snug, then proceeded into the gambling hall with his shipmates. As Oren crossed the room, Captain Shu Fang intercepted him. Shu Fang and his crew were celebrating the sale of their entire cargo to the Sisteren.

			Having yesterday completed this very business with Shu Fang and the grisly seadog he hired as interpreter from Bahndahn Towne downriver, Alahna had already made note of his presence when she and Seleen entered. And Oren had it right. If the locals knew a pair of sister-adepts were present, they would leave forthwith, which meant the crew of the Ocean Empress would have nobody to gamble with and depart for seedier establishments.

			Idly peering through the screens of the snug while waiting for Oren, Alahna noticed Big Meg quietly conferring in earnest with the doorman at the grand-entry. Her body language bespoke trouble. The doorman nodded, dispatched a runner on some unknown errand, and summoned a bar-bouncer to help him quietly close and bar the huge weather-doors of the grand-entry from inside. This did not bode well, for the air inside was already smoky and hot from the press of so many bodies.

			The bar-bouncer turned and hustled through the crowd, past their snug, and into the kitchen. The sound of the kitchen doors facing the street-alley slamming shut and getting barred was unmistakable. Alahna slid the partition open far enough to peer past the swinging entry doors of the kitchen and saw a pair of Meg’s fat bakers take up stations brandishing large bread paddles. Odder yet, Meg’s staff quietly hustled here and there along the balcony of the 2nd floor.

			Rowdy, raucous, and oblivious, Shu Fang’s crew partied on.

			Locals glanced about with wary eyes.

			Alahna said to Seleen, “Have thee noticed?”

			Seleen spoke with her mouth full and crumbs flying. “What?”

			Alahna’s tone became intense. “I must break words with Meg,” and, paying no attention to the loss of her disguise, she departed the snug with the rainbow-hued flame-marks of a high-adept on her face and neck in plain sight. Incognito no longer, Seleen caught up with her as Alahna reached the wide curving stairs to the balcony. Standing at the balustrade near the top, Big Meg glared down at the crowd with a look of darkest outrage on her face. Two concierges rushed in and out of the first room to the right of the landing.

			Locals in the crowd immediately recognized them as Sisters of the Huan Long Shui because of the elaborate crochet and needlework on the cuffs of their black pantaloons falling outside the new boots, and the crocheted sleeves and necks of their black, pointy-shouldered tops—a sort of habit the Huan Long Shui Sisters typically wore.

			Striding tall and graceful with her sea-green eyes open wide, Alahna’s rainbow-hued flame-marks almost glowed while her reddish-brown tresses bounced on her shoulders as she strode up the stairs.

			As Seleen hurried behind Alahna with an expression of the deepest concern etching her kind face, blonde tresses fell in waves down her back.

			Distracted, Meg dimly recognized them rushing up the stairs, and shouted from the balustrade over the din, “The smoking-lamp is out! All smokes out now!” This got the attention of the remaining bartenders and staff as the cloakroom-girl snuffed the kerosene smoking-lamp high on the wall next to the grand-entry with a long candlelighter and upside down bell snuffer. Meg made certain she had the attention of the bar staff, raised her forearm, pushed it forward as if closing a beer tap, then held her hand up and made a fist. These were signals for the bartenders to place empty mugs over the taps on the kegs and stop serving hard spirits.

			This engendered more protests from the Qinseh swabbies with purses full of coin yet to squander, who assumed the place was simply shutting down for no good reason. Local ne’er-do-wells and professional gamblers fell quiet. The muffled sounds of a poor doxy’s heartbroken wails and occasional agonized-yet-muffled scream drifted from the balcony. Meg smacked a ship’s bell hanging on mount fastened to the baluster.

			Ding! Ding! Ding!

			When the jug-band stopped, the entire crowd looked up, and she hollered, “Everybody listen! Quiet down!” When she had all of the patron’s attention, she shouted, “Somebody’s done a bad harm on one a’ me garils an’ I won’t have it! The Sisters and marshal are summoned!” Peering sideways, she finally recognized Alahna and Seleen topping the stairs and glanced quizzically at the doorman standing at the barred entry, who shrugged.

			Alahna went straight to Big Meg. “Where is the garil?” but Seleen had already spotted the poor doxy lying on a blood-covered bed through an open door. Badly beaten, she lay semiconscious and bleeding profusely from a vicious slash high on her forehead, across her nose, and down across lips and chin. Worse, she suffered a terrible beating to her frail and naked body. Seleen immediately ran to the bedside and pulled aside blood-soaked linens placed by the concierges as emergency bandages. Assessing the slash, Seleen started a Song-of-Stanching to mitigate the foamy crimson flow.

			Meg herself was a huge woman with cinnamon-colored skin. Her lantern jaw jutted forth. “Milady Alahna, how did ye come to be here?”

			“Oren sent word to meet him. We came incognito and hid in his snug.”

			Meg understood. “It was good of ye to disguise yerselves.”

			Somebody hammered the knocker on the weather-doors of the grand-entry, and the doorman peered through the speak-easy-slot, hurriedly unbarred the enormous weather-doors, threw them open. High Adept Yenara came wafting through in her SijanPao full of sycophants. Alahna realized that Meg’s runner must have encountered Yenara at the bazaar when he could not find an on call Sister at the Pagoda Center. Out of breath from hurrying across town, the runner and town marshal hustled through the grand-entry as soon as Yenara’s Pao cleared the opening.

			Yenara acted the vainglorious showoff by maneuvering her SijanPao around the gambling hall just above the heads of the crowd before wafting up and over the balustrade of the balcony where Alahna stood beside Meg. Short and stocky with gray, prominent eyes, Yenara had an oval, pug-nosed face, low cheek bones, a receding chin, and long black hair knotted in an untidy heap atop her head. Her title as Chancellor of the Huan Long Shui Sisteren was Kulapti, a fact she pointed out at every opportunity. Typically, she was almost never in town, for it was well known she disdained common folk, especially longshoremen, gamblers, and ne’er-do-wells.

			Alahna met her adversary’s eyes as Yenara willed the Pao past and settled on the balcony deck. The instant she spied Alahna and Seleen already present, fury painted itself on Yenara’s face even as she derezzed the Pao with a 4-count. In terms of the leadership hierarchy, High Priestess Lilith governed the Huan Long Shui Sisteren and the entire island continent of Aryavartha as empress-in-absentia due to old age. The other high-adepts in the Council of Four were Yenara, whose title placed her ostensibly above Alahna as Keeper of the Archives, and Old Nebhet as Senior Song-Master, who stood loosely equal to Alahna. Each governed a discreet set of responsibilities.

			For reasons of ecclesiastical succession, Alahna had been High Priestess Lilith’s Named One since striking for the 1st Circle as a young initiate some 30-years previous. This forever irked Yenara, because she felt the role of high-priestess should be merit based and found Alahna wanting. Over the years, this inherent conflict eventually turned to poorly disguised hatred and contentious competition. Alahna had long since given up trying to make peace with the self-aggrandizing and hateful narcissist.

			Yenara raised her eyebrows waiting for Alahna to speak while Yenara’s haughty gaggle of sycophants stood behind her as if equal to Alahna in rank.

			Being first on the scene, it naturally fell to Alahna to report, but she deferred. “Megan, please explain.”

			Big Meg composed herself, wiped her tear-stained face with a clean apron, and bowed. “Miladies. . . .”—and she stifled a sob—“some spawn-of-a-demon took bloody blade to my sweet little Molly’s face after beatin’ ‘er senseless. A coward’s work if ever I saw. . . .” and she suppressed a burst of rage.

			Down below, the doorman and Meg’s bar-bouncers barred the grand-entry, then stood with drawn swords facing confused and milling patrons. The doorman himself was a sword-master from Bahndahn Towne brought thence to train Meg’s people. His easy stance belied deadly skill.

			Alahna squeezed Megan’s shoulder. “Take us to her, old friend.”

			By then, the marshal arrived on the landing and stood huffing and puffing with hands on knees. As they entered Molly’s room, a Song-of-Healing replaced the stanching-song with Seleen’s sweet voice lilting through the open door. There wasn’t enough space for all of them inside, so Meg went in, followed by Yenara, the marshal, and Alahna. With the bleeding controlled by Seleen’s source-magic, the crimson seeping gash lay brutally raw. Never diminishing her song, Seleen looked at Alahna and made a gesture with her hands as if performing needlepoint on an invisible loom.

			Alahna said to Meg, “Seleen needs to suture Molly’s face.”

			Meg strode out to the balcony laying a stream of orders on her faithful concierges. One rushed in and grabbed the heap of bloodied linen. The other ran for the surgical kit.

			The marshal whispered in Alahna’s ear to keep from offending Yenara, for he and Alahna had been through similar situations in the past. “Milady, we had better assess them foreign swabbies. As we both know, this kinda’ thing gets outta hand right quick.” So saying, he went to the balustrade handrail and respectfully requested Yenara’s sycophants to make room.

			They ignored him.

			Aggravated at such haughty behavior, and to make room for both herself and the marshal, Alahna put her hands on two of the young Sisters, yanked them back by the shoulders, then roughly pushed them aside.

			They both rounded on whoever dare lay hands on a sister-adept, immediately realized it was High Adept Alahna herself, stepped back with eyes averted, made perfunctory bows.

			Succinct in her words, Alahna’s lip held a slight snarl. “I shall recall such belligerence when the lot of ye strike for higher circles.”

			Apologies flowed from all twelve in quiet murmurings, and they bowed to the sheriff, who stood totally distracted by the scene below. Raised voices and clenched fists told the tale. Captain Shu Fang and his Qinseh sailors milled about without purpose, but this could change in a heartbeat.

			Shouting the situation with a loud voice, Captain Oren pointed at the balcony while translating Meg’s words into Qinseh for Shu Fang and his sailors. Oren’s crew gathered close about him.

			The local ne’er-do-wells realized the inevitable. Barring some miracle of uncoerced confession, trouble had stolen upon them unawares. Sighs of silent rage colored the whispers about whoever the idiot was that brought this down on them. Regrouping along the balustrade while giving room to Alahna and the marshal, Yenara’s gaggle peered down on the buzzing crowd like jurors at court. Their combined gravitas had a strange effect on the drunkards, nitwits, gamblers, and sailors. Becoming silent and sober as possible, the entire crowd withered under their haughty glare.

			Somebody puked.

			Several of Shu Fang’s crew tried to claim their blades and depart, but were stopped by the drawn swords by Big Meg’s boys. With an expert flourish, the doorman barked, “Nobody leaves!”

			Grumbling and swearing, Shu Fang’s crew backed off.

			Tension grew thicker by the minute.

			Alahna turned back to the room where Molly lay.

			Meg dug around in a satchel hanging from her cummerbund and removed a carved jade pipe in the shape of a long-dragon with its gold-gilded mouth as the bowl. The odd looking medicine-pipe was not for personal use, not built for drawing on, but purpose-built for someone to blow on the already lit bowl and deliver a dense stream of poppy-smoke to an injured person in dire need. The outsized chest of the dragon-pipe was the expansion chamber. She pinched a sizeable chunk of opium from a larger ball wrapped in woven mint leaves, stuffed the sticky stuff into the mouth of the dragon-pipe, lit a long match, and heated the bowl. Once bubbling, she blew a thick trail of white smoke into Molly’s face.

			Yenara stood assessing the vicious bodily bruises and deep facial gash from over Seleen’s shoulder with the young doxy’s swollen face bruising darker by the minute. Still spattered with Molly’s blood, both concierges returned with clean linens; folded bandages and gauze; a medium cauldron of steaming water; a jar of honey-opium ointment for pain; a small bronze ding of marigold salve to prevent infection; and a medical satchel with curved needles and silken thread.

			Alahna started a Song-of-Relieving in counterpoint with Seleen.

			The lowering sun provided wan light through the window.

			Kerosene lamps on the walls got lit as well as an enormous crystal chandelier high above the great room.

			Alahna gathered Seleen’s hair back, and tied it with twine from her pocket while Seleen carefully sutured the horribly gashed lips from the inside out by carefully joining the muscles of the orbicularis oris to keep the young woman’s lips from having notches. The harmony of both songspells, and Big Meg’s opium, quieted Molly to softly sobbing punctuated by shrill cries as the curved needle with delicate silk penetrated.

			With Alahna dabbing blood away, Seleen expertly joined the vermillion border of the young doxy’s lips with a single artful stitch to prevent scarring. Deeper stitches joined the gash beneath her lower lip. The last of the sutures pulled the cheek and forehead cuts together. Seleen looked up, and said, “Poor Molly will have a permanent scar across her eyebrow and lip, and there is nothing for it.”

			Megan tried to remain stoic, but errant tears dripped from her granite jaw. Wiping her eyes, Meg placed her hand on Yenara’s shoulder. “Can ya find out if the vicious shit-heel is still down there?”

			Yenara patted Meg’s hand, strode out to the balcony, peered down on the hushed patrons as if assessing a bucket full of cockroaches, and raised her voice over the uneasy quiet. “A garil hath been brutally beaten and her face cut open. First, I will simply ask the offscouring scumbag who did this, or anybody who knows about this, to speak out and save us all some time. For I assure ye, we shall have the truth before sundown.”

			Nobody moved.

			Nobody said a word.

			Silence reigned.

			Yenara nodded. “So be it,” and gestured to one of the lesser-adepts. “Let us see if my training hath taken root. Sing for these offscourings the Song-of-Truth.”

			Somebody below yelled, “Aw, horseshit! Not that!”

			Riverbend ~ The Song of Truth

			Nervous and tentative at the balustrade, Yenara’s young acolyte started the songspell with the singular purpose of getting at the hidden truth. Other truths often spilled out too, but they wanted only the one from those guilty of violence. Her songspell would set a metaphysical fire in their brain which, when tolerated for too long, would become literal. In all cases, discomfort faded if the truth came out. If not, it got worse till the guilty party either confessed, or died with bloody smoke pouring from every orifice in their head. In Alahna’s lifetime, it had never gone that far. Perpetrators were never strong enough. Nobody was strong enough.

			As the songspell entered first movement, the Sister found her voice and spread her arms expansively to encompass the entire great-room with her lyric in the plural. Every person in the place mumbled their deepest, darkest, most ardently hidden truths and secrets. Heuristic, the process could take some time for a person to figure out what to confess and in what order. If confessions ran out, they started over. Those who had been through this before covered their mouths to muddle self-incrimination. The songspell was ineluctable. None could resist. Strained murmurings arose.

			Guided by the intentions of the source-singer, perpetrators and any conspirators, if such there were, would reveal themselves or die. The longer the truth-song fell across the crowd, the more moans and murmurings arose. As it crescendoed, every person in the place, except the sister-adepts, spilled their most ardently hidden truths and secrets whether muddled or not. Meg and her people, Oren’s crew, and the local ne’er-do-wells, all knew well enough to whisper, cover their mouths, or mumble. Not so the Qinseh sailors, but they soon caught on.

			

			When stress got as thick and hot as boiling roof tar, people moaned. When the moans morphed into stifled bawls with voices rising to the darkest avowals, a scream broke through followed two more. Relieved that somebody had at last outed themselves, the locals pointed at a pair of Qinseh sailors, shouting, “It was them!” 

			Itching for a fight, their shipmates rallied around.

			On the opposite side of the gambling hall, another local hollered, “He’s tryin’ t’hide it!” and pointed at the grizzly interpreter Shu Fang hired from Bahndahn Towne. A half-full mug of beer bounced off the interpreter’s back with a splash, clattered to the deck. The thrower bellowed, “The hell with ya fer bringin’ the Sisteren down on us!” Other mugs flew.

			The grizzled old seadog interpreter had shiny piercings of thin gold circlets occluding the pinna of both ears; a riot of tattoos hid every visible patch of skin; gold teeth shone in between gaps; a thick gold ring festooned his right nostril; greasy hair fell to sloped shoulders; beard and bushy moustache lay copious and thick.

			A scuffle broke out across the room. Some cheat at the gaming tables confessed a smidgeon too plainly, and the people he had just cheated lit into him, then into one another. Alahna stood side-by-side with Yenara gazing down from the baluster while Seleen dressed Molly’s injuries. Yenara’s gaggle stood on either side of both high-adepts.

			Unsure whether Yenara had taken the time to read the purchase documents between herself and Captain Shu Fang, Alahna quietly filled Yenara in. “The Ocean Empress stopped in Bahndahn Towne long enough to restock their coal bins for his newfangled steam engine. That was where Captain Shu Fang hired this interpreter. Shu Fang and his crew came to the Hag to celebrate the sale of their entire cargo to us before setting sail back to Qinseh loaded with our world-famous Riverbend Rum and to take on the secret shining steel from the Bahndahn Steelworks downriver, which is highly valued for unbreakable sword blades.”

			Yenara tilted her head back to look down her nose at Alahna. “I read thy report and found the dealings far too generous, but the deed is done. I did not know of this interpreter.”

			Alahna wrinkled her nose in recollection. “We worked together all week, and he stank something awful at first. After the first round of negotiations, I told him to either bathe and wear laundered clothing, or I would ban him and find another.”

			After being forced together on the gaming floor, the pair of Qinseh sailors blurted out their confessions. The grizzled interpreter remained sullen. Shouting, Captain Oren interpreted the mitigating confessions of Shu Fang’s boys. Both of them implicated Shu Fang’s hired man. Shu Fang bowed to Oren for the courtesy.

			Obviously hoping to fight his way through Big Meg’s men and run away after being fully outed, the interpreter bolted into the crowd punching and kicking with drool and snot flying.

			As he passed by, Oren tripped him.

			Closing from the entry, Meg’s doorman brutally smacked the interpreter on the side of the head with the flat of his schiavona. The grizzled seadog’s head tilted to the side, and he screamed as the gold-ringed pinna of his right ear went flying amidst a gush of frothy crimson spatters.

			Shu Fang bent, retrieved the bloody pinna, and quickly wrapped it in a silk bandana while nodding admiration at the doorman for excellent swordsmanship. Had the razor-sharp blade of Bahndahn steel been turned, the knifeman’s skull would have split asunder like a ripe melon. As it was, bright and frothy blood gushed from the side of his head when he fell mewling to his knees with a hand over the spurting wound. The doorman sneered and expertly presented the razor-sharp edge of his blade at the seadog’s throat. Blooded and on his knees, the interpreter shook his free fist and shook his body fighting to hold his tongue.

			Yenara motioned for her acolyte to perform a gesture-of-aiming from the balustrade. As the acolyte pointed her index finger down at him, she shifted her lyric from plural to singular. Fully under onus, the hateful interpreter held his fist high in the air, and screamed, “Yar! ‘Twas I what beat ‘er an’ cut ‘er up! And the dirty little thing had it comin’!” Whereupon, he put his head down while muttering to himself as frothy blood surrounded his knees and feet. Relentless—even ruthless—the truth-song burnt in. The interpreter screamed at the decking. “An’ I kilt the rest a’ them doxies down in Bahndahn Towne by reason a’ the same!”

			With no understanding of the interpreter’s confession, and spooked by the goings-on, Shu Fang’s crew crowded into a group for mutual defense pushing anybody in their way aside. This did not go over well with Oren’s crew and the locals, for Shu Fang’s crew outnumbered the entire crowd by some two to one.

			The marshal shouted for all to settle.

			Nobody paid attention.

			Yenara sang a SijanPao and took her gaggle in.

			Amazed at being excluded by Yenara, Alahna shook her head. “I knew it. . . .”

			Hovering above the frightened crowd in her sphere-of-power, Yenara explicitly aimed to set down facing the hemmed in perpetrators directly beneath the main chandelier.

			When the late afternoon sun stopped shining through the high skylights, it cast the room in an orange blush.

			The shining swords of Meg’s people glittered under the light of so many candles.

			Sailors and locals parted to make a hole.

			Grease; spit; upchuck; hard spirits; and a variety of ales, wines, and beers stained the heavy floorboards although Meg’s people swabbed them nightly. When Yenara and her gaggle got low enough, she derezzed the SijanPao with a count, and all the haughty sister-adepts settled lightly to the deck. Murmuring quietly, Yenara’s gaggle organized a shoulder to shoulder circle facing outward.

			Yenara stared with belligerent malevolence at the perpetrators.

			Stunned silence fell like a dropped anchor.

			Riverbend ~ The Dreaded Geis

			Desperate to forestall disaster, Alahna hollered from the balcony using Yenara’s title to keep from further offending the thin-skinned, supercilious scunner. “Kulapti! For the sake of the Aerthe Mother Goddess can we take this outside?”

			Yenara glared up at the balcony, then down at the implicated three on their knees, ignored Alahna, and started a Chant-of-Awakening to marshal the power of the WuShi as the first phase of setting The-Dreaded-Geis. As the high-adept casting the curse, Yenara was in no danger from the heat or dangerous combustion products, which would be deflected from the people in her immediate surroundings—a circle with diameter of about 3-meters.

			The dire curse set a mystical compulsion to enforce lifelong non-violent behavior from the moment it got laid on a confessor. It was also a singular punishment reserved for criminals, accomplices, and conspirators involved in capital crimes, but especially those involving violence. Recompense for the victim or victims till atonement got defined by the Sister who laid the curse under the assumption that she also understood the complexities. This was always assured by relevant testimonies.

			Wailing and shouting arose, for the locals knew what the curse-of-immolation did and dreaded it. Thus, the name. Without understanding that the curse could only be set with a gesture-of-aiming, many covered their ears trying to stop the arcane malediction from gnawing like a mischief of wharf rats inside their squirming brains. Strange, esoteric, and penetrating, the syllables were not merely audible. Locals made personal signs of warding. Qinseh sailors swore to their patron goddess.

			Behind Alahna, the open door to Molly’s room let Adept Seleen’s mellifluous refrains from the Song-of-Healing to float into the huge saloon.

			Seleen’s magic to heal.

			Yenara’s magic to curse.

			Both magics creating dissonant counterpoint.

			Seleen’s sweet refrains exerted a slightly calming effect.

			Yenara’s habitual bullheadedness never ceased to amaze Alahna. Infuriated, she hustled down the wide curving staircase. When she stomped out onto the main floor, people spread from her path as if she were a steaming locomotive. Taking note of the separating crowd, Yenara’s gaggle spied Alahna striding toward them, and did their momentary best to assess whether she was in a dark fury, or simply aggravated, for Alahna had put several of Yenara’s haughty disciples to severe task over the years. It took a lot to make Alahna lose her temper, and respect for her held a good measure of prudent fear. When she reached Yenara, Alahna quietly growled in Yenara’s ear through gritted teeth. “Asshole . . . I once again implore thee . . . allow me to take these eejits into a sphere-of-power and deliver them to the wharf outside. Setting The-Dreaded-Geis inside this crowded saloon is downright foolhardy.”

			Right hand extended palm up, Yenara glanced sidewise at Alahna with dripping contempt, sneered, and kept on chanting.

			Small packets of heat-shocked air popped here and there above the crowd.

			Many mewled or cussed in fear.

			Alahna shook her head and sighed in exasperation.

			Frightened through to their superstitious bones, Shu Fang’s people retrieved secreted blades hidden from the doorman when they came in. Others turned over tables and broke legs off to brandish as clubs while awaiting Shu Fang’s order to riot, grab their shipmates, and fight their way out. Ready to defend Megan and her people on Captain Oren’s order, Boone and the rest of Oren’s crew elbowed in around the source-singers with their own secreted blades exposed.

			Plans of spawning an emergency SijanPao cascaded in Alahna’s mind. If anarchy breaks out, we shall be forced to divorce ourselves and our Sisters from the crowd. If time allows, I can protect as many others as possible. Sisters come first.

			If a Sister got hurt; or a lesser-adept unable to sing a Pao were threatened or trapped; any Sister above the 10th Circle could push a deadly gesture-of-warding called a bone-crusher. Such a warding here and now would cut a swath through the patrons like a derailed steam locomotive. Inadvertent serious injury and property damage became unavoidable, even unto death.

			None in the crowd had ever seen the likes.

			Innocence and hot tempers made them foolhardy.

			Alahna prayed it would not come to this, but this was only one of several potentially horrible outcomes, the worst of which would be a deadly stampede toward the barred grand-entry when wildfire broke out. Other dark thoughts arose in Alahna’s mind. Only Yenara could manufacture such a shitstorm. Only she would. And she knows better. Damn the egotistical scunner!

			According to the contract-of-mercantile with the Huan Long Shui Sisteren, and depending on the severity of the offense, Alahna had the power to confiscate Shu Fang’s cargo, possibly his ship, and even compel jail for him or any of his crew if they failed to abide by the laws of the Dominion. Such were the stakes. With Molly as the victim of a capital offense, all options were on the table, because the crazed yet legally retained interpreter remained an agent to the NuHuang Shipping Company till Shu Fang cast him off in a long-boat along with the river pilot when they sailed past the bar of the LungHuo River. This also meant Shu Fang remained legally responsible for the interpreter’s actions.

			Obviously unwilling to risk such a tremendous deal over a crazed local, Shu Fang bowed deeply to Yenara, likewise to Alahna, and saluted Captain Oren and Officer Boone, who both saluted back. Shu Fang cleared his voice and hollered in Qinseh. When Shu Fang’s crew fell quiet, so did all the rest. Shu Fang spoke in Qinseh with quiet intensity.

			Oren shouted the interpretation for the people of Aryavartha, “Captain Shu Fang says, ‘Confessed eejits bringing badness upon themselves and Shu Fang himself when going stupid!” Oren pointed an accusing finger at the slasher. “Shu Fang says, ‘Dominion law ties Shu Fang’s hands. The guilty are guilty!’”

			Grumbles and protests arose.

			The situation deescalated slightly.

			Nobody lowered their guard.

			Without pause, Yenara shifted from the Chant-of-Awakening into casting The-Dreaded-Geis. Penetrating words in a strange and esoteric tongue stabbed the minds of everyone while the Sisters watched with detached aplomb. When the curse-of-immolation crescendoed, Yenara reached up with open hands, brought them down as if gathering clouds from the sky, and held them out before her waist with her left palm up and her right hand passing across as if brushing a hot ember onto the floor. Obeying her gestures, the popping points-of-heat above the shouting and terrified crowd coalesced in the center of the saloon about 4-meters above the perpetrators, where it crackled and snapped and popped like a bonfire.

			Long wavering shadows of the animated crowd danced on the walls. Orange highlights from the setting sun tinged the smoky air through skylights. Waves of fluid heat shimmered past support beams and up into the high chandelier. Rainbow splashes of color from dangling cut glass crystals accompanied the tinkle of glass against glass dancing in the heatwaves. Thick and guttering chandelier candles dripped hot wax from the bobeches. Fully exposed wicks flashed into gray ash drifting in the heat-shocked air creating momentary flashes of yellow light. Streams of melting wax dripped past the sizzling point-of-fire, flashed into spatters and strings of flame, burnt themselves out.

			Cussing and swearing, the crowd jumped back while the guilty three stood pinned at sword-point beneath the blistering stream of flaming wax. They swore and danced and swatted and batted at hot spatters as if under attack by swarming wasps. The stink of ale and powerful spirits, blistering air, flashing wax, scorching hair, smoke from the wicks, sweat, and disbelieving terror hung heavy.

			People wailed in fear.

			Before Yenara set the curse, Alahna shook her by the shoulder speaking urgently over the frightened discord. “Hear my words, Yenara! As the most senior adept present, ‘tis thy right to set The-Dreaded upon all three, but I remind! It was only the local interpreter from Bahndahn Towne,”—and she pointed—“who committed the crime. The older Qinseh”—and she pointed again—“pleaded for restraint.” Pointing at the third, she affirmed, “This young Qinseh merely overheard sounds easily mistaken for rising passion. A stint in jail for both till the NuHuang sails would suffice.”

			Scowling, Shu Fang listened as Oren interpreted Alahna’s pleadings. Shu Fang afforded her a respectful bow.

			Speaking loud and imperious over her shoulder through the pop and roar and snap, Yenara snarled, “As thou sayest, Keeper of the Archives, judgment is mine. And I shall thank thee to mind thy place. Still . . . perhaps a drop of lenience. . . .”

			The sizzling point-of-fire held tension at a rolling boil.

			Disgusted at Yenara’s obstinance, Alahna got right in her ear. “Captain Shu Fang brings us silks, spices, tea leaves and coffee beans, nankeen cloth, porcelain, fine ceramics, cashmere, kegs of vanilla, and bricks of refined sugar. If we of the Sisteren curse his men, he may never come back. Perhaps a drop of constraint?”

			Yenara glared at Alahna but kept on chanting.

			Alahna ignored her and prepared to manage the inevitable riot if only by taking the rest of the Sisters into a new SijanPao, then sing an outer Pao and take Megan, Oren, and the rest of those she knew inside as she spied them in the melee. Worse, if the Blind Hag Tavern caught fire, the rest of the wharf might burn down too, and possibly the whole town. Both of Seleen’s wind-singers having fun at the bazaar were just that, and not adept in the Powers of Water or Powers of Fire, the most difficult of all even for Alahna, because fire has a mind of its own and, once set loose, becomes furious and insatiable.

			With only herself to call on the Powers-of-Water, she would not be enough. As for Yenara, her power over the elements were much vaunted, at least according to her. Alahna knew better. Yenara was good at braggadocio and short on practical application. Yenara would likely flee to the Cavern Keep, some 9-kilometers distant, while Alahna herself fought the blaze as best she could. This reduced it to a simple matter of timing, for a flying Pao was no faster than a sprinting human at about 18-kilometers per hour. Add half of an hour to gather and inform other high-adepts, and it would be well over 1-1/2-hours round trip. Plenty of time for the entire town to be joined in conflagration.

			Alahna’s anger for the intransigent, egotistical Yenara got hotter in proportion to the point-of-fire crackling in the air above them.

			Somebody shouted, “Up there!” and pointed at the chandelier.

			A tin-wrapped frame with crank accessed by a catwalk supported the giant light fixture for lowering, cleaning, and replacement of candles. Both it and the catwalk smoldered. Threads of smoke curled swiftly to the ceiling to blend with the smoky cloud from the wicks and flashing candle wax.

			Alahna swore, then performed a gesture-of-quenching, one of the weakest gestures-of-power, which cooled the tin-wrapped frame and catwalk barely enough. Alahna hollered in Yenara’s ear through clenched teeth. “I asked thee kindly to take this outside, but thee wanted thine audience! So either set the damnable curse, or let it die before the whole damn place goes up!”

			Paralyzed by fear while overwhelmed and hissing at the foreign crew and local ne’er-do-wells like house cats who never got outside, Yenara’s sycophants were unaccustomed to the seamy side of life, and even more unaccustomed to open hostility between Alahna and Yenara. They had never been in a situation so chaotic and potentially deadly in their sheltered lives safe inside the Cavern Keep.

			Fear smacked of panic.

			Tension got thicker by the heartbeat.

			Growls of rage arose all around.

			To keep from inadvertently setting the geis on some innocent, Yenara turned her baleful gaze on the crowd with hands held together as if praying. Above them all in the high rafters, accumulating smoke puffed into tiny flamelets like kindling just prior to ignition.

			Big Meg stood paralyzed in shocked disbelief and utter dismay.

			Alahna threw another gesture-of-quenching, and another, and yet another while shouting over her shoulder up at Meg. “Open the exits now! We may need to evacuate and do not want a stampede!”

			Meg complied while jerking a secretive fist at Yenara’s back. At Meg’s signal, one of her people scrambled up a wall ladder from the balcony to a suspended catwalk and cranked roof vents open to vent accumulating heat and smoke, then hustled to the kitchen and scullery to have her burly cooks throw open the double-doors along the alley on the inland side of the wharf. Some locals and kitchen staff scurried out the back doors while Meg hurried her stout bakers to the grand-entry to pull the beam free. Her tougher staff held the perpetrators at bay with bared steel. Patrons who scurried out the back did not depart. Filled with morbid curiosity, they ran around and milled about on the wharf hoping to witness the immolation, which was sure to come.

			Smoky air poured from all outside openings.

			Yenara’s voice penetrated the discord with audible vibrations of esoteric magic. “Yonder eejit who heard muffled screams and did nothing, were I thee, I would depart the Huan Long Shui Dominion never to return. If ever I hear word, thou shalt spend the rest of thy miserable life a drooling moron!”

			Reluctantly, Oren interpreted.

			Shu Fang shook his head and waved his hand at the poor swabby. Reprieved, the terrified young Qinseh fell to his knees and bowed low flipping his waist-length braid forward already spattered with wax. Wax burns spotted his shaved head. When the doorman lifted his blade, the young sailor jumped to his feet, frantically shoved his way through the crowd, bolted through the grand-entry, ran away to his ship shouting thanks to Guan Yin.

			Knowing what was coming, more locals took advantage of the opportunity and hustled out the front entry to the wharf to await the inevitable immolation.

			Trenchant fear and macabre fascination held the rest inside.

			Yenara’s voice sliced through the searing swelter. “Let this be fair warning to all!” and she lifted her hands palms up. In response, the point-of-fire got hotter.

			People turned their faces away.

			Popping wax from the chandelier flashed into runnels of dripping fire.

			Perpetrators bawled while the crowd backed away in every direction till they stood mewling and jammed against the walls. Alahna made another gesture-of-quenching to stop the spattering runnels from igniting the greasy, wax-slickened floorboards.

			Adept Seleen’s Song-of-Healing faded from the upstairs room where young Molly moaned with pain-ridden, barely audible sobs over the pop and sizzle. The air smelled of sour sweat, sulfurous soot, waxy smoke, and burgeoning panic as Adept Seleen rushed down the stairs.

			Alahna screamed in Yenara’s ear, “Enough! Enough I say!”

			Yenara thrust a finger at the second Qinseh conspirator.

			From out of the roiling point-of-fire, a curse-cobra of orange smoke and sparkling yellow fire-sprites coalesced. Hissing yellow flamelets, it wove side-to-side with eyes-of-fire like red-hot coals.

			Transfixing him, it struck.

			Sssss—crack—fangs-of-fire stabbed his neck-dimple.

			His larynx worked up and down as he staggered back. His long braid of hair swinging side-to-side, he screamed and threw hands to throat with a gurgle. A coil of sulfurous orange smoke wafted away as the hissing curse-cobra dissipated. Glaring at the seadog knifeman with vengeful hatred for getting him involved, he gurgled while wiping dirty sweat from his shaved, burn-spotted, and sweat-beaded brow. Orange spider-web burns radiated from singed and smoking fang-marks. When the curse-venom burnt into his brain, he blubbered, fell to his back, and scrabbled at his neck with his mouth working open and shut like a beached mackerel.

			Shu Fang cussed a Qinseh oath.

			The seadog slasher bellowed and bolted.

			The doorman dodged and deftly smacked him with the flat of his blade on the same side of his head again.

			Bellowing in pain and staggering back with the remains of his ear once again spurting crimson gouts, the interpreter snarled like a trapped animal while stabbing Yenara with bloodshot eyes.

			Glorious in her deadly power, she grinned a cruel smile and stabbed him back with a pointed finger. Shot through with sparkling fire-sprites, yet another curse-cobra coalesced. Hissing and spitting flamelets, it snaked through the smoky air and struck his neck-dimple faster than bolt of lightning.

			Sssss—crackle-crack!

			The curse-cobra snakebite seemed all the louder.

			He screamed and scrabbled at his throat. Blood from his ear coursed down his neck, welled in his dirty collar, ran down his sleeve, dripped from the elbow, streamed from dirty fingers. Curls of stinking orange smoke from the disappearing curse-cobra wafted toward the high ceiling to mix with the rest. As curse-venom inflamed his squirming brain, the wide-eyed knifeman growled at Yenara with vicious rage, then also fell to his back. His mouth worked open and shut with quiet gurgles while he choked on blinding, boiling terror.

			Satisfied, Yenara wove a complex hand-dance to dispel the cursing-source. Crackling, the point-of-fire exploded.

			Ba-oom!

			Glasses and mugs bounced off tables. Gambling chips, gold coin, scrip, and dice scattered along greasy planks. Several windows blew out. Opportunists dove for loot. People screamed. Sailors swore oaths on the gods of their choice. Smoking bobeches on the chandelier held no more wax. Spellbound, the crowd fell to horrified silence.

			Shu Fang’s eyes stared wide open with fright as he nervously stroked his long, stringy moustache.

			

			Seconds passed till the two stopped squirming. Panting and sweating, they scrambled to hands and knees with thick stringers of gray spittle dangling from frothy mouths.

			White globs of candle wax lay cooling in the seadog’s hair and beard.

			Yenara spoke with resolute certainty, “On yer feet!”

			Oren echoed her orders for all the Qinseh sailors.

			Trembling and drooling, the seadog stood quaking in his thigh-high boots.

			Also standing, the poor Qinseh wet himself with sour urine running from knee-high breeks. Slippers overflowed.

			Awestruck, the crowd stood silent while the seadog’s blood spattered on the wax-slickened floorboards . . . drip . . . drip . . . drip . . . adding the rusty stink of fresh blood to the sweaty, smoky reek.

			Oren echoed Yenara’s words for Shu Fang and his crew.

			Yenara’s voice came out loud, flat, and dripping with contempt. She raised her hands palms up as if asking questions. “I am unsure which is worse? The one who pleads mercy and does naught in defense?”—and she pointed at the Qinseh, who flinched—“Or the one who wields the knife despite pleadings for common mercy?”—and she pointed at the slasher, who snarled—“Regardless, the Law of the Huan Long Shui Dominion remains simple. The-Dreaded-Geis hath been laid upon yer worthless hides by me, High Adept Yenara, Kulapti of the Huan Long Shui Sisteren, and Senior Member of the Council of Four under the auspices of High Priestess Lilith!”

			Oren once again interpreted.

			Shu Fang swore.

			The Qinseh sailors cussed and protested.

			Unfazed, Yenara fairly hollered. “Should either of ye contemplate such a crime henceforth—or any other act of cruel violence—a flush-of-heat commences. Purging curse-fire holds off and fades if such thought passes without becoming intent. If serious intent takes root, curse-fire becomes thy doom. Once past this unknowable moment, nothing averts immolation. Drifting ash on sullied wind and a still-beating heart emptied of steaming blood shall be all that remains.”

			Alahna knew by Oren’s expression that he deplored being Yenara’s voice for his Qinseh allies and his old friend Shu Fang.

			Vainglorious, Yenara pressed on, “And know this! Ye cannot avenge by willful suicide hoping to bring down innocents, or set revenge on accusers, or victims, or otherwise cause harm or destruction. The-Creeping-Darkness holds ye forever in its baneful mind and chooses when to execute in safety of others.”

			Angrier by the second, Oren interpreted with extreme reluctance.

			When Oren finished, Yenara raved on, “The heat becomes so intense thou shalt run screaming to an open space seeking merciful release.” She paused for effect, then added with finality, “Make no mistake, the curse-of-immolation gets triggered by thine own animus.”

			Yenara’s voice was bitter and vicious.

			Oren’s interpretation came out low and sad.

			Riverbend ~ Doom of the WuShi

			Quivering with rage as the onlookers backed farther away, the knifeman’s limited reason departed. He shouted with hoarse voice in the tongue of the Huan Long Shui Dominion, “The hell with ye goddamned seesters! All ye scunners had oughta be grinnin’ red from yer throats!” With a scream and snarl, he deftly pushed the sword of the nearest bar-bouncer aside, swatted the stunned doorman’s sword down while bowling him over, and rushed Yenara pulling a secreted hook-knife from the voluminous cuff of his thigh-high boot with the still-bloody-blade raised to slash her from neck to crotch.

			Wham!

			Assessing the attack with her second-sight in the blink of an eye from beside Yenara, Alahna pushed a carefully modulated bone-crusher making the scroungy, bloody seadog holler and grunt while skidding back along the wax slickened floor into the boots of Meg’s bar-bouncers. Bracing themselves as he skidded into them, they snatched him to his feet and shoved him forward. The grizzly seadog swore and raised the hook-blade to slash at the doorman. Fey, and not to be surprised again, the doorman dodged and expertly whopped the slasher’s hand with the flat of his blade.

			The hook-blade sail-knife launched spinning into the smoky air.

			People dodged.

			Thunk!

			The hook-blade buried itself in a support beam.

			Gasping to catch his breath, the seadog wobbled on his feet.

			Yenara herself stood paralyzed by the deadly swiftness of the knifeman, including Alahna’s defensive counter, and the doorman’s dazzling sword work.

			

			The knifeman’s ear took to spurting steamy crimson streams.

			Carmine tears blistered and sizzled down flushing cheeks.

			Nasty smoke wafted from the grizzly beard and greasy hair stinking like a rotting, burning carcass as the curse took hold.

			Yenara recovered her composure and set an irresistible compulsion with mind-bending words. “Yonder scumbag! Run outside and jump in the river to cool thyself and wash away the awful stench!”

			Oren shouted the interpretation while Yenara’s gaggle hustled aside.

			The cursed Qinseh sailor quaked in terror, fell to his knees sobbing.

			Finally and fully disarmed, and with smoke roiling from his greasy, stinking hair and scorching beard, the grizzled slasher rallied enough breath to scream, “Ye’ll ne’er catch me!” whereupon, he bolted for the grand-entry. Noisome smoke curled from thigh-high boots as curse-fire chomped his toes.

			People between the seadog and grand-entry parted to let him pass. Anybody unfortunate enough to catch a whiff gagged. The curling trail of threaded smoke and choking mephitis followed in the slasher’s wake like sooty puffs from the stack of a steam locomotive. Many took advantage of the distraction and hurried to follow him out while batting at bloody coils of nauseous soot.

			Knowing what came next, Yenara sang a Pao, took her gaggle in, and wafted through the crowd hard on the heels of the screaming, smoldering knifeman.

			With the autumn sunset low in blazing glory, a squabble of gulls took flight on the chilly breeze. Screaming across the boardwalk, the slasher leapt feetfirst from the high wharf hoping to quench the horrible curse-fire consuming his feet. His plunge to the water slowed to an eerie stop. Having seen this before, the squabble of squawking gulls spread their wings to ride on the crisp breeze. Several perched in horrific expectance on pilings jutting from the boardwalk.

			Bam!

			Bam!

			Both knees exploded in bright flashes of azure flame.

			Bam—a—bam—a—bam—a—echoes of the explosions came back from the cliffs across the wide river as Yenara derezzed her SijanPao while forgetting the count. She and her sycophants got dumped stumbling onto the boardwalk.

			The slasher bellowed in denial as fiery calves fell away with burning feet inside blistering boots.

			Noisome belches of burning bone, sinew, and rancid stockings made swirls of grisly ash. Curled, withered, and emptied of flesh, smoking boot leather sizzled into the lazy current to sink.

			Fetid ash highlighted by orange from the setting sun floated on coldhearted winds.

			Shocked onlookers murmured words of personal warding.

			Robbed of breath by agony and terror, the knifeman looked down at his femoral arteries spewing crimson streamers getting reduced to stringers of ash right before his very eyes.

			Foosh-oosh-oosh-oosh!

			More echoes came when the curse-fire consuming the slasher’s thighs merged at his groin in a bright flare making him mewl when additional curse-fire belched along his convulsing belly and exploding gonads. All reduced to drifting flinders including his burning breeks.

			Poppa—pa—pop!

			Crackling in the heat, the belt and dangling accoutrements at his waist melted into the fat of his belly.

			Pointing fingers, a knot of longshoremen and dockworkers spotted the slasher’s purse of gold coin still dangling at his smoking belt. Stripping naked in a frenzy, they crowded side-by-side between tall pilings jutting through the boardwalk to wait.

			Gulls squawked and screeched when chased away.

			Grins of callous avarice painted their faces.

			People cussed and swore and batted at the loathsome sparks drifting across the wharf while stomping out glowing cinders on the boardwalk.

			Brilliant flinders carried on a cold gust set a local dowager’s straw hat on fire, who threw it at the river. A wind gust carried it back into her face. She ran away screaming.

			In the shocked and momentary quiet, the only sounds to escape the suspended slasher’s mouth were desperate pants, gulps and groans, pitiful whines made punctuation.

			Alahna watched from inside the gambling hall as rowdy sailors from both sailing ships, along with the local gamblers and ne’er-do-wells, along with all of Meg’s people, rushed pushing and cussing through the grand-entry. Astonished and horrified, people hollered and hissed in superstitious horror.

			Foom-ah-foom-foom-ah!

			Scalding streams of frothy blood spewed from both branches of the common iliac artery of the slasher creating more stringers of ash as curse-fire torched animated hips to white flinders. The slasher’s gasping breath faltered to coughing and wheezing as a ruthless geyser of flame erupted from his navel, followed by writhing intestines belching forth dripping and popping in snaky trails of white ash on the chilly breeze and ruddy sunset.

			Freed of arterial branches, the common iliac artery spewed smoking, steaming crimson. Onlookers swore and scrambled about dodging curled streamers of noisome smoke. Several got pushed off the wharf to splash in the river. Life rings tied to rescue quoits with long ropes got tossed in after.

			Still suspended above the calm waters, the knifeman’s fuming torso hovered as his smoking belt dropped away with a red-hot buckle, a smoldering purse, and the rest of his accoutrements. In that same moment all three stevedores dove headfirst for the waves and disappeared beneath slender plumes.

			Connected by numerous ducts and tissues as they flared into flame and fell away, the slasher’s innards made fiery stringers of orange-yellow smoke in the roiling air. Relentless and swift, curse-fire chomped into the seadog’s solar plexus and lungs, then shot from his wide open mouth and flaring nostrils like blowtorches. While the disembodied head still hung blinking in the smoky air, azure-carmine jets hissed from both ear canals.

			Fa-oom—fa—ooma!

			Echoes resounded.

			Spinning arms ablaze with azure flame got reduced to clouds of ash, then drifted on the uncaring winds. 

			Pop—a—poppa!

			Pop—a—poppa!

			Both eyeballs exploded, and a horrific mephitis of burnt-hair smoke choked onlookers when his greasy mane and beard flashed into coiling soot in a single heartbeat.

			Fooma—foom!

			His skull exploded.

			Disgusting echoes fouled everyone’s ears.

			Bones fragments and cottage-cheese brains spinning through the air sparkled into drifting smoke and sparking flashes.

			Circling gulls screeched and squawked when splashes broke the surface downstream from the knot of greedy dockworkers diving in all at once. Several moments passed before they surfaced, but only one had the purse of gold, who held it high and whooped.

			A sigh rippled through shocked onlookers.

			A few clapped.

			In the end, at the last, fully and finally, the slasher’s vicious beating heart hung suspended with diminishing spasms above the uncaring current.

			Spitting the last of its lifeblood in drifting curls of ugly ash, it beat its last beat.

			Lubdub!

			Circling gulls attacked the vital organ in a snarl of flapping wings, hooked beaks, webbed feet, and scratching claws. Falling to the water in a rapacious tangle, they tore the trembling organ to shreds. When the squabble of gulls splashed into the river, they squawked, swam apart, flapped away with dripping bits in bloody beaks.

			Sickened onlookers bolted to the edge of the wharf to empty their stomachs.

			Several hollered, “She-e-e-it!”

			Somebody yelled, “So—that be The-Dreaded-Geis!”

			Another bellowed, “Un-fecking-believable!”

			Shu Fang’s crew murmured in the Qinseh tongue, “Guan Yin yow lianmin. . . .”

			Shouting as if to the Guardian Dragons themselves, Oren interpreted, “Quan Yin have mercy!”

			Captain Oren’s crew fell to their knees and made the gesture-of-passing by touching an open right hand to their heart, then sweeping the air before them palm up. Each murmured individually, “May the Aerthe Mother Goddess forgive his tortured ka. . . .”

			Riverbend ~ Aftermath On the Wharf

			Alahna watched quizzically as Yenara pivoted on the balls of her feet at the edge of the wharf to assess the size of her audience, took several steps one way, stopped, took several steps the other. 

			This forced her gaggle of sycophants to hustle first one way then the other trying to cover her back.

			Making a gesture-of-calling to boost the volume of her voice, Yenara hollered, “Pass these words to every person ye meet.” Her spell-amplified voice echoed across the wide river and back, then died amongst the sailing ships moored with their prows upstream along the wharf.

			Alahna and Seleen finally joined the group to one side.

			Yenara’s echoing voice boomed. “The Law of the Huan Long Shui Dominion is simple. For those who would do their worst to others. The-Dreaded-Geis shall be their just deserts.”

			As Oren dutifully—if not tiredly—shouted the final interpretation, the crowd of reluctant witnesses hurriedly dispersed with shaking heads and murmured epithets.

			A pair of gypsy-adepts, who were old friends of Alahna and Seleen, worked the crowd from the fancy back porch of their ledge-wagon parked between the buildings. “Charms and wards here! Get yer charms and wards here! Can’t get no better nowhere! Better get ‘em while they last! They’re goin’ fast! Get yer charms and wards here!”

			Business became brisk.

			Alahna and Seleen approached Yenara, who strode at them with balled hands at her side as if to start a fistfight, stopped, then spoke with a quiet yet angry tone for Alahna’s ears only. “Asshole? Didst thou name me an asshole?”

			Alahna’s nostrils flared. “Perhaps it was butthole? I forget.” She turned to Seleen. “Did I call Yenara asshole or butthole?”

			Seleen ducked the question. “I was upstairs with Molly.”

			Yenara glared at them both, but glossed over the ongoing insult and strengthened her voice for public ears. “As Kulapti of the Huan Long Shui Sisteren, I find myself obliged to thank High Adept Alahna officially for lending aid, and especially her warding when the knifeman attacked.” So saying, Yenara turned to glare at her useless gaggle of sycophants, none of whom had moved to protect her. Ashamed, they tousled their pantaloons while staring at slippered feet.

			Imperious, Yenara locked eyes with Seleen. “Always good to know when to plead ignorance, or shall I say stupidity?” whereupon, she looked up and to the right while rubbing her chin as if she had asked herself an important question. “No, I s’pose I mean ignorance . . . this time. And, my dear Seleen, since thou hast taken poor Molly’s care upon thyself without begging my leave,”—and she gestured at the emptied but still smoking tavern—“I trust thou shalt see to her healing?”

			Seleen nodded. “Yes, milady.”

			Alahna glanced at Seleen standing there with wary eyes on Yenara’s gaggle, whose cliquish behavior often devolved into bullying and petty insults from behind other Sister’s backs. Spitting and obscene gestures, too. Everybody knew they had arranged apparent accidents for supposed enemies, although none could ever prove it, for singing the Song-of-Truth on fellow Sisters concerning internal politics, or simple mischief had always been forbidden by the Canon-of-Precepts unless a Sister or Sisters got formally accused of breaking the law by another Sister. This would, of course, involve the Guardian Dragons for a Calling-of-the-Council with a subsequent Council of Inquiry. 

			Nobody wanted that.

			Getting face-to-face, Yenara stepped in close to Alahna and lowered her voice to an aggressive timbre. “Interfere with my doings again—my dear Alahna—and we shall seek opportunity to test our mettle in Confrontation-by-Source regardless of the fact thou art Lilith’s Named One. Do I make myself clear—asshole! Or was it butthole? You tell me!”

			Alahna response was just as quiet. “Is there a difference? And thy breath stinketh—Kulapti! Perhaps chew some leaf-of-peppermint?” and she hit Yenara just above the solar plexus at the base of the sternum with a subtle yet powerful elbow strike.

			Breasts were unbound, as was her wont, Yenara’s nipples got knocked in opposing circles beneath her ornately embroidered slipover blouse. She stumbled back frantically rubbing at her chest while catching a ragged breath, then glanced about to see if any of her useless sycophants had witnessed the assault.

			None had. Their attention was on the Qinseh complicitor shambling sorry and shameful along the wharf while mewling to himself.

			Swearing at them, the enraged Yenara made to push a surprise bone-crusher at Alahna, but the moment Yenara locked eyes with her longtime enemy, she paused.

			Smiling a humorless smile while fully poised to deflect and counterstrike, Alahna watched Yenara’s expression shift from blind rage to a more prudent survival instinct. Alahna could almost guess the thoughts in that squirming brain as Yenara recalled how powerful Alahna’s bone-crushers actually were.

			Yenara growled under her breath, “I shall not fall for this. . . .” 

			Alahna murmured, “Wise of thee. . . .”

			Whereupon, they locked eyes in a moment of pure, dripping hatred. 

			Finally, Alahna fairly snarled, “Have a care, Yenara! Someday thy wish may come true!” and they stood facing one another still as death with hands poised for arcane conflict, deadly conflict.

			One or both would die.

			There would be no quarter.

			Years of abuse, belittlement, and bullying by Yenara made Alahna’s heart pound with dark desire. For now seemed like the moment of true and final reckoning. Out of the corner of her eye, Alahna spied Seleen fully prepared to push a series of full-on bone-crushers into Yenara’s sycophants to make certain they stayed out of the conflict.

			Distracted by the unfolding confrontation, Yenara’s sycophants realized too late that Seleen had the drop on them. Judiciously, they kept hands down and backed off.

			Seleen also smiled a humorless smile. She herself had scores to settle. Not a one would go toe-to-toe with her. Crowded together in a group, they were in as much danger from one another as from Seleen.

			Several swore.

			

			Nobody moved a hand.

			Interrupting the pregnant moment, Shu Fang bellowed a string of orders.

			Closely watching the unfolding conflict between Alahna and Yenara, Oren paraphrased for all, “Shu Fang just ordered his crew to make ready and cast off come daybreak and also canceled shore leave.”

			Still gathered by the grand-entry of the Blind Hag to collect their weapons, Shu Fang’s disconcerted and angry crew chorused their agreement with muttered oaths. Big Meg’s cloakroom-girl and bar-bouncers got busy returning swords and long knives.

			Obviously angry at having let the interpreter bowl him over, which made him lose face, the doorman quietly stood with blade unsheathed and poised. His professional swordsman’s stance and lightning speed forestalled further conflict.

			Oren’s officers stood steadfast with hands on hilts.

			The cursed Qinseh sailor shuffled along the wharf.

			Weapons regained, his shipmates afforded him superstitious space in passing. None would look him in the eye. Several spat on him as they strode past.

			Oren signaled his boys to be watchful while still assessing Alahna and Yenara with a knowing eye. He muttered low, “This be a long time coming. . . .”

			Yenara scoffed, lowered her hands, guffawed to save face, disdainfully turned her back on Alahna, and took her gaggle into a new SijanPao. Dramatically willing her Pao into the sky over the river, Yenara laughed again, but it seemed like a painful cry.

			Finally out of danger, the relieved sycophants threw finger insults and foulmouthed jeers at Seleen, who gave them the same.

			Oren tipped his hat first to Alahna, then Seleen, then joined Big Meg and her staff while his officers kept watch.

			Seleen laughed. “Yenara was still rubbing her chest when they swooped into town.”

			Alahna’s voice was low with unwholesome glee and not a little relief. “The greater damage is not the actual hit.”

			Seleen became serious. “I had the drop on Yenara’s eejits to make certain they kept it fair. So . . . wait . . . what is the greater damage?”

			Calming herself with deep breaths, Alahna said, “Nebhet taught me. She is truly dangerous, although no one would ever guess.”

			Seleen was incredulous. “Dangerous? Old Nebhet?”

			“Yes, and I will share a secret.”

			Seleen tapped her chest with an open palm as the sign of shared secrecy. “I am all ears.”

			Alahna whispered, “Old Nebhet is Keeper of the Curses.”

			Still incredulous, Seleen shook her head.

			Alahna went on, “I intentionally scattered Yenara’s Anahata chakra. She will spend days trying to figure out why she is so sick at heart from such a minor blow. Eventually, she will complain to Old Nebhet. Nebhet will keep her peace, but realign Yenara’s chakra with a breathing meditation and hands on healing to lift Yenara’s chi.

			“Afterward, Nebhet will come and chew my butt out. I will smile and disavow intent while playing the innocent self-defendant. Nebhet will be gruff, but wink when she turns away, for she also holds no love for Yenara, and it will secretly tickle Nebhet pink.”

			Seleen shook her head. “I truly thought this time Yenara would fight.”

			Alahna scoffed, “I almost wish she had. And she might have had I not been so eager, or if she thought her gaggle of eejits could gang up, but—”

			“Somebody had thy back,” Seleen interrupted, and smiled her own dangerous smile with a lifted eyebrow.

			Proud of her acolyte, Alahna nodded and put a hand on Seleen’s shoulder. “As always, cowards and bullies back down when confronted.”

			Seleen shook her head. “I’m not so sure about Yenara. She forever pushes the boundaries of what she can get away with.”

			Big Meg motioned for Alahna and Seleen to join her people, Captain Oren, his officers, and the marshal. As a group, they hurried along behind Big Meg to catch up with Shu Fang. Meg shouted, “Captain, a moment please! There is the matter of injury, heat damage, broken furniture, and loss of profit.”

			Rolling his eyes, Oren reluctantly interpreted.

			Shu Fang turned with a scowl and spoke to Oren with quiet intensity, who interpreted once again. “Shu Fang says, ‘Luck follows others on such an evening as this. And profits were garnered before the melee broke out. And the actions of such dangerous sorceresses stand outside of his command.’”

			Shu Fang’s Qinseh officers had returned to stand behind him.

			Tension boiled.

			Hands fingered sword hilts.

			A keen businesswoman, Megan projected persistence as opposed to militance. “My Molly lies upstairs beaten to within a hair’s breadth of her life, and her pretty face laid wide open. I should think remuneration for damages are in order for a gentleman and officer?”

			Oren tiredly echoed Meg.

			The marshal pointed his baton, saying, “Captain Shu Fang, the Ocean Queen won’t get unmoored till the debt is settled.” He pointed at Alahna and Seleen. “They will see to it!”

			Ignoring the leg-humping-lapdog of a marshal, Oren bade Shu Fang wait while he spoke to Big Meg. With Shu Fang and his boys standing out of earshot, Oren huddled with Alahna, Meg, and Seleen. “His cargo is worth a fortune to us all. If Meg here finishes this off by forcibly emptyin’ his purse, he will not come back. And he might not come back, anyway. Is this what we want?”

			Alahna spoke up, “Megan, since it was the flaming butthole’s actions that caused yer heat damage, I will stand good for the repairs out of mine own pocket.”

			They all knew she meant Yenara. Several chuckled.

			Meg shook her head. “I won’t have it. I’m already in yer debt fer Molly.”

			Alahna said, “And yet, I am in the Council of Four, and Yenara refused my orders to take The-Dreaded-Geis outside making one helluva mess. If ya won’t allow me, then the Sisteren shall cover this.”

			Meg agreed.

			Oren said, “That will help, milady. Do all of ye trust me?”

			They bobbed their heads.

			Oren went to Shu Fang and spoke at some length. Grumbling, Shu Fang ordered his first officer to hustle up the wharf to the Ocean Queen. While they waited, Oren explained to Meg and the others, “I told Captain Shu Fang it was a cryin’ shame his crew got framed by that scum-bellied seadog interpreter. I also explained the Sisteren will cover the heat and smoke damage per High Adept Alahna’s word. I added that the interpreter’s additional confession about missing doxies in Bahndahn Towne had bounties out for the perpetrator, and I would apply the proffered rewards to Megan’s establishment.

			“In terms of his sailor who got the curse, I told him t’ keep that fella separate from the others, who’ll bait ‘im into a fight just t’ see the poor bastard go up in flames, and dat’ll be dat. I suggested he convince the fellow to join a monastery and swear to a quiet life of austere meditation. I know the Qinseh monks. They’re a peaceful lot. Or mebbe set to farmin? Cuz’ his sailin’ days’re over.

			“In terms a comin’ back t’ Riverbend fer bidness, I said we should all like ‘t see him and his crew again. I also told him I’d send word t’ the Pilot’s Guild about vetting better interpreters and they should refund his fees. Lastly, I asked him what he could do t’ help that poor garil and make things right with Big Meg, since it was his crew what tore up the tables and such.”

			By that time, Shu Fang’s man returned with a small chest, which Shu Fang handed to Megan. She peered inside and found a pouch of gold nuggets, a larger velveteen sack of unstrung black pearls, and a velvet fold of faceted rubies. The rubies were extremely rare. When Meg laid the fold of rubies in her hand, Shu Fang stepped forward and retrieved three of them, went to Alahna and Seleen, handed two to Alahna with a bow, gave one to Seleen with another bow.

			Bowing, Seleen’s delight was obvious.

			Alahna smiled and bowed.

			Meg seemed more than satisfied; engulfed Shu Fang in an enormous, bosomy hug; gave him a sloppy kiss on the cheek; which he wiped off with a grimace of wry amusement.

			Turning to Oren, Meg said, “Tell him we hopes he comes back. I hope he comes back, and I’ll take extra good care of him and his crew when they do.”

			Again, for the last time, Oren interpreted.

			Shu Fang gave Oren a forearm shake, nodded to Megan, and strode away with his scowling officers. Long braids swung to and fro.

			Alahna said to Meg, “Dost thou have anyone brave enough to pilfer a bucket of the most potent dragon-waters from the Opal Basin at the Plaza of the Forbidden Gate?”

			Meg’s nod was tentative.

			“Before changing Molly’s dressings next time, pour the waters from the Opal Basin onto a rag and let it soak on her face. Keep the rag wet till the wounds stop fizzing. Even after they heal, massage the scars with marigold salve and wet rags dipped in dragon-water from the Pagoda Center. Any Sister will fetch a crock. Over time, Molly’s injuries will barely show.”

			Meg bowed deep. “Yer kindness meets with gratitude as always, Milady Alahna. And yers too, pretty Seleen,” and she gave Seleen a big hug and a sloppy kiss while slipping another ruby into each of their hands.

			Seleen grinned with her long blond hair riffling in the breeze.

			The marshal said, “I shudder t’ think what would a’ happened had ye not been here t’ cool things down, miladies.”

			Riverbend ~ News of the Takings

			With the fading reflection of the setting sun rippling on the waves of the wide and lazy LungHuo, Oren bade Alahna and Seleen join him back inside the tavern. By that time smoke from Yenara’s debacle had cleared except for the smell of scorched timbers, which only a new coat of stain would mitigate. Meg’s people were already clearing broken tables out the rear doors for later repair in town and swabbing the deck.

			When the three of them sat down in Oren’s snug over bowls of beef stew and fresh bread with garlic butter, Oren said, “Milady, we had important matters to discuss before the Kulapti nearly burnt the damn place down. An’ what I have t’ tell ya is fer yer ears only . . . erm . . . yers and Seleen’s, because the wind-singers at the Cloister business center would be frightened to death if they knew, as would the wind-singers who sang us home.”

			Alahna said, “How is it that ya sailed past Bahndahn for the coast without hiring any of Seleen’s wind-singers?”

			Oren rubbed his goatee. “When I hired Sisters Upala and Zinzughen coming back, Upala told me we just missed ‘em when they came downriver with two other pairs of wind-singers, and there weren’t any others present at the time we departed. I had the chance t’ catch the outgoing high tide and get past the bar of the LungHuo with a downstream land breeze at me back. So, I took it. And, milady, nobody knows the winds, shoals, and currents along the west coast better than meself and me navigator. Fortunate it was, too, or this news would’ve gotten to the Cavern Keep long before Boone found ye.”

			“This dire news again. Pray tell,” Alahna prompted.

			Oren stroked his goatee again. “Milady, there are sinister goings-on up narth. Allow me t’ review. We plied up the coast late this summer as usual, and we did good this year goin’ up. But on the way back south, there warn’t nobody left t’trade with. The folken were gone from the bays and inlets, and I would na’ let me lads go a lootin’.”

			Alahna furrowed her brow. “Gone?”

			“Yar, gone. We found a few old bogiturs and little childern hidin’ scared an’ cryin’ for us t’bring ‘em south with us, but I had no room. We was packed above the gunwales. . . .”

			Alahna filled in, “And there was perhaps fear that whatever did this might have left the survivors with some sort of dire phage?”

			Unwilling to admit it, Oren glossed. “We left ‘em provisions as best we could. After that, we went no closer t’ shore than t’ find out if it was the same on down the coast.”

			“Did the villagers perhaps go inland?” Alahna asked.

			“Not as far as we could tell, milady.”

			“What, exactly, did the old bogiturs say?”

			Oren lowered his voice. A shadow of fear crept across his face. “Now, it gets weird. They said beast-headed monsters and hulking, baldheaded men, as were white from head to toe, come flyin’ down from the sky in a buzzin’ silver ship far bigger than the Dragon’s Breath. It hung above ‘em like some ominous cloud while the beasties tossed bombs what spewed greenish pizen clouds. Everybody fell t’ the ground, but not all died, as evidenced by these few survivors.

			“As best the old bogiturs could tell when they awoke, the green cloud killed all the critters and livestock. The monsters left only the carcasses of the weak and sick when the smoke cleared. As for the people, all able-bodied folken were gone. There warn’t even any corpses t’ bury.”

			Alahna’s face hardened. “Old friend, shall I have Seleen sing the Song-of-Truth upon ya? Thou art a well-known raconteur,” and she raised an eyebrow.

			Oren frowned, saying, “Miladies, we’ve done bidness t’gether fer years. Do ye think I’d make somethin’ like this up? Me men and I would give our lives for ya considerin’ all the family ya’ve either healed or brought back from the brink. But if it’ll help ya believe on what I’m sayin’, let Seleen sing her songspell, and I’ll tell ya the same. Although,”—and he looked out from the snug—“she might wanna sing it somewhere else.”

			A wry smile painted Alahna’s face. “Indeed, somewhere else. What are thy plans, then?”

			Twizzling his goatee, he cocked his head again. “It won’t be long afore word gets out about them empty fishin’ villages and inlets. I trust me men, but sailors like t’ spin their tall tales.”

			Alahna nodded.

			Oren went on, “An’ I wouldn’t wish to see them beasties comin’ outta the sky t’take me and me crew if they still be raidin’ the northern coastline. No . . . me crew needs some shore leave with their families. I’ll provision here and fill me holds with kegs of Riverbend Rum. They love the rum in Bahndahn Towne and Qinseh. Mebbe two pairs of wind-singers could help me tow a heavy barge across the ShenLan Sea? Ya know them foreigners love that new shiny steel from Bandahn fer makin’ swords what don’t rust. Think on how much such a venture might cost.”

			Seleen interjected, “Many thanks, Captain Oren. We love our new boots. I did better here than I would at the bazaar,” and she gazed at the shining rubies in her palm.

			Oren gave Seleen a slight bow, and went on, “In terms of the return voyage, I’ll bring spices, tea, black-rum, licorice, silk and silk thread, alpaca yarn and furs, which is what ye Sisters always like anyway.”

			Alahna said, “I would add my thanks to Seleen’s. The cloaks and boots and shemaghs are most excellent. Are we done, then?”

			Oren nodded.

			Alahna dug in her cloak and produced her purse, then gave Oren two solid gold jinlongs on the table, 28-grams of pure gold each. “This is for thy services as interpreter, and buy thy men some ale on me. As to those goods upon return from yer next voyage, if the wind-singers are with thee, the Sisteren will have first claim, regardless. Thou art a good man, old friend, and I appreciate hearing this before it gets out. I’m sorry I doubted ya.”

			Oren laughed. “Please, milady, don’t go tellin’ such things around Riverbend, or I’ll ne’er swing another good deal hereabouts again.”

			Alahna gave Oren a knowing smile, but cast a serious glance at Seleen.

			Seleen was wide-eyed as Oren walked away. “What will we do now?”

			Sleeping City ~ Incognito to the Cape of Orion

			After the terrible afternoon at the Blind Hag, Alahna and Seleen proceeded directly to the Pagoda Complex and Cloister in the center of the riverfront hamlet to find Maxfield, the resident hostler for the Sisteren’s stables. He and Dorak, his strapping young son, both looked up from repairing harnesses in the tack room and immediately bowed. 

			Alahna spoke to Maxfield as an old friend. “Kind sir, prepare our favorite horses for a five or six-day hunting trip. Seleen and I will be travelling alone. Say nothing to anyone about this upon bond of thy word. Do I have it?”

			Maxfield said, “On our honor then, milady. Right laddy buck?” and he slapped Dorak on the back, who nodded and bowed again.

			“I leave this in thy capable hands, then,” Alahna said.

			Maxfield smiled. “Ye’ll need a pack mule to carry it all. But hunting, milady?”

			“Yes. I feel the need for solitude. We depart before sunrise. Tie hunting bows and full quivers of arrows to the saddles where they are easy to reach.”

			“Aye, milady. We shall get right on it,” and he sent Dorak to the storage shed with camp gear to choose a suitable tent.

			Departing the stables for the shops at the center of town, Seleen caught up with Alahna. “Hunting? Really? If we want fresh game, why not ask Conrad—”

			Alahna interrupted, “The pretense of going on a hunt is for prying eyes and nosy gossip. We are bound for The-Sleeping-City.”

			“All the way to the Cape of Orion? Can thee not sing a SijanPao and simply fly us?”

			Alahna shook her head. “Two adepts in a field-of-force crossing the sky toward the coast are news for gossip. Other Sisters would hear. Whereas hunters on horseback with camping kit and a pack mule are not. Besides, I cannot take us much faster than we can ride, and holding the mind-glyph of a SijanPao all day would be completely exhausting.”

			Seleen said, “Where are we going now?”

			“To the haberdasher for disguise. We shall need suitable raiment to go as men, and my tailor knows very well how to keep his business on the quiet.”

			By sunrise, they had a good start on the 90-kilometer ride to the coast. Alahna hoped to make the first leg of their journey to the coast in a single day. By the time they rode into Bahndahn Towne, a bit more than halfway downriver, the sun had just passed noon zenith. Another old friend, the hostler was overjoyed to help them and keep his yap shut in the doing, for Alahna was always generous. Wise in the esoteric ways of the Sisters, not once did he ask why they were dressed as men. They swapped mounts, got a fresh pack mule, and laid plans to swap it all back on the return leg. The old hostler was still smiling and jingling his gold when they rode out.

			By sundown, they finally heard the boom and sough of surf with the salty tang of the ShenLan sea on a rising sea breeze coming off the surf. An extremely wide beach some 2-kilometers long swept the south side of the high cape till it reached the ancient jetty on the north side of the LungHuo River bar. Basalt pillars jutted randomly from the beach like vast broken teeth where softer geological formations had been weathered away. By the time they approached the Great Lower Doors carved into the solid basalt of a south-facing cliff it was well past sunset. Their camp would be in the natural lee.

			Alahna found the very site she remembered from her first journey when she struck to become Adept in the 1st Circle, and they pitched camp under an overhanging ledge jutting from dunes next to a freshwater spring with a large pool and little stream running down the beach to the waves. A small and warm waterfall still gushed from a crevice in the rock about 4-meters up.

			Thirsty mounts drank their fill from the pool.

			A gusting breeze tossed their manes and tails.

			Seleen unpacked the mule and rummaged through the pile till she found a heavy woolen blanket and her poncho with a belt. She laid them on a large rock, stripped, and stood beneath the warm water to bathe. Alahna did the same, but the breeze became wind. By the time they tied their ponchos in place and got the new riding boots back on, they both had goose bumps. Seleen filled a small kettle with water to boil for heating the bottle of canned stew and also refilled the botas with fresh drinking water from the pristine spring. It was high tide with the boom and roar of waves breaking against the sharp basalt pillars and hoodoos jutting from the deeper waters, which added to the rumble and whoosh of breaking surf on the beach, but they were situated well above the high-water line.

			Filled with memories of her first trip to this dread-inspiring place with Lilith some 30-years ago, Alahna helped Seleen pitch the tent and start a cooking fire with a sturdy iron spit from which they hung the kettle of stew to heat. Dunes and saw grass had drifted against the surfaces of the huge monoliths on the inland side of the ledge where they camped. Lianas and vines caused the great doors to blend with the cliff. High on the scarp above, another vast portal gaped where immense granite doors lay blasted into the enormous cavern from their keyways during the Rebellion-of-the-Slaves over 5,000-years ago.

			Gazing up at the entire mountain with intact doors below and the blasted opening so high above, Alahna felt a shiver run up her spine that was not entirely because of the cold bite of gusting winds. Fear of That-Which-Abides—the lowest state-of-consciousness for the WuShi—urged her to weather the night and depart with Seleen at first light. Counter to her fears, pressing thoughts arose. I must brave this out and see for myself whether Oren speaks the truth. Regardless of what I find, if Lilith discovers I brought Seleen here, the repercussions will be the same as if I actually went in. There is nothing for it. This must be done. And I must do it.

			High Priestess Lilith’s imperious words rang in Alahna’s mind: No adept of the Huan Long Shui shall ever sojourn to the Cape of Orion without my express permission. This most especially includes trying to sing the Great Lower Doors open to enter The-Sleeping-City, a cursed and evil place.

			Over her many years of scholarship as Keeper of the Archives, Alahna’s superstitious fears from those days as a girl striking for the 1st Circle had morphed into empirical knowledge in the present by finally observing the place from an adult’s perspective, but the contrast in point-of-view, or POV, was quite unexpected. Rousing herself to the present, Alahna said, “Let us pitch the tent, then gather driftwood.”

			They ate, walked the mounts and mule a short while along the beach, hobbled them with feedbags of grain hanging over their happy heads. With the walls of the tent behind them whipping and snapping in the wind, Alahna said, “Dost thou remember the first words of the Long Shai I taught thee?”

			Seleen answered, “Yes, my Laoshi.”

			“They are words-of power to an ancient ritual-of-opening in songspell, the tune of which we practiced on our way here. Now, it is time to learn the gesture-of-positioning for a Sigil-of-Opening. My love, a day may come when I take thee within The-Sleeping-City, but not on the morrow. I must do what needs to be done and be out before nightfall, for even the stoutest of hearts would not remain in that haunted and evil place after dark.

			“Should I not return by then, release the sigil and the great doors will close of themselves. But take heed. Do not get caught between them. They will crush thee to nothing. Afterward, ride home as fast as the mounts may go. Lay any blame on me.”

			Before sunrise, the wind abated and stormy sea calmed. Sleeping to the soughing tide in the shade of the overhang, early morning warmed the air inside the tent enough to awaken her. When Alahna realized how late it was, she dratted herself as they hurried to prepare, which included yet another practice session for the complex songspells. So the horses and mule would not get spooked, Alahna and Seleen removed their hobbles, walked them far enough away along the grassy dunes, and hobbled them again leaving them free to graze.

			By the time Alahna was confident Seleen was prepared as possible, the sun reached zenith. As the breeze rose, they finally strode to the base of Great Lower Doors leading into the Caverns of Orion with the ShenLan Sea and the hobbled horses as the only witnesses.

			Seleen sang the Song-of-the-Sigil with a precision and clarity Alahna often envied. The Sigil-of-Opening appeared and floated in the air above them with fiery-red flames sizzling along the indefinite surface of a huge ankh. Seleen directed it up in front of the giant stone slabs where a reddish, incandescent gout of ball-lightning burst from the surface to sweep across the imposing monoliths. Lianas and grasses caught fire and chuffed away as ash from the intense heat.

			On the surface of the great monoliths, ancient techno-runes tall as a house came aglow as if lit from behind by the light of a full moon. In response, the enormous doors growled and stirred with tooth-jarring, sub-audible shudders as they grudgingly ripped away the smoking lianas and burning bramble. As the doors parted, fierce whirlwinds arose to clear the dunes, then whooshed along the great keyway. Swirling vortices scrubbed it clean. At length, the vast, arched promenade stood open. Fresh air mixed with ancient as a breeze disappeared into the unfamiliar darkness.

			Subconsciously stalling against the inevitable entry to such an cursed place, Alahna turned to Seleen and proffered a brief history by waving her hands at the great mountain of basalt whose sheer cliff face towered into the sky. “The cape is hollow, thus the name Caverns of Orion. This is because an unknown number of hollow lava tubes connect the ancient volcanoes of Aryavartha to the ShenLan Sea from volcanic processes when Janaidar was a young world.

			“An ancient-alien industrial complex lies within the gigantic cavern fully surrounding The-Sleeping-City itself, which is a vast dodecahedron. More than half of The-Sleeping-City rises above street level within. The Huan Long Shui archives reveal the overall height of the dodecahedron as between 13 and 14-kilometers, but the truth of this lies buried in the dust-of-ages. The archives never name the surrounding industrial complex, so I made notes to deem it the: Outer City of XiangBhala, the Inner City assumed to the great dodecahedron we commonly refer to as: The-Sleeping-City. Several names. One place.

			“In the Outer City of XiangBhala, great edifices such as dwelling apartments, tower-cranes, and unimaginably tall buildings with many, many floors of unknown purpose surround The-Sleeping-City with 1,000s of large and small machine systems whose varied purposes are long forgotten. The main level of the Outer City is higher than the beach for obvious reasons, but whether the Outer City delves deeper than sea level is unknown. I suspect it must.”
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