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To my family,
for everything, 
as always.
 
 
 
 
Walker, your footprints
are the way, and nothing else.
Walker, there is no way;
a way is made by walking.
By walking one makes the Way,
and turning to look behind,
one sees the path that never
one will return to step again.
Walker, there is no way;
just a wake on the sea.
 
Antonio Machado
 
 
We are where we are. 
That is all we know.
 
Anon
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CHAPTER 1
I’m not given to sudden surges of saudade, more than just tinged with apprehension. But then again, the current situation, the unknown future lying ahead—not just for Aria and me but also for Dec and Cyrene, Aria’s friend, sister, sister-in-arms—made it almost impossible not to be touched by unease; for the Concourse is, for me at least, a reflection of an incomprehensible physical reality. And humans are built to at least pretend to comprehend, even if they really don’t and never will.
Aria and I sat on our unusually skittish horses, just outside the outer ring of Hilea’s framing suburbs, on the side of the road leading to the edge of the broad caldera and beyond to Galata and Tanaquil, which was a major trading port. 
‘Tanaquil’… A name even more unusual than those of the cities we had recently passed through, if only because it also was the name of the queen consort of Rome by marriage to the legendary fifth King of Rome. The similarity strongly suggested the city had a connection to ‘Earth’ history, even if only a legendary part of it. Which made it unusual on this world of unknowns and mysteries. 
Dec and Cyrene’s figures slowly disappeared into the distance and finally were swallowed by the fine haze of dust whipped up from the currently dried-out red topsoil by the seasonal errant and unpredictable winds. When they were gone from view, Aria made a fretful sound. Unusual for an Aslatrix, or at least what I expected from an Aslatrix, based on Aria and Cyrene’s tales about their past.
“Will we ever see them again?” Aria said, her voice bleak and sad.
“Yes. The only question is when. In this world. Where we are.”
Aria regarded me thoughtfully. Taking my measure, she was. Deciding if I meant what I had said. Especially when I answered with an emphatic ‘yes’.
Her mouth quirked.
“We’re going to be together for a long time.”
Definitely!
“Could be years,” I agreed.
Again that thoughtful, measure-taking look I knew only too well. She nudged her horse closer to mine. Our legs touched as she reached out with her right hand, took a firm hold of the top of my Kevlar doublet, pulled us together; kissed me with the fierce unconditional commitment that was so completely Aria. More than just Aslatrix warrior and former assassin. Kissing Aria, no matter how brief the touch—as it was right now, because this was not done in Hilea in public view—was a completely absorbing adventure, affirmation of commitment, complete loyalty and, at least I thought so, love. Not that Aria had ever used that word. Maybe she never would. But then again, in its many linguistic incarnation on the world some, in a quaint reference to an old European language, insisted on referring to as ‘Terra’, ‘love’ also had a near infinite variety of translations and understandings. 
So, did it really matter if it was ever said? Did it not matter more if one’s actions expressed what words could never truly describe? 
Still, Aria had managed to turn an inclined-to-be-cynical and focus-on-the-mission former Sayeret Matkal operative, who had become one of the League’s Knights, into the closest thing to a romantic I was ever going to be. And if, as I knew she did, she held something back of herself, something that went beyond the merely slowly changing ‘Aslatrix’… 
That was fine with me. The kiss between seeing off our friends and starting back for the house told me everything I needed to know. And, just to make sure she got the message, when she released me and started to pull away, I took hold of the Kevlar vest partially exposed under what probably should be called a ‘blouse’—a necessary accessory to sustain the illusion of Aria being what a woman was expected to be in this place—and jerked her to me. The collision between our mouths was almost painful, but I knew that’s the way she liked it.
When we separated…
“Tonight,” Aria said, her voice hoarse, “we have to complete something that has been waiting to be completed for far too long.”
When she saw my face, she chuckled.
“Worry not, my friend, lover and comrade-in-arms. It is a good thing.”
“Glad to hear it,” I said.
We nudged our horses to start the way back to the house, which had become not just the home of the women and girls we had rescued from slavery and who already were beginning to find their way into a life they had never even dared to hope for again. I also thought of it as the effective Hilea HQ of the League of Knights-Errant in this world. Whatever the future brought for us, I was determined to make the building into a small fortress of sorts, capable of protecting those inside from surprise attacks launched by the corrupt elements among the powerful and their agents. 
More importantly perhaps we would also have to think very carefully about what we could do to effectively protect against any Sta’h’k’ee who might appear here. Aria and I had agreed that though the Sta’h’k’ee Trace apparently had gone off to track Dec and Cyrene on their way, this was just an assumption.
He might again be trying to deceive us all. Unlikely perhaps, as Dec and Cyrene were far more important in what almost certainly was the mission he had been tasked with by Dec’s not-son Erick. But assumptions and conclusions without sufficient support by evidence were likely to lead the fools doing too much assuming to a disastrous end; and often everybody who trusted them to make sensible decisions. 
Aria and I had our work cut out for us. Just because we might have years here and even though in those years we would age very little because we, like all Knights that went out into the worlds of the Concourse, had been treated with—diluted but still highly effective— elixir didn’t mean we had the luxury of time to prepare ourselves for possible inimical attacks. 
The women we had assumed responsibility for depended on us. Too much! Aria, true to the Aslatrix mindset, had insisted that making them more self-reliant, independent and able to help us secure and defend the house, was our first and most important task. 
That’s how we were going to start.
 
––––=====––––
 
“Kailee will be very happy to organize the training,” Aria said as we dismounted from our horses in the stable we had built on the side of the house; another source of income, added to the eating place on the ground floor, which had effectively been taken over by the twins, Traleen and Lonti; two of the older girls, who had revealed that they learned the art of preparing irresistible dishes in the kitchen of their father’s waystation along the trade route connecting Lino, Kendir and Hasbra. We had missed it when fleeing the Kendir disaster; hadn’t even been aware of it in our hurry to get ourselves to safety.
Only a day before the volcano’s eruption a band of slavers had invaded the waystation, killed the girls’ father and, after raping their mother, had taken Traleen and Lonti with them to Hasbra and its markets.
 Their misfortune changed when Leest, a local slave trader, had included them in the group of female slaves we requested to take with us and act as cover for our true purpose of being here. 
Kailee was the eldest of the ten rescued slaves; a dark-haired beauty who once upon a time had made child-Aydee feel rather insecure. Not without a reason. Kailee had her eyes set on Dec, just like right now she seemed to have them set on me. 
It amused Aria to no end, especially since it provided her with an occasional opportunity to tease me about it; that usually ending with us in a suitably private space confirming yet again that for both of us there was only us, and that was as things would always be. 
No declarations of love. We didn’t need them. We knew.
“It’ll give her something to focus on,” I said. 
Aria gave me a knowing look.
“She’ll do her best to…”
I pulled her to me for a brief but uncompromising kiss. 
When we separated…
“You’re doing the training. I’ll keep my distance from the little predator.”
“Coward!”
“I like to think of it as being wise.”
Aria kissed me hard; with that soft growl of hers, telling me that though right now we were going to attend to practicalities, she had every intention of following things up at the earliest possible opportunity.
Not that I minded.
The prospect of spending an indefinite time here with Aria… I never expected this to become a part of my service as a Knight-Errant for the League. Indeed, I was not aware of this having been a part of any of the other Knights’ journeys through the worlds of the Concourse.
But our situation was different. 
Less than half a day’s ride the road to Hasbra passed close to an arm of Tanglebark Forest, where lived young-Aydee and her and Dec’s chronologically only slightly older daughter, Hera; protected not only by the forest, which apparently was quite capable of defending itself and anybody it harbored from serious external threats, but also by their guardians, Anton and Lina. Not to forget that these two children probably were also able to contribute to their safety after having gone through extensive training by Dec, before he left them with Anton and Lina to continue his search for adult-Aydee.
With the possibility of one or more Sta’h’k’ee attempting to enter Tanglebark and attacking the children—for whatever reason; but the threat had to be considered real—at the very least Aria and I had to remain close. It would have been better if Hilea had been closer to Tanglebark, but there was nothing we could do about that. Also, sooner or later, the girls would have to take excursions out of the forest and face the outside world, if only to familiarize themselves with what they had to expect as they prepared to leave their safe hideout. 
That of course was in a future measured in years. Another reason why they had to step out of their hiding place with increasing frequency. Facing the reality of the world outside was essential to adapt them to whatever awaited them as they grew to adulthood.
To help them with that, and to keep them safe… 
Another reason why we were here.
Aria and I were going to make sure that our lives would be as full and meaningful as we could make them. We had each other; a solid foundation which was a good place to start. What we made out of it was up to us.
“Wasn’t it you,” Aria murmured,“who told me that being wise is for old men who outlived their usefulness?”
“Your memory is too acute!”
“Just remember that!”
Aria hooked her arm under mine and pulled me after her.
 
––––=====––––
 
Later, after we had informed the young women of our plans and assigning the organization to Kailee, Aria and I closed and locked the door to our personal living quarters behind us and sat on the comfortable couch I had a Hilean cabinetmaker construct according to my specifications. I had intended it as a surprise for Aria. My attempt had been unexpectedly successful, even though I still wasn’t completely convinced that Aria truly hadn’t known about my plan.
The cabinetmaker, who operated his workshop in conjunction with his two sons and the shopfront with his wife, had regarded the, to him unfamiliar, design with initial skepticism, which soon turned into fascinated interest; especially because of the upholstering I had requested. 
It had taken quite a while for the task to be completed, but when the couch-divan was finally delivered, Aria regarded it with what I thought was surprise, and followed it with a suggestion for testing its usefulness. And useful it turned out to be, especially for imaginative variations on our always breathtakingly and consumingly passionate sexual encounters.
Right now, she cast a significant look at the couch, took my right hand in her left and pulled me down onto the soft upholstery. 
She kept holding the hand, looking at me in silence.
By now I knew Aria well enough to sense the emotional subtext of her silences. This one…
Aria took a deep breath, hesitated for a moment, then placed my hand on her belly.
“We’re going to be here for quite a while,” she murmured.
Suddenly I understood.
We looked at each other. Her eyes were wide and questioning.
“Are you certain?”
She nodded; smiled in a very un-Aslatrix way. The hand not holding mine cupped her right breast, held in place by the bra under her blouse and hefted it.
“You really haven’t noticed?”
Actually, I had. But Aria’s body also had filled out in other ways. I had attributed it to the change in our life styles, which resulted in far less vigorous physical activity. Her breasts…
Aria smiled knowingly.
“You did notice! But you were being very unlike-Ari tactful.”
She brushed her lips over mine.
“Thank you. You are a man of many faces. This one I had not expected. But I like it!”
“That is good to hear.”
She turned serious.
“I do not know how this could have happened. We spoke about this before we had our first sexual congress. The device we are forced to have implanted when we go into Aslatrix service should make it impossible for me to be with child for much longer.”
Her mouth quirked as she looked at the upholstery under us.
“I wonder,” she said. “Maybe it was this. We have been even more active since you had it made and installed in our quarters.”
“How long have you known?”
“I missed three of my bleedings. I did not consider the first significant. As I told you, the bleeding under the influence of the implant is minute; nothing to compare with what an unconstrained female would expect and therefore easy to dismiss.
“The second one… There was no blood. I had my first suspicions then. By the time the third did not show I knew. But I wanted to make sure and waited until I felt my body slowly changing. My breasts feeling slightly heavier. More…sensitive. Your touch has always set off sensations that no other man has triggered. But now… It is so much more. As is your touch…here.”
She moved my hand down her belly, to the juncture of her thighs, spread them slightly and pushed it deeper; took a sharp breath.
“On this world timing is different. Still, we have a period equivalent to maybe six of my bleeding cycles until the child is due.”
I attempted a mental calculation, aimed at converting Aria’s information into an estimate of when she was due. Assuming that we remained on Hangh, the best way to do this would be working on Hangh days as the basic unit; because that’s where we were. 
Based on Aria’s information…
Her hand pushed mine deeper between her thighs.
Mental calculation would have to wait. 
Planning would have to wait. 
All that mattered right now was the amazing woman with me. 
An assassin warrior from a far away world. 
A mother-to-be. 
Seriously messing up our well-laid plans.
Life doing its thing, as it always does. 
But we’d work with whatever was coming our way. 
It had been a long winding path that led me to this place. From being an agent and occasional assassin for one of the most feared and effective spy and special operations organization on planet Earth to sitting beside Aria, the woman I never wanted to be without again, who with her sister arrived in my world from a place called ‘The Land of the Ring Mountain’ on a planet inconceivably distant in space, time and maybe even a universe; somewhere on the other side of an erratic Concourse transition point, which might or might not exist anymore. 
Aria’s lips found mine. Our mouth’s invaded each other, as I lost all sense of where we were and why and how and when. Because none of that mattered right now. 
 
––––=====––––
 
“It is time,” Aria murmured.
We were still on that remarkably useful divan; pressed close together, having rested in the silence we both liked after our intense, abandoned so very intimate couplings. There was only our physical closeness, the movements and adjustments of our unclothed bodies, the silence leaving a space for the awareness of hearing the other breathing, the soft sounds of skin touching and sliding as we adjusted our positions to adapt the fit of our bodies’ contours.
She raised herself on an elbow and looked down at me; eyes still heavy, her voice languid, even though I sensed imminence of a momentous change or development. She regarded me thoughtfully for a long silent interval; then ran a gentle finger tip over my left cheek; traced the contours of my face and combed her fingers through my hair; leaned closer and kissed me very gently. 
“I had planned to do this very soon. Not knowing exactly when, but soon. As it happens, circumstances, as they often do, have decided for me. It is good that they did.”
She draped herself over me, into one of her favorite positions; pressed the side of her face to mine; her mouth close to my right ear. 
“I told you about the Aslatrix’s three names. The one she is born with. The one she answers to from the time she is chosen into Aslatrix training and service. The deeply secret one only she knows. The one she may choose to never share. For it gives the one who knows it power over her.”
I think I must have stopped breathing…
Aria’s sigh blew a puff of air across my ear.
“But,” she whispered, “Teris revealed to Cyrene and me the profound flaw in this ancient precept. She had confided her secret name to Falcon. His unshakeable…” 
Aria hesitated, as if engaging in an internal battle to utter the word; maybe also struggled with the choice of language. 
But then…
“His love,” she whispered, almost caressing the word, which was of my long-since adopted language; Aria’s choice and intonation saying more than the word itself ever could.
Aria raised her head, folded her arms across the top of my chest, rested her chin on them and regarded me very solemnly. In silence again.
“That alone, Teris thought, protected him from the temptation to ever even consider exercising that power. But then Falcon did violate his oath never to speak her secret name; not even to her. He did it because he believed it was the only thing that might bring her back from the brink of eternal darkness; when she had been wounded and her brain was about to cease functioning after an extended lack of oxygen. 
“Her heart and organs had been brought back to function by Falcon’s comrades and their healing arts. But, as she described it, it felt like her mind had already begun to break into tiny motes that were never going to be able to join into a whole again. “But they did. Because Falcon refused to let her leave him, And so he defied precept and his oath. When Teris was whole again, he admitted to his crime and offered her the choice to dismiss him from her presence forever. For how, he thought, could she possibly forgive him for his selfishness; violating her trust because he did not want to live in a world where she was not.”
Aria fell silent.
“I guess she chose him and never mind the oath,” I said,
“Of course.” Aria smiled. “As would I if I were in her position. But I hope that you and I will never face a choice like this. Even though I know you would choose like Falcon. 
“Because of that—” she lowered her mouth to my ear “—here is my secret name. To be known only by you. Forever. To keep in trust for as long as you live. I hope this will be for as long as we both are together in this and all other worlds. On this side of death.”
And then she whispered the name into my ear. Twice.
Before we once more found each other and sealed our bond.

CHAPTER 2
Aria referred to the intervals between her currently-suspended ‘bleedings’ as ‘espero’. It was what they were called in Aria’s home and in her own language. I thought it sounded like something derived from Spanish., implying waiting for something.
According to Aria, her esperos while in the League demesnes, whose days were synchronized with Earth’s, lasted between thirty and thirty-five days. That could be attributed to DNA and metabolic differences between the humans of her world and mine. This corresponded to about twenty-five to thirty Hangh days. 
The time from conception to birth of a child on Aria’s home world usually was just over eight esperos. Taking into account that Aria was well into her fourth espero, that left us with another four, which amounted to anything between one-hundred and one-hundred-and-twenty Hangh days. 
Since, despite Dec having left his walkie-talkie with Anton, there was no way to communicate with those in Tanglebark, they had agreed to the girls and their guardians visiting us in Hilea following a precise schedule: one-hundred-and-thirty days, starting from the day the girls had reentered Tanglebark after a visit to Hilea, to the day they were to be met by Aria, me, or both of us. At the same entry point to Tanglebark they had used on their first visit.
The arrangement also had the advantage of—to an outside observer, if such there was—making the actual pickup frequency variable, as it depended on the length of a given visit. Also, the precision timing could be adjusted if necessary. Our walkie-talkies had a limited range, but we could talk to each other if we contacted Anton from the edge of Tanglebark. Still, one had to be careful not to overtax the batteries of the walkie-talkies. Pandaree’s light could charge the batteries with the two solar chargers, but the process was far slower than on Earth in full sunlight.
Still, it was unwise to spend too much time near the entry point to Tanglebark. Despite all caution, one could never be sure that someone was not observing from afar. Dec had taken that into account as well. The pickups and drop-offs were to be done at night and when Laskee’s fuzzy glow was still far behind the horizon.
That left us with exactly one-hundred-and-twenty-three Hangh days, counting from when Aria had revealed her pregnancy. Enough time, we hoped, to prepare the house for the visitors and plan for just exactly how we were going to ensure their safety while they learned to expand their horizons and deal with the dangerous world outside the safety of Tanglebark and the comfort their foster family. 
The girls’ previous lives had been harsh, but the perils facing them in the future were very different from what they had grown up with. Hilea was an excellent training ground for adapting to the complex vagaries of large assemblages of diverse social groups and classes, united by shared interests, but also often in slowly simmering or open conflict. Anton and Lina knew this and had managed to persuade Dec to risk exposure of his currently early-to-mid-teen aged future love and their daughter to the world outside Tanglebark; where any Sta’h’k’ee that might be prowling Hangh could chance upon them.
About Sta’h’k’ee… 
During one of our strategy discussions, Aria, hinting yet again at just how Aslatreex had become such dangerous assassins, pointed out something I in turn had completely missed. 
Why? 
Maybe it had something to do with being a little too smug about identifying the holes in Dec’s reasoning when it came to Erick, his not-son, whose true motives remained unknown. Also, by what to me had appeared like an obvious chain of reasoning, I had deduced the true nature of Trace, an unusual and probably specially trained, Sta’h’k’ee. 
Being smug is dangerous. It satisfies one’s need for confirmation of one’s cleverness, prowess, righteousness or whatever else makes one feel good. And in this case I had been smug. Not even Aria had figured out Trace’s identity. Nor had Cyrene, who was ‘emotionally involved’, which can be even more dangerous than smugness. 
Aria… Well, she is just…amazing. 
“Something makes no sense,” she declared.
“Which particular something? There are so many.”
“Correct. But this one… Fact: Trace is Sta’h’k’ee. He is following Dec and Cyrene on Dec’s quest to find adult Aydee. Once he finds her, the bearers of the love tokens will be united. According to League canon, once together they can use any gate to go anywhere, including the Anchor World. Those operating the Sta’h’k’ee intend to capture them together and force them to guide whoever these unknown foes are to that place. 
“Trace must have a way to communicate to his operators when and where he has located Aydee and Dec together. He would not dare to face them alone. His task is only to follow them and do his best to protect them. Dec is his priority. Cyrene… Who knows if the former man inside the Sta’h’k’ee shell ever had any true feelings for her? If there ever was such a man.
“The fact is that for the Sta’h’k’ee operators to succeed with their quest they must have her and Dec alive and together. In their power. If that is true then killing child-Aydee makes no sense. Abducting her also makes no sense, because the two rings on Aydee’s hand do nothing at all. They cannot point a way. 
"Love tokens derive their power from being on the hands of two people. Two lovers. The rings on child-Aydee’s hand are just…power. A potential. 
“During their time together in Sydney Dec and adult Aydee became lovers. The power of the love tokens was activated when Dec found the one Aydee left behind and put it on his finger. For that is how they work.”
“Then child-Aydee and Hera are not in danger from Sta’h’k’ee? Neither are they likely to be abducted? Makes sense. It would seriously mess up the connected chain of events we know about?”
“Not Aydee. But Hera… What do we know about her role?”
Hera!
Of course…
“Nothing.”
“Nothing indeed. All we know is that she is Dec and Aydee’s daughter. That may be more than anybody else, except for Anton and Lina, knows. Or maybe somebody knows something we do not. At least not now. 
“What if Hera’s existence is decisive in the battle between us and the Sta’h’k’ee and their masters? Or maybe just one ‘Master’. Like it was with the Clans in the Land. There will be operators of course. In a complex web like this, just one person—if a ‘person’ it is—could not control what happens without a hierarchy of underlings.”
She was right of course. Everything just had become even more complicated. 
Always had been. 
We just hadn’t fully appreciated it.
“Aria, my love—if you don’t mind me using the word—I am struggling to find the words to do justice to your amazing mind.”
Her eyes crinkled at the corners.
“Your admiration is accepted with pleasure. Your mind I admire as well. More than anyone’s. I just hope that my intelligence and insights into the twisted threads of fate and contingency are not the only aspects of…”
“Sshh!”
I cupped her face; kissed her; doing my best to confirm that indeed there was nothing about her I did not admire and love. 
 
––––=====––––
 
The days to the scheduled pickup time passed with preparations for the visit, securing our building and training the young women in our care to learn how to defend themselves and our little community with whatever means might be necessary. We split our workload, with Aria focusing on the training and educating the girls and young women, while I was installing security for the building. The latter required interactions with craftsmen and construction workers, who by tradition were unused to work under instructions and advice from women. 
Nothing new there. Earth was riddled with cultures having similar problems.
As for Aria, training the females meant her pregnancy was impossible to hide. So she did not even try, but made sure that it showed. This had exactly the effect Aria had intended. I had been wondering about how the different trainees, depending on their dispositions, would respond to Aria’s attempt to make them into mini-Aslatreex. However, Aria had proven my doubts unfounded. 
The example of a pregnant woman teaching them how to fight like warriors stimulated universal enthusiasm and determination to live up to their teacher’s example. However, pregnancy and the rigor of the training she imposed on her students and led by example meant that at the end of the day Aria dropped exhausted onto our shared bed, wrapped her arms around me, and fell asleep like a feline after an extended bout of vigorous activity. Fortunately it didn’t stop her from waking up at random hours for something more than just hugs. I did what I could to hide a nagging suspicion that Aria’s declarations of exhaustion were significantly and deliberately exaggerated. 
Not that I minded. I was, after all, the beneficiary of her ploys to surprise me when I least expected it. And I could play that game just as well as she and feign sleep when I was very much awake. 
It worked like a charm for a while. 
But I was aware that Aria knew me too well. Sooner, rather than later, she would figure it out. Which she did of course; probably had some time ago, but only saw fit to tell me on a sweltering humid night, when she slipped on top of me, her perspiration-slicked skin sliding over mine, and told me it was about time I gave up trying to fool her, for that was never going to work. 
Well, maybe she was right, but I made sure that by the time Pandaree rose behind the rim of the caldera, Aria was truly exhausted.
 
––––=====––––
 
Inevitably our establishment and the businesses we conducted soon attracted the attention of the tax Collector responsible for the section of Hilea where we had created Hangh’s HQ for the League. I had anticipated this; even asked Tressal, the cabinetmaker, for his counsel. As I had expected, it was a good decision. Tressal knew every single Collector in Hilea.
“Most of them would be sent to the pit,” he said. “If only it wasn’t so difficult to catch them at their mendacity. They are supremely skilled at making their collection books look clean and just so. If anybody complains, they will show their false documents, have their collaborating document mongers confirm that the numbers are correct, and accuse their accuser of false testimony. 
“This is punishable by at least three cycles of unpaid labor in the service of the Master. In severe cases, brought to judgment by the richest and most ruthless Collectors, it may even come to their accuser ending up in the Pit.”
Tressal eyed me knowingly.
“For your sake and that of all in your employ, do not give voice to the conclusions bouncing around in your head right now. Indeed, don’t even think of giving them voice. And be wary of thinking of the many ways of dealing with what you will face when the Collector visits your establishment. Most have been tried and found to fail, usually with unpleasant consequences for the likes of us.”
Aria’s response to my report on the conversation, held after the delivery of the couch-divan, had been very typical Aslatrix.
“Don’t just kill the one who is giving us trouble, but enough others to make it less than obvious who the true target happens to be. In fact, start with decoys to direct any suspicion away from us. Three or more should be sufficient. Then the one who is giving us grief. At least another two after that.
“In the Land, this might be a task those affected would pay the Clan Master to send Aslatreex to complete. Enough sudden deaths also will regulate the behavior of other malfeasants. The fee usually is insignificant compared to the benefits derived from the service. As far as the Clan Master is concerned, in addition to collecting his fee, those who contracted for the task will be in his debt.”
“How about we don’t kill anybody?” I said. “Squeamish I am not, but delivering death sentences for crimes potentially to be committed…”
“None of these men are innocent. If the source of your information tells the truth, the behavior of Collectors needs to be controlled.”
“Hilea’s Master will not be pleased at being deprived of the lucrative sources of his wealth.”
Aria smiled sweetly.
“Indeed. Which is why we should take action even before we are visited by our local Collector.”
The plan made sense, but Aria’s moral framework when it came to killing people was different to mine. I finally persuaded her that one tax Collector would do. We picked a certain Oolpar Tensel, who was a notorious example of corruption. His actions, according to Tressal, had sent three men, who did not just run businesses but also had families, to the pit; using counter accusations lodged with the Master’s judiciary. 
One of his victims, so Tressal confided to me, was a certain Platestes Hun, a moderately wealthy merchant, who was espoused to Alikka, the daughter of another merchant, with whom Platestes had always had a close personal and business relationship. She had been without a sponsus until an unusually advanced age and had earned a reputation as being excessively critical of the suitors who had attempted to persuade her and her father to agree to a union. Said suitors included Oolpar Tensel, who had a reputation for, even in the uninhibitedly phallocratic Hilea, unusually brutal treatments of the women he consorted with, whether with or against their wishes.
Alikka was known for not mincing words and expressing her opinions without much restraint. She once had been reported as describing Oolpar Tensel as a loathsome creature, who was not even suitable for being disposed of in the Pit, as his venom would spread through the fertilized fields. 
It was rumored that, when hearing this pronouncement, Oolpar Tensel’s next sexual encounter left the two women he had taken to his chamber in a state that forced him to kill them to ensure their silence; after which he had their bodies discreetly dumped into the Pit.
Matters didn’t get any better when it turned out that neither her father nor Alikka were adverse to her becoming Platestes’s sponsa.
Just the opposite. 
But only when the sanctioned and already exiting de-facto hidden-from-society relationship between the two led to a pregnancy did they make their espousal official.
Oolpar Tensel was beyond livid; his ire now focused on Platestes and Alikka. When, after having exacted his revenge on Platestes, whose corpse joined whatever else was floating around in the pit, Alikka determinedly and with the assistance of her father took over the running of the remainders of her late sponsus’ business, Oolpar Tensel, through certain stratagems engineered its collapse; as well as that of Alikka’s father, who died suspiciously soon afterwards from a broken neck, incurred when he fell down a flight of stone steps. 
 Alikka and her daughter, now destitute with no one to support them and therefore stripped of their rights as a proper Hilea Citizen, were sold into slavery. The proceeds of the sale, minus the applicable tax of course, went to Oolpar Tensel, who had been adjudicated as being an injured party and therefore entitled to compensation for the financial and reputational injuries inflicted on him.
Tressal’s account left little doubt about his views of Oolpar Tensel and the system supporting him. But this was serious lèse-majesté territory. If somebody happened to be listening into a conversation, how it would reported and to whom? Tressal had said as much as he could merely by relating the tale of Platestes and Alikka.
“Remember Platestes and Alikka,” Aria said.
“I do. And you’re right. As long we proceed with all due care.”
“Of course we will. Also, it appears you forgot I’m always right.”
“No, you’re not. But this time you are. Still, we both know that we cannot make this place better. There’s too much bad here to even try. And we have far more important matters to attend to. But there’s nothing wrong with dispensing some overdue retribution to Oolpar Tensel. I might try to collect some more intelligence about the other Collectors infesting this place. No doubt some grim tales will emerge in the process. It may help us to decide whom else we should target for our attention. Either because the one in question is a potential danger to us, or because it’ll help to restore at least some balance to Justitia’s scale. Maybe we’ll take the blindfold off her eyes and encourage her to do a little bit more sword wielding.”
“That’s the man I love more than life!”
I must have gaped at her, because she laughed.
“Of course I do. Did you ever doubt it?”
What could I say to that?
I decided that right now actions definitely would speak louder, clearer and infinitely more eloquently than words ever could. 
 
––––=====––––
 
Oolpar Tensel and his three bodyguards met their bloody ends with cut throats; a method of killing common to the streets of Hilea, avoiding any hint the deeds were done by someone not native to the place. They died the day before the first collection visit by Tyrane Geteste, the Collector controlling inspections and contributions for our district, was to take place. 
Just in case we needed what passed for ‘alibis’, Aria and I had decided to pretend that we had retired to our quarters and presumably were living up to what we were aware of was the consensus among the young women. Just in case we were interrupted with what we were definitely not doing, one of us had to stay behind to answer our locked door. 
Aria had eventually convinced me to be the stay-at-home body, while she slunk through the streets of Hilea, disguised as an inebriated late night reveler, making the most of dark passages between houses and unpatrolled streets. With deadly Aslatrix efficiency she first disposed of the bodyguards resident in the lower levels of Oolpar Tensel’s three-storey house. Tensel himself was out for the count after an excess of Hilea’s favorite, absolutely vile-tasting, alcoholic beverage and what Aria described—in a voice brittle and full of tightly controlled rage—the aftermath of an abusive sexual violation of a woman, which had left her bruised, battered and unconscious.
Going against every ingrained precept of Aslatrix training, Aria, after killing Oolpar Tensel, wrapped his victim in a sheet from the bed, carried her out of Tensel’s house, and called me with her walkie-talkie. We both knew the risks, but I snuck out and met her in a dark alley; took over carrying the half-dead woman to our house. 
A man carrying an injured woman through dark streets at night… Knowing Hilea, it might attract some brief interest from another late night street walker. But as long as we avoided patrols we should be forgettable. Aria in turn kept a carefully calibrated distance, ensuring that our way was clear of patrols. 
We approached our house through a dark alley ending at our street from the opposite side. Aria, crossed the street and blended into the darkness of our front door. 
I waited with my load until Aria signaled to me, doubly checked that the road was clear and crossed to join her.
We may have avoided being seen by anyone, but there was no way to avoid making enough noise to wake Tessley, Halikea and Elimra, who promptly came into the kitchen where I had carefully placed the injured woman onto the large central table. 
I had expected exclamations and questions, especially from Elimra, who was the youngest. Instead, there was silence, as the three gathered around the table and asked us what they could do to help. Moments later, three more arrived, followed by Kailee. She took one look at the barely breathing victim before organizing the others, who followed her orders without demur or questions.
I glanced at Aria, who was watching our charges with what I thought was pride. Rightly so. These young women hadn’t just been through martial instructions. They had already become so much more than they ever had been. No questions about Aria’s disguise. Not even furtive looks after their first sighting of Aria and me with the victim of Oolpar Tensel’s violence.
They would have questions, and we would have to provide answers. When the news of Oolpar Tensel’s demise spread through Hilea, they—indeed all of us!—would be best served by as much of the truth as was possible. 
Internally I heaved a sigh of relief. Maybe this was not going to be the disaster it had initially appeared. And, yes, we could have left the woman at Oolpar Tensel’s place, but when they found her next to him with his half-decapitated head dangling from his body, things would go very bad for her. 
Of course, we didn’t even know if she was going to survive, but we would try our best to help her with that. And maybe the young women right now helping us without demur or vapid questions, would even be able to help her survive what Oolpar Tensel’s violence had done to her mind.
We carried the woman into the room once taken up by Cyrene. It had been left empty, one of the rooms waiting for visitors from Tanglebark, but right now it was converted into an infirmary.
I left ministering to the woman to women. 
It was better that way. 
When she recovered—if she did!—seeing a man… 
Better not!
Besides, Aria’s Aslatrix assassin training ironically also had involved a significant component of what I thought of as ‘battlefield medicine’. 
She gave me a brief hug.
“I’m going to be busy. Take care of everything else.”
I kissed the top of her now-exposed hair.
“I’m glad you brought her here.”
Aria heaved a sigh.
“So am I. That man… I wish I hadn’t killed him this quick.”
Her voice was brittle, hoarse with emotion. 
“It is good you did,” I said and embraced her. “Now save his last victim and make the world a better place.”
 
––––=====––––
 
The killing of Oolpar Tensel and his bodyguards created an immediate stir among the Collectors. When Tyrane Geteste showed up at our house mid-morning, accompanied by five bodyguards, he was as jumpy as a scared grasshopper. 
Yes, there were insects here, many of them I suspected self-migrating from Earth through various transition gates. Many of them, roaches included, had more than doubled in size, which reminded me of Jurassic World. That of course was cinematic fiction, but here they were very real. The mutated, rainbow- colored grasshoppers’ skittishness and prodigious jumps had given rise to many metaphors. They also, like the roaches and especially the real fat ones, were considered culinary delicacies. Tessley and Halikea, our chief cooks, were very skilled at preparing them for an appreciative clientele. 
As for Aria and me… The cooks did their best to allow for our idiosyncrasies, but we knew that behind our backs they were poking fun at our otherworldly tastes.
The jumpy grasshopper Tyrane Geteste gave no indication that he intended to overcharge on the regular taxes, due based on the ledgers Kailee kept with meticulous, near ODC, precision. Nor did Geteste even hint at under-the-table undocumented extras for his own use. All that might change later, when things had settled down, but right now the half-severed head of Oolpar Tensel seemed to keep racketeering attempts at bay. Not a word of it was spoken; not aloud anyway.
Later that day Aria informed me that the injured woman had come out of her semi-coma; had even managed a few words, though she had been very difficult to understand. Her name, this much those who attended to her agreed on, seemed to be ‘Sanaya’. She had been given liquids. Tessley and Halikea had prepared a special broth from the Hangh version of chickens. The smells were soothingly different from those resulting from the preparation of fried roach in a spicy sauce. Given my origins, they invoked memories of a reasonably happy home and my mother preparing what in Jewish tradition is often called ‘Jewish Penicillin’.
“Did the broth work?” I asked Ari. 
“Of course. It works everywhere. Mothers in the Land swear by it. But the Clan had banned its preparation. The only poultry product permitted were eggs.
“ I believe, as does Cyrene—also Teris and Falcon when we happened to speak of it after the collapse of Clan rule—that the prohibition was intended to prevent training Aslatreex tasting and smelling food that evokes emotional memories of times before we were taken from our families.”
The smell of chicken broth as a deconditioner… 
Fascinating.
“When she is better,” Aria said, “I want her to get to know you.”
“You sure that—”
“Yes! For our sake and hers. I did not consider the consequences of what I did when I decided to take her away from the house. But how could I not have? Still, the consequences are clear. She will put facts together and conclude that being taken from Oolpar Tensel’s chamber of terror is connected to his and the guards’ demise…”
“Another addition to our house?”
Aria shrugged.
“We seem to have little choice but to convince her that this is the best place for her to be.”
Fingers crossed that this wasn’t going to end up as a classic case of a good deed going punished. But I held my tongue, even though Aria’s expression told me that she knew exactly what I was thinking; if only because she was thinking it, too. 
“Let’s talk to the girls,” I said. “We need to speak with the same voice and stick to a common narrative. How long we can keep our secret from Sanaya…”
“We saved her life,” Aria said. “I have some hope it will motivate her to join with us and our purpose. And keep our secrets.”
 
––––=====––––
 
According to Aria’s reports Sanaya recovered well. Unusually quickly in fact. The riddle was resolved when it turned out that she had been a slave, bought by Oolpar Tensel together with the young girls and two boys from a trader passing through Hilea on his way to Galata. Sanaya was by far the eldest of the group and had been bought by the trader from the Kendir markets just a few days before the volcano obliterated the city. 
Sanaya had been able to determine that Oolpar Tensel had donated the younger slaves to the ‘Revered Master of Hilea’, but kept her behind for his own pleasure, extending from random, almost perfunctory rape, to a litany of other sexual grotesquenesses and acts of physical violence. On the night he was killed, he had taken his perversions and abuses to the point of leaving her catatonic, her mind finally refusing to connect to the agonies suffered by her body.
That she had survived at all…
Aria felt the same.
“I believe I know why,” she said. “She is a native, possibly genetically pure Shee. According to Kailee, Sanaya’s kind were rumored to have a natural exceptional strength and endurance. No wonder that Sanaya survived. Still, she obviously was not a trained fighter, or Oolpar Tensel would have met his end long before I did it in her stead.”
Aria paused and regarded me thoughtfully.
“She also is very observant. Yesterday, after she finally hobbled into the kitchen, much to the cheer of the girls, she picked up on your absence. Even through her stupor she must have been aware that I handed her to a man, who carried her here.
“Why were there only women, she wanted to know. Selina finally gave in and told Sanaya that we thought she had been traumatized enough by Oolpar Tensel, who after all was a man, and that all of us, including you, my sponsus, and a man they trusted with their lives, had decided to spare her the presence of a man awakening distressing memories.
“Sanaya however continues to insist that she wants to see you.”
Aria smiled crookedly.
“I think her insistence will grow stronger. Despite what one may conclude from her experiences, assume aftereffects of being brutally abused for such a long time… 
“She is a very strong person indeed. When she faces you… Let us see how she reacts.”
“How did she react to you?”
“At first she was not aware it was I who killed Oolpar Tensel and got her out of his house. But she soon figured it out. I suspect it had to do with the subtle signs of deference to me from others when more than just I were present.”
Aria took my hand.
“Come. Do not hide. I believe Sanaya is of a robust mental constitution. Matching that of her body.”
 
––––=====––––
 
When Aria and I entered the kitchen, there was a sudden silence. Eyes flicked between Sanaya and Aria and me. Sanaya stood beside Kailee, head tipped to one side; studying me with disconcerting directness. Her almost elven-like diamond face still showed ugly bruises, but her wide-spaced green eyes were clear and unwavering.
I didn’t know what to say, but Sanaya took the decision from me.
“You carried me here,” she said.
Her voice was low, still hoarse from the injury done to her throat, which displayed the marks of a strangulation attempt. How she had survived Oolpar Tensel’s brutality was beyond me. But it lent further support the impression, already provided by her standing here straight and even proud, that she was tough and a firmly determined survivor.
“I did,” I said.
Sanaya turned to Aria.
“But you killed Oolpar Tensel and his men.”
Her attention focused on me again.
“You are warriors.”
Aria and I glanced at each other.
“We are,” she said.
“And you are with child. But you were alone when you killed them. Why were you alone?”
Aria issued a dry chuckle.
“It only needed one of us to do it.”
Sanaya nodded thoughtfully, as if to herself.
“I heard of this establishment. Of freed slave girls and women who now run it. I heard many things when locked up in Oolpar Tensel’s private slave chambers. The walls and doors in his house are quite thin, and most men have a habit of speaking too loudly. This allowed me to learn much about his business and his connections to the Master and the Master’s underlings.
“You became of great interest to him, especially when he heard that you had opened a stable in addition to the eatery and that the slave girls and women were rumored to receive instructions in skills that are not common among Hilea’s women. From what I have heard, the Master also has become interested in your unusual establishment and those who work there. The rumors about you coming all the way from Kendir and your presence in Hasbra and what happened there… 
“Now Oolpar Tensel is dead. With his head half cut off I was told. One of his favorite female slaves, on whom he carried out some of his vilest travesties, disappeared without a trace. That I am at the very least complicit in his killing will be considered to be obviously true. How else could I have escaped?”
“The guards were killed as well,” I said. “One would hardly expect a killing rampage from a submissive slave woman.”
Sanaya grimaced, though it clearly hurt her face.
“One might expect it from those who know my origins.”
She gently cupped her face, emphasizing its shape.
“Look at me! Where in Hilea have you seen a face like mine?”
“Shee!”
Halikea’s whisper was almost inaudible.
“Pure Shee,” Sanaya said, looking at Halikea. “And I can see that you, too, carry our blood.”
She turned back to Aria and me.
“Oolpar Tensel knew that if I attempted to escape I could not remain hidden for long. He even had an artista draw my likeness. This he would have had copied and spread all around Hilea and even as far as Habra. No place for me to hide. There still is not. His closest cronies… He exhibited me to them. Promised sharing me among them very soon. They leered at me, salivating like curs at the very thought of having their ways with a Shee. For they knew what I am. The slavers who sold me to Oolpar Tensel made sure of that.”
Sanaya’s mouth twitched into a brief sneer, before she continued.
“But now he is no more and the world is better without him.”
“How many cronies?” Aria asked.
Her voice betrayed to me, who knew her well, what feelings she was attempting to hide.
Sanaya’s eyes rested on Arias’a face with the same knowledge.
“I cannot endanger you even more than I am by my presence here. If I told you their names and you went out to mete out that grim kind of justice you applied to Oolpar Tensel… I could not live with the knowledge that my savior and maybe—” her eyes flicked to me “—her sponsus, risked their lives to kill men who mean nothing to me or the world.”
“Except that these men know your face,” I said. “They are a danger to us because they do. Tell me… Apart from these men, who have seen your face, and the likeness the artista drew…
“Do you know where Oolpar Tensel kept the drawing?”
“Somewhere in his house he had a locked safe, capable of holding a man. The wood, he bragged when he made me watch him lock the drawing inside, is impervious to fire, and would take excessive effort to saw, hammer, hack or drill into. 
“The door is secured with a great iron bolt locking into an iron noose, and secured there with a candaosto. This needs a complicated iron key to open.”
“And where is that key?”
Sanaya shrugged her slender shoulders. Her face briefly twisted with what I thought was an unexpected pain accompanying the movement, but she immediately suppressed the expression.
“So,” Aria said, voicing my thoughts, “killing these cronies and destroying the drawing would help much to secure your safety. And ours, because unless you truly wish to leave we would be honored if you were to remain with us.”
Sanaya’s arresting eyes were wide and questioning.
“Why would you want me here? My presence will endanger you all.”
I shook my head.
“You leaving and surely being caught sooner or later and maybe subjected to treatments not unlike those Aria rescued you from, would make that very act become meaningless. Also, to be as honest with you as I can be, I will tell you that from everything I heard about the Shee they are ferocious fighters. 
"You, Sanaya… That you survived Oolpar Tensel’s brutality not only in body, but also in mind should be a shining example to all. Myself included. I for one know that Aria would be delighted to teach you her martial skills together with those around you.”
“I would,” Aria added.
“You would?” the Shee woman whispered. “Truly?”
“We all would love to have you join us,” Kailee said.
Sanaya let out a big sigh. Her face relaxed somewhat. Those big green eyes, surely despite their owner’s attempt not to let it show, glistened with unshed tears.
“I believe,” Aria said, “that this is unanimous assent, including from our new community member.
 
––––=====––––
 
I won’t go into what happened to Oolpar Tensel’s cronies. All five of them—maybe predictably Collectors of quite high standing, each surrounded by even more bodyguards than had Oolpar Tensel—were no more even before the scheduled pickup date for the girls and Anton. I do not believe that Hilea had ever suffered from a comparable killing spree of personages of significance to the Master and Hilea’s political system. 
Predictably our little community now had attracted the close attention of the Hilean powers-that-be. But they took no direct steps to alert our attention to theirs. Instead we were placed under close and continuous observation, not only by rostered observers from across the street, usually hidden in dark nooks between houses. Two observation posts had been established in the building opposite ours. The residents had been evicted to make space for the watchers. We saw the two families slink away dejectedly three days after Oolpar Tensel met his end.
On our outings Aria and I were followed by rank incompetents in the spying and surveillance crafts. To ensure that none of our girls were molested or maybe dragged in for a bit of interrogation, one of us always accompanied them on their outings to the shops and markets. The patrols left us alone as well. With those I had already established some kind of social contact I made sure to cultivate it further.
Other attempts at spying were through patrons of the eatery; instantly identifiable because we had never seen them before. Return clientele of course also could have been engaged to do some spying for the Master and his agents. There were a few of those, which the girls serving the patrons detected without any problem and duly reported to us. 
Those young women were getting very savvy, not just in martial arts, but in skills that few if any in Hilea were going to expect in demure, pleasant and mostly rather attractive ex-slaves. 
Sanaya of course, kept mostly out of sight, but it didn’t seem to bother her. And when, not long after Oolpar Tensel’s demise, his house caught fire, the heat of which seeped through the cracks of his wooden safe and incinerated everything inside, that drawing of Sanaya had become history, leaving only those cronies, who were taken out one by one over the next fifty days.
Aria and I had decided to alternate the disposal jobs between us, with one of us staying at home and making sure that we created unassailable alibis for the both of us. It helped that Hilea, operating under an so-far-unchallenged autocratic crypto-royal system, with no obvious opposition in sight and therefore suffering from criminological cluelessness, clearly had not caught onto the very concept of ‘alibi’, though for the commitment of malfeasances it considered factors like ‘motive’, ‘capability’ and just maybe ‘opportunity.’
Our community clearly had no obvious motives for the killings and the arson. It also appeared to lack capability for the killings, which obviously, or so the rumor went, were being executed by contractors hired by enemies of Oolpar Tensel and his close associates. 
Revenge maybe?
It was Kailee, who correctly identified the middle-aged couple of never-been-here Hilea citizens tucking into a hearty meal of fried, buttered roaches and the local equivalent to potatoes as potential spies and decided, quite of her own accord, to drop the ‘revenge’ motive into what she thought was an attempt to milk her for some compromising information.
Kailee was a quick thinker and excellent conversationalist. She reported the encounter to Aria, who in turn related it to me. 
“She would make an excellent intelligence operative,” I said.
“She already is.”
As unfounded-but-titillating rumors often do, revenge as a possible motive for the ever-extending string of killings, spread like a wildfire on the following day. I made a point of going to Kailee and congratulating her on her persuasive skills.
She was very pleased.
The ‘revenge’ motive mythology conveniently took down even a hint of ‘capability’ affecting us. Revenge on such a scale suggested professional killers who had the capability and experience for the grim deeds unsettling the Hilean hierarchy.
But who were they? Who was paying them? And why?
That gave rise to a plethora of speculations, all of them wrong. However, the one no doubt given extra exposure by those suffering under the mendacity of the Collectors—that being virtually everyone—ended up as the all-time favorite and indeed changed Collector behavior. On his next round, Tyrane Geteste gave no indication of doubting the accuracy of Kailee’s carefully kept ledger of takings and disbursements.
Last but not least ‘opportunity’ considerations got lost in a chaos of disinformation and distraction. With them went Hilea’s powers-that-be’s interest in us.
By the time Sanaya had recovered, things seemed to have settled down to the extent that she sometimes accompanied us to the markets. It wasn’t possible to completely hide her unusual features, but the girls managed to arrange her just-over-shoulder-length dark hair in a way that concealed much of what made Sanaya different.
This and the support she found in our community helped her mind with healing itself. But her occasionally haunted expression was a grim reminder that some wounds might never heal.
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