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EDI TOR S NOTE

The perceptive reader may notice small inconsistencies in the characters
appearing in these stories. Their speech patterns, their accounts of certain
events, and their observations on the town's pecking order vary fromtine to
time.

These are not inconsi stencies!

The reader should consider the contradictions again, bearing three things in
m nd.

First, each story is told from a different viewpoint, and different people see
and hear things differently. Even readily observable facts are influenced by
i ndi vi dual perceptions and opinions. Thus, a minstrel narrating a conversation
with a magician would give a different account than would a thief w tnessing the
sane exchange

Second, the citizens of Sanctuary are by necessity nore than a little paranoid.
They tend to either omt or slightly alter information in conversation. This is
done nore reflexively than out of preneditation, as it is essential for surviva
in this conmunity.

Finally, Sanctuary is a fiercely conpetitive environnent. One does not gain
enpl oynent by admitting to being 'the second-best swordsman in town'. In
addition to exaggerating one's own status, it is comonplace to downgrade or
ignore one's closest conpetitors. As a result, the pecking order of Sanctuary
wi Il vary depending on who you talk to ... or nore inportantly, who you believe

I NTRCDUCTI ON

Moving his head with minute care to avoid notice, Hakiemthe Storyteller studied
the room over the wuntouched rim of his wne cup. This was, of course, done
through slitted eyes. It would not do to have anyone suspect he was not truly
asl eep. What he saw only confirmed his growi ng feelings of disgust.

The Vul gar Unicorn was definitely going downhill. A drunk was snoring on the
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fl oor against the wall, passed out in a puddle of his own vonit, while severa
beggars made their way from table to table, interrupting the undertoned
negoti ati ons and hagglings of the tavern's nornal clientele.

Though his features never nmnoved, Hakiem grimaced inside. Such goings on were
never tol erated when One-Thunmb was around. The bartender/owner of the Vul gar
Uni corn had al ways been quick to evict such riffraff as fast as they appeared.
Wil e the tavern had always been shunned by the nore |aw abiding citizens of
Sanctuary, one of the main reasons it was favoured by the rougher elenent was
that here a man could partake of a drink or perhaps a little |arcenous
conversation uninterrupted. This tradition was rapidly comng to an end.

The fact that he would not be allowed to linger for hours over a cup of the
tavern's cheapest wine if One-Thunb were here never entered Hakiems mind. He
had a skill. He was a storyteller, a tale-spinner, a weaver of dreans and

ni ght mares. As such, he considered hinself on a nmeasurably better plane than the
derelicts who had taken to frequenting the place.

One-Thunb had been missing for a long time now, |onger than any of his previous
mysterious disappearances. Fear of his return kept the tavern open and the
enpl oyees honest, but the place was degenerating in his absence. The only way it
could sink any | ower would be if a Hell Hound took to drinking here.

Despite his guise of slunber, Hakiemfound hinmself smiling at that thought. A
Hel | Hound in the Mulgar Unicorn! Unlikely at best. Sanctuary still chafed at
the occupying force fromthe Rankan Enpire, and the five Hell Hounds were hated
second only to the mlitary governor. Prince Kadakithis, whomthey guarded.
Though it was a close choice between Prince Kitty-Cat with his naive |awraking
and the elite soldiers who enforced his words, the citizens of Sanctuary
generally felt the mlitary governor's quest to clean up the worse hellhole in
the Enpire was stupid, while the Hell Hounds were sinply devilishly efficient.
In a town where one was forced to live by wit as often as skill, efficiency
could be grudgingly admred, while stupidity, particularly stupidity with power,
could only be despised.

No, the Hell Hounds weren't stupid. Tough, excellent swordsnmen and seasoned
veterans, they seldomset foot in the Maze, and never entered the \Vulgar
Unicorn. On the west side of town, it was said that one only cane here if he was
seeking death ... or selling it. Wile the statement was sonewhat exaggerated,
it was true that nost of the people who frequented the Maze either had nothing
to lose or were wlling to risk everything for what they mght gain there. As
rational nen, the Hell Hounds were wunlikely to put in an appearance at the
Maze's nost notorious tavern

Still, the point renmained that the Wulgar Unicorn sorely needed One-Thunb's
presence and that his return was |ong overdue. In part, that was why Haki em was
spending so nmuch tine here of late: hope of acquiring the story of One-Thunb's
return and possibly the story of his absence. That al one Wul d be enough to keep
the storyteller haunting the tavern, but the stories he gained during his wait
were a prize in thensel ves. Hakiem was a conpul sive collector of stories, from
habit as well as by profession, and nmany stories had their beginnings, mddles,
or ends within these walls. He collected themall, though he knew that nost of
them could not be repeated, for he knew the value of a story isin its nerit,
not inits saleability.

SPI DERS OF THE PURPLE MAGE
by Philip Jose Farnmer

1
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This was the week of the great rat hunt in Sanctuary.
The next week, all the cats that could be caught were killed and degutted.
The third week, all dogs were run down and di senbowel | ed.

Masha zil-Ineel was one of the very few people in the city who didn't take part
in the rat hunt. She just couldn't believe that any rat, no matter how big, and
there were sone huge ones in Sanctuary, could swallow a jewel so large

But when a runour spread that someone had seen a cat eat a dead rat and that the
cat had acted strangely afterwards, she thought it w se to pretend to chase
cats. If she hadn't, people m ght wonder why not. They m ght think that she knew
somet hing they didn't. And then she mi ght be the one run down.

Unli ke the aninmals, however, she'd be tortured until she told where the jewel
was.

She didn't know where it was. She wasn't even sure that there was an eneral d.

But everybody knew that she'd been told about the jewel by Benna nus-Katarz.
Thanks to Masha's bl abbermout h drunken husband, Eevroen

Three weeks ago, on a dark night, Masha had returned late frommdwifing in the
rich merchants' Eastern quarter. It was well past mdnight, but she wasn't sure
of the hour because of the cloud-covered sky. The second w fe of Shoozh the
spi ce-inporter had borne her fourth infant. Masha had attended to the delivery
personal ly while Doctor Nadeesh had sat in the next room the door only half
closed, and listened to her reports. Nadeesh was forbidden to see any part of a
femal e client except for those normally exposed and especially forbidden to see
the breasts and genitals. |If there was any trouble with the birthing, Msha
woul d i nformhim and he would give her instructions.

Thi s angered Masha, since the doctors collected half of the fee, yet were sel dom
of any use. In fact, they were usually a hindrance.

Still, half a fee was better than none. What if the wives and concubines of the
weal t hy were as nonchal ant and hardy as the poor wonmen, who just squatted down
wher ever they happened to be when the pangs started and gave birth wunassisted?
Masha coul d not have supported herself, her two daughters, her invalid nother,
or her lazy al coholic husband. The noney she made from doing the nore affluent
worren' s hair and from her tooth-pulling and manufacture of false teeth in the
mar ket pl ace wasn't enough. But nidw fery added the income that kept her and her
famly just outside hunger's door.

She would have liked to pick up nore nobney by cutting nen's hair in the
mar ket pl ace, but both | aw and anci ent custom forbade that.

Shortly after she had burned the wunbilical cord of the newborn to ensure that
demons didn't steal it and had ritualistically washed her hands, she Ileft

Shoozh's house. His guards, knowing her, let her through the gate without

chal  enge, and the guards of the gate to the eastern quarters also allowed her
to pass. Not however without offers froma fewto share their beds with her that
ni ght.

"I can do nmuch better than that sot of a husband of yours!' one said.

Masha was gl ad that her hood and the daricness prevented the guards from seeing
her burning face by the torchlight. However, if they could have seen that she
was bl ushing with shane, they m ght have been enbarrassed. They woul d know then
that they weren't dealing with a brazen slut of the Maze but with a woman who
had known better days and a higher position in society than she now held. The
bl ush al one would have told themthat.
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What they didn't know and what she couldn't forget was that she had once Ilived
in this walled area and her father had been an affluent, if not wealthy,
mer chant .

She passed on silently. It would have nade her feel good to have told them her
past and then ripped themwth the invective she'd learned in the Maze. But to
do that would | ower her estimate ¢ of herself.

Though she had her own torch and the means for lighting it in the cylindrica
| eat her case on her back, she did not use them It was better to walk unlit and
hence unseen into the streets. Though nany of the lurkers in the shadows would
| et her pass unnol ested, since they had known her when she was a child, others
woul d not be so kind. They would rob her for the tools of her trade and the
cl ot hes she wore and sonme would rape her. O try to.

Through the darkness she went swiftly, her steps sure because of |ong
experience. The adobe buildings of the city were a dimwhitish bul k ahead. Then
the path took a turn, and she saw sone small flickers of light here and there.
Torches. Alittle further, and a |ight becane a square. The w ndow of a tavern.

She entered a narrow winding street and strode down its centre. Turning a
corner, she saw a torch in a bracket on the wall of a house and two nen standing
near it. Inmrediately she crossed to the far side and, hugging the walls, passed
the two. Their pipes glowed redly; she caught a whiff of the pungent and sickly
snoke of kleelel, the drug used by the poor when they didn't have noney for the
nmore expensive krrf. Wich was nost of the tine.

After two or three pipefuls, the snmokers would be vomiting. But they would claim
that the euphoria would nake the upchucking worth it.

There were ot her odours: garbage piled by the walls, slop-jars of excrenment, and
puke from kl eetel snokers and drunks. The garbage woul d be shovelled into goat

drawn carts by Downwi nders whose famlies had long held this right. The slop

jars would be enptied by a Downwi nder famly that had delivered the contents to
farnmers for a century and would and had fought fiercely to keep this right. The
farnmers would use the excrenent to feed their soil; the urine would be enptied
into the nouth of the Wiite Foal River and carried out to sea.

She also heard the rustling and squealing of rats as they searched for edible
portions and dogs growing or snarling as they chased the rats or fought each
other. And she glinpsed the swift shadows of running cats.

Li ke a cat, she sped down the street in a half-run, stopping at corners to ook
around them before venturing farther. Wen she was about a half-mle from her
pl ace, she heard the pounding of feet ahead. She froze and tried to nmake herself
| ook like part of the wall

2

At that nonment the noon broke through the clouds.

It was alnost a full noon. The |ight revealed her to any but a blind person. She
darted across the street to the dark side and played wall again.

The slap of feet on the hard-packed dirt of the street cane closer. Sonewhere
above her, a baby began crying.

She pulled a long knife from a scabbard wunder her cloak and held the bl ade
behi nd her. Doubtless, the one running was a thief or else sonmeone trying to
outrun a thief or nugger or nuggers or perhaps a throat-slitter. If it was a
thi ef who was getting away fromthe site of the crime, she would be safe. He'd
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be in no position to stop to see what he could get fromher. If he was being
pursued, the pursuers mght shift their attention to her

If they saw her.

Suddenl y, the pound of feet becanme |ouder. Around the corner cane a tall youth
dressed in a ragged tunic and breeches and shod wi th buskins. He stopped and
clutched the corner and | ooked behind him H's breath rasped like a rusty gate
swung back and forth by gusts of w nd.

Sonebody was after him Should she wait here? He hadn't seen her, and perhaps
whoever was chasing himwuld be so intent he or they wouldn't detect her
ei ther.

The youth turned h'is face, and she gasped. His face was so swollen that she
al most didn't recogni ze him But he was Benna nus-Katarz, who had conme here from
Ilsig two years ago. No one knew why he'd immigrated, and no one, in keeping
with the unwitten code of Sanctuary, had asked hi m why.

Even in the noonlight and across the street, she could see the swellings and
dark spots, looking like bruises, on his face. And on his hands. The fingers
were rotting bananas.

He turned back to peer around the corner. Hi s breathing becanme | ess heavy. Now
she could hear the faint slap of feet down the street. Hi s chasers would be here
soon.

Benna gave a soft ululation of despair. He staggered down the street towards a
mound of garbage and stopped before it. Arat scuttled out but stopped a few
feet fromhimand chittered at him Bold beasts, the rats of Sanctuary.

Now Masha coul d hear the | oudness of approaching runners and words that sounded
| i ke sheets being ripped apart.

Benna noaned. He reached under his tunic with clumsy fingers and drew sonething
out. Masha couldn't see what it was, though she strained. She inched wth her
back to the wall towards a doorway. |Its darkness would nmake her even nore
undet ecti bl e.

Benna | ooked at the thing in his hand. He said sonething which sounded to WMasha
like a curse. She couldn't be sure; he spoke in the Ilsig dialect.

The baby above had ceased crying; its nother nust have given it the nipple or
perhaps she'd made it drink water tinctured with a drug.

Now Benna was pulling sonething else frominside his tunic. Watever it was, he
moul ded it around the other thing, and now he had cast it in front of the rat.

The big grey beast ran away as the object arced towards him A nonment later, it
approached the little ball, sniffing. Then it darted forwards, still smelling
it, touched it wth its nose, perhaps tasted it, and was gone wth it inits
nmout h.

Masha watched it squeeze into a crack in the old adobe building at the next
corner. No one lived there. It had been crunbling, falling down for vyears,
unrepai red and avoi ded even by the npbst desperate of transients and buns. It was
said that the ghost of old Lahboo the Tight-Fisted haunted the place since his
murder, and no one cared to test the truth of the stories told about the
bui | di ng.

Benna, still breathing somewhat heavily, trotted after the rat. Masha, hearing
that the footsteps were |ouder, went alongside the wall, still in the shadows.
She was curious about what Benna had got rid of, but she didn't want to be
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associated with himin any way when his hunters caught up with him

At the corner, the youth stopped and |ooked around him He didn't seemable to
make up his mnd which route to take. He stood, swaying, and then fell to his
knees. He groaned, and pitched forwards, softening his fall wth outstretched
arms.

Masha neant to leave himto his fate. It was the only sensible thing to do. But
as she rounded the corner, she heard hi mnpani ng. And then she thought she heard
hi m say sonet hi ng about a jewel.

She stopped. Was that what he had put in sonething, perhaps a bit of cheese, and
throwmn to the rat? It would be worth nore noney than she'd earn in a lifetineg,
and if she could, sonmehow, get her hands on it ... Her thoughts raced as swiftly
as her heart, and now she was breathing heavily. Ajewel! Ajewel? It would mean
rel ease fromthis terrible place, a good home for her nother and her children
And for herself.

And it mght nean rel ease from Eevroen.

But there was also a terrible danger very close. She couldn't hear the sounds of
the pursuers now, but that didn't nean they'd |l eft the nei ghbourhood. They were
prow i ng around, |ooking into each doorway. O perhaps one had | ooked around the
corner and seen Benna. He had notioned to the others, and they were just behind
the corner, getting ready to nmake a sudden rush

She coul d visualize the knives in their hands.

If she took a chance and lost, she'd die, and her nother and daughters would be
wi t hout support. They'd have to beg; Eevroen certainly would be of no help. And
Handoo and Kheem three and five years old, would growup, if they didn't die
first, to be child whores. It was al nost inevitable.

Whi | e she stood undeci ded, knowi ng that she had only a few seconds to act and
perhaps not that, the clouds slid below the noon again. That nmade the difference
in what she'd do. She ran across the street towards Benna. He was still lying in
the dirt of the street, his head only a few inches from sone stinking dog turds.
She scabbarded her dagger, got down on her knees, and rolled himover. He gasped
with terror when he felt her hands upon him

"It's all right!' she said softly. 'Listenl Can you get up if | help you? |'l|
get you away!'

Sweat poured into her eyes as she |looked towards the far comer. She could see
nothing, but if the hunters wore black, they wouldn't be visible at this
di st ance.

Benna npaned and then said, 'I'mdying, Masha.'

Masha gritted her teeth. She had hoped that he'd not recognize her voice, not at
| east until she'd got himto safety. Now, if the hunters found himalive and got
her name fromhim they'd conme after her. They'd think she had the jewel or
what ever it was they wanted.

"Here. Get up,' she said, and struggled to help him She was small, about five
feet tall and wei ghing eighty-two pounds. But she had the nuscles of a cat, and
fear was punmping strength into her. She managed to get Benna to his feet.
St aggering under his weight, she supported himtowards the open doorway of the
bui |l di ng on the corner.

Benna reeked of sonething strange, an odour of rotting neat but unlike any she'd
ever snelled. It rode over the stale sweat and urine of his body and cl ot hes.
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"No use,' Benna nmunbled through greatly swollen lips. 'I'mdying. The pain is
terrible, Masha.'

'Keep going!' she said fiercely. 'W're al nost there!

Benna raised his head. H s eyes were surrounded with puffed-out flesh. Masha had
never seen such oedenm; the blackness and the swelling |ooked |ike those of a
corpse five days dead in the heat of summer.

"No!" he nunbled. 'Not old Lahboo's buil di ng!

3

Under ot her circunstances, Masha woul d have |aughed. Here was a dying man or a
man who thought he was dying. And he'd be dead soon if his pursuers caught up
with him (Me, too, she thought.) Yet he was afraid to take the only refuge
avai | abl e because of a ghost.

"You | ook bad enough to. scare even the Tight-Fisted One,' she said. 'Keep going
or I'Il drop you right now'

She got himinside the doorway, though it wasn't easy what with the boards stil
attached to the lower half of the entrance. The top planks had fallen inside. It
was a tribute to the fear people felt for this place that no one had stolen the
wood, an expensive itemin the desert town.

Just after they'd clinbed over, Benna alnpbst falling, she heard a nan utter
sonething in the raspy tearing |anguage. He was near by, but he nust have just
arrived. Qtherwi se, he would have heard the two.

Masha had thought she'd reached the limts of terror, but she found that she
hadn't. The speaker was a Raggah!

Though she coul dn't understand the speech - no one in Sanctuary could - she'd
heard Raggah a nunber of times. Every thirty days or so five or six of the
cl oaked, robed, hooded, and veiled desert nen canme to the bazaar and the
farmers' market. They could speak only their own | anguage, but they used signs
and a plentitude of coins to obtain what they wanted. Then they departed on
their horses, their mules |oaded down with food, wine, vuksibah (the very

expensive nmalt whisky inported froma far north | and), goods of various Kinds:
clothing, bows, braziers, ropes, canel and horse hides. Their canels bore huge
panniers full of feed for chickens, ducks, canels, horses, and hogs. They also
purchased steel tools: shovels, picks, drills, hanmers, wedges.

They were tall, and though they were very dark, npst had blue or green eyes.
These | ooked cold and hard and piercing, and few | ooked directly into them It
was said that they had the gift, or the curse, of the evil eye.

They were enough, in this dark night, to have made Masha marble with terror. But
what was worse, and this galvanized the marble, they were the servants of the
pur pl e nage! Masha guessed at once what had happened. Benna had had the guts

and the conmplete stupidity - to sneak into the underground maze of the nage on
the river isle of Shugthee and to steal a jewel. It was amazing that he'd had
the courage, astounding that he could get undetected into the caves, an absolute
wonder that he'd penetrated the treasurehold, and fantastic that he'd managed to
get out. What weird tales he could tell if he survived! Masha could think of no
simlar event, no anal ogue, to the adventures he must have had.

" Mof andsf!' she thought. In the thieves' argot of Sanctuary, M nd- boggl i ng!"’

At that nmoment Benna's knees gave, and it was all she could do to hold him up
Sonehow, she got himto the door to the next roomand into a closet. |f the
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Raggah canme in, they would |Iook here, of course, but she could get him no
further.

Benna' s odour was even nore sickening in the hot confines of the closet, though

its door was al nbst conpletely open. She eased himdown. He nunbled, ' Spiders
spi ders.’
She put her nouth <close to his ear. 'Don't talk loudly, Benna. The Raggah are

cl ose by. Benna, what did you say about the spiders?
"Bites ... bites,' he murmured. 'Hurt... the ... the enmerald ... rich...!'

"How d you get in?" she said. She put her hand close to his mouth to clanp down
onit if he should start to talk |oudly.

"Wha...? Canel's eye ... bu...

He stiffened, the heels of his feet striking the bottom of the closet door
Masha pressed her hand down on his nouth. She was afraid that he might cry out
in his death agony. If this were it. And it was. He groaned, and then rel axed.
Masha t ook her hand away. A long sigh came from his open nouth.

She | ooked around the edge of the closet. Though it was dark outside, it was
brighter than the darkness in the house. She should be able to make out anyone
standing in the doorway. The noise the heels made could have attracted the
hunters. She saw no one, though it was possible that soneone had already cone in
and was against a wall. Listening for nore noise.

She felt Benna's pulse. He was dead or so close to it that it didn't matter any
nmore. She rose and slowly pulled her dagger fromthe scabbard. Then she stepped
out, crouching, sure that the thudding of her heart could be heard in this stil
room

So unexpectedly and suddenly that a soft cry was forced fromher, a whistle
sounded outside. Feet pounded in the room- there was soneone here! - and the
dimrectangl e of the doorway showed a bul k plunging through it. But it was going
out, not in. The Raggah had heard the whistle of the garrison soldiers - half
the city nust have heard it - and he was leaving with his fell ows.

She turned and bent down and searched under Benna's tunic and in his |oincloth.
She found nothing except slowy cooling lunmpy flesh. Wthin ten seconds, she was
out on the street. Dowmn a block was the advancing light of torches, their
hol ders not yet visible. In the din of shouts and whistles, she fled hoping that
she woul dn't run into any |aggard Raggah or another body of sol diers.

Later, she found out that she'd been saved because the soldiers were | ooking for
a prisoner who'd escaped fromthe dungeon. H's nane was Badniss, but that's
anot her tal e.

4

Masha's two-room apartnent was on the third floor of a |arge adobe building
which, with two others, occupied an entire block. She entered it on the side of
the Street of the Dry Well, but first she had to wake up old Shrmurt, the
caretaker, by beating on the thick oaken door. Gunbling at the late hour, he
unshot the bolt and | et her in. She gave hima padpool, a tiny copper coin, for
his trouble and to shut himup. He handed her her oil lanp, she lit it, and she
went up the three flights of stone steps.

She had to wake up her nother to get in. Wallu, blinking and yawning in the
light of an oil lanp in the corner, shot the bolt. Masha entered and at once
extingui shed her lanp. O cost noney, and there had been nmany ni ghts when she
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had had to do without it.

Wallu, a tall skinny saggi ng-breasted woman of fifty, with gaunt deeply-lined
features, kissed her daughter on the cheek. Her breath was sour with sleep and
goat's cheese. But Masha appreciated the peck; her life had few expressions of
love init. And yet she was full of it; she was a bottle close to bursting wth
pressure.

The light on the rickety table in the corner showed a bl ank-wal |l ed room without
rugs. Ina far corner the two infants slept on a pile of tattered but clean
bl ankets. Beside themwas a small chanberpot of baked clay painted with the
bl ack and scarlet rings-within-rings of the Darnmek guil d.

In another corner was her false-teeth nmaking equipnment, wax, nmoulds, tiny
chisels, saws, and expensive wire, hardwod, iron, a block of ivory. She had
only recently repaid the noney she'd borrowed to purchase these. In the opposite
corner was another pile of cloth, Wallu's bed, and beside it another thundernug
with the sanme design. An ancient and wobbly spinning-wheel was near it; Wallu
made sone noney with it, though not nuch. Her hands were gnarled with arthritis,
one eye had a cataract, and the other was beginning to lose its sight for sone
unknown reason.

Al ong the adobe wall was a brass charcoal brazier and above it a wooden vent. A
bin held charcoal. A big cabinet beside it held grain and sone dried neat and
pl ates and knives. Near it was a baked clay vase for water. Next to it was a
pile of cloths. Wallu pointed at the <curtain in the doorway to the other room

"He came hone early. | suppose he couldn't cadge drinks enough fromhis friends.
But he's drunk enough to suit a dozen sailors.' Ginmacing, Masha strode to the
curtain and pulled it aside. ''Shewaw' (A conbination of'Wew', 'Ugh!', and

"Yech!') The stink was that which greeted her nostrils when she opened the door
to the Vul gar Unicorn Tavern. A blend of wi ne and beer, stale and fresh, sweat,
stale and fresh, vomt, urine, frying bl ood-sausages, krrf, and Kkl eetel

Eevroen lay on his back, his nouth open, his arns spread out as if he were being
crucified. Once, he had been a tall nuscul ar youth, very broad-shoul dered, slim
wai sted, and I|ong-legged. Now he was fat, fat, fat, double-chinned, huge
paunched with rings of sagging fat around his waist. The once bright eyes were
red and dar k-bagged, and the once-sweet breath was a hellpit of stenches. He'd
fallen asleep without changing into nightclothes; his tunic was ripped, dirty,
and stained with various things, including puke. He wore cast-off sandals, or
per haps he'd stol en them

Masha was | ong past weeping over him She kicked himin the ribs, causing himto
grunt and to open one eye. But it closed and he was quickly snoring like a pig
again. That, at least, was a blessing. How many nights had she spent in
screaming at him while he bellowed at her or in fighting himoff when he
staggered honme and insisted she lie with hin? She didn't want to count them

Masha woul d have got rid of himlong ago if she had been able to. But the |aw of
the enpire was that only the nman could divorce unless the woman coul d prove her
spouse was too di seased to have children or was imnpotent.

She whirl ed and wal ked towards the wash-basin. As she passed her nother, a hand
st opped her.

Wal lu, peering at her with one half-good eye, said, 'Child! Sonething has
happened to you! What was it?

"Tell you in a nonment,' Masha said, and she washed her face and hands and
armpits. Later, she regretted very much that she hadn't told Wallu a Ilie. But
how was she to know that Eevroen had cone out of his stupor enough to hear what
she said? If only she hadn't been so furious that she'd kicked him... but
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regrets were a waste of tine, though there wasn't a hunman alive who didn't
i ndul ge in them

She had no sooner finished telling her nmother what had happened with Benna when
she heard a grunt behind her. She turned to see Eevroen swaying in front of the
curtains, a stupid grin on his fat face. The face once so bel oved.

Eevroen reeled towards her, his hands out as if he intended to grab her. He
spoke thickly but intelligibly enough

"Way'n't you go after the rat? If you caught it, we coul da been rich!

'"CGo back to sleep,’ Masha said. 'This has nothing to do with you.'

"Nothin do wi' ne?" Eevroen bellowed. 'Wa' you nean? |'m your husband! Wha'ss
yoursh ish mine. I wan' tha jewel!’

"You dammed fool,' Masha said, trying to keep fromscreaming so that the
children wouldn't wake and the neighbours wouldn't hear, 'l don't have the
jewel. There was no way | could get it - if there ever was any.

Eevroen put a finger alongside his nose and wi nked the left eye. '"If there wa'

ever any, heh? Masha, you tryna hoi' ou' on me? You go' the jewel, and you lyin
toyou no ... no ... mama.'

"No, I'mnot lying!" she screaned, all reason for caution having deserted her
qui te unreasonably. 'You fat stinking pig! I've had a terrible tinme, |I alnost
got killed, and all you can think about is the jewel! Wich probably doesn't
exi st! Benna was dying! He didn't know what he was tal king about! | never saw

the jewel! And...
Eevroen snarled, 'You tryna keep i' fromne!' and he charged her.

She coul d easily have evaded him but something swelled up in her and took over,
and she seized a baked-clay water jug froma shelf and brought it down hard over
his head. The jug didn't break, but Eevroen did. He fell face forwards. Bl ood
wel l ed fromhis scal p; he snored.

By then the children were awake, sitting up, wde-eyed, but silent. Maze
children learned at an early age not to cry easily.

Shaki ng, Masha got down on her knees and exani ned the wound. Then she rose and
went to the rag rack and returned with some dirty ones,/ no use wasting clean
ones on him and stanched the wound. She felt his pulse; it was beating steadily
enough for a drunkard who'd just been knocked out with a severe bl ow

Wallu said, 'Is he dead?

She wasn't concerned about him She was worrying about herself, the children,
and Masha. |f her daughter should be executed for killing her husband, however
justified she was, then she and the girls would be w thout support.

"He'll  have a hell of a headache in the norning,' Masha said. Wth sone
difficulty, she rolled Eevroen over so that he would be face down, and she
turned his head sideways and then put sone rags under the side of his head. Now,
if he should vonmit during the night, he wouldn't choke to death. For a nonent
she was tenpted to put himback as he had fallen. But the judge mnight think that
she was responsible for his death.

"Let himlie there,' she said. 'I'm not going to break nmy back dragging himto
our bed. Besides, | wouldn't be able to sleep, he snores so loudly and he stinks
so badly.'

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Aspirin,%20Rob...-%20Tales%20From%20The%20Vulgar%20Unicorn. TXT (10 of 138) [8/27/03 10:29:53 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Aspirin,%20Robert%20L ynn%20-%20...5%20Worl d%2002%20-%20T al es%20From%620The%620V ulgar%20Unicorn. TXT

She shoul d have been frightened of what he'd do in the norning. But, strangely,
she felt exuberant. She'd done what she'd wanted to do for several years now,
and the deed had di scharged nuch of her anger - for the tine being, anyway.

She went to her roomand tossed and turned for a while, thinking of how rmuch
better life would be if she could get rid of Eevroen

Her |ast thoughts were of what |life could be if she'd got the jewel that Benna
had thrown to the rat.
5

She awoke an hour or so past dawn, a very late tinme for her, and snelled bread
baking. After she'd sat on the chanberpot, she rose and pushed the curtain
aside. She was curious about the Ilack of noise in the next room Eevroen was

gone. So were the children. Wallu, hearing the Ilittle bells on the curtain,
t ur ned.

‘"I sent the <children out to play,' she said. 'Eevroen woke up about dawn. He
pretended he didn't know what had happened, but I could tell that he did. He
groaned now and then - his head | suppose. He ate sone breakfast, and then he

got out fast.'
Wallu smiled. 'l think he's afraid of you.'
'Good!' Masha said. 'lI hope he keeps on being afraid.

She sat down while Wallu, hobbling around, served her a half loaf of bread, a
hunk of goat cheese, and an orange. Masha wondered if her husband also
remenbered what she'd said to her nother about Benna and the jewel.

He had.

When she went to the bazaar, carrying the folding chair in which she put her
dental patients, she was immediately surrounded by hundreds of nen and wonen.
Al wanted to know about the jewel.

Masha t hought, 'The damm fool !’

Eevroen, it seenmed, had procured free drinks wth his tale. He'd staggered
around everywhere, the taverns, the bazaar, the farners' market, the waterfront,
and he'd spread the news. Apparently, he didn't say anything about Masha's
knocki ng himout. That tale would have earned himonly derision, and he stil
had enough manhood | eft not to reveal that.

At first, Masha was going to deny the story. But it seened to her that nost
peopl e woul d think she was |lying, and they would be sure that she had kept the
jewel. Her life would be miserable fromthen on. O ended. There were plenty who
woul dn't hesitate to drag her off to sone secluded place and torture her unti
she told where the jewel was.

So she described exactly what had happened, omitting how she had tried to brain
Eevroen. There was no sense in pushing himtoo hard. If he was humliated
publicly, he mght get desperate enough to try to beat her up

She got only one patient that day. As fast as those who'd heard her tale ran off
to look for rats, others took their place. And then, inevitably, the governor's
sol diers cane. She was surprised they hadn't appeared sooner. Surely one of
their informants had sped to the palace as soon as he had heard her story, and
that woul d have been shortly after she'd come to the bazaar.

The sergeant of the soldiers questioned her first, and then she was marched to
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the garrison, where a captain interrogated her. Afterwards, a colonel cane in,
and she had to repeat her tale. And then, after sitting in a roomfor at |east
two hours, she was taken to the governor hinmself. The handsone youth,
surprisingly, didn't detain her long. He seemed to have checked out her
nmovenents, starting with Doctor Nadeesh. He'd worked out a tinmetable between the
moment she | eft Shoozh's house and the nonment she came honme. So, her nother had
al so been questi oned.

A sol dier had seen two of the Raggah running away; their presence was verified.

"Well, Masha,' the governor said. 'You' ve stirred up arat's nest,' and he
smled at his own joke while the soldiers and courtiers | aughed.

"There is no evidence that there was any jewel,' he said, 'aside fromthe story
this Benna told, and he was dying fromvenomand in great pain. My doctor has
exam ned his body, and he assures ne that the swellings were spider bites. O
course, he doesn't know everything. He's been wong before.

But people are going to believe that there was indeed a jewel of great val ue,
and not hi ng anyone says, including nyself, will convince them otherw se.

'However, all their frantic activity will result in one great benefit. . W'II
be rid of the rats for a while.

He paused, frowning, then said, 'It would seem however, that this fellow Benna
nm ght have been foolish enough to steal sonething fromthe purple nage. I would
think that that is the only reason he'd be pursued by the Raggah. But then there
m ght be another reason. In any event, if there is a jewel, then the finder is
going to be in great peril. The mage isn't going to |let whoever finds it keep
it.

'O at least | believe so. Actually, | know very little about the mage, and from
what |'ve heard about him | have no desire to neet him'

Masha t hought of asking himwhy he didn't send his soldiers out to the isle and
sunmon the mage. But she kept silent. The reason was obvious. No one, not even
the governor, wanted to provoke the wath of a nage. And as |long as the nmage did
nothing to force the governor into action, he would be left strictly alone to
conduct his business - whatever that was.

At the end of the questioning, the governor told his treasurer to give a gold
shaboozh to Masha.

' That should nmore than take care of any business you've |ost by being here,' the
gover nor sai d.

Thanki ng hi m profusely, Masha bowed as she stepped back, and then wal ked swiftly
homewar ds.

The following week was the great cat hunt. It was also featured, for Masha
anyway, by a break-in into her apartnent. Wiile she was off helping deliver a
baby at the honme of the nmerchant Ahl oo shi k- Mhanukhee, three masked nmen knocked
old Shnurt the doorkeeper out and broke down the door to her roons. Wile the
girls and her nother cowered in a corner, the three ransacked the place, even
enptying the chanberpots on the floor to determine that nothing was hidden
there. They didn't find what they were | ooking for, and one of the frustrated
interlopers knocked out two ofVallu's teeth in a rage. Masha was thankful,
however, that they did not beat or rape the little girls. That may have been not
so nmuch because of their nercifulness as that the doorkeeper regai ned
consci ousness sooner than they had expected. He began yelling for help, and the
three thugs ran away before the nei ghbours could gather or the soldiers cone.

Eevroen continued to cone in drunk late at night. But he spoke very little, just
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using the place to eat and sleep. He seldom saw Masha when she was awake. In
fact, he seened to be doing his best to avoid her. That was fine with her

6

Several tines, both by day and night, Masha felt soneone was follow ng her. She
did her best to detect the shadower, but whether she got the feeling by day or
night, she failed to do it. She decided that her nervous state was responsible.

Then the great dog hunt began. Masha thought this was the apex of hysteria and
silliness. But it worried her. After all the poor dogs were gone, what would
next be run down and killed and gutted? To be nore precise, who? She hoped that
the who woul dn't be she.

In the mddle of the week of the dog hunt, little Kheem becane sick. Masha had
to go to work, but when she cane hone after sundown, she found that Kheem was
suffering from a high fever. According to her nother, Kheem had also had
convul sions. Al armed, Masha set out at once for Doctor Nadeesh's house in the
Eastern quarter. He adnmitted her and |istened to her describe Kheemi's synptons.
But he refused to acconpany her to her house.

‘"It's too dangerous to go into the Maze at night,' he said. "And | wouldn't go
there in the day unless | had several bodyguards. Besides, | am having conpany
toni ght. You shoul d have brought the child here.

"She's too sick to be noved,' Msha said. '|I beg you to cone.

Nadeesh was adamant, but he did give her sone powders which she could use to
cool the child's fever.

She t hanked him audibly and cursed him silently. On the way back, while only a
bl ock from her apartment, she heard a sudden thud of footsteps behind her. She
junped to one side and whirled, drawing her dagger at the sanme tinme. There was
no noon, and the nearest light was fromoil [lanps shining through sonme iron
barred wi ndows in the second storey above her

By its faintness she saw a dark bulk. It was robed and hooded, a man by its
tall ness. Then she heard a |low hoarse curse and knew it was a man. He had
thought to grab or strike her from behind, but Masha's unexpected | eap had saved
her. Mnentarily, at least. Now the man rushed her, and she glinpsed sonething
long and dark in his uplifted hand. A club

I nstead of standing there frozen with fear or trying to run away, she crouched
| ow and charged him That took himby surprise. Before he could recover, he was
struck in the throat with her bl ade.

Still, his body knocked her down, and he fell hard upon her. For a nonent, the
breath was knocked out of her. She was hel pless, and when another bul k | ooned
above her, she knew that she had no chance.

The second man, also robed and hooded, lifted a club to bring it down on her
exposed head.

Withing, pinned down by the corpse, Masha could do nothing but await the bl ow.
She thought briefly of Iittle Kheem and then she saw the man drop the club. And
he was down on his knees, still gripping whatever it was that had closed off his
br eat h.

A nmonment | ater, he was face down in the dry dirt, dead or unconscious.

The man standi ng over the second attacker was short and broad and al so robed and
hooded. He put something in his pocket, probably the cord he'd used to strangl e,
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her attacker, and he approached her cautiously. H's hands seenmed to be enpty,
however .

' Masha?' he said softly.

By then she'd recovered her wind. She wiggled out from under the dead man,
jerked the dagger fromthe w ndpi pe, and started to get up

The nman said, in a foreign accent, 'You can put your knife away, ny dear. |
didn't save you just to kill you.

"I thank you, stranger,' she said, 'but keep your distance anyway.'

Despite the warning, he took two steps towards her. Then she knew who he was. No
one else in Sanctuary stank so of rancid butter

' Snhee,' she said, equally softly.

He chuckled. 'l know you can't see ny face. So, though it's against ny religious
convictions, | will have to take a bath and quit smearing nmy body and hair wth
butter. I amas silent as a shadow, but what good is that tal ent when anyone can

snell nme a bl ock away?

Keepi ng her eyes on him she stopped and cleaned her dagger on the dead man's
r obe.

"Are you the one who's been followi ng ne?" she said. She straightened up
He hissed with surprise, then said, 'You saw me?
"No. But | knew sonmeone was doggi ng ne.'

"Ah! You have a sixth sense. O a guilty conscience. Conme! Let's get away before
soneone cones al ong.'

"I'd li ke to know who these nen are ... were.'

"They're Raggah,' Snhee said. 'There are two others fifty yards from here,
| ookouts, | suppose. They'll be coming soon to find out why these two haven't
shown up with you.'

That shocked her even nore than the attack
"You nmean the purple mage wants we? \Wy?

"I do not know. Perhaps he thinks as so many others do. That is, that Benna told
you nore than you have said he did. But cone! Quickly!

" Wher e?'
"To your place. We can talk there, can't we?'

They wal ked swiftly towards her buil ding. Snhee kept |ooking back, but the place
where they had killed the two nmen was no |onger visible. Wien they got to the
door, however, she stopped.

"I'f 1 knock on the door for the keeper, the Raggah might hear it,' she
whi spered. 'But | have to get in. My daughter is very sick. She needs the
medi cine | got from Dr Nadeesh.'

"So that's why you were at his home,' Smhee said. 'Very well. You bang on the
door. I'Il be the rearguard.'

He was suddenly gone, noving astonishingly swift and silently for such a fat
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man. But his aroma |ingered.

She did as he'suggested, and presently Shnurt came grunbling to the door and
unbolted it. Just as she stepped in she snelled the butter nore strongly, and
Smhee was inside and pushing the door shut before the startled doorkeeper could
protest.

"He's all right,' Masha said.

A d Shrmurt peered with runny eyes at Smhee by the Ilight of his oil lanp. Even
with good vision, however, Shnurt couldn't see Smhee's face. It was covered with
a green nmask.

Shnurt | ooked di sgust ed.

"I know your husband isn't nmuch,' he croaked. 'But taking up wth this
foreigner, this tub of rotten butter ... shewaw'

"It's not what you think,' she said indignantly.
Smhee said, 'l nust take a bath. Everyone knows me at once.'
‘lIs Eevroen hone?" Masha said.

Shnurt snorted and said, 'At this early hour? No, you and your stinking |over
will be safe.’

"Danmit!' Masha said. 'He's here on business!'
' Sone busi ness!"’
"M nd your tongue, you old fart!' Masha said. 'O |'Il cut it out!'-

Shmurt slamed the door to his room behind him He <called, 'Wore! Slut!
Adul t er ess!'

Masha shrugged, it her |anp, and went up the steps with Smhee cl ose behind her.
Wal | u | ooked very surprised when the fat man cane in with her daughter.

"Who is this?
' Someone can't identify nme?' Smhee swi. 'Does she have a dead nose?
He renoved his nask.

' She doesn't get out nuch,' Masha said. She hurried to Kheem who |ay sleeping
on her rag pile. Snhee took off his cloak, revealing thin arns and |l egs and a
body like a ball of cheese. H's shirt and vest, made of sonme velvety materi al
speckled with glittering sequins, clung tightly to his trunk. A broad |eather
belt encircled his paunch, and attached to it were two scabbards containing
knives, a third fromwhich poked the end of a banboo pipe, and a |eather bag
about the size of Masha's head. Over one shoulder and the side of his neck was
coiled a thin rope.

"Tools of the trade,' he said in answer to Masha's | ook.

Masha wondered what the trade was, but she didn't have time for him She felt
Kheem s forehead and pul se,'"then went to the water pitcher on the ledge in the
corner.

After mixing the powder with the water as Nadeesh had instructed and pouring out
some into a |large spoon, she turned. Snhee was on his knees by the child and
reaching into the bag on his belt.
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"I have sone talent for doctoring,' he said as she came to his side. 'Here. Put
that quack's nedicine away and use this.'

He stood up and held out a small |eather envel ope. She just |ooked at him

"Yes, | know you don't want to take a chance with a stranger. But please believe
me. This green powder is a thousand tines better than that placebo Nadeesh gave
you. If it doesn't cure the child, I'll cut ny throat. | prom se you.

"Much good that'd do the baby,' Wllu said.

"Is it a magical potion? Masha said.

"No. Magic might relieve the synptons, but the disease would still be there, and
when the magic wore of f, the sickness would return. Here. Take it! | don't want
you two to say a word about it, ever, but | was once trained in the art of

medi ci ne. And where | cone from a doctor is twenty tines superior to any you'l
find in Sanctuary.'

Masha studied his dark shiny face. He | ooked as if he mi ght be about forty years
old. The high broad forehead, the 1long straight nose, the well-shaped nouth
woul d have nade hi mhandsone if his cheeks weren't so thick and his jows so
baggy. Despite his fatness, he |ooked intelligent; the black eyes belowthe
thi ck bushy eyebrows were keen and lively.

"I can't afford to experinent with Kheem' she said.

He smled, perhaps an acknow edgenent that he detected the uncertainty in her
Voi ce.

"You can't afford not to,' he said. '"If you don't use this, your child will die.
And the |l onger you hesitate, the closer she gets to death. Every second counts.'

Masha t ook the envelope and returned to the water pitcher. She set the spoon
down without spilling its contents and began working as Smhee called out to her
his instructions. He stayed with K-heem one hand on her forehead, the other on
her chest. Kheem breathed rapidly and shall owy.

Wal lu protested. Masha told her to shut up nore harshly than she'd intended.
VWallu bit her Iip and glared at Snhee.

K- heem was propped up by Snhee, and Masha got her to swallow the greeni sh water
Ten nminutes or so later, the fever began to go down. An hour l|ater, according to
t he sandgl ass, she was given anot her spoonful. By dawn, she seened to be rid of
it, and she was sl eeping peacefully.

7

Meanti me, Masha and Snhee talked in | ow tones. Wallu had gone to bed, but not to
sl eep, shortly before sunrise. Eevroen had not appeared. Probably he was
sl eeping off his liquor in an empty crate on the wharf or in some doorway. Masha
was gl ad. She had been prepared to break another basin over his head if he nade
a fuss and di sturbed Kheem

Though she had seen the fat little nan a nunber of tinmes, she did not know rnuch
about him Nobody else did either. It was certain that he had first appeared in
Sanctuary six weeks (sixty days) ago. A merchant ship of the Bannalts peopl e had
brought him but this indicated little about his origin since the ship ported at
many | ands and i sl ands. n

Smhee had quickly taken a roomon the second floor of a building, the first of
whi ch was occupied by the K-habeeber or 'Diving Bird" Tavern. (The proprietor
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had jocularly named it thus because he claimed that his custonmers dived as
deeply into al cohol for surcease as the khabeeber did into the ocean for fish.)
He did no work nor was he known to thieve or mug. He seened to have enough noney
for his purposes, whatever they were, but then he Ilived frugally. Because he
smeared his body and hair wth rancid butter, he was called 'The Stinking

Butterball' or 'Ad Rotten', though not to his face. He spent time in all the
taverns and al so was often seen in the farmers' narket and the bazaar. As far as
was known, he had shown no sexual interest in nmen or wonen or children. O, as
one wag put it, 'not even in goats'

Hi s religion was unknown though it was runmoured that he kept an idol in a snal
wooden case in his room

Now, sitting on the floor by Kheem nmking the child drink water every half
hour, Masha questioned Smhee. And he in turn questioned her

"You' ve been following ne around,' Msha said. 'Wy?
"I've also investigated other wonen.'
"You didn't say why.'

"One answer at a tine. | have something to do here, and | need a woman to help
me. She has to be quick and strong and very brave and intelligent. And
desperate.'

He | ooked around the roomas if anybody who Ilived in it had to be desperate
i ndeed.

"I know your history,' he said. 'You cane froma fairly well-to-do famly, and
as a child you lived in the Eastern quarter. You were not born and bred in the
Maze, and you want to get out of it. You' ve worked hard, but you just are not
going to succeed in your anbition. Not unless sonething unusual cones your way
and you have the courage to seize it, no matter what the consequences might be.'

"This has to do with Benna and the jewel, doesn't it? she said.
He studi ed her face by the flickering light of the |anp.

"Yes.'

He paused.

"And t he purple mage.

Masha sucked in a deep breath. Her heart thudded far nore swiftly than her
fatigue could account for. A coldness spread fromher toes to the top of her
head, a not unpl easant col dness.

"I've watched in the shadows near your building," he said. 'Many a night. And
two nights ago | saw the Raggah steal into other shadows and watch the same
wi ndow. Fortunately, you did not go out during that time to mdwfe. But
tonight...'

"Why woul d the Raggah be interested in me?
He smiled slowy.

"You're smart enough to guess why. The mmge thinks you know nore than you |l et on
about the jewel. O perhaps he thinks Benna told you nore than you' ve repeated.'

He paused again, then said, 'Did he?

"Way should | tell you if he did?
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"You owe ne for your life. |If that isn't enough to make you confide in ne,
consider this. | have a plan whereby you can not only be free of the Maze, you
can be richer than any merchant, perhaps richer than the governor hinself. You
will even be able to leave Sanctuary, to go to the capital city itself. O

anywhere in the world."'
She thought, if Benna could do it, we can. But then Benna had not got away.

She said, 'Wiy do you need a woman? Why not another man?' Snhhee was silent for a
long time. Evidently, he was wondering just how nuch he should tell her
Suddenly, he smiled, and sonething invisible, an unseen weight seened to fal
fromhim Sonehow, he even | ooked thinner.

"I've gone this far,' he said. '"So | nust go all the way. No backing out now
The reason | nmust have a woman is that the nage's sorcery has a weakness. His
magi cal defences will be set up to repel nen. He will not have prepared them
agai nst wormen. It would not occur to himthat a woman would try to steal his
treasure. O ... kill him'

' How do you know t hat?'

‘I don't think it would be wise to tell you that now You nust take my word for

it. I do know far nore about the purple mage than anyone el se in Sanctuary.

"You mght, and that still wouldn't be rmuch,' she said. 'Let ne put it another
way. | do know nuch about him Mre than enough to nake nme a great danger to
him'

' Does he know nmuch about you?
Smhee smiled again. 'He doesn't know |'mhere. If he did, |I'd be dead by now '

They tal ked until dawn, and by then Masha was deeply conmitted. If she failed,
then her fate would be horrible. And the lives of her daughters and her nother
woul d become even worse. Far worse. But if she continued as she had, she would
be doom ng them anyway. She might die of a fever or be killed, and then they
woul d have no supporter and def ender.

Anyway as Snhee pointed out, though he didn't need to, the nage was after her
Her only defence was a quick offence. She had no other choice except to wait
like a dunb sheep and be sl aughtered. Except that, in this situation, the sheep
woul d be tortured before being killed.

Smhee knew what he was sayi ng when he had said that she was desperate.

8

Wien the wolfs tail, the false dawn, canme, she rose stiffly and went through to
her room and | ooked out the wi ndow. Not surprisingly, the corpses of the Raggah
wer e gone.

Shortly thereafter, Kheem awoke, bright-eyed, and asked for food. Masha covered
her with kisses, and, weeping joyfully, prepared breakfast. Smhee left. He would
be back before noon. But he gave her five shaboozh and some | esser coin. Msha
wakened her nother, gave her the noney, and told her that she would be gone for
a few days. Wallu wanted to question her, but Masha told her sternly that she
woul d be better off if she knew no nore than she did now.

"If Eevroen wants to know where I am tell himthat | have been called to
help deliver a rich farmer's baby. If he asks for the man's nanme, tell him
it is Shkeedur sha-Mzl. He lives far out and only cones into town twice a year
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except on special business. It doesn't matter that it's alie. By the time | get
back it'll be soon - we'll be |eaving at once. Have everything we'll need for a
I ong journey packed into that bag. Just clothes and eating utensils and the
medi ci ne. |If Kheem has a rel apse, give her Snmhee's powders.'

Wal lu wail ed then, and Masha had to qui et her down.

'Hi de the nobney. No! Leave one shaboozh where Eevroen will find it when he | ooks
for nmoney. Conceal the rest where he can't find it. He'll take the shaboozh and
go out to drink, and you won't be bothered with himor his questions.

When the flaming brass bow of the noon sun had reached its apex, Smhee cane.
Hi s eyes | ooked very red, but he didn't act fatigued. He carried a carpet bag
fromwhich he produced two dark cloaks, two robes, and the masks which the
priests of Shal pa wore in public.

He said, 'How did you get rid of your nother and the children?

" A nei ghbour is keeping the children until nother gets back from shopping,' she
said. 'Eevroen still hasn't shown up.'
"Nor will he for a long time,' Snhee said. '|l dropped a coin as | passed him

staggering this way. He snatched it, of course, and ran off to a tavern

"The Sailfish will be leaving port in three days. |'ve arranged for passage on
her and al so to be hidden aboard her if her departure is delayed. |'ve been very
busy all norning.'

"Including taking a bath,' she said.

"You don't snell too good yourself,' he said. 'But you can bathe when we get to
the river. Put these on.'

She went into her room rempoved her clothes, and donned the priest's garb. Wen
she cane out, Smhee was fully dressed. The bag attached to his belt bul ged
beneath his cl oak

"Gve nme your old clothes,' he said. 'W'Il cache themoutside the city, though
I don't think we'll be needing them'

She did so, and he stuffed theminto the belt-bag.
‘"Let's go,' he said.

She didn't follow himto the door. He turned and said, 'Wat's the matter? Your
liver getting cold?

"No,' she said. "Only ... nother's very short-sighted. |I'mafraid she'll be
cheat ed when she buys the food.

He | aughed and said something in a foreign tongue.

"For the sake of Igil! Wen we return, we'll have enough to buy out the farners'
mar ket a thousand times over!'

"If we get back...' she murnured. She wanted to go to Looza's room and kiss the
children goodbye. But that was not w se. Besides, she might |[ose her
determination if she saw t hem now.

They wal ked out while old Shnurt stared. He was the weakest point in their
alibi, but they hoped they wouldn't need any. At the noment, he was too
dumbf ounded at seeing themto say anything. And he would be afraid to go to the
sol diers about this. He probably was thinking that two priests had magically
entered the house, and it would be indiscreet to interfere in their business.
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Thirty mnutes |ater, they nounted the two horses which Smhee had arranged to be
tied to a tree outside city limts.

"Wren't you afraid they'd be stol en?' she said.

"There are two stout fellows hidden in the grass near the river,' he said. He
waved towards it, and she saw two nen cone fromit. They waved back and started
to wal k back to the city.

There was a rough road along the Wiite Foal River, sonetinmes comng near the
stream sometines bending far away. They rode over it for three hours, and then
Smhee said, 'There's an old adobe building a quarter-mle inland. W'Ill sleep
there for a while. | don't know about you, but I'mweary.'

She was glad to rest. After hobbling the horses near a stand of the tall brown
desert grass, they lay down in the mdst of the ruins. Snmhee went to sleep at
once. She worried about her family for a while, and suddenly she was being
shaken by Snmhee. Dawn was coning up

They ate sone dried neat and bread and fruit and then nounted again. After
wat ering the horses and thenselves at the river, they rode at a canter for three
more hours. And then Snhee pulled up on the reins. He pointed at the trees a
quarter-mle inland. Beyond, rearing high, were the towering cliffs on the other
side of the river. The trees on this side, however, prevented them from seeing
the White Foal

'The boat's hidden in there,' he said. 'Unless sonmeone's stolen it. That's not
likely, though. Very few people have the courage to go near the Isle of
Shugt hee. '

"What about the hunters who bring down the furs fromthe north?
' They hug the eastern shore, and they only go by in daylight. Fast.

They crossed the rocky ground, passing some | ow growi ng purplish bushes and some
irontrees with grotesquely twi sted branches. A rabbit with |ong ears dashed by
them causing her horse to rear up. She controlled it, though she had not been
on a horse since she was el even. Smhee said that he was glad that it hadn't been
his beast. Al he knew about riding was the few | essons he'd taken froma farmer
after coming to Sanctuary. He'd be happy if he never had to get on another one.

The trees were perhaps fifteen or twenty deep fromthe river's' edge. They
di smount ed, renoved the saddl es, and hobbl ed the beasts again. Then they wal ked
through the tall cane-like plants, brushing away the flies and other pestiferous
insects, until they got to the streamitself. Here grew stands of high reeds,
and on a humobck of spongy earth was Snmhee's boat. It was a dugout which could
hold only two.

"Stole it," Smhee said without offering any details.

She | ooked through the reeds down the river. About a quarter of a nmile away, the
river broadened to beconme a |lake about two and a half mles .across. Inits
centre was the Isle of Shugthee, a purplish mass of rock. From this distance,
she coul d not nake out its details.

Seeing it, she felt coldness ripple over her

"I'd like to take a whole day and a night to scout it," he said. 'So you could
becone famliar with it, too. But we don't have tinme. However, | can tell you
everything I know. | wish | knew nore."'

She doffed her clothes and bathed in the river while Smhee unhobbl ed the horses
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and took them sonme distance up to let themdrink. Wen she cane back, she found
himjust returning with them

' Bef ore dusk cones, we'll have to nmove them down to a point opposite the isle,’
he said. "And we'l| saddle them too.'

They left the horses to go to a big boulder outside the trees but distant from
the road. At its base was a hollow |large enough for themto lie down in. Here
they slept, waking now and then to talk softly or to eat a bite or to go behind
the' rock and urinate. The insects weren't so nunmerous here as in the trees, but
they were bad enough. -

Not once, as far as they knew, did anyone pass on the road.

When they wal ked the horses down the road, Smhee said, 'You' ve been very good
about not asking questions, but | can see you're about to explode with
curiosity. You have no idea who the purple mage really is. Not unless you know
nmore than the other Sanctuarians.'

"All I know,' she said, 'is that they say that the nage cane here about ten
years ago. He cane wth sonme hired servants, and nmany boxes, sone small, sone
| arge. No one knew what his native land was, and he didn't stay long in town.
One day he di sappeared with the servants and the boxes. It was sone tine before
peopl e found out that he'd noved into the caves of the Isle of Shugthee. Nobody
had ever gone there because it was said that it was haunted by the ghosts of the
Shugt hee. They were a |little hairy people who inhabited this land Iong before
the first city of the ancients was built here.

'How do you know he's a nmge?' Smhee said.
"I don't, but everybody says he is. Isn't he?
"He is,' Snmhee said, |ooking grim

"Anyway, he sent his servants in now and then to buy cattle, goats, pigs,
chi ckens, horses, vegetables, and animal feed and fruit. These were nen and
worren from sone distant |and. Not fromhis, though. And then one day they ceased
comng in. Instead, the Raggah cane. Fromthat day on, no one has seen the
servants who came with the mage.'

"He probably got rid of them' Smhee said. 'He may have found some reason to
di strust them O no reason at all.’'

"The fur trappers and hunters who've gone by the isle say they' ve seen sone
strange things. Hairy beast-faced dwarfs. G ant spiders.' She shuddered.

"Benna di ed of spider bites,' Smhee said. The fat little nman reached into his
belt-bag and brought out a netal jar. He said, 'Before we leave in the boat
tonight we'll rub the ointment in this on us. It will repel sone of the spiders
but not, unfortunately, all.

' How do you know t hat ?

"I know.'

They wal ked silently for a while. Then he sighed, and said, 'We'll get bitten
That is certain. Only ... all the spiders that will bite us - | hope so, anyway
- won't be real spiders. They'|ll be products of the mage's magic. Apparitions.
But apparitions that can Kkill you just as quickly or as slowy and usually as

pai nfully as the real spiders.

He paused, then said, 'Benna probably died fromtheir bites.'
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Masha felt as if she were turning white under her dark skin. She put her hands
on his arm

"But ... but...!'

"Yes, | know. If the spiders were not real, then why should they harm hin? That
i s because he thought they were real. His mind did the rest to him"

She didn't like that she couldn't keep her voice from shaking, but she couldn't
help it.

"How can you tell which is real and which magical ?'

"In the daylight the wunreal spiders look a little transparent. By that | nean
that if they stand still, you can see dimy through them But then they don't
stand still much. And we'll be in the dark of night. So..

'Look here, Masha. You have to be strong stuff to go there. You have to overcone
your fear. A person who |lets fear conquer himor her is going to die even if he
knows that the spider is unreal. He'll make the sting of the bite hinself and
the effects of the venom And he'll kill hinmself. |I've seen it happen in ny
native |and."'

But you say that we might get bitten by a real spider. How can | tell which is
which in the dark?

"It's a problem’

He added after a few seconds, 'The ointnent should repulse nost of the rea
spi ders. Maybe, if we're lucky. You see, we have an advantage that Benna didn't
have. | know what faces us because | cone fromthe nmage's land. His true nane is
Kenren, and he brought with him the real spiders and some other equally
dangerous creatures. They would have been in sone of the boxes. | am prepared
for them and so will you be. Benna wasn't, and any of these Sanctuary thieves
will get the sane fate.'

Masha asked why Kenren had come here. Snhee chewed on his lower lip for a while
bef ore answering. e

"You may as well know it all. Kenren was a priest of the goddess Weda Krizhtawn
of the island of Sharranpip. That is far east and south of here, though you nmay
have heard of it. W are a people of the water, of |akes, rivers, and the sea.
Weda Krizhtawn is the chief goddess of water, and she has a mghty tenple wth
many treasures near the sea

"Kenren was one of the higher priests, and he served her well for years. In
return, he was adnitted into the inner circle of nmages and taught both bl ack and
white magic. Though, actually, there is little difference between the two
branches, the main distinction being whether the nagician uses his powers for
good or evil.

"And it isn't always easy to tell what is good and what is evil. If a nmage nakes
a mstake, and his use turns out to be for evil, even if he sincerely thought it
was for good, then thereis a ... backlash. And the mage's character becones

changed for the worse in proportion to the anmount of nagical energy used.'
He stopped wal ki ng.
"W're opposite the isle now.'

It wasn't visible from the road. The plain sloped upwards from the road,
becom ng a high ridge near the river. The tall spreadi ng bl acki sh hukharran bush
grew on top of it. They wal ked the horses up the ridge, where they hobbled them
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near a pool of rainwater. The beasts began cropping the | ong browni sh grass that
grew anong the bushes.

The isle was in the centre of the |ake and seened to be conposed nostly of a
purplish rock. It sloped gently fromthe shore wuntil near the mddle, where a
series of peculiar formations forned a spine. The highest prom nence was a
monol ith perforated near its top as if a tunnel had been carved through it.

'The canel's eye Benna spoke of,' Smhee said. 'Over there is the formati on known
as the ape's head, and at the other end is that which the natives call the
dragon's tail.'

On the edge of the isle grewsome trees, and in the waters by it were the
ubi qui tous tall reeds.

There was no sight or sound of life on it. Even the birds seened to shun it.

"But | floated down past it at night several times,' he said, "and | could hear
the lowing of some cattle and the braying of a donkey. Also, | heard a weird
call, but | don't knowif it was froma bird or an animal. And | heard a
peculiar grunting sound, but it wasn't from pigs.

"That canel's eye looks like a good place for a sentry,' she said. '|I got the
i npression from Benna that that is where he entered the caves. It nust've been a
very dangerous clinb, especially during the dark.

'Benna was a good man,' Smhee said. 'But he wasn't prepared enough. There are
eyes wat chi ng now. Probably through holes in the rocks. Fromwhat | heard, the
mage had his servants buy a nunber of excavating tools. He would have used them
to enlarge the caves and to nmake tunnels to connect the caves.' She took a fina
|l ook in the sunlight at the sinister purple nmass and turned away.

9

Ni ght had come. The w nds had died down. The sky was cloudy, but the covering
was thin. The full noon glowed through some of these, and now and then broke
through. The nightbirds made crazy startling sounds. The nosquitoes humred
around themin dense nasses, and if it hadn't been for Snmhee's ointnent would
have driven themout of the trees within a few mnutes. Frogs croaked in vast
chorus; things plopped into the water.

They shoved the boat out to the edge of the reeds and clinbed in. They wore
their cloaks now but would take themoff when they got to the isle. Masha's
weapons were a dagger and a short thin sword used for thrusting only.

They paddl ed silently as possible, the current helping their rate of speed, and
presently the isle loomed darkly to their right. They |anded hal fway down the
eastern shore and dragged the dugout slowy to the nearest tree.

They put their <cloaks in the boat, and Masha placed a coil of rope over her
shoul der and neck.

The isle was quiet. Not a sound. Then cane a strange grunting cry followed by a
hal f - npani ng, hal f-squal ling sound. Her neck i ced.

"Whatever that is,' Smhee said, '"it's no spider.
He chuckled as if he were naking a joke.

They' d deci ded - what else could they do? - that the canel's eye would be too
heavily guarded after Benna's entrance through it. But there had to be nore
accessible places to get in. These woul d be guarded, too, especially since they
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must have been nade nore security-conscious by the young thief.

"What 1'd like to find is a secret exit,' Snhee said. 'Kenren nust have one,
per haps nmore. He knows that there might come a tine when he'll be sorely in need
of it. He's a crafty bastard.

Before they'd taken the boat, Snhee had reveal ed that Kenren had fl ed Sharranpip
with many of the tenple's treasures. He had al so taken along spiders' eggs and
some of the tenple's ani mal guardi ans.

"If he was a high priest,' Msha had said, 'why would he do that? Didn't he have
power and weal th enough?’

"You don't understand our religion,' the fat thief had said. 'The priests are
surrounded by treasures that would pop your eyes out of their sockets if you saw
them But the priests thenselves are bound by vows to extreme poverty, to
chastity, to a harsh bare life. Their reward is the satisfaction of serving Wda
Krizhtawn and her people. It wasn't enough for Kenren. He must have becone evi
while performng sonme magic that went wong. He is the first priest ever to
commit such a bl aspheny.

"And |, a mnor priest, was selected to track himdow and to nmake himpay for
his crime. 1've been 1looking for himfor thirteen years. During that tine, to
ef fect the vengeance of Weda Krizhtawn, | have had to break sone of ny own vows

and to conmit crines which | nust pay for when | return to ny land.'

"Wn't she pardon you for these because you have done themin her nane?" Masha
had sai d.

"No. She accepts no excuses. She will thank me for conpleting ny mssion, but |
must still pay. Look at ne. Wien | left Sharranpip, | was as skinny as you.
led a very exenplary life. | ate little, | slept in the cold and rain, | begged
for my food, | prayed much. But during the years of nmy crines and the crimes of
my years, | have eaten too well so that Kenren, hearing of the fat fellow, would
not recognize me. | have been reeling drunk, | have ganbled - a terrible sin -
have fought with fists and bl ade, | have taken human lives, |...'

He | ooked as if he were going to weep.

Masha said, 'But you didn't quit snearing yourself with butter?

"I should have, | should have!' he cried. 'But, apart fromlying wth wonen,
that is the one thing | could not bring nyself to do, though it was the first
shoul d have done! And I'Il pay for that when | get hone, even though that is the
hardest thing for a priest to do! Even Kenren, | have heard, though he no | onger
wor shi ps Weda Krizhtawn, still butters hinsel f!

"And the only reason | quit doing that is that |'msure that he's conditioned

his real spiders, and his guardian animals, to attack anyone who's covered wth
butter. That way he can nmake sure or thinks he can nake sure, that no hunter of
himwi |l ever be able to get close. That is why, though it alnost killed ne with
shanme and guilt, | bathed this norning!’

Masha woul d have | aughed if she hadn't felt so sorry for him That was why his
eyes had | ooked so red when he'd shown up at her apartnent after bathing. It
hadn't been fatigue but tears that had done it.

They drew their weapons, Masha a short sword and Smhee a | ong dagger. They set
out for the base of the ridge of formations that ran down the centre of the isle
like serrations on a dragon's back. Before they'd gone far, Smhee put a
restrai ning hand on her arm

"There's a spider's web just ahead. Between those two bushes. Be careful of it.
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But | ook out for other dangers, since one will be obvious enough to distract
your attention fromothers. And don't forget that the thorns of these bushes are
probabl y poi sonous.'

In the di mmoonlight she saw the web. It was huge, as wide as the stretch of her
arms. She thought, if it's so big, what about its spinner?

It seenmed enpty, though. She turned to her Ileft and walked slowy, her head
turned to watch it.

Then sonmething big scuttled out from under the bush at her. She stifled her
scream and | eaped towards the thing instead of follow ng her desire to run away
fromit. Her" sword |eaped out as the thing sprang, and it spitted itself.
Somet hi ng soft touched the back of her hand. The end of a waving |eg.

Smhee came up behind it as she stood there holding the sword out as far as she
could to keep the arachnid away. Her armgot heavy with its weight, and slowy
the bl ade sank towards the ground. The fat nan slashed the thing's back open
with his dagger. A foul odour vented fromit. He brought his foot down on a |eg
and whi spered, 'Pull your sword out! I'Il keep it pinned!’

She did so and then backed away. She was breathing very hard. He junped up and
cane down with both feet on the creature.

Its legs waved for a while longer, but it was dying if not already dead. 'That
was a real spider,' he said, '"although | suppose you know that. | suspect that
the false spiders will be nuch smaller.'

"Why?' she said. She wished her heart would quit trying to | eap up through her
t hr oat .

' Because making themrequires energy, and it's nore effective to make a |ot of
little spiders and costs |less energy than to nake a few big ones. There are
ot her reasons which | won't explain just now'

"Look out!' she cried, far louder than she should have. But it had been so
sudden and had taken her off guard.

Smhee whirled and sl ashed out, though he hadn't seen the thing. It bounded over
the web, its |inbs spread out against the dimmess, its great round ears
profiled. It cane down growing, and it fell upon Snhee's blade. This was no
man' s- head sized spider but a thing as big as a large dog and furry and sti nking
of something -nonkey? - and much nore vital than the arachnid. It bore Smhee
backwards with his weight; he fell on the earth.

Snarling, it tried to bury its fangs in Smhee's throat. Masha broke from her
paral ysis and thrust with a fury and strength that only fear could provide. The
bl ade went through its body. She | eaped back, drawing it out, and then |unged
again. This tine the point entered its neck

Smhee, gasping, rolled it off himand stood up. He said, 'By Wshvu's whiskers!
I"ve got blood all over me. A fine ness! Now the others will snell ne!'

"What is it?" Masha said shakily.

"Atenmple guardian ape. Actually, it's not an ape but a very large tailless
nmonkey. Kenren nust have brought sone cubs with him'

Masha got close to the dead beast, which was Iying on its back
The open nouth showed teeth |ike a | eopard's.

"They eat neat,' he said. 'Unlike other nonkeys, however, they're not
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gregarious. Qur word for them translated, would be the solitary ape.' Masha
wondered if one of Snhee's duties had been teaching. Even under these
circunstances, he had to be pedantic.

He | ooked around.' Solitary or not, there are probably a number on this isle.’

After dragging the two carcasses into the river, they proceeded cautiously.
Smhee | ooked nostly ahead; Masha, behind. Both |ooked to both sides of them
They came to the base of the ridges of rock. Snhee said, 'The animal pens are
north. That's where | heard themas | went by in the boat. |I think we should
stay away fromthem |If they scent us and start an uproar, we'll have the Raggah
out and on our asses very quickly.' Smhee stopped suddenly, and said, 'Hold it!
Masha | ooked around quickly. Wat had he seen or heard? The fat man got down on
hi s knees and pushed agai nst the earth just in front of him

He rose and said, 'There's a pit under that firmlooking earth. | felt it give
way as | put ny foot on it. That's why it pays not to walk swiftly here.'

They circled it, Snhee testing each step before taking another. Masha thought
that if they had to go this slowy, they would take all night before they got to
the ridge. But then he led her to a rocky place, and she breathed easier.
However, he said, 'They . could carve a pit in the stone and put a pivoting 1lid
over it.'

She said, "Wy are we going this way? You said the entrances are on the north
end.’

‘"I said that | only observed people entering on the north end. But | also
observed sonething very interesting near here. | want to check it out. It may be
not hi ng for us, but again...

Still nmoving slowmy but faster than on the earth, they canme to a little pool. It
was about ten feet in diameter, a dark sheet of water on which bubbles appeared
and popped. Smhee crouched down and stared at its sinister-Iooking surface.

She started to whisper a question, but he said, 'Shh!

Presently, sonething scuttled with a clatter across the solid rock fromthe
shore. She junped but uttered no exclamation. The thing | ooked |like a spider in
the dark, an enornous one, larger than the one they'd killed. It paid no
attention to themor perhaps it wasn't at all aware of them It |eaped into the
pool and di sappeared. Snhee said, 'Let's get behind that boul der.'

When they were in back of it, she said, 'What's going on?

"When | was spying, | saw sone things going into and conming out of this hole. It
was too far away to see what they were, though | suspected they were giant
spi ders or perhaps crabs.

' So?l
Hi s hand gripped her wrist.
"Vait!

The nminutes oozed by like snails. Mosquitoes hummed around them birds across
the river called, and once she heard, or thought she heard, that peculiar half
grunt, half-squall. And once she started when sonething splashed in the river. A
fish. She hoped that was all it was.

Smhee said softly, 'Ah!'

He pointed at the pool. She strained her eyes and then saw what | ooked |like a
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swelling of the water inits centre. The mound noved towards the edge of the
pool, and then it left the water. It clacked as it shot towards the river. Soon
anot her thing came and then another, and all of a sudden at |east twenty popped
up and clattered across the rocks.

Smhee finally relieved her bursting question

"They |l ook like the bengil crab of Sharranpip. They live in that hole but they
must catch fish in the river.'

"What is that to us?

"I think the pool nust be an entrance to a cave. Or caves. The crabs are not
wat er - br eat hers. '

"Are they dangerous?

"Only when in water. On land they'll either run or, if cornered, try to defend
thensel ves. They aren't poi sonous, but their claws are very powerful.'

He was silent for a nonent, then said, 'The nmage is using themto defend the
entrance to a cave, |I'msure. An entrance which is also an exit. For himas well
as for the crabs. That pool has to be one of his secret escape routes.'

Masha thought, 'Oh, no!' and she rolled her eyes. Was this fat fool really
thi nki ng about trying to get inside through the pool? SL. 'How could the nage
get out this way if the crabs would attack Bunf’

‘"He woul d throw poi soned neat to them He could do any nunber of things. Wat
matters just now is that he wouldn't have bothered to bring their eggs al ong
from Sharranpip unless he had a wuse for them Nor would he have planted them
here unl ess he needed themto guard this pool. Their flesh is poisonous to al
living things except the ghoondah fish.'

He chuckled. 'But the mage has outsmarted hinself. |If | hadn't noticed the
bengil, | woul d never have considered that pool as an entrance.

Wi | e he had been whispering, another group had energed and run for the river
He counted them thirty in all

"Now is the tine togo in,'" he said. 'They'll all be feeding. That crab you
first sawwas their scout. It found a good place for catching fish, deternined
that there wasn't any eneny around, and returned with the good news. In sone
ways, they're nore ant than crab. Fortunately, their nests aren't as heavily
popul ated as an ant hol e.

He said, however, that they should wait a few mnutes to nake sure that all had
left. "By all, | nean all but a few There are always a few who stay behind to
guard the eggs.'

' Smhee, we'll drown!'’
"If other people can get out through the pool, then we can get in.'
"You don't know for sure that the pool is an escape route!’

"What if the mage put the crabs there for sone other reason?

"What if? What if? | told you this would be very dangerous. But the rewards are
worth the risk.'

She stiffened. That strange cry had cone again. And it was definitely nearer.

‘It may be hunting us,' Smhee said. 'lIt could have snelled the blood of the
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ape.
"What is it?" she said, trying to keep her teeth fromchattering.

"I don't know. We're downwind fromit, butTt sounds as if it'll soon be here
Good! That will put sone stiffening in our backbone, heat our livers. Let's go
now '

So, he was scared, too. Sonehow, that nmade her feel a little better

They stuck their 1legs down into the chilly water. They found no bottom Then
Smhee ran around to the inland side and bent down. He probed wth his hand
around t he edge.

' The rock goes about a foot down, then curves inward,' he said. 'I'll wager that
this was once a pothole of sone sort. Wen Kenren cane here, he carved out
tunnels to the cave it led to and then somehow filled it with river water.' He
st ood up.

The low strange cry was definitely closer now. She thought she saw sonething
huge in the darkness to the north, but it could be her inmagination

"Ch, Igil!" she said. 'l have to urinate!’
"Do it inthe water. If it snells vyour urine on the land, it'll know a hunman's
been here. And it might call others of its kind. O make such an uproar the

Raggah will cone.'
He I et hinself down into the water and clung to the stony edge.

"Cet in! It's cold but not as cold as death!' She let herself down to his side.
She had to bite her lip to keep from gasping with shock

He gave her a few hurried instructions and said, 'May Weda Krizhtawn smle wupon
us!" And he was gone.

10

She took a deep breath while she was considering getting out of the pool and
running like a lizard chased by a fox to the river and swinmrng across it. But
i nstead she dived, and as Smhee had told her to do, swamclose to the ceiling of
rock. She was blind here even with her eyes open, and, though she thought nostly

about drowni ng, she had roomto think about the crabs. | Presently, when her
| ungs were about to burst and her head | rang and the violent urge to get air
was about to nmake her breathe, | her flailing hand was grasped by sonething.

The next instant, she was pulled into air.
There was darkness all about. Her gaspings mngled with Smhee's.

He said, between the wheezings, 'There's plenty of air-space between the water
and the ceiling. | dived down and came up as fast as | could out of the water,
and | couldn't touch the rock above.'

After they'd recovered their wind, he said, 'You tread water while | go back. |
want to see how far back this space goes.'

She didn't have to wait |long. She heard his swinmmng - she hoped it was his and
not sonething else - and she called out softly when he was near

He stopped and said, 'There's plenty of air until just before the tunnel or cave
reaches the pool. Then you have to dive under a downthrust |edge of rock.
didn't go back out, of course, not with that creature out there. But |I'msure ny
estimate of distance is right.
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She followed himin the darkness until he said, 'Here's another downthrust.'

She felt where he indicated. The stone did not go nore than six inches before
ceasi ng.

'Does the rope or your boots bother you any?' he said. 'If they're too heavy,
get rid of them'

‘I"'mall right.'

"Good. I'lIl be back soon - if things are as | think they are.' She started to
call to himto wait for her, but it was too late. She clung to the rough stone
with her fingertips, noving her legs now and then. The silence was oppressive;
it rang in her ears. And once she gasped when sonething touched her thigh

The rope and boots did drag her down, and she was thinking of at |east getting
rid of the rope when sonething struck her belly. She grabbed it with one hand to
keep it frombiting her and with the other reached for her dagger. She went
under water of course, and then she realized that she wasn't being attacked.
Smhee, diving back, had run into her

Their heads cleared the surface. Smhee | aughed.
"Wre you as frightened as |? | thought sure a bengil had ne!’
Gasping, she said, 'Never mind. What's over there?

‘More of the sane. Another air-space for perhaps a hundred feet. Then another
downcr oppi ng. '

He clung to the stone for a nonent. Then he said, 'Have you noticed how fresh
the air is? There's a very slight novenent of it, too.'

She had noticed but hadn't thought about it. Her experience with watery caves
was nil until now.

"I"msure that each of these caves is connected to a hole which brings in fresh
air fromabove,' he said. 'Wuld the mnmage have gone to all this trouble unless
he meant to use this for escape?

He did sonething. She heard himbreathing heavily, and then there was a spl ash,

"I pulled nyself up the rock and felt around,’" he said. 'There is a hole up
there to let air fromthe next cave into this one. And |I'Il wager that there is
a hole in the ceiling. But it nust curve so that |ight doesn't conme in. O maybe
it doesn't curve. If it were day above, we might see the hole.'

He dived; Masha followed him They swam ahead then, putting their right hands
out fromside to side to feel the wall. Wen they came to the next downcropping,
they went through beneath it at once.

At the end of this cave they felt a rock |edge that sloped gently upward. They
crawl ed out onto it. She heard himfunbling around and then he said, 'Don't cry
out. I'mlighting a torch.'

The light nevertheless startled her. It cane fromthe tip of a slender stick of
wood in his hand. By its illum nation she saw himapply it to the end of a snall
pine torch. This caught fire, giving them nore area of vision. The fire on the
stick went out. He put the stick back into the opened belt-bag.

"W don't want to | eave any evidence we've been here,' he said softly. 'I didn't
mention that this bag contains many things, including another waterproof bag.
But we must hurry. The torch won't last long, and |I've got just one nore.'
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They stood up and noved ahead. A few feet beyond the original area first
illumnated by the torch were some dark bul ks. Boats. Twelve of them with Iight
wood franmewor ks and skin-coverings. Each could hold three people. By themwere
paddl es.

Smhee took out a dagger and began ripping the skins. Masha hel ped himuntil only
one boat was | eft undanaged.

He said, 'There nust be entrances cut into the stone sections dividing the caves
we just canme through. 1'll wager they're on the left-hand side as you conme in.
Anyone swiming in would naturally keep to the right wall and so wouldn't see
the archways. The | edges where the crabs nest nust also be on the left. Renmenber
that when we cone back. But 1'd better find out for sure. W want , to know
exactly how to get out when the tine comes.'

He set his torch in a socket in the front of the boat and pushed the boat down
the slope and into the water. Wile Msha held the narrow craft steady, he got
intoit. She stood on the shore, feeling lonely with all that darkness behind
her while she watched himby the light of the brand. Wthin a few m nutes he
came back, grinning.

"I was right! There's an opening cut into the stone division. It's just high
enough for a boat to pass through if you duck down.

They dragged the boat back up onto the | edge. The cave ended about a hundred
feet from the water. To the right was a U-shaped entrance. By its side were
piles of torches and flint and steel and punk boxes. Snhee |lit two, gave one to
Masha, and then returned to the edge of the |edge to extinguish his little one.

"I think the mage has put all his nagic spiders inside the caves,' he said.
"They'd require too much energy to nmaintain on the outside. The further away
they are fromhim the nore energy he has to use to maintain them The energy
required increases according to the square of the distance."’

Masha didn't ask himwhat he neant by 'square’

"Stick close to nme. Not just for your sake. For mine also. As | said, the nmmge
wi Il not have considered wonen trying to get into his place, so his powers are
directed against nen only. At least, | hope they are. That way he doesn't have
to use as much energy on his nagic.

"Do you want me to | ead?' she said, hoping he wouldn't say yes.

"I'f you had as nuch experience as I, | wouldn't hesitate a nonent. But you're
still an apprentice. V we get out of here alive, you will be on your way to
bei ng a nmaster.

They went up the steps cut out of the stone. At the top was another archway.
Smhee stopped before it and held his torch high to ook withinit. But he kept
his head outside it.

' Hal '

11

He nmotioned her to cone to his side. She saw that the interior of the deep
doorway was grooved. Above the grooves was the bottom of a slab of stone.

"If the mechanismis triggered, that slab will crash down and bl ock off anyone
chasing the mage,' he said. "And it'd crush anyone in the portal. Mybe ...

He | ooked at the wall surrounding the archway but could find nothing.
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' The rel ease nmechani sm nust be in the other room A tine-delay device.'

He got as near to the entrance as he could without going into it, and he stuck
his torch through the opening.

"I can't see it. It nust be just around the corner. But | do see what |ooks |ike
webs. '

Masha breat hed deeply.

"If they're real spiders, they'll be intimdated by the torches,' he said.
"Unl ess the nage has conditioned themnot to be or uses magic to overcome their
natural fear. The magic spiders won't pay any attention to the flane.

She thought that it was all very uncertain, but she did not conment.

He bent down and peered at the stone floor just beyond the doorway. He turned.
‘'Here. Your young eyes are better than ny old ones. Can you see a thread or
anything like it raised above the floor just beyond the door?

She said, "No, | can't.'
' Nevert hel ess."

He threw his torch through the doorway. At his order, she got, down with her
cheek agai nst the stone and | ooked agai nst the flane.

She rose, saying, 'l can see a very thin |ine about an inch above the floor. It
could be a cord.’

"Just as | thought. An old Sharranpip trick.'

He stepped back after asking her to get out of the way. And he | eaped through
the doorway and came down past the cord. She followed. As they picked up their
torches, he said pointing, 'There are the nechanisns. One is the tinme-delay. The
other releases the door so it'll fall behind the first who enters and trap him
Anyone following will be crushed by the slab.'

After telling her to keep an eye on the rest of the room he exam ned the array
of wheels, gears, and counterweights and the rope that ran fromone device
through a hole in the ceiling.

"The rope is probably attached to an al arm system above,' he said. 'Very well. |
know how to actuate both of these. If you should by any foul chance cone back
alone, all you have to do is to junp through and then throw a torch or sonething
on that cord. The door will come down and block off your pursuers. But get
outside as fast as you can because...'

Masha said, '| know why.'
' Good worman. Now, the spiders.'

The things cane before the webs were clearly visible in the lights. She had
expected to see the lights reflected redly in their eyes, but they weren't.
Their many eyes were huge and purplish and cold. They scuttled forwards, waving
the forenost pair of |egs, then backed away as Snhee waved his torch at them
Masha wal ked hal f-turned away from him so that she could use the brand to scare
away any attack fromthe rear or side

Suddenl y, sonething | eaped fromthe edge of the darkness and soared towards her
She thrust the brand at it. But the creature seemed to go through the torch

It landed on her arm and seized the harfd that held the torch. She had cl enched
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her teeth to keep fromscreanming if sonmething like this happened. But she didn't
even think of voicing her terror and disgust. She closed her hand on the body of
the thing to crush it, and the fingers felt nothing.

The next nonent, the spider di sappeared.
She told Smhee what had happened.

' Thanks be to Klooshna!' he said. 'You are invulnerable to them If you weren't,
you' d be swelling up now'

"But what ifit'd been a real spider?" she said as she kept waving her torch at
the monsters that circled them 'I didn't know until my hand closed on it that
it was not real.’

" Then you'd be dying. But the fact that it ignored the brand showed you what it
really was. You realized that even if you didn't think consciously about it.'

They came to anot her archway. Wile she threw her torch through it and got down
to l ook for another thread, Snhee held off the spiders.

' There doesn't seemto be any,' she said.

"Seemisn't good enough,' he said. 'Hah, back, you creatures of evil! Look
closely! Can you see any thin lines in the floor itself? Mnute cracks?

After a few seconds, she said, 'Yes. They forma square.'

"Atrapdoor to drop us into a pit," he said. 'You junp past it. And let's hope
there isn't another trap just beyond it.

She said that she'd need a little run to clear the line. He charged the spiders,
wavi ng his torch furiously, and they backed away. Wen she called to himthat
she was safe, he turned and ran and |eaped. A hairy, many-legged thing dashed
through the entrance after him Masha stepped up to the |Iine and thrust her
brand at it. It stopped. Behind it were masses that noved, shadows of solidity.

Smhee | eaped towards the forenpst one and jamed the burning red of his brand

into the head. The stink of charred flesh assailed their nostrils. It ran
backwards but was stopped by those behind it. Then they retreated, and the
thing, its eyes burned out, began running around and around, finally

di sappearing into the darkness. The others were now just beyond the doorway in
the other cave. Smhee threw his torch into it.

"That'lIl keep them fromcom ng through!' he said, panting. 'l should have
brought sone extra torches, but even the greatest mind sometines slips. Notice
how t he wei ght of those spiders didn't make the trapdoor drop? It rmust have a
mnimumlint. You only weigh eighty-five pounds. Maybe...?

"Forget it,' she said.

Right you are,', he said, grinning. 'But Masha, if you are to be a nmaster
thief, you nust think of everything.'

She thought of rem nding himabout the extra torches he'd forgotten but decided
not to. They went on ahead through an enornous cavern and came to a tunnel. From
its dark mouth streaned a stink like a newWly opened tonb. And they heard the cry
that was hal f-grunt, half-squall.

Smhee halted. 'l hate to go into that tunnel. But we nust. You |l ook upward for
holes in the ceiling, and I'll | ook everywhere el se.
The stone, however, |ooked solid. Wen they were hal fway down the bore, they

were blasted with a trenmendous grow i ng and roari ng.
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'Li ons?' Masha sai d.

'"No. Bears.'

12

At the opposite end were two gigantic animals, their eyes gleanming redly in the
light, their fangs a dull white.

The two intruders advanced after waiting for the bears to charge. But these
stayed by the doorway, though they did not cease their thunderous roaring nor
their slashes at the air with their paws.

'The bears were nmeking the strange cry,' she said. '|l've seen dancing bears in
the bazaars, but | never heard them nake a noise |ike that. Nor were they near
as large.'

He said, 'They've got chains around their necks. Cone on.

When they were within a few feet of the beasts, they stopped. The stench was
al nost overpowering now, and they were deafened by the uproar in the narrowness
of the tunnel

Smhee told her to hold her torch steady. He opened his belt-bag and pulled out
two | engths of banmboo pipe and joined them Then, froma snmall wooden case, he
cautiously extracted a feathered dart. He inserted it in one and raised the
bl owpi pe al nost to his I|ips.

"There's enough poison on the tip of the dart to kill a dozen nmen,' he said.
' However, | doubt that it would do rmuch harm if any, if the dart sticks in
their thick fat. So...'

He waited a long tinme, the pipe nowat his lips. Then, his cheeks swelled, and
the dart shot out. The bear to the right, roaring even |ouder, grabbed at the
mssile stuck inits left eye. Smhee fitted another dart into the pipe and took
a step closer. The nonster on the left lunged against the restraining collar and
chain. Smhee shot the second dart into its tongue.

The first beast struck fell to one side, its paws waving, and its roars
subsi ded. The other took |onger to becone quiet, but presently both were snoring
awnay.

‘"Let's hope they die,' Smhee said. '|I doubt we'll have tinme to shoot them again
when we come back.

Masha thought that a nore imediate concern was that the roaring m ght have
al armed the mage's servants.

They went through a |arge cavern, the floor of which was littered w th human,
cattle, and goat skeletons and bear dung. They breathed through their nouths
until they got to an exit. This was a doorway which led to a flight of steps. At
the top of the steps was another entrance with a closed massive wooden door
Affixed to one side was a great wooden bar

" Anot her hindrance to pursuers,' Smhee said. 'Wich will, in our case, be the
Raggah. '

After a careful inspection of the door, he gripped its handle and slowy opened
it. Freshly oiled, it swing noiselessly. They went out into a very |arge room
illumnated by six great torches at one end.. Here streans of water ran out from
holes in the ceiling and down wooden troughs and onto many wooden wheels set
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bet ween nmetal uprights.

Agai nst the right-hand side of the far wall was another closed door as nassive
as the first. It, too, could be barred shut.

Unlike the bare walls of the other caves, these were painted with many strange
synbol s.

"There's magic here,' Snhee said. 'l snell it.'

He strode to the pool in which were set the wheels. The wheels went around and
around i npel |l ed by the downpouring water. Masha counted al oud. Twel ve.

"A magi cal nunber,' Smhee said.

They were set in rows of threes. At one end of the axle of each were attached
some gears which in turn were fixed to a shaft that ran into a box under the
wheel . Smhee reached out to the nearest wheel fromthe pool edge and stopped it.
Then he released it and opened the Iid of the box beneath the wheel. Masha
| ooked past him into the interior of the box. She saw a bewldering array of
tiny gears and shafts. The shafts were connected to nore gears at the axle end
of tiny wheels on uprights.

Smhee stopped the wheel again and spun it against the force of the waterfall
The nmechani sminside started worki ng backwar ds.

Smhee smled. He closed the box and went to the door and barred it. He wal ked
swiftly to the other side of the pool. There was a |arge box on the floor by it.
He opened it and renoved sone netal pliers and w enches.

"Hel p me get those wheels off their stands,' he said.
L} W]y?l

"I"lIl explain while we work.' He | ooked around. 'Kenren would have done better
to have set human guards here. But | suppose he thought that no one would ever
get this far. O, if they did, they'd not have the slightest idea what the
wheel s are for.'

He told her what she was to do with the wheels, and they waded into the pool
The water only came to their ankles; a wide drain in the centre ensured against
overfl ow.

Masha didn't |ike being drenched, but she was sure that it would be worthwhile.

' These boxes contain devices which convert the nechanical power of the water
driven wheels to magical power,' he said. 'There are said to be sone in the
tenpl e of Weda Krizhtawn, but | was too lowy to be allowed near them However, |
heard the high priests talking about them They sonetinmes got careless in the
presence of us lowy ones. Anyway, we were bound by vows to keep silent.

"I don't know exactly what these particular wheels are for. But they nust be
provi ding energy for whatever magic he's using. Part of the energy, anyway.

She didn't really understand what he was talking about, though she had an
i nkling. She worked steadily, ignoring the wetting and renoved a wheel. Then she
turned it around and reattached it.

The wheel bore synbols on each of the paddles set along its rins. There were
al so synbol s painted on its side.

Each wheel seened to have the same synbols but in a different sequence

When their work was done, Smhee said, 'l don't know what their reversal wll do.
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But I'Il wager that it won't be for Kenren's good. W nust hurry now. If he's
sensitive to the inflowoutflow of his magic, .he' Il know sonething's wong.'

She thought that it would be better not to have aroused the mage. However, Smhee
was the naster; she, the apprentice.

Smhee started to turn away fromthe wheels but stopped.
" Look!"

Hi s finger pointed at the wheels.

Vel

"Don't you see sonething strange?

It was a noment before she saw what had made her uneasy without realizing why.
No water was spilling fromthe paddles down to the pool. The water just seened
to di sappear after striking them She |ooked wonderingly fromthemto him 'I
see what you nean.'

He spread out his hands. 'l don't know what's happening. I'"'mnot a nmage or a
sorcerer. But... that water has to be going sonme place.

They put their boots back on, and he wunshot the bar of the door. It led to
anot her flight of steps, ending in another door. They went down a corridor the
wal I s of which were bare stone. But there were also |it torches set in brackets
on them

At the end of the corridor they cane to a round room Light cane down from
torches; the roomwas actually a tall shaft. Looking up fromthe bottom they
could see a black square outlined narrowmy by bright light at its top

13

Voi ces came from above

‘It has to be a lift,' Snmhee whispered. He said sonething in his native tongue
that sounded like a curse

"We're stuck here until the lift conmes down.'

He' d no sooner spoken than they heard a squeal as of metal, and the square began
descendi ng sl owy.

"W're in luck!' Smhee said. 'Unless they're sending down nen to see what's
happened to the wheel s."'

They retreated through the door at the other end. Here they waited wth their
bl ades ready. Snhee kept the door open a crack

"There are only two. Both are carrying bags and one has a haunch of neat.
They're going to feed the bears and the spi ders!

Masha wondered how the nen intended to get past the bears to the arachnids. But
maybe the bears attacked only strangers.

‘"One man has a torch,' he said.

The door swung open, and a Raggah wearing a red-and-black striped robe stepped
through. Smhee drove his dagger into the man's throat. Masha cane out from
behi nd the door and thrust her sword through the other man's neck.
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After dragging the bodies into the room they took off the robes and put them
on.

"It's too big for me," she said. 'l look ridiculous.'

"Cut off the bottom' he said, but she had already started doing that.
"What about the blood on the robes?

"W could wash it out, but then we'd |ook strange with dripping robes. W'l
just have to take a chance.’

They left the bodies lying on the floor and went back to the Iift. This was an
open-sided cage built of ||ight (and expensive) inported banboo. The top was
closed, but it had a" trap door. A rope descended through it.

They | ooked up but could see no one | ooking down.
Smhee pulled on the rope, and a bell clanged. No one was sunmoned by it, though.

"Whoever pulls this up is gone. No doubt he, or they, are not expecting the two
to return so early. Well, we nust «clinb up the pull-ropes. | hope you're up to
it.'

"Better than you, fat one,' Masha said.
He smled. 'W'Ill see.’

Masha, however, pulled herself up faster than he. She had to clinb up onto the
beam to which the wheel was attached and then craw along it and swing herself
down into the entrance. Snmhee caught her as she | anded on the edge, though she
didn't need his help. They were in a hallway the walls of which were hung with
costly rugs and al ong which was expensive furniture. G| |anps gave an adequate
illum nation.

'Now cones the hard part,' he said between deep breaths. 'There is a staircase
at each end of this hall. Wich |leads to the nmage?

"I'd take that one,' she said, pointing.
1 \My?l

"l don't exactly know why. | just feel that it's the right one.' He sniled,
saying, 'That's as good a reason as any for ne. Let's go.' Their hands agai nst
each other inside their voluninous sleeves, but holding daggers, the hoods
pul l ed out to shadow their faces, they wal ked up the stairs. These curved to end
in another hall, even nore luxuriously furnished. There were cl osed doors along
it, but Smhee woul dn't open them

"You can wager that the mage will have a guard or guards outside his apartment.’

They went up another flight of steps in tine to see the back of a Raggah going
down the hall. At the corner, Masha |looked around it. No one in sight. She
stepped out, and just then a Raggah cane around the corner at the right-hand end
of the hall. She slowed, inperceptibly, she hoped, then resuned her stride. She
heard Smhee behi nd her saying, 'Wen you get close, within ten feet of her, nove
quickly to one side.' She did so just as the Raggah, a woman, noticed the bl ood
on the front of her robe. The woman opened her nouth, and Smhee's thrown knife
pl unged into her belly. She fell forwards with a thunp. The fat man withdrew his
knife, wiped it on the robe, and they dragged her through a doorway. The room
was unlit. They dropped her near the door and went out, closing it behind them

They went down to the end of the hall fromwhich the woman had cone and | ooked
around the corner. There was a very w de and high-ceilinged corridor there, and
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froma great doorway hal fway down it cane nmuch |ight, many voices, and the odour
of cooking. Masha hadn't realized until then how hungry she was; saliva ran in
her nout h.

' The other way,' Smhee said, and he trotted towards the staircase. At its top,
Masha | ooked around the corner. Halfway down the Ilength of this hall a man
hol di ng a spear stood before a door. By his side crouched a huge black wolfish
dog on a | eash.

She told Smhee what she'd seen

As excited as she'd ever seen him he said, 'He nust be guarding the nage's
roons!’

Then, in a calner tone, 'He isn't aware of what we've done. He nust be with a
woman or a man. Sexual intercourse, you know, drains nore out of a person than
just physical energy. Kenren won't be sensitive to the wheels just now.'

Masha didn't see any reason to coment on that. She said, 'The dog didn't notice
me, but we can't get close before he alerts the guard.'

Masha | ooked behind her. The hall was still enpty. But what if the mage had
ordered a neal to be delivered soon?

She told Snmhee what she'd just thought. After a brief consultation, they went
back down the stairs to the hall. There they got an exquisitely silver-chased
tray and put sone snall painted dishes and gold pitchers on it. These they
covered with a golden cloth, the worth of which was a thousand tinmes nore than
Masha could make if she worked as dentist and midwife until she was a hundred
years ol d.

Wth this assenbl age, which they hoped would | ook like a |late supper tray, they
went to the hall. Masha had said that if the nage was with a sexual partner, it
woul d ook nore authentic if they carried two trays. But even before Snhee
voi ced his objections, she had thought that he had to have his hands free.
Besi des, one tray clattering on the floor was bad enough, though its inpact
woul d be softened by the thick rug.

The guard seened half-asleep, but the dog, rising toits feet and growing,
fully amakened him He turned towards them though not without a glance at the
other end of the hall first. Masha, in front of Smhee, wal ked as if she had a
right to be there. The guard held the spear pointing at them in one hand and
said sonmething in his harsh back-of-the-throat speech

Smhee uttered a string of nonsense syllables in a |low but equally harsh voice.
The guard said sonething. And then Masha stepped to one side, dropping the tray.
She bent over, nuttering sonmething guttural, as if she were apol ogizing for her
cl umsi ness.

She couldn't see Smhee, but she knew that he was snatching the bl owipe from
his sleeve and applying it to his lips. She canme up from her bent position, her
sword | eaping out of her scabbard, and she ran towards the dog. It bounded
towards her, the guard having rel eased the | eash. She got the blade out fromthe
|l eather just in time and rammed it into the dog's open mouth as it sprang
soundl essly towards her throat. The blade drove deep into its throat but she
went backwards fromits weight and fell onto the floor.

The sword had been torn fromher grip, but the dog was heavy and unnovi ng on her
chest. She pushed himoff though he nmust have wei ghed as much as she. She rolled
over and got quickly, but trenbling, to her feet. The guard was sitting down,
his back against the wall. One hand clutched the dart stuck in his cheek. H's
eyes were open but glazing. In a few seconds the hand fell away. He slunped to
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one side, and his bowels noved noisily.

The dog lay with the upper Ilength of the sword sticking fromits nmouth. His
tongue extended fromthe jaws, bloody, seem ng al nbst an independent entity, a
stricken worm

Smhee grabbed the bronze handl e of the door
"Pray for us, Masha! If he's barred the door on the inside ...!"'
The door swung open.

Smhee bounded in, the dead nan's spear in his hands. Masha, follow ng, saw a
|large roomthe air of which was green and reeking of incense. The walls were
covered with tapestries, and the heavy dark furniture was ornately carved with
denmons' heads. They paused to |isten and heard nothing except a faint burbling
noi se.

"Cet the bodies in quickly!' Smhee said, and they dragged the corpses inside.
They expected the dreaded nage to walk in at any tinme, but he still had not
appear ed when they shut the door

Smhee whi spered, 'Anyone coming by will notice that there is no guard.

They entered the next roomcautiously. This was even |larger and was obviously
the bedroom The bed was huge and round and on a platformwith three steps. It
was covered with a rich scarlet material brocaded in gold.

"He must be working in his laboratory,' Smhee whi spered.
They slow y opened the door to the next room

The burbling becane | ouder then. Masha saw that it proceeded froma great glass
vessel shaped |ike an upsi de-down cone. A black-green liquid simmered init, and
| arge bubbles rose fromit and passed out the open end. Beneath it was a brazier
filled with glowing coals. Fromthe ceiling above a netal vent admitted the
fumes.

The floor was nosaic marble in which were set pentagrans and nonagrans. Fromthe
centre of one rose a wisp of evil-snelling snoke. A few seconds |ater, the snoke
ceased.

There were many tabl es hol di ng ot her nysterious equi pment and racks hol ding | ong
thick rolls of parchment and papyrus. In the niddle of the roomwas a very |arge
desk of some shiny reddish wood. Before it was a chair of the same wood, its
arms and back carved with human- headed dragons.

The nage, clad in a purple silk robe which was enbroidered with golden centaurs
and gryphons, was in the chair. H's face was on the desk, and his arns were
spread out on it. He stank of rancid butter

Smhee approached himslowy, then grabbed the thin curly hair of the mage's
topknot and rai sed the head.

There was water on the desk, and water ran fromthe dead man's nose and nout h.
"What happened to hin?' she whi spered.

Smhee did not reply at once. He lifted the body fromthe chair and placed it on
the floor. Then he knelt and thunped the nmage's chest.

The fat man rose smling.

"What happened is that the reversal of the wheels' notion caused the water which
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shoul d have fallen off the paddles to go instead to the nage. The conversion of
physi cal energy to magi cal energy was reversed.'

He paused.
"The water went into the mage's body. He drowned\'

He raised his eyes and said, 'Blessed is Wda Krizhtawn, the goddess of water
She has her revenge through her faithful servant, Rhandhee GChee!

He | ooked at Masha.' That is ny true nane, Rhandhee CGhee. And | have revenged
the goddess and her worshippers. The defiler and thief 1is dead, and | can go
honme now. Perhaps she will forgive some of ny sins because | have fulfilled her
intent. I won't go to hell, surely. | will suffer in a purgatory for a while and
then, cleansed with pain, wll go to the |owest heaven. And then, perhaps..."'
"You forget that | amto be paid," she said. 'No, | didn't. Look. He wears
golden rings set with jewels of imense value. Take them and let's be off.’

She shuddered and said, 'No. They would bring m sfortune.

"Very well. The next room should be his treasure chanber.' It was. There were
chests and boxes filled with emeralds, dianmonds, turquoises, rubies, and many
other jewels. There were golden and silver idols and statuettes. There was
enough wealth to purchase a dozen of the lesser cities of the enpire and al
their citizens.

But she could only take what she could carry and not be hampered in the |eaving.
Excl ai mi ng ecstatics, she reached towards a coffer sparkling with dianonds. At
her touch, the jewel s faded and were gone.
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She cried out in anguish.

"They're products of his magic!' Smhee said. 'Set here to fool thieves. Benna
must have taken one of these, though how he got here and then away |'ve no idea!
The jewel did not disappear because the nage was alive and his powers were
strong. But I'll wager that not. long after the rat carried the jewel off, it
di sappeared. That's why the searchers found no jewel though they turned the city
upsi de down and i nside out!'’

"There's plenty of other stuff to take!' she said.
"No, too heavy. But he nust have put his real jewels somewhere. The next room'
But there were no other roons.

"Don't vyou believe it,' Smhee said. He tore down the tapestries and began

tapping on the walls, which were of a dense-grained purplish wood erected over
the stone. Presently, he said, 'Ah!' and he noved his hands swiftly over the
area. 'Here's a hole in the wood just big enough to admt ny little finger. |
put ny finger in thus, and | pull thus, and thus...!'

A section of the wood swung out. Masha got a burning lanp and thrust it into the
room beyond. The light fell on ten open chests and twenty open coffers. Jewels
sparkl ed

They entered.
' Take two handsful ,' Smhee said. 'That's all. W aren't out of here yet.
Masha untied the little bag attached to her belt, hesitated, then scooped out

enough to fill the bag. It alnbst tore her heart apart to |leave the rest, but
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she knew t hat Smhee's advice was wi sdom Perhaps, sone day, she could cone back
for nmore. No. That woul d be stupid. She had farnore than enough

On the way out, Snhee stopped. He opened the nage's robe and reveal ed a snooth
shaven chest on which was tattooed a representation of a fearful six-arnmed four
| egged being with a glaring | ong-tusked face. He cut around this and peeled the

skin off and put it rolled and folded into a small jar of ointment. Repl acing
the jar in his bag, he rose, saying, 'The goddess knows that | would not lie
about his death. But this wll be the proof if any is demanded.

' Maybe we should | ook for the nmage's secret exit,' she said. 'That way, we won't
run into the Raggah.

‘"No. At any nonment someone may see that the guard is missing. Besides, the mage
will have put traps in his escape route, and we night not elude those.'

They nmade their way back to the corridor of the lift shaft wthout being

observed. But two nen stood in front of the entrance to the lift. They were
tal king excitedly and | ooking down the shaft. Then one ran down the corridor,
away fromthe corner behind which the two intruders watched.

"Going to get help before they venture down to find out why the two feeders
haven't conme back,' Smhee nuttered

The nman who' d stayed was | ooking down the shaft. Masha and Snhee took him from
behi nd, one cutting the throat, the other stabbing him in the back. They |et
t hensel ves down on the ropes and then cut them before going down through the
open trap door. But as they left the cage, a spear shot through the trap door
and t hudded point-first into the floor. Men shouted above.

"They'll bring ropes and conme down on those,' Snhee said. 'And they'll send
others outside to catch us when we cone out of the pool. Run, but remenber the
traps'.’'

And the spiders, she thought. And the crabs. | hope the bears are dead. They
were. The spiders, all real nowthat the nage was dead, were alive. These were
driven back by the torches the two had paused to light, and they got to the
ski n-boat. They pushed this out and began paddling with desperation. The craft
went through the first arch and then through the second. To their right now were
sone | edges on which were nmasses of pale-white things with stalked eyes and
clacking pincers. The crabs. The two directed their boat away fromthese, but
the withing masses suddenly became individual figures |eaping outwards and
spl ashing into the dark water. Very quickly, the | edges were bare. There was no
sign of the nonsters, but the two knew that these were sw mm ng towards them

They paddl ed even faster, though it had not seened possible until then. And then
the prow of the boat bunped into the wall. "Swimfor it!' Smhee bellowed, his
voi ce rebounding fromthe far walls and high ceilings of the cave.

Masha feared entering the water; she expected to be seized by those huge claws.
But she went over, the boat tipping, and dived.

Sonething did touch her |Ieg as she went under the stone down-cropping. Then her
head was above the surface of the pool and Snhee's was beside her

They scranbl ed out onto the hard stone. Behind them cane the cl acking, but none
of the crabs tried to | eave the pool

The sky was bl ack; thunder bellowed in the north; lightning traced white veins.
A wind blew, chilling themin their wet clothes.

They ran towards the dugout but not in a straight line since they had to avoid
the bushes with the poisonous thorns. Before they reached it, rain fell. They
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dragged the craft into the river and got aboard. Above themlightning cracked
across the sky. Another bolt struck shortly thereafter, revealing two bears and
a nunber of nen behind them

'They can't catch us now' Snhee yelled. 'But they'll be going back to put their
horses on rafts. They'll go all the way into Sanctuary itself to get us!’

Save your breath, Masha thought. | know all that.

The wi nd-struck river was rough now, but they got through the waves to the
opposite shore. They «clinbed panting up the ridge and found their horses,
whi nnying fromfear of the lightning. Wen they got to the bottomof the ridge,
they sped away, their passage fitfully lit by the dreadful whiteness that seened
to smash all around them They kept their horses at a gallop for a mle, then
eased t hem up.

"There's no way they can catch us!' Smhee shouted through the thunder. 'We' ve
got too rmuch of a head-start!’

Dawn cane. The rain stopped. The clouds cleared away; the hot wi nter sun of the
desert rose. They stopped at the hut where they had slept, and the horses
rested, and they ate bread and cheese.

"Three nore hours will bring us within sight of Sanctuary,' the fat nman said.
‘W'l | get your family aboard the Sailfish, and the Raggah can search for us in
vain.'

He paused, then said, 'Wat do you intend to do about Eevroen?
"Nothing,' she said. 'If he gets in ny way |'Il brain himagain.

He | aughed so nuch he choked on his bread. When he'd cleared his throat, he
said, 'You are sone wonmn! Brave as the goddess nmakes theml And supple in mind,
too! If I were not vowed to chastity, | would woo you! | may be forty-five and
fat, but...’

He stopped to stare down at his hand. His face froze into an expression of
horror.

Masha becane equal |y paral ysed
A small purple spider was on Smhee's hand.

"Move slowy,' he said softly through rigid lips. 'I dare not nove. Slap it when
you' ve got your hand within a few inches of it.'

She got up and took a step towards him Were had the creature cone fron? There
were no webs in the hut. Had it cone from outside and crawl ed upon hinf

She took another step, |eaned over, and brought her hand slowy down at an angle
towards the thing. Its eyes were black and notionl ess, seeningly unaware of her
presence.

Maybe it's not poi sonous, she thought.

Suddenly, Smhee screaned, and he crushed the spider wth his other hand. He
| eaped up then, brushing off the tiny body.

"It bit ne! It bit nel"
The dark swelling had started.

"It's not one of the nmage's creatures,' she said. 'Its venom may not be deadly.
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"It's the mage's,' he said. His face was white under the heavy pignment.

"It nust have crawied into ny bag. It couldn't have done it when we were on the
way to the nage's roons. It nust have got in when | opened the bag to skin off
the tattoo.'

He howl ed. ' The nmage has got his revenge!'

"You don't know that,' she said, but she was certain that it was as Smhee had
sai d. She renmpved her snall belt-bag and carefully poured out the jewels. But
that was all it contai ned.

‘"It's beginning to hurt,' Snhee said. 'I can make it back to the city. Benna
did, and he was bitten many times. But | know these spiders. | wll die as
surely as he did, though | will take |onger.

There is no antidote.'

He sat down, and for a while he rocked back and forth, eyes closed, noaning.
Then he said, 'Masha, there is no sense in ny going on with you. But, since |
have nade it possible for you to be as wealthy as a queen, | beg you to do one
favour for nme. If it is not too nuch to ask.'

"What is that?' she said.

'Take the jar containing the tattooed skin to Sharranpip. And there tell our
story to the highest priest of Weda Krizhtawn. He will pray for nme to her, and a
great tonbstone will be erected for ne in the courtyard of the peacocks, and

pilgrims will conme fromall over Sharranpip and the islands around and will pray
for me. But if you don't want...'

Masha knelt and ki ssed himon the mouth. He felt col d.

She stood up and said, '|I promise you that | will do that. That, as you said, is
the least | can do.'

He smiled, though it cost himto do it.
"Good. Then | can die in peace. Go. May Weda Kri zhtawn bl ess you.'
"But the Raggah ... they will torture you!'

"No. This bag contains a small vial of poison. They will find only a corpse. |If
they find ne at all.’

Masha burst into tears, but she took the jar, and after Kkissing Smhee again, she
rode off, his horse trotting behind hers. At the top of the hill she stopped to
| ook behind at the hut. Far off, coming swiftly, was a dark nass. The Raggah.
She turned away and urged her horse into a gall op.

GODDESS
By David Drake

"By Savankal a and the Son!' Regli swore, 'why can't she bear and be done with
it? And why does she demand to see her brother but won't see me?' The young
lord's sweat-stained tunic looked as if it had been slept in. Indeed, Regli
woul d have slept init if he had slept any during the two days he had paced
out side the bedroom now couching room of his wife. Regli's hands repeatedly
fl exed the shank of his riding crop. There were those - and not all of them
worren - who woul d have said that agitation heightened - Regli's already notably
good | ooks, but he had no mind for such nonsense now Not with his heir at risk!
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"Now, now,' said Doctor Mernorad, patting the silver-worked | apels of his robe.
The older man prided hinself as nuch on his ability to see both sides of a
question as he did on his skill at physic - though neither ability seemed nmuch
valued today in Regli's townhouse. 'One can't hurry the gods, you know. The
child wll be born when Sabellia says it should be. Any attenpt to hasten

matters would be sacrilege as well as foolishness. Wy, you know there are
sone... | don't know what word to use, practitioners, who use forceps in a
delivery? Forceps of netal! It's disgusting. | tell vyou. Prince Kadakithis
makes a (great noi se about snugglers and thieves; but if he wanted to clean up
a real evil in Sanctuary, he'd start with the so-called doctors who

don't have proper connections with established tenples.'

"Wll, dam it,' Regli snapped, 'you've got a "proper connection" to the Tenple
of Sabellia in Ranke itself, and you can't tell me why ny wife's been two days
in labour. And if any of those bitch-m dwi ves who've stood shift in there know
- he gestured towards the closed door - ‘'they sure aren't telling anybody.
Regli knuckl ed the fringe of blond whiskers sprouting on his jawbone. H's wealth
and breeding had made hima person of some inportance even in Ranke. Here in
Sanctuary, where he served as Master of the Scrolls for the royal governor, he
was even | ess accustoned to being bal ked. The fact that Fate, in the formof his
wife's abnormally-prolonged | abour, was balking himinfuriated Regli to the
point that he needed to lash out at something. 'l can't inagine why Sam ane
insists on seeing no one but mdw ves from the Tenple of Heqt,' he continued,
snapping his riding crop at specks on the nosaic walls. 'That place has no very
good reputation, I"'mtold. Not at all.

"Wll, vyou have to renmenber that your wife is fromGCrdon,' said Mernorad
reasonably, keeping a wary eye on his patron's |lash. 'Though they've been forty
years under the Enpire, worship of the Trinity hasn't really caught on there

I"ve investigated the matter, and these wonen do have proper midw ves' |icences.
There's altogether too nuch | ocose talk anong | aynmen about "this priesthood" or
"that particular healer” not being conpetent. | assure you that the nedica

prof essi on keeps very close watch on itself. The worst to be said on the record
- the only place it counts - about the Tenple of Heqt here in Sanctuary is that
thirty years ago the chief priest disappeared. Unfortunate, of course, but
nothing to discredit the tenple.

The doctor paused, absently puffing out one cheek, then the other, so that his
curly white sideburns flared. 'Though | do think,' he added, 'that since you
have engaged ne anyway, that their midw ves m ght consult with one of ny, well,
stature.'

The door between the norning room and the hall was ajar. A page in Regli's
livery of red and gold tapped the janb deferentially. The two Rankans | ooked up,
past the servant to the heavier man beyond in the hall. "My lord,' said the page
bowi ng, 'Samor hil Sant.'

Saml or reached past the servant to swing the door fully open before Regli nodded
entry. He had wunpinned his dull travelling cloak and draped it over his |eft
arm close to his body where it alnost hid the sheathed fighting knife. Northern
fashi on, Saml or wore boots and breeches with a | ong-sleeved over-tunic gathered
at the wists. The garnents were plain and would have been a nondescript brown
had they not been covered wth white road dust. H's sole jewellery was a neck
thonged silver nedallion stanped with the toad face of the goddess Heqt.
Sam or's broad face was deep red, the conplexion of a nan who will never tan but
who is rarely out of the sun. He cleared his throat, rubbed his mouth wth the
back of his big fist, and said, 'My sister sent for me. She's in there, the
servant says?' He gestured.

"Why yes,' said Regli, looking a little puzzled to find the quirt in his hands.
The doctor was getting up fromhis chair. 'Wy, you' re nmuch older, aren't you?
the lord continued inanely.
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'Fourteen years,' Samor agreed sourly, stepping past the two Rankans to the
bedroom door. He tossed his cloak over one of the ivory-inlaid tables along the
wal | . "You'd have thought the fol ks would have guessed sonething when the five
between us were stillborn, but no. Hell, no ... And nuch luck the bitch ever
brought them'

"I say!' Regli gasped at the stocky man's back. 'You're speaking of my wfe!

Sam or turned, his knuckles already poised to rap on the door panel. 'You had a
choice,' he said. 'I'"'mthe one who was running caravans through the nountains,
trying to keep the Noble House of Kodrix afloat |ong enough to marry its

daughter well - and her slutting about so that the folks had to go to Ranke to
get offers from anybody but a brothel keeper. No wonder they drink.' He hamrered
on the door.

Mer norad tugged the white-faced Regli back. 'Master Sam or,' the physician said
sharply.

"It's Samor, dammit!' the Cirdonian was shouting in response to a question from
within the bedroom 'I didn't ride 500 mles to stand at a damed doorway,
either.'" He turned to Mernorad. 'Yes? he asked.

The physician pointed. 'Your weapon,' he said. 'The |lady Samlane has been
di straught. Not an uncommon thing for women in her condition, of course. She,
ah, attenpted to have her condition, ah, termnated sone nonths ago

Fortunately, we got word before ... And even though she has since been watched
at all tines, she, ah, with a spoon ... Well. I'd sinply rather that -things
like vyour knife - not be where the Lady could snatch them |est sonething

unt oward occur...'

Wthin the bedroom a bronze bar creaked as it was lifted fromthe door slots.
Saml or drew his |long dagger and laid it on an intaglio table. Only the edge of
the steel winked. The hilt was of a hard, pale wood, snooth but wapped wth a
webbi ng of silver wire for a sure grip. The norning room had been decorated by a
former occupant. |In its nmosaic battle scenes and the weapons crossed on its
walls, the roomsuited Sam or's appearance far better than it did that of the
young Rankan | ord who now owned it.

The door was opened i nwards by a sour, grey-haired woman in tenmple garb. The air
that puffed fromthe bedroomwas warm and cloying |like the snell of an overripe
peach. Two branches of the sextuple oil lamp within had been lighted, adding to
the sunlight seeping through the stained glass separating the room fromthe
i nner court.

If the midw fe | ooked harsh, then Sam ane herself on the bed | ooked |ike Death.
Al the flesh of her face and her long, white hands seened to have been drawn
into the belly that now nounded her linen wapper. A silk coverlet lay runpled
at the foot of the bed. 'Come in, brother dear.' A spasm rippled the wapper.
Sanl ane's face froze, her nouth half open. The spasm passed. '|l won't keep you
|l ong, Sam or,' she added through a false smle. 'Leah, wait outside.'

M dwi f e, husband, and doctor all began to protest. 'Heqt's face, get out, get
outV Saml ane shrieked, her voice rising even higher as a new series of
contractions racked her. Her piercing fury cut through all objection. Sam or
cl osed the door behind the midwife. Those in the norning roomheard the door
| at ched but not barred. Regli's house had been built for room by-room defence in
the days when bandits or a nob would burst into a dwelling and stripit, in
despite of anything the governnent mght attenpt.

The midwi fe stood, stiff and dour, with her back to the door. Regli ignored her
and slashed at the wall again. 'In the year I've known her, Sam ane hasn't

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Aspirin,%20Rob...-%20Tales%20From%20The%20Vulgar%20Unicorn. TXT (44 of 138) [8/27/03 10:29:54 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Aspirin,%20Robert%20L ynn%20-%20...5%20Worl d%2002%20-%20T al es%20From%620The%620V ulgar%20Unicorn. TXT

menti oned her brother a dozen tines -and each of those was a curse!' he said.

"You must renenber, this is a trying tine for the lady, too,' Mernorad said.
"Wth her parents, ah, wunable to travel, it's natural that she wants her
brot her-'

"Natural ?* Regli shouted. 'It's nmy child she's bearing! My son, perhaps. Wat am
| doing out here?

"What would you be doing in there? the doctor observed, tart hinself in
response to his patron's anger

Before either could say nore, the door swung open, bunping the midw fe. Sam or
gestured with his thunmb. 'She wants you to fix her pillows,' he said curtly. He
pi cked up his knife and began wal ki ng across the norning roomtowards the hall.
The nmidwi fe eeled back into the bedroom hiding all but a glinpse of Sam ane's
face. The | anpstand beside the bed gave her flesh a yellow cast. The bar thudded
back in place al nost as soon as the door closed.

Regli grabbed Samor's arm 'But what did she want?' he denanded

Sam or shook his armfree. 'Ask her, if you think it's any of your business,' he
said. 'I'min no humour to chatter.' Then he was out of the room and already
past the servant who should have escorted him down the staircase to the front
door.

Mernorad blinked. 'Certainly a surly brute,’ he said. '"Not at all fit for polite
conpany.'

For once it was Regli who was reasonable. 'Oh, that's to be expected,' he said.
"In CGrdon, the nobility always prided itself on being useless - which is why
Cirdon is part of the Rankan Enpire and not the reverse. It nust have bothered
hi mvery nmuch when he had to go into trade hinself or starve with the rest of
his famly.' Regli cleared his throat, then patted his left palmw th the quirt.
"That of course explains his hostility towards Sanl ane and the absurd-

"Yes; quite absurd,' Mernorad agreed hastily.

'-absurd charges he levelled at her,' the young noble continued. 'Just
bitterness, even though he himself had preserved her fromthe, oh, as he sawit,
| owering to which he had been subjected. Actually, | have considerable m ning
and trading interests nyself, besides mnmy - very real - duties here to the
State.'

The diversion had settled Regli's mnd only briefly. He resuned his pacing, the
shuffle of his slippers and his occasional snappish comments being al nost the
only sounds in the norning room for an hour. 'Do you hear sonething? Mernorad
sai d suddenly.

Regli froze, then ran to the bedroom door. 'Sanlane!' he shouted. ' Sanlane /'
He gripped the bronze latch and screamed as his pal m sear ed.

Acting with dreadful realization and nore strength than was to be expected of a
man of his age, Mernorad ripped a battle-axe fromthe staples holding it to the
wal | . He swung it against the door panel. The oak had charred to wafer thinness.
The heavy blade splintered through, emtting a jet of oxygen into the
super heat ed bedr oom

The room expl oded, blasting the door away in a gout of fire and splinters. The
flames hurled Mernorad against the far wall as a bl azing husk before they curled
up to shatter the plastered ceiling.

The flame sucked back, giving Regli a nonentary glinpse into the fully-involved
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room The nidwife had crawed fromthe bed alnost back to the door before she
died. The fire had arched her back so that the knife wound in her throat gaped
huge and red.

Sanml ane may have cut her own jugular as well, but too little remained of her to
tell. She had apparently soaked the bedding in lamp oil and then «clutched the
open flame to her. Al Regli really had to see, however, to drive him scream ng
from his house, was the boot knife. The wooden hilt was burned off, and the bare
tang poked upright from Sam ane's di stended belly.

Saml or had asked a street-boy where the Tenple of Heqt was. The child had
bli nked, then brightened and said, "Oh - the Black Spire!' Sitting on a bench
outside a tavern across fromthe tenple, Sam or thought he understood why. The
tenpl e had been built of grey linestone, its walls set in a square but roofed
with the usual hem spherical dome. The obelisk crowning the done had originally
comrenorated the victories of Alar hit Aspar, a nercenary general ofC rdonian
birth. Alar had done very well by his adopted city - and well enough for hinself
in the process to be able to endow public buildings as one formof conspicuous
consunption. None of Alar's boasts remained visible through the coating three

decades of wood and dung snoke had deposited on the spire. Still, to look at it,
the worst that could be said about the Tenple of Heqt was that it was ugly,
filthy, and in a bad district - all of which were true of nost other buildings

in Sanctuary, so far as Sam or could tell

As the caravan-master swi gged his nug of blue John, an acolyte emerged from the
mai n doorway of the tenple. She waved her censer three tines and chanted an
eveni ng prayer to the disinterested street before retreating back inside.

The tavern's doorway brightened as the tapster stepped out carrying a lantern

' Move, buddy, these're for custoners,' he said to the classically handsone young
man sitting on the other bench. The vyouth stood but did not |eave. The tapster
tugged the bench a foot into the doorway, stepped onto it, and hung the lantern
froma hook beneath the tavern's sign. The angle of the lantern |limed in shadow
a ranpant unicorn, its penis engorged and as large as the horn on its head.

Instead of returning to the bench on which he had been sitting, the young man
sat down beside Samior. 'Not nuch to look at, is it? he said to the G rdonian,
noddi ng towards the tenple.

"Nor popular, it seems,' Samor agreed. He eyed the local nman carefully,
wonderi ng how nmuch information he could get from him 'Nobody's gone in there
for an hour.'

"Not surprising,' the other man said with a nod. 'They cone nostly after dark,
you know. And you woul dn't be able to see them from here anyway.

"No?' said Sam or, sipping a little nore of his clabbered mlk. 'There's a back
entrance?’

"Not just that,' said the local nman. 'There's a network of tunnels beneath the
whol e area. They - the worshippers - enter frominns or shops or tenements from
bl ocks away. In Sanctuary, those who cone to Heqt cone secretly.

Samor's left hand toyed with his religious nmedallion. 'I'd heard that before,’
he said, 'and | don't figure it. Heqt brings the Spring rains ... she's the
genetrix, not only in Crdon but everywhere she's worshipped at all - except

Sanctuary. What happened here?

"You're devout, | suppose?' asked the younger nan, eyeing the disk with the face
of Heqt.
"Devout, devout,' said Samor with a grimace. '| run caravans, |'mnot a priest.

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Aspirin,%20Rob...-%20Tales%20From%20The%20Vulgar%20Unicorn. TXT (46 of 138) [8/27/03 10:29:54 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Aspirin,%20Robert%20L ynn%20-%20...5%20Worl d%2002%20-%20T al es%20From%620The%620V ulgar%20Unicorn. TXT

Sure, maybe | spill a little drink to Heqt at neals ... without her, there'd be
no world but desert, and | see enough desert already.'

The stranger's skin was so pale that it | ooked yell ow now that nost of the Iight

was fromthe |anp above. 'Well, they say there was a shrine to Dyareela here
before Alar tore it down to build his tenple. There wouldn't be anything |eft,
of course, except perhaps , the tunnels, and they may have been old when the
city was built ! on top of them Have vyou heard there's supposed to be a

demon kept in the | ower crypts?
Saml or nodded curtly. 'l heard that.'

"A hairy, long-tailed, fang-snapping denon,' said the younger nan with a bright
smle. '"Pretty much of a joke nowadays, of course. People don't really believe
in that sort of thing. Still, the first priest of Heqt here di sappeared. ... And
| ast year Alciros Foin went into the tenple with ten hired bravos to find his
wi fe. Nobody saw the bullies again, but Foin was out on the street the next
nmorni ng. He was alive, even though every inch of skin had been flayed off him'

Sam or finished his nug of blue John. 'Men could have done that,' he said.

"Wuld you prefer to neet nen |like that rather than ... a denon?' asked the
local, smling. The two nen stared in silence at the tenple. 'Do you want a
drink?' Saml or asked abruptly.

"Not |I," said the other. 'You say that fellow was |ooking for his wife? the
Cirdonian pressed, his eyes on the shadowhidden tenple and not on his
conpani on.

"That's right. Wnen often go through the tunnels, they say.

Fertility rites. Sonme say the priests thenselves have nore to do wth any
increase in conceptions than the rites do - but what nman can say what wonen are
about ?'

"And t he denon?'

"Aiding the conceptions? said the local. Sam or had kept his face turned from
the other so that he would not have to see his smile, but the smle freighted
the words thenselves stickily. 'Perhaps, but sone people will say anything.
That would be a night for the ... suppliant, wouldn't it?

Sam or turned and smiled back, baring his teeth like a cat eyeing a throat vein.
"Quite a night indeed,' he said. 'Are there any places known to have entrances
to - that?' He gestured across the dark street. '"Or is it just runour? Perhaps
this inn itself?

"There's a hostel west of here a furlong,' said the youth. 'Near the Beef WMarket
- the Man in Mtley. They say there's a network beneath |ike wormtunnels, not
really connected to each other. A man could enter one and wal k for days w thout
ever seeing another soul.'

Sam or shrugged. He stood and whistled for attention, then tossed his enpty nug
to the tapster behind the bar. 'Just curiosity,' he said to his conpanion. 'I've
never been in Sanctuary before.' Sam or stepped into the street, over a drain
whi ch hel d sonething | ong dead. Wen he gl anced back, he saw the local nman stil
seat ed enpty-handed on the bench. In profile against the light, his face had the
perfection of an anci ent caneo.

Saml or wore boots and he was long fanmiliar with dark nights and bad footing, so
he did not bother to hire a I|inkman. Wen he passed a detachnent of the Watch,
the Inperial officer in command stared at the dagger the Ci rdonian now carried
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bare in his hand. Still, Sam or |ooked to be no nore than he was, a sturdy nman
who woul d rather warn off robbers than kill them but who was willing and able
to do either. 1'll have to buy another boot knife, Sam or thought; but for the

time he'd make do, make do..

The Man in Motley was a floor lower than the four-storey tenements around it.
The ground |l evel was well lighted. Across the street behind a row of palings, a
sl ave gang wor ked under | anps scraping dung fromthe cobbles of the Beef Market.
Tomorrow their | oad would be dried in the sun for fuel. The public room of the
inn was occupied by a score of men, nostly drovers in |eather and homespun. A
barmaid in her fifties was serving a corner booth. As Sam or entered, the host
thrust through the hangi ngs behind the bar with a cask on his shoul der.

Saml or had sheathed his knife. He nodded to the brawny innkeeper and ducked
beneath the bar hinself. 'Hey!' cried the host.

"It's all right," Sam or nuttered. He slipped behind the hangi ngs.

A stone staircase, lighted halfway by an oil lanp, led dowmn into the cellars.
Saml or followed it, taking the lanp with him The floor beneath the public room
was of dirt. A large trap, now closed and bolted, gave access to deliveries from
the street fronting the inn. The walls were lined wth racked bottles, snal
casks, and great forty-gallon fooders set on end. One of the fooders was of wood
so time-blackened as to | ook charred. Sam or rapped it with his knife hilt, then
compared the sound to the duller note of the tun beside it.

The stairs creaked as the host descended. He held a bung-starter in one heavy
fist. '"Didn't they tell you to go by the side?" he rasped. 'Dye think | want
the nane of running a devil's brothel ?* He took another step. "By Ils and his
sisters, you'll renenber the next tine!’

Sam or's fingers noved on his knife hilt. He still held the point away from the
i nnkeeper. 'W don't have a quarrel,' he said.

'"Let's leave it at that.'

The host spat as he reached the bottomof the stairs. ' Sure, | know you hot
pants folderols. Wll, when |I'mdone wth you, you take ny greetings to your
pandering psal msingers and tell themthere'll be no nore custoners through

here!"’

"The priests share their privileges for a price?” Samor said in sudden
enlightenment. 'But | don't cone for sex, friend.

VWhat ever the tavern-keeper thought he understood, it frightened himas sight of
the dagger had not. He paused with the bung-starter half raised. First he
swal | owed. Then, with a guttural sound of pure terror he flung the nallet into
the shadows and fled back up the stairs. Sam or frowned, shrugged, and turned
again to the fooder.

There was a catch disguised as a knot, obvious enough if one knew sonething of
the sort had to be there. Pressed, the side of the cask swung out to reveal a
dry, dark tunnel sloping gently downward. Sam or's tongue touched his lips. It
was, after all, what he had been | ooking for. He picked up the | amp, now burned
wel |l down. He stepped into the tunnel, closing the door behind him

The passage twisted but did not branch. It was carven through dense, yellow
clay, shored at intervals with tinmbers too blackened for Samor to identify the
wood. There were tiny skitterings which seened to come from just beyond the
light. Sam or wal ked slowy enough not to |ose the |[|anpflane, steadily enough
not to lose his nerve. Despite the disgrace of his vocation, Sam or was a noble
of CGirdon; and there was no one else in his famly to whomhe could entrust this
responsibility.
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There was a sound behind him Wthout turning, Sam or |ashed out with a boot.
H s hobnails ground into something warm and squeal i ng where his eyes saw not hi ng
at all. He paused for a nmonent to finger his nmedallion of Heqt, then continued.
The skittering preceded himat a greater distance.

When the tunnel entered a shelf of rock it broadened suddenly into a |ow
ceilinged, circular room Sam or paused. He held his lamp out at armis Ilength
and a little back of his line of sight so that the glare would not blind him
The room was huge and enpty, pierced by a score of doorways. Each but the one at
whi ch Sam or stood and one other was closed by an iron grate.

Sam or touched but did not draw his doubl e-edged dagger. '"I'll play your silly
ganme,' he whispered. Taking short steps, he wal ked around the circunference of
the room and out the other open door. Another enpty passage stretched beyond it.
Licking his lips again, Sam or followed the new tunnel

The double clang of gratings behind him was not really unexpected. Sami or

wai t ed, poised behind his knife point, but no one cane down the stone boring
fromeither direction. No one and no thing. Sam or resumed wal ki ng, the tunne

curving and perhaps descending slightly with each step. The stone was begi nning
to vibrate, a trenor that was too faint to be nusic.

The passage broadened again. This time the roomso fornmed was not enpty. Sam or
spun to face what first seened a man standing beside the doorway. The figure's
only nmovenent was the flicker of the lanmpflanme over its netallic lustre. The
C rdoni an noved closer and prodded the enpty torso. It was a racked suit of
mai |, topped by a slot-fronted hel net.

Saml or scratched at a link of the arnour, urged by a suspicion that he did not
consciously credit even as he attenpted to prove it. The tightly-woven rings
appeared to be of verdigrised copper, but the edge of Samor's knife could not
even mar the apparent corrosion. 'Blood and balls,' the caravan-nmaster swore
under his breath. -

He was touching one of the two faned suits of arnour forged by the sorcerer
Hast-ra-kodi in the fire of a burning dianond. Forged with the help of two
demons, legend had it; and if that was open to doubt by a nodern rationalist,
there could be no doubt at all that the indestructible arnmour had cl ot hed heroes
for three of the five ages of the world.

Then, twelve hundred years ago, the tw n brothers Harash and Hakkad had donned
the mil and marched against the w zard-prince Sterl. A stormovertook the
expedition in the mountains; and in the clear light of dawn, all had di sappeared
- armour, brothers, and the three thousand nmen of their armanment. Sonme said the
earth had gaped; others, that everything had been swallowed by the still-w der
jaws of airy nonsters whose teeth flashed in the lightning and whose backs
arched high as the thunderheads. \Watever the cause, the arnour had vanished in
that night. The reappearance of one of the suits in this underground room gave
Saml or his first tangi ble proof of the power that slunk through the skittering
passages.

From the opening across the roomcane the sound of netal scraping stone,
scraping and jingling. Sam or backed against the wall, sucking his cheeks
hol | ow.

Into the chanmber of living rock stepped the other suit of Hast-ra-kodi's arnour.
This one fitted snugly about a man whom it utterly covered, creating a figure
whi ch had nothing human in it but its shape. The unknown netal gl owed green, and
the sword the figure bore free in one gauntleted hand blazed Iike a green torch

"Do you come to worship Dyareela? the figure asked in a voice rusty wth
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di suse.

Saml or set his lanp carefully on the flooring and sidled a pace away fromit. 'l
worship Heqt,' he said, fingering his nedallion with his left hand. 'And sone
ot hers, perhaps. But not Dyareel a.

The figure laughed as it took a step forwards. 'l worshipped Heqt, too. | was
her priest - until | cane down into the tunnels to purge themof the evil they
held.' The tittering |laughter ricocheted about the stone walls I|ike the sound
caged weasels mmke. 'Dyareela put a penance on ne in return for ny life, ny
life, my life ... | wear this armour. That will be your penance too, Cirdonian:
put on the other suit.

‘"Let me pass, priest,' Sam or said. H s hands were trenbling. He clutched them
together on his bosom His fighting knife was sheat hed.

"No priest,' the figure rasped, advancing.
"Man! Let me pass!’

"No man, not man,' said the thing, its blade rising and a flanme that dinmed the
oil lanp. 'They say you keep your knife sharp, suppliant - but did gods forge
it? Can it shear the nesh of Hast-ra-kodi?

Sam or pal ned the bodki n-pointed push dagger fromhis wist sheath and | unged,
his left foot thrusting against the wall of the chanber. Arnmour or no arnour,
the priest was not a man of war. Samior's |eft hand bl ocked the sword arm while
his right slammed the edgel ess dagger into the figure's chest. The bodkin

slipped through the rings like thread through a needle's eye. The figure's
mai l ed fist caught the Cirdonian and tore the skin over his cheek. Sam or had
already twi sted his steel clear. He punched it home again through armour, ribs,
and t he spongy |ungs within.

The figure staggered back. The sword clanged to the stone flooring. 'Wat-?'" it
began. Sonething slopped and gurgled within the indestructible helnet. The
dagger hilt was a dark tunour against the glowing mail. The figure groped vainly

at the knob hilt with both hands. 'Wat are you?' it asked in a whisper. 'You're
not a man, not...' Miscles and sinews |oosened as the brain controlling them
starved for lack of oxygen. One knee buckled and the figure sprawl ed headl ong on
the stone. The green gl ow seeped out of it like blood froma rag, staining the
flooring and dripping through it in turn.

"If you'd been a man in your tine,' Sam or said harshly, 'I wouldn't have had to
be here now. '

He rolled the figure over to retrieve his bodkin fromthe bone in which it had
| odged. Haenorrhages from nmouth and nose had sneared the front of the helnet. To
Saml or's surprise, the suit of mail now gaped open down the front. It was ready
to be stripped off and worn by another. The body within was shrivelled, its skin
as white as that of the grubs which burrow beneath tree bark.

Saml or wi ped his edgeless blade with thunb and forefinger. A tiny streak of
bl ood was the only sign that it had slipped between netal lines to do nurder
The Cirdonian |left both suits of arnour in the room They had not preserved
other wearers. Wzard nmail and its tricks were for those who could control it,
and Sam or was all too conscious of his own hunanity.

The passageway bent, then forned a tee with a narrow corridor a hundred paces
|l ong. The corridor was closed at either end by living rock. Its far wall was, by
contrast, artificial - basalt hexagons a little nore than a foot in dianeter
across the flats. There was no sign of a doorway. Sam or renmenbered the iron
grates clanging behind himwhat seemed a lifetinme ago. He wiped his right palm
absently on his thigh.
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The caravan-nmaster wal ked sl owy down and back the Iength of the corridor, from
end to end. The basalt plaques were indistinguishable one from another. They
rose ten feet to a bare ceiling which still bore the tool-marks of its cutting.
Sam or stared at the basalt fromthe head of the tee, aware that the oil in his
|l anp was | ow and that he had no way of replenishing it.

After a noment he | ooked down at the floor. Struck by a sudden notion, he opened
his fly and urinated at the base of the wall. The stream splashed, then rolled
steadily to the.right down the invisible trench worn by decades of footsteps.
Thirty feet down the corridor the liquid stopped and pool ed, slinmed with patches
of dust that broke up the reflected | anplight.

Saml or exam ned with particular care the plaques just beyond the pool of urine.
The seem ng nusic was | ouder here. He set his knife-point against one of the
hexagons and touched his forehead to the butt-cap. Cearly and triunphantly
rolled the notes of a hydraulic organ, played somewhere in the conplex of
tunnels. Samlor sheathed the knife again and sighted along the st ones
t hensel ves, holding the |ight above his head. The polished surface of one wai st
hi gh pl aque had been dulled 'by sweat and wear. Sam or pressed it and the next
hexagon over hinged out of the wall.

The plaque which had lifted was only a hand's breadth thick, but what the |anp
showed beyond it was a tunnel rather than a room the renainder of the wall was
of natural basalt colums, twenty feet long and Ilying on their sides. To go
further, Sam or would have to craw along a hole barely w de enough to pass his
shoul ders; and the other end was capped as well.

Sam or had spent his working |life under an open sky. He had thus far borne the
realization of the tons of rock above his head only by resolutely not thinking
about it. This rat-hole Ileft him no choice ... but he would go through it
anyway. A man had to be able to control his mind, or he wasn't a man ..

The Cirdonian set the lanp on the floor. It would gutter out in a few mnutes
anyway. If he had tried to take it into the tunnel with him it would al nost
i medi ately have sucked all the |life fromthe narrow colum of air anong the
hexagons. He drew his fighting knife and, holding both arns out in front of him
wor ned through the opening. Hi's body blocked all but the least glimmer of the
Iight behind him and the black basalt drank even that.

Progress was a matter of groping wth boot toes and l|eft palm fighting the
friction of his shoulders and pelvis scraping the rock. Sam or took shallow
breat hs, but even so before he had crawl ed his own | ength the air becanme stale.
I't hugged himlike a flabby bl anket as he inched forwards in the darkness. The
musi ¢ of the water organ was all about him

The knife-point clinked on the far capstone. Samor squirned a little nearer,
prayed to Heqt, and thrust outwards wth his |eft hand. The stone swng aside.
Breathable air flooded the Cirdonian with the rush of organ nusic.

Too relieved to be concerned at what besides air mght wait beyond the opening,
Sam or struggled out. He caught hinself on his knuckles and I|eft palm then
scrabbled to get his [|egs back under him He had craw ed through the straight
side of a semcircular room Panels in the arched ceiling fifty feet above his
head |ighted the roomochre. It was surely not dawn yet. Sam or realized he had
no i dea of what might be the ultimate source of the clear, rich light.

The hydraulic organ nust still be at a distance fromthis vaulted chamnber, but
the music made the walls vibrate with its intensity. There was erotic love in
the higher notes, and fromthe |ower register cane fear as deep and black as
that which had settled in Samor's belly hours before. Lust and mindl ess hatred
lilted, rippling and bubbling through the sanctuary. Samor's fist squeezed his
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dagger hilt in frustration. He was only the thickness of the edge short of
running anok in this enpty room Then he caught hinself, breathed deeply, and
sheat hed the weapon until he had a use for it.

An archway in the far wall suggested a door. Sam or began wal king towards it,
aware of the scrapes the basalt had given himand the groin nmuscle he had pull ed

while westling with the figure in armour. I'mnot as young as | was, he
thought. Then he smiled in a way that meshed all too well with the pattern of
the music: after all, he was likely through with the problens of ageing very
soon.

The sanctuary was strewn wth pillows and thick brocades. There was nore
substantial furniture also. Its patterns were wunusual but their function was
obvious in context. Samor had crossed enough of the world to have seen nost
things, but his personal tastes remained sinple. He thought of Sam ane; fury
|l ashed himagain. This time instead of gripping the knife, he touched the

medal lion of Heqt. He kicked at a rack of switches. They clattered into a
construct of ebony wth silken tie-downs. Its three hollow I|evels could be
adj usted towards one another by the pulleys and | evers at one end of it.

well, it wasn't for her, Sam or thought savagely. It was for the house, the
honour of the Lords Kodrix of Cirdon. And perhaps -perhaps for Heqt. He'd never
been a religious man, always figured it'd be best if the gods settled things

anong thenselves ... but there were sone things that any man-Well, that was a
lie. Not any man, just Samor hil Sanmt for sure and probably no other fool so
dammed on the whole continent. Well, so be it then; he was a fool and a fanatic,

and before the night finished he'd have spilled the blood of a so-called denon
or died trying.

Because the illum nation was from above, Sam or had noticed the bas reliefs only
as patterns of shadows along the walls. The detail struck himas he approached
the archway. He stopped and | ooked carefully.

The carvings forned a series of panels running in bands across the polished
stone. The faces in each tableau were nodelled with a precise detail that made
it likely they were portraits, though none of the personages were recognizable
to Samor. He peered wup the curving walls and saw the bands continuing to the
roof vaults. How and when they had been carved was beyond estimation; the
caravan-master was not even sure he could identify the stone, creany and nottl ed
but seem ngly much harder than narble.

Time was of indeterm nable inportance. Knowi ng that he night have only mnutes
to live, Samor began following some of the series of reliefs. One group of
carvings nade clear the unguessed unity between the 'sorcerer' Hast-ra-kodi and
the 'goddess' Dyareela. Samor stared at the conclusion of the pattern,
swal | owi ng hard but not speaking. He was unutterably glad he had not donned
either suit of mamil when he nmight have done so.

The panel s reeked of bl oodshed and repression. Kings and priests had stamped out
the worship of Dyareela a hundred times in a hundred places. The rites had
festered in the darkness, then burst out again - cancers nmetastasizing from the
black lump here in the vaults beneath Sanctuary. A shrine in the wasteland
before it was a city; and even as a city, a brawing, stinking, |eaderless hive
where no one | ooked too hard for Evil's heart since Evil's |linbs envel oped all

Alar hil Aspar - a brash outsider, a reforner flushed wth his triunph over
brigandage - had at |ast razed the fane of Dyareela here. Instead of salt, he
had sown the ruins with a tenple to Heqt, the goddess of his upbringing. Foo
that he was. Al ar had thought that ended it.

Just above the archway, set off fromthe courses around it by a border of ivy
| eaves, was a caneo that caught Samor's eye as he returned sick and exhausted
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by what he had been | ooking at. Afile of women | ed by a piper cavorted through
the halls of a palace. The wonen carried small animals and icons of obviously
more than synbolic significance, but it was to the piper's features that
Sam or's gaze was drawn. The Cirdonian swore nildly and reached up to touch the
stone. It was smooth and cold to his fingertips.

So much fit. Enough, perhaps.

Saml or stepped through the doubl e-hung doors «closing the archway. The
crosshowran waiting beyond with his eyes on the staircase screaned and spun
around. The patterned screen that would have conceal ed the anbush from sonmeone
descending the stairs was open to the archway - but judging from the bowran's
panic, the nmere sight of sonething approaching fromthe sanctuary woul d probably
have flushed hi m anyway.

Sam or had survived too many attacks ever to be wholly unprepared for another
He |lunged forwards, shouting to further disconcert the bowran. The screen was
toppling as the bowran jerked back from the fingers of Samor's |left hand
thrusting for his eyes. The bowstring slapped and the quarrel spalled chips from
the archway before ricocheting sideways through a swi nging door-panel. Sam or,
sprawl ed across his attacker's |l ower |legs, slashed at the other's face with the
knife he had finally cleared. The bowman cried out again and parried wth the
stock of his own weapon. Samor's edge thudded into the wood like an axe in a
firelog. Three of the bownan's fingers flew out into the room

Unaware of his maimng, the bowran tried to club Samor wth his weapon. It
slipped away fromhim He saw the bl ood-spouting stunps of his left hand, the
i ndex finger itself half severed. Fright had made the bowran scream nutilation
now choked his voice with a rush of vomt.

Sam or squirned forwards, pinning his attacker's torso with his owm. He westled
the crossbow out of the wunresisting right hand. There was a pouch of iron
quarrels at the bowman's belt, but Samor ignored them they were on the |eft
side and no longer a threat. The gagging man wore the scarlet and gold |ivery of
Regl i's househol d.

The Cirdonian glanced quickly around the room seeing nothing but a helica
staircase reaching towards nore |lighted panels a hundred feet above. He waggl ed
his knife a foot fromhis captive's eyes, then brought the point of it down on
the other's nose. 'You tried to kill ne," he said softly. 'Tell nme why or you're
nm ssing nmore than some fingers only.'

"Sabellia, Sabellia,' the mained retainer nmoaned. 'You've ruined ne now, you
bastard.'

Sam or flicked his blade sideways, knowi ng that the droplet of blood that sprang

out would force the other's eyes to cross on it. They would fill withits red
proximty. ‘'Talk to ne, little nman,' the caravan-master said. 'Wy are you
her e?'

The injured man swallowed bile. "My lord Regli,' he said, closing his eyes to

avoid the blood and the dagger point. 'He said you'd killed his wife. He sent us
all after you.'

Samlor laid the dagger point on the other's |eft eyesocket. 'How nmany?' he
denmanded.

"A dozen,' gabbled the other. "All the guards and us coachmen besi des.'
' The Watch?'
"Ch, gods, get that away fromny eye,' the retainer noaned. '|I al nost shook-'

Saml or raised the blade an inch. 'Not the Watch,' the other went on. 'My lord
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wants to handle this hinself for the, the scandal.

"And where are the others?' the point dipped, brushed an eyel ash, and rose again
harm essly.

The wounded man was rigid. He breathed through his nouth, quick gasps as if a
lungful of air would preserve himin the nonent the knife-edge sawed through his
wi ndpi pe. 'They all thought you'd run for Crdon,' he whispered. 'You'd |eft
your cloak behind. | slipped it away, took it to a S danzo | know. She's a liar
like all of them but sonetines not... | told her I'd pay her for the truth of
where 1'd find you, and 1'd pay her for nothing; but I'd take a lie out other
hide if six of nmy friends had to hold down her blacksmth buddy. She, she
described where |'d nmeet you. | recognized it, |I'd taken the Lady Sani ane-

"Here?' Samor's voice and his knife both trenbled. Death slid closer to the
roomthan it had been since the first slash and scranmble of the fight.

"Lord, lord," the captive pleaded. 'Only this far. I swear by nmy nother's
bones!"’

"Go on, then.' The knife did not nove.

The other man swallowed. 'That's all. | waited here - | didn't tell anybody.
Lord Regli put a thousand royals on your head... and... and the S danzo said |I'd
live through the neeting. Oh gods, the slut, the slut...'

Samlor smiled. 'She hasn't lied to you vyet,' he said. The snile was gone,
replaced with a bl eakness as cruel as the face of a glacier. 'Listen," he went
on, rising to one knee and pinning his prisoner by psychol ogi cal dom nance in
the stead of his body weight. 'My sister asked ne for a knife. | told her 1'd
| eave her one if she gave me a reason to.

A spasm w acked the Cirdonian's face. His prisoner wnced at the trenbling of
the dagger point. 'She said the child wasn't Regli's,' Samlor went on. 'Well,
who ever thought it would be, the way she sniffed around? But she said a denobn
had got it on her ... and that bothered even her at the last. Being used, she
said. Being used. She'd tried to have it aborted after she thought about things
for a while, but a priest of Heqt was waiting with Regli in the shop where she'd
gone to buy the drugs. After that, she wasn't w thout sonebody watching her,
asl eep or awake. The Tenple of Heqt wanted the child born. Sam ane said she'd
use the knife to end the child when they pulled it fromher ... and | believed
that, though I knew she'd be in no shape for knifings just after she'd whel ped.

' Seenms she knew that too, but she was nore deternined than even |'d have given
her credit for being. She could give a lot of folks points for stubborn, ny
sister.'

Sam or shook hinself, then gripped a handful of the captive's tunic. He ripped
the garment with his knife. 'Wat are you doing? the retainer asked in concern

"Tying you up. Sonebody'1l find you here in time. I'm going to do what | cane
here for, and when it's done 1'Il leave Sanctuary. If |[|'ve got that option
still.'

Sweat was washing streaks in the blood-flecks on the captive's face. 'Sweet
goddess, don't do that,' he begged. 'Not tied, not -that. You haven't been here
when ... others were here. You-' the injured nan wiped his lips with his tongue.
He closed his eyes. "Kill ne yourself, if you nust,' he said so softly it was
al nrost a matter for lip-reading to understand him 'Don't |eave ne here.'

Saml or stood. His left hand was clenched, his right holding the dagger pointed
down at a slight angle. 'Stand wup,' he ordered. Regli's man obeyed, wi de-eyed.
He braced his back against the wall, holding his left hand at shoul der hei ght
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but refusing to look at its ruin. The severed arteries had pinched off. Myvenent
had di sl odged sone of the scabs, but the blood only oozed instead of spurting as
it had initially. "Tell Regli that I"'mmending nmy famly's honour in ny way, as
nmy sister seens to have done in hers,' Samlor said. 'But don't tell himwhere
you found me - or how If you want to | eave here now, you'll swear that.' 'I
swear!' the other babbled. 'By anything you please!' The caravan-nmaster's smile
flickered again. 'Did you ever kill anyone, boy?' he asked conversationally.

"l was a coachnman,' the other said with a nervous frown. 'l - | nean ... no

"Once | pulled a man apart with hot pincers,' Sam or continued quietly. 'He was
headman of a tribe that had taken our toll paynment but still tried to cut out a
couple of horses fromthe back of our train. | slipped into the village that
night, jerked the chief out of his bed, and brought himback to the laager. In
the nmorning | fixed him as a display for the rest.' The Crdonian reached
forwards and wi ped his dagger clean on the sleeve of the other man's tunic.
"Don't go back on your word to nme, friend,' he said.

Regli's man edged to the helical staircase. As he mounted each of the first
dozen steps, he | ooked back over his shoul der at the GCirdoni an. Wen the pursuit
or thrown knife did not cone as he had feared or expected, the retainer ran up
the next twenty steps wi thout pausing. He | ooked down fromthat elevation and
said, 'One thing, master.

"Say it,"' responded Sam or.
' They opened the Lady Saml ane to give the child separate burial.
' Yes?'

"And it didn't |ook to be denbn spawn, as you say,' Regli's man called. 'It was
a perfect little boy. Except that your knife was through its skull.’

Saml or began to clinb the steps, ignoring the scrabbling slippers of the nan
above himon the twisting staircase. The door at the top thudded, |eaving
not hing of the hapless anbusher but splotches of his blood on the railing.

Shoul d have stuck to his horses, Sam or thought. He |aughed al oud, well aware
that the epitaph probably applied to hinself as well. Still, he had a better
notion than that poor fool of a coachman of what he was getting into ... though
the gods all knew how slight were his chances of getting out of it alive. If the
fellow he was | ooking for was a real nmgician, rather than sonmeone |ike Sam or
hi nsel f who had learned a few spells while knocking around the world, it was

over for sure.

The door at the top of the stairs pivoted outward. Samor tested it with a
fingertip, then paused to steady his heart and breathing. As he stood there, his
| eft hand sought the toad-faced nedallion

The dagger in his right hand pointed down, threatening nothing at the noment but
- ready.

He pushed the door open

On the other side, the secret opening was only a wall panel. Its frescoes were
geonetric and in no way different fromthose of the rest of the tenple hallway.
To the left, the hall led to an outside door heavily banded with iron. From his

livery and the mutilation of his outflung left hand, the coachman could be
recogni zed where he lay. The rest of the retainer appeared to have been razored
into gobbets of flesh and bone, no other one of themas |large as what renanined
of the left hand. Under the circunstances, Sanmlor had no synpathy to waste on
t he corpse

The Cirdoni an sighed and turned to the right, stepping through the hangi ngs of
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brass beads into the sanctuary of Heqt. The figure he expected was waiting for
hi m

Soft, grey dawnlight crept through hidden slits in the done. Mrrors had been
designed to light the grinning, gilded toad-face of Heqt at the top of the dome
beneath the spire. Instead, the light was directed downwards onto the figure on
the floral nosaic in the centre of the great room The hair of the waiting man
glowed like burning wire. 'Did the night keep you well, friend?" Samor called
as he stepped forwards.

"Wll,' agreed the other wth a nod. There was no sign of the regular priests
and acol ytes of Heqt. The roombrightened as if the light fed on the beauty of
the waiting man. 'As | see she kept you, Chanpion of Heqt.' -

"No chanpion,' Samor said, taking another step as casual as the long knife
dangling fromhis right hand. 'Just a man |ooking for the denon who caused his
sister's death. | didn't have to |ook any farther than the bench across the

street last night, did |I?

The other's voice was a rich tenor. It had a vibrancy that had been m ssing when
he and Sam or had talked of Heqt and Dyareela the night before. 'Heqt keeps
sendi ng her champions, and I ... | deal with them You met the first of them
the priest?

"I came | ooking for a denon,' the Cirdonian said, wal king very slowy, 'and al
it was was a poor madman who had convi nced hinself that he was a god.'

"1 am Dyar eel a.

"You're a man who saw an old carving down below that | ooked Ilike him' Sam or
said. 'That worked on your m nd, and you worked on other people's mnds. ... M
sister, now, she was convinced her child would |ook |like a man but be a denon
She killed it in her wonb. The only way that she'd have been able to kill it,

because they'd never have let her near it, Regli's heir, and her having tried
abortion. But such a waste, because it was just a child, only a madman's child."'

The sun-crowned man gripped the throat of his white tunic and ripped downwards

with unexpected strength. 'I am Dyareela,' it said. |Its right breast was
pendul ous, noticeably Ilarger than the left. The male genitals were of nornal
size, flaccid, hiding the vulva that nust lie behind them 'The one there,' it
said, gesturing towards the wall beyond which the coachman lay, 'canme to ny fane
to shed bl ood without ny leave.' The naked figure giggled. 'Perhaps I'Il have
you wash in his blood. Chanpion,' it said. 'Perhaps that will be the start of

your penance.'

"A mad little hermaphrodite who knows a spell or tw,' Samor said. 'But
there'll be no penance for any again fromyou, Ilittle one. You're fey, and
know a spell for your sort. She wasn't much, but I'Il have your heart for what

you led ny sister to.'

"WIl you conjure nme by Heqt, then. Chanpion?' asked the other with its arns
spread in welcome and laughter inits liquid voice. "Her tenple is my tenple,
her servants are nmy servants ... the blood other chanpions is nine for a
sacrificel’

Saml or was twenty feet away, a full turn and half a turn. He clutched his
medal I ion | eft-handed, hoping it would give himenough tinme to conplete his
spell. "Do | look like a priest to talk about gods?" he said. 'Watch ny dagger,
madman. '

The other smiled, waiting as Sam or cocked the heavy blade. It caught a stray
beam of sunlight. The doubl e edge flashed bl ack dawn.
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"By the Earth that bore this,’
Sam or cri ed,

"and the M nd that gave it shape;
By the rown of this hilt and the silver wire that laps it;
By the cold iron of this bl ade
and by the white-hot flanes it flowed from
By the blood it has drunk and the souls it has eaten
- know thy hour'

Saml or hurled the dagger. It glinted as it rotated. The blade was point-first
and a hand's breadth fromthe smling face when it exploded in a flash and a
thunderclap that shook the <city. The concussion hurled Sam or backwards,
bl eeding from the nose and ears. The air was dense wth flecks of paint and
pl aster from the frescoed ceiling. Dyareela stood with the same snile, arns
lifting in triunph, 1lips opening further in throaty laughter. 'Mne for a
sacrificel’

A webbing of tiny cracks was spreading fromthe centre of the donme high above.
Saml or staggered to his feet, choking on dust and knowing that if he was | ucky
he was about to die.

Heqt's gil ded bronze head, backed by the |inmestone spire, plunged down from the
ceiling. It struck Dyareela's upturned face |like a two-hundred-ton crossbow
bolt. The floor beneath disintegrated. The |inmestone colum scarcely sl owed,
hurtling out of sight as the earth itself shuddered to the inpact.

Samlor lost his footing in the remains of Regli's coachman. An earth-shock
pitched him forwards against the door panel. It was unlocked. The G rdonian
lunged out into the street as the shattered donme followed its pinnacle into a
cavern that gaped with a sound like the | owest note of an organ pl ayed by gods.

Samlor sprawled in the nuddy street. Al around him nmen were shouting and
pointing. The Cirdonian rolled onto his back and |looked at the collapsing

tenpl e.

Above the ruins rose a pall of shining dust. Mre than imagination shaped the
cloud into the head of a toad.

THE FRU T OF ENLI BAR
by Lynn Abbey

The hillside groves of orange trees were all that remained of the | egendary
glory of Enlibar. Hunmbl ed descendants of the rulers of an enpire dwarfing 1lsig
or Ranke eked out their livings anong the gnarled, ancient trees. They w apped
each unripe fruit in leaves for the |long caravan journey and wapped each
harvest in a fresh retelling of their |egends. By shrewd storytelling these once
proud famlies survived, second only to the S danzo in their ability to create
mystery, but like the S danzo crones they flavoured their |legends with truth and
kept the sceptics at bay.

The oranges of Enlibar nade their way to Sanctuary once a year. Wien the fist
sized fruits were nearly ripe Haakon, the sweetneat vendor of the bazaar, would
fill his cart and hawk oranges in the town as well as in the stalls of the
bazaar. During i those few days he would nmake enough noney to buy expensive

trinkets for his wfe and children, another year's lodgings for his mstress,
and have enough gold left to take to Gonfred, the only honest goldsnith in town.

The val ue of each orange was such that Haakon would ignore the unwitten code of
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the bazaar and reserve the best of his limted supply for his patrons at the
CGovernor's Pal ace. It had happened, however, that two of the precious fruits had
been brui sed. Haakon decided not to sell that pair at all but to share themwth
his friends the bazaar-smth, Dubro, and his youngw fe, the hal f-S danzo Illyra.

He scored the peel deftly with an inlaid silver tool meant especially for this
one purpose. Wen his fingers noved away the pebbly rind fell back fromthe
deep-coloured pulp and Illyra gasped with delight. She took one of the pulp
sections and drizzled the juice onto the back of her hand, then Ilapped it up
with the tip of her tongue: the mannerly way to savour the delicate flavour of
the bl ood-red j uice.

'These are the best; better than last year's,' she exclaimed with a smle. 'You
say that every year, Illyra. Tinme dulls your nenory; the taste brings it back."'
Haakon sucked the juice off his hand with |ess delicacy: his lips showed the
Stain of Enlibar. 'And, speaking of tinme dulling your menory - Dubro, do you
recall, about fifteen years back, a death-pale boy with straw hair and wild eyes
runni ng about the town?

Haakon watched as Dubro closed his eyes and sank back in thought. The smith
would have been a raw youth then hinself, but he had always been sl ow,
deliberate, and wutterly reliable in his judgenents. Illyra would have been a
skirt-clinging toddler that | ong ago so Haakon did not think to ask her, nor to
gl ance her way while he awaited Dubro's reply. Had he done so he would have seen
her trenble and a bl cod-red drop of juice disappear into the fine dust beneath
her chair.

"Yes,' Dubro said without opening his eyes, '|I renenber one as that: quiet, pale
nasty. Lived a few years with the garrison, then di sappeared.’

"Woul d you know himagain after all this tine?

‘"Nay. He was that sort of [|ad who |ooks childish until he becones a man, then
one never sees the child in his face again.'

"Woul d you reckon "Wal egrin" to be his nane?* Ignored, beside them Illyra bi t
down on her tongue and stifled sudden panic before it becanme apparent.

"It mght be ... nay, | could not be sure. | doubt as | ever spoke to the |lad by
nane.' Haakon shrugged as if the questions had been idle conversation. Illyra
ate her remaining share of the oranges, then went into the ranshackle stal
where she lit three cones of incense before returning to the nen with a ewer of
wat er .

"“Illyra, |I've just asked your husband if he'd come with me to the Palace. 1|'ve
got two sacks of oranges to deliver for the Prince and another set of arns woul d
make the work easier. But he says he won't | eave you here al one.

Illyra hesitated. The nmenori es Haakon had aroused were still fresh in her m nd,
but all that had been fifteen years ago, as he had said. She stared at the
cl ouded- over sky.

"No, there'll be no problem It my rain today arid, anyway, you've taken
everyone's noney this week with your oranges,' she said with forced brightness.

"Wll then, you see, Dubro - there's no problem Bank the fires and we'll be
off. I'I'l have you back sweating again before the first raindrops fall.'

Illyra watched them | eave. Fear filled the forge, fear left over from a dimy
remenbered childhood. Visions she had shared with no one, not even Dubro.
Vi sions not even the S danzo gifts could resolve into truth or illusion. She
caught up her curly black hair with a set of conbs and went back i nside.
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When the bed was conceal ed under |ayers of gaudy, bright cloth and her youth

under layers of kohl, [Illyra was ready to greet the townsfolk. She had not
exaggerated her conplaints about the oranges. It was just as well that Haakon's
supply was dimnishing. For two days now she had had no querents until late in

the day. Lonely and bored she watched the incense snoke curl into the darkness
of the room losing herself in its endless variations.

"Illyra?

A man drew back the heavy cloth curtain. Illyra did not recognize his voice. His
sil houette revealed only that he was as tall as Dubro, though not as broad.

"“Illyra?-1 was told 1'd find Illyra, the crone, here.

She froze. Any querent night have cause to resent a S danzo prophecy, regardless
of its truth, and plot revenge against the seeress. Only recently she had been
threatened by a man in the red-and-gold livery of the Palace. Her hand slid
under the folds of the tablecloth and eased a tiny dagger |oose froma sheath
nailed to the table |eg. -

"What do you want?' She held her voice steady; greeting a paying querent rather
than a thug.

"To talk with you. May | cone in?" He paused, waiting for a reply and when there
was none continued, 'You seem unduly suspicious, S danzo. Do you have many
enenmi es here. Little Sister?

He stepped into the roomand let the cloth fall behind him Illyra' s dagger slid
silently fromher hand into the folds of her skirts.

"Wal egrin.’

"You renenber so quickly? Then you did inherit her gift?

"Yes, | inherited it, but this norning | |earned that you had
returned to Sanctuary.'

' Three weeks past. It has not changed at all except, perhaps, for the worse.
had hoped to conplete ny business w thout disturbing you but | have encountered
conplications, and | doubt any of the other S danzo would help ne.'

"The S danzo will never forget.'

Wal egrin eased his bulk into one of Dubro's chairs. Light fromthe candel abra
fell on his face. He endured the exposure, though as Dubro had guessed, there
was no trace of youth left in his features. He was tall and pale, lean in the
way of powerful nen whose gentler tissues have boiled away. H's hair was sun
bl eached to brittle straw, confined by four thick braids and a bronze <circlet.
Even for Sanctuary he cut an exotic, barbarian figure

"Are you satisfied? he asked when her gaze returned to the velvet in front of
her .

"You have beconme very nmuch like him' she answered slowy. 'l think not, 'Lyra.
My tastes, anyway, do not run as our father's did - so put aside your fears on
that account. 1've cone for your help. True S danzo hel p, as your nother could
have given me. | could pay you in gold, but I have other itens which m ght tenpt
you nmore.' He reached under his bronze-studded |eather kilt to produce a suede
pouch of some wei ght which he set, unopened, on the table. She began to open it
when he | eaned forwards and grasped her wrist tightly.

"It wasn't nme, 'Lyra. | wasn't there that night. | ran away, just like you did.
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His voice carried Illyra back those fifteen years sweeping the doubts from her
menories. 'l was a child then, Walegrin. A little child, no nore than four.
Wiere could | have run to?

He rel eased her wist and sat back in the chair. Illyra enptied the pouch onto
her table. She recognized only a few of the beads and bracelets, but enough to
realize that she gazed wupon all of her nother's jewellery. She picked up a

string of blue glass beads strung on a creany braided silk.

' These have been restrung,' she said sinply. Walegrin nodded. 'Blood rots the
silk and stinks to the gods. | had no choice. Al the others are as they were.'

Illyra let the beads fall back into the pile. He had known how to tenpt her. The
entire heap was not worth a single gold piece, but no storehouse of gold could
have been nore val uable to her.

"Wl l, then, what do you want from ne?

He pushed the trinkets aside and from another pouch produced a palmsized
pottery shard which he placed gently on the vel vet.

"Tell me everything about that: where the rest of the tablet is; howit came to
be broken; what the synbols nean - everything!

There was nothing in the jagged fragnent that justified the change that cane
over Walegrin as he spoke of it. Illyra saw a piece of common orange pottery
with a crowded bl ack design set under the glaze; the sort of ware that could be
found in any household of the Enpire. Even with her S danzo gifts focused on the
shard it remained stubbornly common. Illyra |ooked at Wale-grin's icy green
eyes, his thought-protruded brows, the set of his chin atop the studded greave
on his forearm and thought better of telling himwhat she actually saw.

"Its secrets are |locked deeply within it. To a casual glance its disguises are
perfect. Only prolonged examination will drawits secrets out.' She placed the
shard back on the table.

' How | ong?

‘It would be hard to say. The gift is strengthened by synbolic cycles. It may
take until the cycle of the shard coincides...

"I know the S'danzo! | was there wth you and your nother -don't play bazaar
games with ne. Little Sister. | know too much.'

Illyra sat back on her bench. The dagger in her skirts clunked to the floor.
Wal egrin bent over to pick it wup. He turned it over in his hands and wi thout
warning thrust it through the velvet into the table. Then, with his pal magai nst
the snooth of the blade, he bent it back until the hilt touched the table. When
he removed his hand the knife remained bent.

' Cheap steel. Mddern stuff; death to the one who relies on it,' he explained,
drawing a sleek knife fromwithin the greave. He placed the dark-steel blade
with the beads and bracelets. 'Now, tell nme about ny pottery.'

'"No bazaar-games. If | didn't know fromlooking at you, I'd say it was a broken
piece of 'cotta. You've had it a long tinme. It shows nothing but its
associations with you. | believe it is nmore than that, or you wouldn't be here.
You know about the S danzo and what vyou call "bazaar-ganes", but it's true
right now |l see nothing; later | mght. There are ways to strengthen the vision
- 1"l try them'

He flipped a gold coin onto the table. 'Get what you'll need.
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"Only ny cards,' she answered, flustered by his gesture. 'Get them' he
ordered w thout picking up the coin. She renoved the worn deck fromthe depths
of her blouse and set the shard atop them while she 1lit nore candles and
incense. She allowed Wlegrin to cut the pack into three piles, then turned
over the topnost card of each pile.

Three of Flanmes: a tunnel running fromlight to darkness wth three candle
sconces al ong the way.

The Forest: primeval, gnarled trunks; green canopy; living twlight.

Seven of Ore: red clay; the potter with his wheel and kiln. Illyra stared at the
i mges, losing herself in them wthout finding harnmony or direction. The Flane
card was pivotal, but the array would not vyield its perspective to her; the
Forest, synbolic of the wisdom of the ages, seemed unlikely as either her
brother's goal or origin; and the Seven nust nean nore than was obvious. But,
was the Ore-card appearing in its creativity aspect? O was red clay the onen of
bl oodl etting, as was so often true when the card appeared in a Sanctuary-cast
array?

"I still do not see enough. Bazaar-ganes or not, this is not the tine to scry
this thing.'
"I'l'l come again after sundown - that would be a better tine, wouldn't it? 1've

no garrison duties until after sunrise tonorrow.'

'"For the cards, vyes, of course, but Dubro will have banked the forge for the
night by then, and | do not want to involve himin this.' Walegrin nodded
wi thout argument. 'I understand. I'lIl come by at mdnight. He should be |ong
asl eep by then, unless you keep him awake.' Illyra sensed it would be useless to

argue. She watched silently as he swept the pile of baubles, the knife, and the
shard into one pouch, wncing slightly as he dribbled the |ast beads from her
si ght .

"As is your custom paynent will not be made until the question is answered.

Il'lyra nodded. Wal egrin had spent nany years around her nother |earning many of
the S danzo disciplines and rousing his father's expl osive jeal ousy. The | eather
webbi ng of his Kkilt creaked as he stood up. The nmonent for farewell cane and
passed. He left the stall in silence.

A path cleared when Walegrin strode through a crowmd. He noticed it here, in this
bazaar where his nenories were of scranbling through the aisles, taunted,
cursed, fighting, and thieving. |In any other place he accepted the deference
except here, which had once been his honme for a while.

One of the few men in the throng who could match his height, a dark man in a
smth's apron, blocked his way a nonent. Walegrin studied him obliquely and
guessed he was Dubro. He had seen the smth's short aquiline conpanion severa
times in other roles about the town without I|earning the man's true nane or
calling; they each glanced to one side to avoid a chance neeting.

At the entrance to the bazaar, a tunbl e-down set of columms still show ng traces
of the Ilsig kings who had thembuilt, a man crept out of the shadows and fel
in step beside Walegrin. Though this second had the manner and dress of the
city-born, his face was |like Walegrin's: |ean, hard, and parched.

"What have you | earned, Thrusher?' Walegrin began, wi thout |ooking down.

' That man Downwi nd who clainmed to read such things...
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"Yes?'

"Runo went down to neet with him as you were told. Wen he did not return for
duty this morning Malmand | went to ook for him W found themboth ... and
these.' He handed his captain two small copper coins.

Wal egrin turned themover in his palm then threw themfar into the harbour
"I"ll take care of this nyself. Tell the others we wll have a visitor at the
garrison this evening - a wonan.'

'Yes, captain,' Thrusher responded, a surprised grin naking its way across his
jaw. "Shall | send the nen away?

"No, set them as guards. Nothing is going well. Each time we have set a
rendezvous somet hi ng has gone wong. At first it was petty nui sance, now Runo is
dead. | will not take chances in this city above all others. And, Thrusher...

Wal egrin caught his man by the el bow, 'Thrusher, this woman is S danzo, my half
sister. See that the nen understand this.

"They will understand, we all have families sonewhere.

Wal egrin grimaced and Thrusher understood that his commander had not suddenly
weakened to adnit family concerns.

"W have need of the S danzo? Surely there are nore reliable seers in Sanctuary
than scrounging the aisles of the bazaar. Qur gold is good and nearly
limtless." Thrusher, like many men in the Ranken Enpire, considered the S danzo
best suited to resolving |love triangles anbng house-servants.

"We have need of this one.

Thrusher nodded and oozed back into the shadows as deftly as he had energed.
Walegrin waited wuntil he was alone on the filthy streets before changing
direction and striding, shoulders set and fists balled, into the tangled streets
of the Maze.

The whores of the Maze were a special breed unwelconmed in the great pleasure
houses beyond the city walls. Their enbrace included a poi son dagger and their
nightly fee was all the wealth that could be removed froma man's person. A knot
of these wonmen clung to the doorway of the Mulgar Unicorn, the Maze's
approximation to Town Hall, but they stepped aside neekly when Walegrin
approached. Survival in the Maze depended upon careful selection of the target.

An aura of dark foul air enveloped Walegrin as he stepped down into the sunken
room A nonent's quiet passed over the other guests, as it always did when
soneone entered. A Hell Hound, personal puritan of the prince, could shut down
conversation for the duration of his visit, but a garrison officer, even
Wal egrin, was assunmed to have legitimte business and was ignored with the sane
slit-eyed wariness the regul ars accorded each ot her

The itinerant storyteller, Hakiem occupied the bench Walegrin preferred. The
heavy-lidded little man was wilier than nost suspected. Clutching his |eather
mug of small ale tenderly, he had selected one of the few locations in the room
that provided a good view of all the exits, public and private. Wl egrin stepped
forwards, intending to intimdate the weasel fromhis perch, but thought better
of the nmove. His affairs in the Maze demanded di scretion, not reckless bullying.

From a | esser location he signalled the bartender. No honest wench would work
the Unicorn so Buboe hinself brought the foamng mug, then returned a nonent
later with one of the Enii-bar oranges he had arranged behind the counter.
Wal egrin broke the peel with his thunbnail; the red juice ran through the ridges
of the peel form ng patterns not unlike those on his pottery shard.
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A one-arned beggar with a scarred face and a pendul ant, cloudy eye sidled into
the Unicorn, careful to avoid the disapproving glance of Buboe. As the ragged
creature noved fromtable to table collecting copper pittance fromthe disturbed
patrons, Walegrin noted the tightly wound tunic under his rags and knew the |eft
armwas as good as the one that was snapping up the coins. Likew se, the scar
was a sel f-induced disfigurement and the yell ow rheum runni ng down his cheek the
result of seeds placed under his eyelids. The beggar announced his arrival at
Walegrin's table with a tortured wheeze. Wthout |ooking up Walegrin tossed him
a silver coin. He had run with the beggars hinself and seen their cunning deceit
becone crippling reality nmany times too often.

Buboe split the |ast accessible louse in his copious beard between his griny
fingernails, |ooked up, and noticed the beggar, whomhe threwinto the street.
He shuffled a few nore nugs of beer to his patrons, then returned to the never
endi ng task of chasing lice.

The door opened again, adnmitting another who, |ike Walegrin, was in the Maze on
busi ness. Walegrin drew a small circle in the air with a finger and the newconer
hastened to his table.

"My man was slain last night by following your suggestions.' Walegrin stared
directly into the newconmer's eyes as he spoke.

"So I've heard, and the Enlibrite potter as well. I've rushed over here to
assure you that it was not ny doing (though |I knew you woul d suspect ne). Wy,
Wal egrin, even if | did want to double-cross you (and | doubly assure you that
such thoughts never go through nmy mind) I'd hardly have killed the Enlibrite as
well, would I'?

Wal egrin grunted. Wo was to say what a nan of Sanctuary mght do to achieve his
goal s? But the information broker was likely to be telling the truth. He had an
air of distracted indignation about him that a liar would not think to affect.
And if he were truthful then, like as not, Runo had been the victim of
coi ncidental outrage. The coins showed that robbery was not the notive. Perhaps
the potter had enemies. Walegrin rem nded hinself to enter the double slaying in
the garrison roster where, in due course, it mght be investigated when the
dozens preceding it had been disposed of.

"Still, once again, | have received no information. | wll still nake no
paynment.' Walegrin casually spun the beer mug fromone hand to the other as he
spoke, concealing the inport of his conversation from prying eyes.

"There're others who can bait your bear: Marknor, Enas Yorl, even Lythande, if
the price is right. Think of this only as a delay, nmy friend, not failure.'

"No! The onmens here grow bad. Three tines you' ve tried and failed to get ne what
I require. | conclude ny business with you.' The information broker survived by
knowi ng when to cut his |osses. Nodding politely, he left Walegrin without a
word and | eft the Unicorn before Buboe had thought to get his order

Wal egrin | eaned back on his stool, hands clenched behind his head, his eyes
alert for novenent but his thoughts wandering. The death of Runo had affected
hi m deeply,, not because the man was a good soldier and long-tinme conpanion,
t hough he had been both, but because the death had denonstrated the enduring
power of the S danzo curse on his fanmly. Fifteen years before, the S danzo
community had decreed that all things neaningful to his father should be taken
away or destroyed while the nan |ooked hel plessly on. For good neasure the
crones had extended the curse for five generations. Walegrin was the first. He
dreaded that day when his path crossed with sone forgotten child of his owmn who
woul d bear himno better will than he bore his own ignom nious sire.

It had been sheer madness to return to Sanctuary, to the origin of the curse,
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despite the assurances of the Purple Mge's protection. Mdness! The S danzo
felt himconm ng. The Purple Mage, the one person WAl egrin trusted to unravel the
spel |, had di sappeared | ong before he and his nmen arrived in town. And now the
Enlibrite potter and Runo were dead by sone unknown hand. How nuch | onger could
he afford to stay? True, there were nmany nmmgicians here, and any could be
bought, but they all had their petty loyalties. |If they could reconstruct the
shard's inscription, they certainly could not be trusted to keep quiet about it.
If Illyra did not provide the answers at nidnight, Walegrin resolved to take his
men sormewhere far fromthis accursed town.

He would have continued his litany of dislike had he not been brought to
alertness by the distress <call of a mountain hawk: a bird never seen or heard
within the walls of Sanctuary. The call was the al arm signal anongst his nen. He
left a few coins on the table and departed the Unicorn w thout undue notice.

A second call led himdown a passageway too narrow to be called an alley, nuch
|l ess a street. Muving with stealth and caution, Walegrin eased around forgotten
doorways suspecting anmbush with every step. Only a third call and the appearance
of a famliar face in the shadows qui ckened his pace.

"Malm what is it? he asked, stepping over sonme soft, stinking nass wthout
| ooki ng down.

'See for yourself.

A weak shaft of light made its way through the jutting roofs of a half-dozen
buildings to illumnate a pair of corpses. One was the information broker who
had just left Walegrin's conpany, a nmakeshift knife still protruding fromhis
neck. The other was the beggar to whom he'd given the silver coin. The latter
bore the cleaner mark of the acconplished killer

"I see,' Walegrin replied dully.

' The ragged one, he followed the other away fromthe Unicorn. |1'd been foll ow ng
the broker since we found out about Runo, so | began to follow them both. Wen
the broker caught on that he was being followed, he lit up this cul-de-sac - by
m stake, |'d guess - and the beggar followed him | found the broker like this

and killed the beggar nyself.

Two nore deaths for the curse. Wilegrin stared at the bodies, then praised
Mal s diligence and sent himback to the garrison barracks to prepare for
Illyra's visit. He left the corpses in the cul -de-sac where they nmi ght never be
found. This pair he would not enter into the garrison roster

Wal egrin paced the Iength of the town, providing the inhibiting inpression of a
garrison officer actually on duty, though if a nurder had occurred at his feet
he woul d not have noticed. Twice he passed the entrance of the bazaar, tw ce
hesitated, and twi ce continued on his way. Sunset found himby the Pronise of
Heaven as the priests withdrewinto their tenples and the Red Lanterns wonen
made their first promenade. By full darkness he was on the Wdeway, hungry and
close in spirit to the fifteen-year-old who had swum the harbour and stowed away
in the hold of an outbound ship one horrible night nany years ago.

In the nmoonl ess night that nenory returned to himwth pal pable force. 1In the
grip of his depravities and obsessed by the imgined infidelity of his mstress,
his father had tortured and killed her. Walegrin could recall that much. After
the murder he had run fromthe barracks to the harbour. He knew the end of the
story fromcanpfire tales after he'd joined the arny hinself. Unsatisfied with
murder, his father had di smenbered her body, throwi ng the head and organs into
the pal ace sewer-stream and the rest into the garrison stewpot.

Sanctuary boasted no criers to shout out the hours of the night. Wen there was
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a moon its progress gave approximate tinme, but in its absence night was an
eternity, and m dnight that nonent when your joints grew stiff fromsitting on
the danp stone pilings of the Wdeway and dark nenories threatened the periphery
of your vision. Walegrin bought a torch from the cadaverous watchman at the
charnel house and entered the qui et bazaar

Illyra enmerged fromthe blacksmith's stall the second tine Walegrin used the
mountain hawk cry. She had concealed herself in a dark cloak which she held
tightly around herself. Her novenents betrayed her fears. Walegrin led the way
in hurried silence. He took her armat the elbow when they canme into sight of
the barracks. She hesitated, then continued w thout his urging.

Wal egrin's nen were nowhere to be seen in the common roomthat separated the
men's and officers' quarters. |Illyra paced the room like a caged animal,
r enenberi ng.

"You'll need a table, candles, and what el se?' he asked, eager to be on with the
night's activity and suddenly mnindful that he had brought her back to this
pl ace.

"It's so much smaller than | renenber it,' she said, then added, 'just the table
and candles, |'ve brought the rest nyself.

Walegrin pulled a table closer to the hearth. Wile he gathered up candles she
unfastened her cloak and placed it over the table. She wore sonbre woollens
appropriate for a nodest woman fromthe better part of town instead of the gaudy
| ayers of the S danzo costune. Wl egrin wondered from whom she had borrowed them
and if she had told her husband after all. It mattered little so |long as she
could pierce the spell over his shard.

"Shall | leave you alone? Walegrin asked after removing the pottery fragment
fromthe pouch and placing it on the table.

"No, I don't want to be alone in here.'" Illyra shuffled her fortune cards,
droppi ng several in her nervousness, then set the deck back on the table and
asked, 'lIs it too nuch to ask for sonme wine and information about what |I'm

supposed to be | ooking for?" A trace of the bazaar scrappiness returned to her
voi ce and she was less lost within the room

"My man Thrusher wanted to lay in an orgy feast when | told himlI'd require the
common roomtonight. Then | told himl only wanted the nmen out - but it's a poor
barracks without a flask in it, poorer than Sanctuary.' He found a half-filled
wi neski n behind a sideboard, squirted some into his nouth, and swallowed with a

rare smle. 'Not the best vintage, but passable. You'll have to drink fromthe
skin...' He handed it to her
"I drank from a skin before |'d seen a cup. It's a trick you never forget.'

Il'lyra took the wneskin from him and caught a nmouthful of w ne wthout
splattering a drop. 'Now, Walegrin,' she began, enbol dened by the nusty w ne,
"Wal egrin, | can't get either your pottery nor Haakon's oranges out of ny nind.
What is the connection?

"If this Haakon peddles Enlibar oranges, then it's sinple. | got the shard in
Enlibar, in the ruins of the armury there. W searched three days and found
only this. But, if anyone's got a greater piece he knows not what he has, else
there'd be an arny massi ng sonewhere that'd have the Enpire quaking.'

Illyra's eyes widened. 'All froma piece of cheap red clay?

'"Not the pottery, mny dear sister. The arnourer put the fornmula for Enlibar stee
on a clay tablet and had a wi zard spell the glaze to conceal it. |I sensed the
spell, but | cannot break it.'
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"But this might only be a small piece.'" |Illyraran her finger along the
fragment's worn edges. ' Maybe not even a vital part.'

"Your S danzo gifts are heedless of tine, are they not?
"Wll, yes - the past and future are clear to us.

' Then you should be able to scry back to when the gl aze was applied and glinpse
the entire tablet.'

Illyra shifted wuneasily. 'Yes, perhaps, |I could glinpse it but, Wilegrin,
don't "read",' she shrugged and grinned with the w ne.

Wal egrin frowned, considering the near-perfect irony of the curse's functioning.
No doubt Illyra could, would, see the conplete tablet and be unable to tell him
what was on it.

"Your cards, they have witing on them' He pointed at the runic verses hoping
that she could read runes but not ordinary script.

She shrugged again. 'l use the pictures and ny gifts. My cards are not S danzo
work.' She seened to apol ogi ze for the deck's origin, turning the pile face down
to hide the offensive ink trails. 'S danzo are artists. W paint pictures in

fate.' She squirted herself another nouthful of w ne.

"Pictures?" Walegrin asked. 'Wuld you see a clear enough imge of the tablet to
draw its double here on the table?

"I could try. |I've never done anything |ike that before.
"Then try now,' Wl egrin suggested, taking the wi neskin away from her.

Illyra placed the shard atop the deck, then brought both to her forehead.
Exhaling until she felt the world grow dim the wi ne-euphoria | eft her and she
becane S' danzo exercising that capricious gift the prinordial gods had settled
upon her kind. She exhal ed again and forgot that she was in her nother's death
chanber. Eyes closed, she |lowered the deck and pottery to the table and drew
three cards, face up.

Seven of Ore: again, red clay; the potter with his wheel and kil n.

Quicksilver: a molten waterfall; the al chemc ancestor of all ores: the ace-card
of the suit of Oes.

Two of Ore: steel; war-card; death-card with masked nen fighting. She spread her
fingers to touch each card and |l ost herself in search of the Enlibrite forge

The arnmourer was old, his hand shook as he nbved the brush over the unfired
tablet. An equally ancient wizard fretted beside him glancing fearfully over

her shoul der beyond the Ilimts of |Illyra's S danzo gifts. Their clothing was
like nothing Illyra had seen in Sanctuary. The vision wavered when she thought
of the present and she dutifully returned to the arnoury. Illyra nmmcked the

arnourer's nmotions as he covered the tablet with rows of dense, inconprehensible
synbols. The wi zard took the tablet and sprinkled fine sand over it. He chanted
a sing-song |anguage as neaningless as the ink marks. |Illyra sensed the
begi nnings of the spell and withdrew across tine to the barracks in Sanctuary.

Wal egrin had renoved the cloth fromthe table and placed a charcoal stylus in
her hand w thout her sensing it. For a fleeting .noment she conpared her copying
to the images still in her mind. . Then the imge was gone and she was fully
back in the room quietly watching Walegrin as he stared at the table.

"I's it what you wanted?' she asked softly.
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Wal egrin did not answer, but threw back his head in cynical laughter. 'Ah, ny
sister! Your nother's people are clever. Their curse reaches back to the dawn of
time. Look at this!’

He pointed at the copied lines and obediently Illyra exam ned them cl osely.
' They are not what you wanted?

Wal egrin took the card of Quicksilver and pointed to the lines of script that

delineated the waterfall. 'These are the runes that have been used since 1lsig
attained her height, but this -' he traced a squiggle on the table, "this is
older than Ilsig. By Calisard, Vortheld, and a thousand gods of |ong dead
sol diers, how foolish 1've been! For vyears |I've chased the secret of Enlibar

steel and never realized that the formula would be as old as the ruins we found
it in'

Illyra reached across the table and held his clenched fists between her pal ns.
"Surely there are those who can read this? How di fferent can one sort of witing
be from another?' she asked with an illiterate's innocence.

"As different as the speech of the Raggah is fromyours.'

Illyra nodded. It was not the tinme to tell himthat when the Raggah cane to
trade they bargained wth hand signals so none could hear their speech. 'You
could go to a scriptoriumalong Governor's Wal k. They sell letters like Blind
Jakob sells fruit - it won't nmatter what the letter says as long as you pay the

price,' she suggested.

"You don't understand, 'Lyra. If the formula becones known again, anbition wll
seek it out. Rulers will armtheir nen with Enlibar steel and set out to conquer
their neighbours. Wars will ruin the land and the nen who live on it.' MWalegrin
had cal ned hinself and begun to trace the charcoal scratches onto a piece of
transl ucent parchnent.

"But, you wish to have it."' Illyra's tone becane accusing

"For ten years |'ve canpaigned for Ranke. I've taken ny men far north, beyond
the plains. In those |ands there're nomads w th no cause to fear us. Swift and
out nunbering us by thousands they cut through our ranks |I|ike a knife through
soft cheese. We fell back and the Enperor had our commanders hung as cowards. W
went forwards again, with new officers, and were thrown back again with the sane
results. I was comm ssioned nyself and feared we'd be sent forwards a third
time, but Ranke has di scovered easier gold to conquer in the east and the arny
left its dead in the field to chase sone other Inperial anbition

"I remenbered the stories of Enlibar. | hid there when | first escaped this
town. Wth Enlibar steel my nen's swords would reap nonad bl cod and | would not
be deenmed a coward

‘"I found nen in the capitol who listened to ny plans. They knew the arny and
knew the battlefield. They're no friends of a hidebound Enperor who sees no nore
of war than a parade ground, but they becane ny friends. They gave ne |eave to
search the ruins with ny men and arranged for the garrison posts here when all
onens said the answer lay in Sanctuary. If | can return to tnemwth the fornmula
the army won't be the whipping-boy of |azy Enperors. Someday nen who understand
steel and blood would rule ... but, I've failed them The damed S danzo curse
has preceded ne! The nage was gone when | got here and ny dreans have receded
further with each step |.decided to take.

"Walegrin,' Illyra began, 'the S danzo are not that powerful. Look at the cards.
I cannot read your witing, but I can read themand there are no curses in your
fate. You've found what you cane for. Red clay yields steel through the Oe
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rul er, Quicksilver. True, Quicksilver is a deceiver, but only because its depths
are conceal ed. Quicksilver wll let you change this scribbling into sonething
more to your liking.' She was S danzo again, dispensing wi sdom am d her candl es,
but wthout the bright colours and heavy kohl her words had a new urgent
sincerity.

You are touched by the same curse! You lie wth your husband yet have no
children.'

Illyra shrank back ashaned. 'I ... | use the S danzo gifts; | nust believe in
their powers. But you seek the power of steel and war. You need not believe in
S' danzo; you need not fear them You ran away - you escaped! The only curse upon
you is that of your own guilt.'

She averted her eyes fromhis face and collected her cards carefully 1lest her
trenbling fingers send the deck flying across the rough-hewn floors. She shook
out her cloak, getting relief fromher anger in the whip-like snap of the heavy
mat eri al

"I've answered vyour questions. 1'll take ny paynent, if you please.' She
ext ended her hand, still not |ooking at his face.

Wal egrin unfastened the suede pouch fromhis belt and placed it on the table.
"I"lIl get the torch and we can | eave for the bazaar.

"No, I'll take the torch and go al one.'

The streets are no place for a woman after dark.

"Il get by - | did before.

"Il have one of my nmen acconpany you.'

"Al'l right," Illyra agreed, inwardly relieved by the conprom se.

From the speed with which the sol dier appeared Illyra guessed he had been right
outside all along and party to everything that had passed. Regardless, the nan
took the torch and wal ked slightly ahead of her, attentive to duty but without
any attenpt at conversation until they reached the bazaar gates where Illyra had
to step forwards to guide them both through the maze of stalls.

She took her | eave of the man without farewell and slipped into the darkness of
her home. Familiarity obviated need for [Iight. She noved quickly and quietly,
folding the clothes into a neat bundle and storing the precious pouch wth her
few ot her val uabl es before easing into the warm bed.

"You've returned safely. | was ready to pull on ny trousers and cone | ooking for
you. Did he give you all that he prom sed?' Dubro whispered, settling his arns
around her.

"Yes, and | answered all his questions. He has the fornmula now for Enlibar
steel, whatever that is, and if his purposes are true he'll make nuch of it.
Her body released its tensionin a series of snmall spasns and Dubro held her
tighter.

"Enlibar steel,' he nused softly. 'The swords of |egend were of Enlibar steel
The nman who possesses such steel now would be a man to be reckoned with ... even
if he were a blacksmith.'

Illyra pulled the |inen over her ears and pretended not to hear.

' Sweet nreat s! Sweet neats! Always the best in the bazaar
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Al ways the best in Sanctuary!

Morni ngs were normal again with Haakon wheeling his cart past the blacksmith's
stall before the crowds disrupted the community. Illyra, one eye ringed with
kohl and the other still pristine, raced out to purchase their breakfast treats.

"There's news in the town,' the vendor said as he dropped three of the pastries
onto Illyra's plate. "'Twice news in fact. Al of last night's watch fromthe
garrison took its |leave of the town during the night and the crippled scribe who
lived in the Street of Arnourers was carried off amd nuch scream ng and
commtion. O course, there was no watch to answer the call. The Hell Hounds
consider it beneath themto patrol the lawabiding parts of town.' Haakon's ire
was explained, in part, by his own residence in the upper floors of a house on
the Street of Arnourers.

Illyra | ooked at Dubro, who nodded slowy in return
‘"M ght they be connected?" she asked.

"Pah! What would fleeing garrison troops want with a man who reads fifteen dead
| anguages but can't pass water w thout soneone to guide his hands?

What i ndeed?

Dubro went back to his forge and Illyra stared over the bazaar walls to the
pal ace whi ch marked the northern extent of the town. Haakon, who had expected a
| ess mysterious reaction to his news, nuttered farewell and wheeled his cart to
anot her stall for a nore synpathetic audi ence.

The first of the day's townsfolk could he heard arguing wth other vendors.

Illyra hurried back into the shelter of the stall to conmplete her daily
transformation into a S danzo crone. She pulled Walegrin's three Ore cards from
her deck and placed themin the pouch wth her nother's jewellery, [|it the

incense of gentle-forgetting, and greeted the first querent of the day.

THE DREAM OF THE SORCERESS
by A. E. Van Vogt

The scream brought Stulwi g awake in pitch darkness. He lay for a |ong nonent
stiff with fear. Like any resident of old, decadent Sanctuary his first fleeting
thought was that the ancient city, with its night prow ers, had produced anot her
victims cry of terror. This one was alnost as close to his second-floor,
greenhouse resi dence as-

Hi s mnd paused. Realization cane, then, in a nickering self-condemati on.
Did it again!

H s special nightmare. It had cone out of that shaded part of his brain where he
kept his one dark nenory. Never a clear recall. Perhaps not even real. But it
was all he had fromthe night three years and four noons ago when his father's
death cry had conme to himin his sleep

He was sitting up, now, balancing hinself on the side of the couch. And thinking
once nore, guiltily: if only that first time | had gone to his roomto find out.

Instead, it was norning before he had discovered the dead body with its slit
throat and its horrifying grimace. Yet there was no sign of a struggle. Wich
was odd. Because his father at fifty was physically a good exanple of the
healer's art he anc" Alten both practised. Lying there in the light of day after
his death, his spraw ed body | ooked as powerful and strong as that of his son at
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thirty.

The vivid i mages of that past disaster faded. Stulw g sank back and down onto
the sheep fur. Covered hinmself. Listened in the continuing dark to the sound of
wi nd against a corner of his greenhouse. It was a strong wind; he could feel the
bedroomtrenble. Mnents later, he was still awake when he heard a faraway
muffl ed cry - someone being nurdered out there in the Maze?

Qddly, that was the final steadying thought. It brought his inner world into
bal ance with the outer reality. After all, this was Sanctuary where, every hour
of each night, a life ended violently like a candle snuffed out.

At this time of early, early norning he could think of no purpose that he could
have about anything. Not with those dark, dirty, dusty, w ndblown streets. Nor
inrelation to the sad dreamthat had brought himto shocked awareness. Not hing
for himto do, actually, but turn over, and-

He woke with a start. It was daylight. And someone was knocking at his outer
door two rooms away.

"One nonent!' he called out.

Naturally, it required several nonents. A fewto tunble out of his night robe
And even nore to slip into the tunic, healer's gown, and slippers. Then he was
hurryi ng through the bright sunlight of the greenhouse. And on into the dimess
of the hallway beyond, with its solid door. Solid, that was, except for the vent

at mouth level. Stulwig placed his lips at his end of the slanted vent, and
asked,

"Who is it?

The answering voice was that of a woman. 'It's ne. Illyra. Al one.

The seeress! Stulwig's heart quickened. Hi s instant hope: another chance for her
favours. And alone - that was a strange admission this early in the norning.

Hastily, he unblocked the door. Smung it open, past his own gaunt form And
there she stood in the dimess, at the top of his stairway. She was arrayed as
he remenbered her, in her nunerous skirts and S danzo scarfs. But the beautifu
face above all those cloth frills was already shaded with creans and powders.

She said, 'Alten, | dreamed of you.' | There was sonething in her tone: an
inmplication of darkness. Stulwig felt an instant chill. She was giving him a
sorceress's signal

Her presence, alone, began to nmake sense. What she had to offer him transcended
a man's itching for a wonman. And she expected himto realize it.

Standi ng there, just inside his door, Stulwig grew aware that he was trenbling.
A dream The dream of a sorceress.

He swal |l owed. And found his voice. It was |located deep in his throat, for when
he spoke it was a husky sound: 'Wat do you want ?'

"I need three of your herbs.' She naned them stypia, gernay, dalin.

This was the bargaining nonent. And in the world of Sanctuary there were few
victims at such a tinme. From his already |ong experience, Stulwig nade his
offer: 'The stypia and the gernay for the dream For the dalin one hour in nmy
bed tonight for an assignation.'

Sil ence. The bright eyes seened to shrink

"What's this? asked Stulwig. 'Is it possible that with your see-ress's sight
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you believe that this tine there will be no evasion?

Twi ce before, she had nade rel uctant assignation agreenments. On each occasion, a
series of happenings brought about a circunstance whereby he needed her
assi stance. And for that, release fromthe assignati on was her price.

Stulwig's voice softened to a gentler tone: 'Surely, it's time, ny beautiful,
that you di scover how much greater pleasure it is for a woman to have |ying on
her the weight of a normal man rather than that nonstrous mass of blacksmith's
muscl es, the possessor of which by sone nysterious power captured you when you
were still too young to know any better. Is it a bargain?

She hesitated a nonent |longer. And then, as he had expected after hearing the
nane of the third drug, she nodded.

A business transaction. And that required the goods to be on hand. Stulwg
didn't argue. 'Wait!' he adnonished. n

Hi nsel f, he did not wait. Instead, he backed quickly out of the hallway and into
the greenhouse. He presumed that, with her seeress's sight, she knew that he
knew about the very special person who wanted the dalin. He felt tolerant. That
prince - he thought. In spite of all the advice the wonmen receive as to when
they are, and are not, capable of accepting the male seed, the youthful governor
evidently possesses his concubines so often that they are unable to divert his
favours away fromthe one who - by sorceress's wisdom - is nost likely in the
time of pregnancy capability.

And so - a niscarriage was needed. A herb to bring it on

Suppr essi ng excitenent, the dream al nost forgotten in his state of
overstimulation, the healer located all three herbs, in turn. The stypia canme
froma flowering plant that spread itself over one entire end of his big, bright
room Someone woul d be using it soon for a persistent headache. The gernay was a
m xture of two roots, a flower, and a leaf, all ground together, to be nmade into
atea wth boiling water, steeped, and drunk throughout the day. It was for
consti pation.

VWhile he worked swiftly, deftly, putting each separately into a small pouch,
Stulwig pictured Illyra leaving her little stall. At the opportune nonent she
had pushed aside the black curtains that blocked her away fromthe sight of
curious passersby. His mental image was of a one-roomdwelling place in a dreary
part of the Maze. Coming out of that flimsy shelter at this hour of the norning
was not the wi sest act even for a seeress. But, of course, she would have some
knowi ng to guide her. So that she could dart from one conceal nent to another at
exactly the right nmonments, avoiding danger. And then, naturally, once she got to
the narrow stairway |leading up to his roof abode, there would be only the need
to verify that no one was lurking on the staircase itself.

He brought the three bags back to the hallway, and placed two of them into her
sl ender hands. And with that, there it was again, the reason for her visit. The
special dream For him

He waited, not daring to say anything for, suddenly, there was that tenseness
agai n.

She seened not to need pronpting. She said sinply, "In ny dream Ils cane to ne
in the form of an angry young man and spoke to nme about you. Hi's manner was
feroci ous throughout; and ny inpression is that he is displeased with you.' She
finished, 'In his human form he had jet black hair that came down to his
shoul ders."

There was silence. Inside Stulwi g, a blankness spread from sone inner centre of
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fear. A nunmbness seened to be in all locations.
Finally: '"Us!' he croaked.
The i npossi bl e!

There were tales that reported the chief god of old 11sig occasionally
interfering directly in human affairs. But that he had done so in connection
with Alten Stulw g brought a sense of iminent disaster

Illyra seened to know what he was feeling. ' Something about your father,' she
said, softly, '"is the problem'

Her hand and armreached out. Gently, she took hold of the third pouch; tugged
at it. Stulwig let go. He watched nunbly as she turned and went rapidly down the
stairway. Monents later there was a flare of light as the bottom door opened

and shut. Just before it <closed he had a glinpse of the alley that was there,
and of her turning to go left.

Us!

Al that morning, after the sick people started to arrive, Stulwig tried to put
the thought of the god out of his mind. There were several persons who tal ked
excessively about their ailnents; and for a change he let themranble on. The
sound of each person's voice, in turn, distracted himfor a precious time from
his inner feeling of immnent disaster. He was accustoned to pay attention, to
compare, and decide. And, somehow, through all the nunbness he nanaged to hold
onto that ability.

A persistent stomach ache - 'Wat have you been eating? The flower of the agris
pl ant was exchanged for a silver coin.

A pain in the chest. 'How | ong? Were, exactly? The root of the dark nelles was
eaten and swallowed while he watched, in exchange for one small Rankan gold
pi ece.

Persistently bl eeding guns. The flower and seeds of a rose, and the light brown
grindings fromthe husk of grain were handed over, with the instruction: 'Take a
spoonf ul each nmor ni ng and ni ght."' ,

There were a dozen like that. Al were anxious and disturbed. And they took up
his time until the norning was al nost over. Suddenly, the visitors ceased to
conme. At once, there was the awful thought of Ils the Mghty, angry with him

"What could he want of ne?'

That was the persistent question. Not, what purpose could Alten Stulwi g have in
this awful predicament? But what intention did the super-being have in relation
to hin? O what did he require of hinf

It was al nost the noon hour before the second possibility finally penetrated the
madness of nerely waiting for further signals. And the nore personal thought
took form

"It'"s up to ne. | should ask certain people for advice, or even-' sudden hope
"information.'

Just like that he had sonething he coul d do.

At that nonment there was one nore patient. And then, as the rather stocky woman
departed wth her Ilittle |eather bag clutched in one greasy hand, Stulwg
hastily put on his street boots. Gabbed his stave. And, nonents later, was
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headi ng down the stairs two at a tine.

Arrived at the bottom naturally, he paused. And peered forth cautiously. The
narrow street, as he now saw it, pointed both Ileft and right. The nearest
crossing was an alleyway to the left. And Stulwig presumed, as his gaze flicked

back and forth, |Illyra, on her |eave-taking that norning, had turned up that
al | ey.
-Though it was still not clear why she had gone |eft when her stall was to the

right. Going by the alley was, for her, a |long, devious route hone...

Hi s own destination, already decided, required Stulwig to pass her stall. And
so, his stave at the ready, he wal ked rightwards. A few dozen steps brought him
to a crowded thoroughfare. Again, a pause. And, once nore, his gaze flicking
back and forth. Not that he felt in danger here, at this hour. Wiat he saw was a
typical throng. There were the short people who wore the sheeny satinish cloth
of west Caronne. They mingled casually with the taller folk in dark tunics from
the far south of the Enpire. Equally at ease were red-garbed sailors on shore
| eave froma Cleean vessel. Here and there a S danzo wonan in her rich attire
reminded himof Illyra. There were other races, and other dress, of course. But
these were nore of a kind. The shabby poor. The thieves. The beggars. Al too
simlar, one to the other, to be readily identified.

For a few monents, as he stood there, Stulwig' s owmn problemfaded fromthe
forefront of his mind. Inits place came a feeling he had had before: a sense of
wonder .

Me! Here in this fantastic worl d.

Al'l these people. This street, with its ancient buildings, its towers, and its
m narets. And the nmeaning of it all going back and back into the dimreaches of
a fabul ous history.

Alnmost - standing there - Stulwig forgot where he was heading. And when the
menory came again it seemed to have a different form

A nore practical form As if what he had in mnd was a first step of severa
t hat woul d presently | ead him to - what ? Ment al pause.

It was, he realized, the first dim notion of having a goal beyond nere
information. First, of course, the facts; those he had to have.

Sonehow, everything was suddenly clearer. As he started forwards it was al nost
as if he had a purpose with a solution inplicit init.

Illyra's stall he passed a short tine |ater. Vague di sappoi ntnent, then, as he
saw that the black curtains were drawn.

Stulwi g stal ked on, headi ng west out of town across the bridge which spanned the
Wiite Foal River. He ignored the holloweyed stares of the Downwi nders as he
passed their hovels, and only slowed his pace when he reached his destination, a
|arge estate lorded over by a walled mansion. A sell-sword stood guard just
inside the large, spreading yard. Theirs was a | anguage Stulw g understood. He
took out two coppers and held themforth. -

"Tell Jubal that Alien Stulwig wishes to see him'

The coppers were skilfully palned, and transferred to a slitted pocket in the
tight-fitting toga. In a baritone voice the sell-sword called out the nessage -

Stulwig entered the throne room and saw that gl eani ng-skinned black man sitting
on the throne chair. He bowed courteously- towards the throne. Whereupon Juba
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waved one |arge arm beckoning his visitor. And then he sat scowing as Stulwg
told his story. o

Despite the scow, there was no resistance, or antagonism in the bright, w cked
eyes; only interest. Finally, as Stulwig fell silent, the nerchant said, 'You
believe, as | understand you, that one or another of mnmy numerous paid informants
may have heard sonething at the time of your father's death that woul d provide a
clue: information, in short, that is not even available froma sorceress.

"I so believe,' acknow edged Stul wig.

"And how nuch will you pay if |I can correctly recall sonething that was said to
me in passing nore than three |ong years ago?

Stulwi g hesitated; and hoped that his desperation did not show on that sunburned
face of his; it was the one thing the chapped skin was good for: sonetimes it
enabled himto conceal his feelings. What he sensed now was a high cost; and the
best outward show for that was to act as if this was a matter about which he was
merely curious. 'Perhaps,' he said, in his best practical tone, 'your next two
visits for healing free-'

"For what | renenber,' said the big black, 'the price is the nedi um Rankan gold
piece and the two visits.'

Long, unhappy pause. All this trouble and cost for an innocent man who, hinself,
had done nothing. It seemed unfair. 'Perhaps,' ventured Stulwig, 'if you were to
give me the information | could decide if the price is nmerited.

He was slightly surprised when Jubal nodded. 'That seens reasonable. W're both
men of our word.' The big man twisted his lips, as if he were considering. Then

"The nmorning after your father died, a night prow er who watches the dark hours
for me saw Vashanka come through your door - not out of it, through it. He was
briefly a figure of dazzling light as he noved down the street. Then he vani shed
in a blinding puff of brightness akin to lightning. The flareup, since it lit up
the entire street, was seen by several other persons, who did not knowits
origin.'

Jubal continued, 'l should tell you that there is an old story that a god can go
through a wall or a door only if a second god is nearby on the other side. So we
may reason that for Vashanka to be able to energe in the fashion described there
was anot her god outside. However, ny informants did not see this second nighty
bei ng."’

"Bu-u-t-t!" Stulwig heard a stuttering voice. And only when the nad sound
collapsed into silence did he realize that it was his own nmouth that had tried
to speak.

What he wanted to say, what was trying to form in his mnd" and in his tongue
was that, for Vashanka to have penetrated into the barricaded greenhouse in the
first place, then there nust already have been a god inside; who had sonmehow
inveigled his way past his father's cautious resistance to night-tine visitors.

The words, the meaning, wouldn't conme. The logic of it was too inprobable for
Stulwig to pursue the matter

@ul ping, he funbled in his pocket. Identified the desired coin with his fingers.
Brought it ont. And laid it into the outstretched palm The price was cheap - it
was as if a voice inside himspoke his acceptance of that truth.

For a while after Stulwig |eft Jubal's grounds, his feeling was that he had now
done what there was to do. He had the information he had craved. So what else
was there? Go hone and - and -Back to normal cy.
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It was an unfortunate way of describing the reality to hinself. It brought a
mental picture of a return to his daily routine as if no warning had been given.
H s deep, awful feeling was that sonething nore was expected of him Wat could
it be?

It was noon. The glowing orb in the sky burned down upon Stulw g. H s already
m serably sunburned face itched abom nably, and he kept scratching at the scabs;
and hating hinsel f because his sun-sensitive skin was his one disaster that no
herb or ointment seemed to help. And here he was stunbling in the direct rays,
making it worse

He was wal king wunsteadily, half-blinded by his own inner turnmoil and physica

di sconfort, essentially not heeding the crowds around himwhhen ... the part of
himthat was guiding him holding himaway fromcollisions, helping him find a
pat hway through an everchanging river of people - that part, still sonehow

observant, saw a famliar nman's face.

Stulwi g stopped short. But already the man was gone by; his feet scraping at the
same dusty street as were the feet of a dozen other passers of the nonent;
scraping dust and breathing it in.

Normal Iy, Stulwi g would have let himgo. But this was not a normal time. He spun
around. He jammed his stave against the ground as a brace. And took four, |[|ong,
swi ft steps. He reached.

Al nost gently, then, his fingers touched the sleeve and, through it, the arm of
the man. ' Cappen Varra,' Stulw g said.

The young man with the long black hair that rested on his shoulders turned his
head. The tone ofStulwig's voice was evidently not threatening; for Cappen
merely paused without tensing. Nor did he make a quick reach of the hand towards
the bl ade at his side.

But it took several monments before he seened to realize who his interceptor was.
Then: 'Onh! the healer? He spoke questioningly.

Stulwi g was apologetic. 'I would |like to speak to you, sir. Though, as | recal
it you only sought ny services on one occasion. And | think sonebody told ne
that you had recently departed from Sanctuary for a visit to your distant hone.'

The nminstrel did not reply imediately. He was backing off, away from the main
stream of that endlessly noving crowd; backing towards a small space between a
fruit stand and a table on which stood a dozen small crates, each containing a

hal f-dozen or so snall, live, edible, noisy birds.

Since Stulwig had shuffled after him Cappen was able to say in a |low voice, 'lIt
was a very decisive time for me. The herbs you gave ne produced a series of
regurgitations which probably saved ny life. I still believe | was served

poi soned food."'
"I need advice,' said Alten Stulw g.
"We can talk here,' said Cappen

It was not an easy story to tell. There was a rise and fall of street sounds.
Several tinmes he coughed froman intake of dust thrown at himby the heel of a
passerby. But in the end he had conpleted his account. And it was then,
suddenly, that the other man's eyes w dened, as if a startling thought had come
to him

"Are you telling ne that you are seriously pursuing the nmurderer of your father,
despite that you have now di scovered that the killer may well be the second nost
power ful Rankan god?
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It was the first time that neaning had been spoken so exactly. Stulwig found
hi nsel f suddenly as startled as his questioner. Before he could say anything,
the | ean-faced, good-|ooki ng wandering singer spoke again: 'What - what happens
if he ever

| ets you catch up with hinf

The way the question was worded sonmehow steadied the healer. He said, 'As we
know, Vashanka can conme to ne any tinme he wishes. M problemis that | do not
know why he came to ny father, nor why he would come to me? If | could find that
out, then perhaps | could go to the tenple of Ils and ask the priests for help.

Cappen frowned, and said, 'Since you seem to have these powerful purposes,
perhaps | should remind you of the nyth.' He went on: 'You knowthe story.
Vashanka is the god of warriors and weapons, the w el der of |ightning, and other
powerful forces. You know of this?

"What | don't understand,’ Stulwig replied helplessly, 'is why would such a
being kill nmy father?

"Perhaps-' a shrug - 'they were rivals for the affection of the same woman.' He
went on, 'It is well known that the gods frequently assume human formin order
to have concourse with human fenmales.' The beautiful male face tw sted. The
bright eyes gazed into Stulwig's. 'l have heard stories,' Cappen said, 'that

you, as your father before you, often accept a wonan's favours in exchange for
your services as a healer; the woman havi ng nothing else to give pays the price
in the tine-honoured way of nale-female. As a consequence you actually have many
hal f-brothers out there in the streets, and you yourself - so it has been said
have sired a dozen sons and daughters, unacknow edged because of course no one
can ever be sure who is the father of these nunerous waifs, unless there is
unni st akabl e facial resenbl ance.

Anot her shrug. 'I'mnot blam ng you. These are the truths of our world. But-'

He stopped. Hi s hand extended gingerly, and touched Stulwig's stave. 'It's tough
wood. '

Stulwi g was uneasy. 'Awkward to handle in close quarters, and scarcely a weapon
to ward of f the god of I|ightning.

"Neverthel ess,' said Cappen, '"it's your best defence. Use it firmy. Keep it
between you and any attacker. Yield ground and flee only when there's a good
monent . '

"But,' protested Stulw g, 'suppose Vashanka seeks ne out? Shall | pit ny staff
against the Rankan god of war? \Wen Cappen nerely stood there, | ooking
indifferent now, the healer continued in a desperate tone, 'There are stories of
how Il s helped individuals in battle in the old days. But | grew up after the'
Rankan conquest and -' he was gloony - ' sonehow the powers of the defeated god
of old Ilsig didn't seemworth inquiring about. So |I'mignorant of what he did,
or how.'

Abruptly, Cappen Varra was inpatient. 'You asked for ny advice,' he said curtly.
‘"Il have given it to you. Goodbye.'

He wal ked off into the crowd.

They brought Stulwig before the prince, who recognized him "Wy, it's the
heal er,' he said. Wereupon, he glanced question-ingly at Mlin Torchbearer

The hall of justice was all too brightly Iit by the nmid-afternoon sunlight. The
sun was at that location in the sky whereby its rays shone directly through the
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slanting vents that were designed to catch, and siphon off, rain water ... as
the high priest said accusingly, 'Your npbst gracious excellency, we found this
follower of Ils in the tenple of Vashanka.

Wth the brilliant Iight pouring down upon him Stulwi g started towards the dais
- and the two Hell Hounds, who had been holding him |et him go.

He stopped only when he cane to the |ong wooden barrier that separated the
accused crimnals fromthe high seat, where the prince sat in judgenent. From
that fence, Stulwig spoke his protest. 'l did no harm your highness. And |
meant no harm Tell his excellency-' he addressed Torchbearer - 'that your
assistants found ne on ny knees before the-' he hesitated; he had been about to
say 'the idol'. Uneasily, his mnd noved over to the word, 'statue'. But he
rejected that al so, shuddering. After a long nonment he finished lanely - 'before
Vashanka hinsel f, praying for his assistance."'

"Yes, but a follower of Ils praying to a son of Savankal a-' Torchbearer was grim
- '"absolutely forbidden by the doctrines of our religion.'

There seened to be no answer that he could nmake. Feeling helpless, Stulwg
waited. It was a year since he had |ast seen the youthful governor, who woul d
now decide his fate. Standing there, Stulwig couldn't help but notice that there
were changes in the young ruler's appearance - for the better, it seemed to him

The prince, as all knew, was at this tine twenty years old. He had been
representative in Sanctuary for his older half-brother, the enperor, for only
one of those years, but that year had brought a certain maturity where once
there had been softness. It was still a boyish face, but a year of power had
marked it with an appearance of confidence.

The young governor seened undeci ded, as he said, 'Wll - it does not look |ike a
serious crime. | should think we woul d encourage converts rather than punishing
them' He hesitated, then followed the anenities. 'Wat penalty do you

recomend?’ He addressed the high priest of Rankan deities courteously.

There was a surprisingly long pause. Alnost, it was as if the older man was
havi ng second thoughts. Torchbearer said finally, 'Perhaps, we should inquire
what he was praying for. And then decide.

"An excellent idea,' the prince agreed heartily.

Once nore, then, Stulwig told his story, ending in a hunble tone, 'Therefore,
sir, as soon as | discovered that, apparently, the great gods thenselves were
involved in sone disagreenment, | decided to pray to Vashanka to ask what he

wanted nme to do; asked himwhat amends | could nmke for whatever ny sin mght
be.'

He was surprised as he conpleted his account to see that the prince was
frowning. And, in fact, nonents later, the young governor bent down towards one
of the men at a table below himto one side, and said sonething in a |low voice.
The aide's reply was equal ly inaudi bl e.

The youngest ruler Sanctuary had ever had thereupon faced forwards. Hi s gaze
fixed on Stulwig's face. 'There are several people in these parts,' he said in
an alarmngly severe voice, 'of whose whereabouts we mmintain a continuing
awar eness. Cappen Varra, for several reasons, is one of these. And so, M
Heal er, | have to informyou that Cappen |left Sanctuary half a noon ago, and is
not expected back for at |east two nore noons.

"B-b-bu-ut-' Stulwi g began. And stopped. Then in a high-pitched voice: 'That nan
in the seeress's dreaml' he stuttered. 'Long black hair to the shoulders. Ils in
human form'
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There was silence after he had spoken there in that great hall of justice, where
a yout hful Rankan prince sat in judgenent, |ooking down fromhis high bench.
O her offenders were waiting in the back of the room They were guarded by
slaves, with the two Hell Hounds that had brought Stulwi g acting as overseers.

So there would be witnesses to this judgenent. The wi sdom of it, whatever course
it mght take, would be debated when the news of it got out.

Standing there, Stulwig suppressed an inpulse to renmind his highness of a
certain night thirteen noons ago. In the wee hours he had been called out of his
bed, and escorted to the pal ace.

On that occasion he had been taken directly into the prince's bedroom There he
found a frightened young nan, who had awakened in the darkness with an extrenely
fast heartbeat - nore than double nornmal, Stulw g di scovered when he counted the
pul se. The attending court healer had not been able, by his arts, to slowthe
madly beating organ. Stulwi g had braced hinself, and had taken the time to ask
the wusual questions, which produced the information that his highness had
i mbi bed excessively all evening.

A mnor heart condition was thus reveal ed. The cure: primarily time for the body
to di spose of the alcohol through normal channels. But Stulwi g asked, and was
given, permission to return to his greenhouse. He raced there accompanied by a
Hel | Hound. Arrived at his quarters, he procured the mixture of roots, nettles,
and a large red flower which, when steeped in boiling water, and swallowed in
mout hful s every few mnutes, wthin an hour had the heartbeat down, not to
normal, but sufficiently to be reassuring.

He thereupon inforned the young man that according to his father persons that he
had attended when they were young, who had the same reaction, were still alive
two decades later. The prince was greatly relieved, and promsed to |limt
hinself to no nore than one drink of an evening.

Rerai ned, then, the task of saving face for the court healer. Wich Stulwig did
by thanking that disgraced individual for calling him for consultation; and,
within the hearing of the prince, adding that it took many individuals to

accunul ate experience of all the ills that nen were heir to. 'And one of these
days | shall be asking your help.'

Woul d the yout hful governor remenber that night, and decide - hopeful thought
that Alten Stulwi g was too val uable to penalize?

What the prince did, first, was ask one nore question. He said, 'During the tine
you were with the person who seened to be Cappen Varra, did he break into song,
or recite a verse?

The significance of the question was instantly apparent. The minstrel was known
for his gaiety, and his free and easy renditions wunder all circunstances.
Stulwig nmade haste to say, 'No, highness, not a sound, or a poetic phrase.
Contrariw se, he seened very serious.

A few nonents later, the prince rendered his judgement. He said, 'Since nighty
Vashanka hinmself seenms to be acting directly in this matter, it would be
presunptuous of us to interfere.

The lean-faced young man glanced at Mdlin. The high priest hesitated, then
nodded. Whereupon the prince turned once nore to Stulw g.

'Most worthy healer,' he said, 'you are released to whatever the future holds
for you. May the gods di spense justice upon you, bal ancing your virtues against
your sins.'

'-So he does renenber!' thought Stulwig, gratefully.
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Surprisingly, after he had been escorted outside, Stulwi g knew at once whi ch was
the proper place for him to go. Many tinmes he had been confronted by grief or
guilt, or the hopel essness of a slighted | over, or a betrayed wife. For none of
these had his herbs ever accomplished nore than a passing nonent of sleep or
unconsci ousness.

So now, as he entered the Wulgar Unicorn, he nuttered under his breath the
bitter advice he had given on those special occasions for what his father had
called ailnments of the spirit. The words, heard only by hinmself, were: 'Wat you
need, Alten, is a good stiff drink.' It was the ancient prescription for cal mng
the overw ought or the overenotional. In its fashion, however, |liquor in fact
was a concoction of brewed herbs, and so within his purview

The snmell of the inn was already in his nostrils. The dimy lit interior blanked
his vision. But Stulwig could see sufficiently well so that he was aware of
vague figures sitting at tables, and of the gl eam of polished wood. He sniffed
the mingling odours of hot food cooking. And already felt better

And he knew this interior sufficiently well. So he strode forwards confidently
towards the dividing barrier where the brew was normally di spensed. And he had
his lips parted to give his order when his eyes, nore accustoned to the 1|ight,

saw who it was that was taking the orders.

"' One-Thunb!' The nane was alnbst torn out of his lips; so great was his
surprise and delight.

Eagerly, he reached forwards and grasped the other's thick hand. 'My friend, you
had us all worried. You have been absent-' He stopped, confused. Because the
time involved even for a long journey was 1long. Muich nore than a year. He
finished his greeting with a gulp, 'You are right welcone, sir.

The owner of the Vulgar Unicorn had become nore visible with each passing
monent. So that when he gestured with one of his big hands at a helper, Stulwg
perceived the entire action; even saw the youth turn and cone over.

The rol y-poly but rugged One-Thunb indicated a table in one corner. Bring two
cups of brew thither for nmy friend and nyself,' he said. To Alten he added, '
woul d have words with you, sir.'

So there they sat presently. And, after several sips, One-Thunb said, 'I shal
say qui ckly what need be said. Alten, | nust confess that | amnot the real One
Thumb. | came because, wth ny sorcerer's seeing, when this past noon hour ny
body took on the format which you are gazing, | had a visitor who inforned ne
that the transformation to a known person related to you.'

It was a long explanation. Long enough for Stulwig to have a variety of
reactions. First, ammzenent. Then, progressively, various puzzlenments. And,
finally, tentative conprehension, and acceptance.

And since he held a drink in his hand, he raised it, and said, 'To the real One
Thunb, wherever he may be.'’

Wth that, still thinking hard as to what he could gain from this neeting, he
sipped fromhis cup; took a goodly quaff fromit, and set it down. Al the while
noticing that the other did not drink to the toast.

The fal se One-Thunb said unhappily, 'My seeing tells ne that the real One-Thunb
is in some strange location. It is not quite clear that he is still dead; but he
was killed.'

Up cane Stulwig's glass. 'Very well, then, to Enas Yorl, the sorcerer, who in
what ever shape seens to be willing to be ny friend.
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This time the other man's cup cane up slowy. He sipped. 'l suppose,' he said,
‘no one can refuse to drink to hinmself; since nmy nmotives are worthy | shall do
so.'

Stulwig's mnd was nickering again with the nmeanings of what had been said in
that |ong explanation. So, now, he asked the basic question: 'Enas,' he nunbl ed,
"in what way does your being in One-Thunb's body shape relate to ne?’

The fleshy head nodded. 'Pay careful heed,' said the voice of One-Thunb. 'The
goddess Azyuna appeared to nme as | was experiencing the anguish of changing
form and asked ne to give you this nessage. You nust go hone before dark. But
do not this night admt to your quarters any person who has the outward
appearance of a nman. Do this no natter how pitifully he begs for a healer's
assi stance, or how nany pieces of gold he is prepared to pay. Tonight, direct
all nmale visitors to other heal ers.

It took a while to drink to that, and to wonder about it aloud. And, of course,
as Sanctuarites, they discussed once nore the story of Azyuna. How Vashanka had
di scovered that she (his sister) and his ten brothers had plotted to nurder the

f at her-god of Ranke, Savankal a. \Whereupon, Vashanka in his rage slew all ten of
the brothers; but his sister he reserved for a worse fate. She becane his
unwi | ling mistress. And at times when the wi nds nbaned and sobbed, it was said

that Azyuna was again being forced to pay the price of her intended betrayal of
her parents.

And now she had cone down from heaven to warn a nere hunman bei ng agai nst the
brot her who exacted that shame from her. '

"How,' asked Stulwig, after he had quaffed nost of a second cup and had
accordingly reached a philosophical state of nind, '"would you, old wi se Enas
Yorl, explain why a goddess would take the trouble to warn a human bei ng agai nst
sonme schene of her god-brother-Iover?

'Because,' was the reply, 'she may be a goddess but she is also a woman. And as
all nmen know, wonmen get even in strange ways.'

At that, Stulwi g, remenbering certain experiences of his own, shuddered a
little, nodded agreenent, and said, '|l estimte that we have been inbibing for a
goodly tine, and so perhaps | had better take heed of your warning, and depart.
Per haps, there is sonething | can do for you. A fee, perhaps.’

‘"Make it one free visit when one of mnmy changi ng shapes be-cometh ill."’

"But not this night.' Stulwig stood up, somewhat |ightheaded, and was even able
to smle at his small jest.

"No, not this night," agreed One-Thunb, also standing up. The big man added
qui ckly, "I shall appear to acconpany you to the door as if to bid you goodbye.
But in fact | shall go out with you

And so One-Thumb will vanish once nore, perhaps this tinme forever.'

'He has done nobly this day,' said Stulw g. Wereupon he raised the al nost enpty
third cup, and said, 'To the spirit of One-Thunb, wherever it may be, ny good
wi shes.'

As it developed, Enas Yorl's plan of escape was made easy. Because as they
energed fromthe inn there, conmng up, was a small conpany of Rankan nmilitary
led by a Hell Hound. The latter, a man naned Quag, middle-aged, but with a
prideful bearing, said to Stulwig, '"Wwrd cane to his highness that you were
i mbi bi ng heavily; and so he has sent ne and this conpany to escort you to your
resi dence. '
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Stulwig turned to bid farewell to the fal se One-Thunb. And at once observed that
no such person was in sight. Quag seened to feel that he was surprised. 'He went
around that corner.' He indicated with his thunb. 'Shall we pursue hin®?

"No, no.'

It was no problem at all for a man with three cups of brew in himto step
forwards, and wal k beside a Hell Hound |ike an equal

And to say, 'I'm sonewhat surprised at his highness taking all this trouble for
a person not of Ranke birth, or-' daringly -'religion.’

Quag was calm seemingly unoffended. ' These are not matters about which I am
qualified to have an opinion.'

"OfF course,' Stulwig continued with a frown, 'getting ne back to my quarters
could place ne in a location where the mghty Vashanka could nost easily find
ne. '

They were wal king al ong a side street in the Maze. But a goodly crowd pressed by
at that nmoment. So if Quag were contenplating a reply it was interrupted by the
passi ng of so great a number of individuals.

When t hey had wended through the nob, Stulwi g continued, 'After all, we have to
renenber that it is Ils that is the god of a thousand eyes. Wich, presunably,
means that he can see sinmultaneously where everybody in the world of Ilsig is at
any one nmonent. No such claim- of nmany eyes - is nade for either Savankala or
his son, Vashanka. And so we may guess that Vashanka does not know that-'

He stopped, appalled. He had alnpst let slip that the goddess Azyuna had cone to
Enas Yorl with a warning. And, of course, her brother-lover, with his Ilimited
vi sion, would not know that she had done so.

'These are all fine points,' Stulwig finished |anely, 'and of concern only to an
i ndividual like myself who seens to have earned the displ easure of one of these
m ghty beings.'

Quag was calm 'Having lived many years,' he said, 'it could be that | have sone
clarifying information for you, whereby you may judge the seriousness of your
situation.' He continued, after a nonment of silence,' In Sanctuary, the reason

for the gods interfering in human affairs can have only one underlying notive.
Soneone has got above hinself. Wiat would be above a healer? A woman of noble
famly taken advantage of. An insult to a priest or god. Was your father guilty
of either sin?

"Hmml' Stulwig did not resist the analysis. He nodded thoughtfully in the
Sanctuary way of agreenent, shaking his head fromside to side. 'No question,'
he said, 'it was not a chance Kkilling. The assassin by some neans penetrated a
barri caded residence, coomitted the nurder, and departed without stealing any
valuables. In a city where people are daily killed nbst casually for their
possessions, when - as in this instance of mny father's assassination - the
possessi ons are untouched, we are entitled to guess a nore personal notive.

He added unhappily, 'l have to confess that the reason | did not run to his
rescue when | heard his cry, was that he had established an agreement with ne
that neither of us would intrude upon the other during the night hours. So it
coul d have been a lady of quality being avenged.'

For a small tine they walked silently. Then: 'l advise you to abandon this
search.' Quag spoke earnestly. 'Go back to your healing profession, and | eave
murderers to the authorities.'
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This time Stulwig did the up and down headshake, neaning no. He said unhappily,
"When Ils himself manifests in a dream which unnistakably comands nme to track
down the killer, | have no choi ce.

The Hell Hound's <craggy face was visibly wuninpressed. 'After all,' he said
dismissingly, '"Your Ils failed all his people in Sanctuary when he allowed the
city to be overrun by arm es that worshi pped anot her god.

"The city is being punished for its sinfulness.' Stulw g automatically spoke the
standard explanation given by the priests of Ils. 'Wen we have |learned our
| esson, and paid our penalty, the invader will be inpelled to depart.

"When | left the palace,' said Quag, 'there was no sign of the prince's slaves
packi ng his goods.' Shrugging. 'Such a departure for such a reason is difficult
for me to envision, and | suggest you build no hopes on it.

He broke off. 'Ah, here we are. As soon as you are safely inside - and of course
we' |l search the place and nake sure there is no one lurking in a dark corner-'

It was a few periods later. 'Thank you,' said a grateful Stulwig. He watched
them then, go down the stairs. When Quag paused at the bottom and | ooked back
questioningly, Stulwig dutifully closed and barricaded the door

And there he was.

It was a quiet evening. Two nmen patients and one woman patient knocked on the
door. Each, through the vent, requested healing service. Stulwig sent the nen
down the street to Kurd; and they departed in their considerably separated
times, silently accepting.

Stulwi g hesitated when he heard the woman's voice. She was a long-tinme patient,
and woul d pay in gold. Nevertheless, he finally directed her to a heal er naned
Nemi s. When the woman objected, he gave as his excuse that he had eaten bad
food, and was not well. She seened to accept that; for she went off, also.

Shortly after midnight there was a fourth hesitant knock. It was Illyra. As he
heard her whisper, sonething inside Stulwig |eaped with excitenment. She had
come, she said, as they had agreed upon that norning.

An exultant Stulwig unlocked the door. Admitted her. Mtioned her towards his
bedroom And, as she went with a heavy rustling of her nunerous skirts, he
barri caded the door again.

Monents later, he was snuffing out the candles, and flinging off his clothes.
And then in pitch darkness he joined her in the bed. As he |ocated her naked
body, he had no sense of guilt; no feeling of being wong.

In Sanctuary everybody knew the game. There were no prissies. Every wonman was
soneone's mstress whether she liked it or not. Every man was out for hinself,
and took advantage where he could. There were, true, codes of honour and
religion. But they did not apply to love, liquor, or making a living. You drove
t he hardest bargain right now.

The opportunity seen. Instantly, the mind wildly scanned the possibilities. Then
came the initial outrageous denmand, thereupon negotiated downward by the equally
determ ned defences of the second party to the transaction

And that was what had brought the beautiful Illyra into his enbrace. Her own
agreenent that, unless sonething happened to interfere, she would be available
for himin the man-wonman rel ation.

Apparently, once she realized that the bargain was binding, she did not resist
its neaning. In the darkness Stulwig found her naked body fully acceptant of
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him Conplete with nany small notions and excitenents. Mst of the wonen who
paid in kind for his services lay |like frozen statues, occasionally vibrating a
little in the final nonents of the act. After which they hastily slipped out of
bed. Dressed. And raced off down the stairs and out into the Maze.

Wth Illyra so different, even to the point of sliding her palnms over his skin,
Stulwig found hinself thinking once nore of the huge blacksmith who was her
established lover. It was hard to visualize this female, even though she seened
somewhat | arger than he woul d have guessed, w th such a massive male on top of
her. Al t hough-

A sudden realization: there were surprisingly strong nuscles that lay under him
This woman is no weakling. In fact-

Presently, as he proceeded with the |ovenmaking, Stulwig found hinself nentally
shaking his head ... Those voluninous S danzo skirts, he thought, conceal nore
than sl ender flesh - his sudden inpression was that, in fact, Illyra was on the
plunp side. And that obviously she wore the skirts to hide a considerably

heavi er body than she wanted onl ookers to know about. Not hard to do, with her
face so thin and yout hful

No mi nd. She was a woman who had not been easy to capture.

And here she was, actually responding. Interesting, also, that her skin felt
unusual ly warm alnost as if she had a tenperature.

He was coming to the clinmax. And so the size of her was tenporarily blanked out.
Thus, the awareness of a transformation of her plunp body into that of an
Amazon, was |ike conming out of a glorious dreaminto a nightnare.

Hi s sudden inmpossible inpression: he was lying on top of a woman over six feet

tall, with hips that spread out beneath himat |east a foot wi der than he was.
Hi s stunned thought, imediately spoken: 'lIllyra, what is this? Some sorceress's
trick?

In a single, sliding notion he disengaged from that massive fermal e body. Slid
off onto the floor. And scranmbled to his feet.

As he did so there was a flash of incredible brightness. It lit up the entire
room revealing an oversized, strange, naked woman on his couch, sitting up now

And revealing, also, a nman's huge lighted figure comng through a door that,
before his father's death, had been a private entrance to Alten's bedroom It
was an entrance that he had, |long ago now, sealed up ... Through it came the

shining figure into the bedroom

One incredulous look was all Stulwig had tine for. And many, nmany desperate
awar enesses: the gl owing one, the being who shone with a fiery body brightness
was Vashanka.

By the time he had that thought, he had nunbly grasped his stave. And, nonents
| ater, was backi ng naked through the doorway that |led out to the greenhouse.

Inside the bedrooma god was yelling in a deep, baritone voice at the nude
Amazon, who was still sitting on the edge of the bed. And the Amazon was yelling
back in a voice that was like that of a male tenor. They spoke in a |anguage
that was not IIsig.

In his time Stulwig had | earned several hundred basic nedically useful words in
hal f a dozen dialects of the Rankan enpire. So now, after a few famliar words
had come through to him-suddenly, the truth.
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The woman was Azyuma. And Vashanka was berating her for her infidelity. And she
was yel ling back, accusing himof simlar infidelities with human wonen.

The revel ati on dazzled Stulwig. So the gods, as had so often been suggested in
vague tales about them were |I|ike humans in their physical needs. Fleshly

contacts. Angry arguments. Perhaps even intake of food with the consequent

digestion and elinination by stool and urination

But much nore inportant for this situation was the intimate act she had sought
with a human male ... Trust a woman! thought Stulwig. Hating her incestuous
rel ati onshi p. Degraded. Sad. Hopeless. But neverthel ess jeal ous when her god
husband- brot her went off to earth, and, as gods have done since the beginning of
time, lay with a human wonan. O two. O a hundred.

So she had got even. Had taken the form of a human worman. And had cunningly
enticed a male - this tinme, hinself; three and a half years ago, his father - to
lie with her. Not too difficult to do in lustful Sanctuary.

And thus, Ten-Slayer, in his jealous rage, had beconme El even-Slayer - if humans
like the elder Stulwig counted in the arithnetic of the divine ones.

Standi ng, now, in the centre of the greenhouse, with no way at all that he could
use as a quick escape (it always required a fair time to unbarricade his door)
Stulwi g braced hinself. Cutched his stave. And waited for he knew not what.

He grew aware, then, that the word battle in the bedroom had come to an ending.
The wonman was standi ng now, hastily wapping the S danzo skirts around her huge
wai st. That was a nonmentary revelation. So such skirts could fit all fenale
sizes without alteration

Monents later, the woman cane out. She had three of the filny scarfs wapped
around her upper body. Her eyes avoided |ooking at Stulwig as she thudded past
hi mon bare feet. And then he heard her at the door, renoving the barricade.

That brought a sudden, wld hope to the nman. Perhaps, if he backed in that
direction, he also mght nmake it through the doorway, once it was unbl ocked.

But his belief was: he dared not nove. Dared not turn his head. As Stulw g had
that tense realization, the brightness - which had been slightly out of his line
of vision - noved. There was an awesone sound of heavy, heavy footsteps. And
then - Vashanka strode into view

There was no question in Stulwig' s nunbed mi nd. Wat he was seeing, suddenly,
was clearly a sight not given to many nen to observe so close up. The Rankan
god, Vashanka. Maker of lightning in the sky. Master of weaponry. Killer of ten
god- brothers. Murderer of Jutu Stulwig (father of Alton). The mighty being stood
now, poised in the doorway |eading fromthe bedroom And he literally had to
stoop down so that his head did not strike the top of the door janb.

He was a nmssive figure whose every stretch and fold of skin was Iit up like a
fire. The light that envel oped himfromhead to foot actually seened to nicker
as if tiny tongues of white heat were burning there.

Those innunerabl e fires suffused the greenhouse with a brightness greater than
dayl i ght.

Clearly, a human confronted by a god should not rely on force alone. At no tine
was that realization a coherent thought in Stulwig's mnd. But the awful truth
of it was there in his muscles and bones. Every nmovenent he nade reflected the
reality of a man confronting an overwhel m ng power.

Most desperately, he wanted to be sonewhere, far away.
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Whi ch was i npossible. And so-

Stulwig heard his voice stuttering out the first rmeaning of those defensive
thought-feelings: 'I'"minnocent. | didn't know who she was.'

It was purpose of a desperate sort. Avoid this incredible situation by
expl ai ni ng. Arguing. Proving.

The bal eful eyes stared at himafter he had spoken. If the being behind those
eyes understood the words, there was no clear sign

The man stamrered on: 'She came as a sorceress with whom!| had arranged a
rendezvous for this night. How could | know that it was a disguise?

The 1lsig I|anguage, suddenly, did not seem to be a sufficient neans of
communi cation. Stulwig had heard that its verbal structure was despised by
Rankans who had |earned the speech of the conquered race. The verbs - it was

said - were regarded by Rankans as | acking force. Whereas the conqueror's tongue
was alive with verbs that expressed intense feeling, absolute purpose, utternost
det erm nati on.

Stulwig, fleetingly renenbering those conparisons, had the thought: 'To Vashanka
it will seemas if |'mbegging for nmercy, whereas all | want is understanding.

Feel ing hopeless, the man clung to his stave. It was all he had. So he held it
up between hinmself and the great fire-god. But each passing instant he was
recal ling what Quag, the Hell Hound, had said - about Ils having failed his
peopl e of Sanctuary.

Suddenly, it was hard to believe that the mnor magic of a failed god, as
projected into a wooden stick - however tough the wood -could withstand even one
bl ow fromthe m ghty Vashanka.

As he had that cringing thought, Stulwig grew aware that the god had extended
one hand. Instantly, the flane of the armhand grew brighter. Abruptly, it
| eaped. And struck the stave.

Utter confusion of brightness.

And confusion in his dazzled eyes as to what was happening, or what had
happened.

Only one thing was clear: the attack of the god against the man had begun

He was still alive; that was Stulwig's first awareness. Alive with, now, a vague
menory of having seen the |lightning strike the stave. And of hearing a base
voi ced braying sound. But of what exactly had happened at the noment of the fire
interacting with the stave there was no after-image in his eyes.

Uncertain, still sonmehow clinging mraculously to the stave, Stulwig took
several steps backwards before the awful brightness let go of his vision
centres. And t here, striding t owar ds hi m was t he fire-god

Up cane the stave, defensively. But even as he was renenbering the words of
Cappen Varra, about holding the stave in front of him Stulwig - the stave
fighter - instinctively swng the stave in a hitting notion.

Swmung it at the great being less than five feet away. And felt a nomentary
savage surge of hope, as nighty Vashanka actually ducked to avoid the bl ow.

Stave fighting! He had done a lot of it out there in the wilderness, where he
either tended wld herbs, or gathered herbs for his greenhouse. Anmazing how
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often a wandering nomad or two, seeing himalone, instantly unsheathed swords
and cane in for the kill.

In such a battle it would be deathly dangerous nerely to prod wth the stave.
Used as a prod, the stave could be snatched. At which, it was nerely a tussle of
two men tugging for possession. And virtual certainty that some wild giant of a
man would swiftly westle it awmay fromthe unw se person who had m stakenly
tried to use it as if it also were a sword

By Ils - thought a jubilant Stulwig - there is power in this stave. And he, the
I i ghtning-god, perceives it as dangerous.

Wth that realization, he began to swing with all the force he could nuster:
whack, whack, whack! Forgot was Cappen Varra's adnoni shnent to use the stave
only as a barrier

It was fascinating - and exciting - to Stulwig to notice that Vashanka junped
back fromthe stave whenever it swung towards him Once, the god actually | eaped
way up to avoid being hit. The stave went by al nost two foot-Iengths beneath his
| owest extremty.

-But why is he staying? Wy isn't he trying to get away if the stave is
dangerous to hinf? ... That thought came suddenly, and at once brought a great
di m ni shmrent to Stulwig's battle inpul se.

The fear that hit the nan abruptly was that there had to be a reason why
Vashanka continued to fight by avoidance. Could it be that he expected the power
in the stave to wear off?

The awful possibility brought back the menory of what 11s-Cappen Varra had sai d.
The instant shock of what must already have happened to the stave's defence
power sent Stulwi g backing at top speed towards the hallway leading to the
stairs. He gulped with joy, then, as he glanced back for just an instant, and
saw that the normally barricaded door had been |eft w de open by Azyuna.

Wth that, he spun on his heels, and alnost literally flung hinself down the
stairs, taking four, and once five, steps at a tinme. He cane to the bottom And,
mercifully, that door also was open. It had been hard to see as he nmade his

"wild escape effort.

At that ultimate |ast nmoment, the entire stairwell suddenly lit up like day. And
there was instantly no question but that the denon-god had belatedly arrived,
and was in hot pursuit.

Qut in that night, so dark near his entrance, Stulwig ran madly to. the nearest
corner. Darted around it. And then ran along the street until he cane to a nmain
t horoughfare. There he stopped, took up position with his back against a closed
stall, and his stave in front of him

Bel ated realization cane that he was still stark naked.

There were people here even at this late hour. Sonme of them | ooked at Stulw g.
But al nost everybody stopped and stared in the direction fromwhich Stulwig had
come - where a (great brightness shone into the sky, visible above a long, |ow
building with a dozen projecting towers.

Everywhere, now, voices were expressing amazenent. And then, even as Stulw g
wondered if Vashanka would actually continue his pursuit - abruptly, the
brilliant Iight w nked out.

It took a while, then, to gather his courage. But the feeling was: even though
made the mistake of fighting, | won-
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Returning took a while longer. Also, the streets were darker again; and so his
nakedness was not so obvious. Passersby had to cone close before, in acity
where so many were skinpily dressed, they could see a naked nan at night. Thus
he was able to act cautiously, w thout shane.

Finally, then, holding his stave in front of him Stulwig clinbed the stairs up
to his darkened quarters. Found the candle that was always lit (and repl aced, of
course, at proper intervals) at the bottomof a long tube in his office. And
then, when he had made certain that the place was, indeed, free of intruders, he
hastily repl aced the barri cade.

Alittle later.

Stulwig lay spraw ed on his bed, unable to sleep. He considered taking one of
the herbs he nornmally prescribed for |ight sleepers. But that night send him off
into a drugged unconsci ousness. And for this night that seened a | ast resort.
Not to be done casually.

Lying there, tossing, he grew aware that there were sounds coming to himout of
the night. Voices. Many voices. A crowd of voices.

Huh!

Up and over into the greenhouse. First, renoving a shutter. And then, | ooking
out and down.

The streets that he could see fromhis second floor were alive with torchlights.
And, everywhere, people. Several times, as passersby went beneath his w ndow,
Stulwi g | eaned out and called stentoriously: 'Wat is it? Wat's happeni ng?

Fromthe replies that were yelled back, totalling at |east as many as he could
count on the fingers of both hands, he was able to piece together the reason for
the celebration - for that was what it was.

The peopl e of Sanctuary cel ebrating a victory.

What had occurred: beginning shortly after the brilliance of Vashanka had
dwi ndl ed to darkness in a puff of vani shnent, nessengers began to run along the
streets of the Maze and through all the | esser sections of the city.

The nessengers were Jubal's spies and infornmants. And as a result of the nessage
they spread -

Mrtis's wonmen whispered into the ears of nales, as each in turn received that
for which he had paid. An electrifying piece of information it was, for the nen
flung on their clothes, grabbed their weapons, and charged off into the night
di stances of the Maze.

The worshi ppers at the bar of the Vulgar Unicorn suddenly drained their cups.
And they, also, took to their heels - that was the appearance. An astonished
bar keeper ventured to the door. Peered out. And, hearing the pad of feet and the
rustle of clothing, and seeing the torches, hastily |ocked up and joined the
throngs that were streaming in one direction: towards the tenple of Ils.

From his open shutter Stulwig could see the tenple with its gilded done. Al the
portions that he could see were lit up, and the light was visible through
nunerous glass reflectors. A thousand candles nust be burning inside for there
to be so many shining surfaces

And inside the tenple the priests were in a state of excitenment. For the nessage
that Jubal's informants carried to all Sanctuary was that Ils had engaged in
battle with the Iightning god of the Rankans, and had won.
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There woul d be exul tant worshipping until the hour of dawn: that was the neaning
that Stulwi g had had shouted up to him

As the neaning finally canme to him Stulwig hastily closed the shutter. And
stood there, shivering. It was an inner cold, not an outer one. Was this w se?
he wondered. Suppose the people in the palace came out to learn what all the
uproar was? Suppose Vashanka, in his rage at being nade to appear a | oser, sent
his lightning bolts down upon the city. Come to think of it, the sky above had
already started to | ook very cloudy and threatening.

H's entire body throbbing with anxiety, Stulwig nonetheless found hinself
accepting the celebration as justified. It was true. Ils was the victor. And he
had deli berately sought the opportunity. So it could be that the ancient god of
Ilsig was at long | ast ready for - what?

What coul d happen? How could the forces of the Rankan enpire be persuaded to
depart from Sanctuary?

Stulwi g was back in bed, the wonder and the nystery of it still seething inside
hi m
And he was still awake, |ater, when there cane a gentle knock on his outer door

Instant shock. Fear. Doubt. And then, trenbling, he was at the vent asking the
question: "W is it?

The voice of Illyra answered softly, 'l amhere, Alten, as we agreed this
morning, to pay ny debt in Kkind.

Long pause. Because the doubt and shock, and the beginning of disappointnent,
were absolutely intense. So long a pause that the wonan spoke again: 'My
bl acksmith, as you call him has gone to the tenple of Ils and will not be back
until norning.'

On one level - the level of his desire - it had the ring of truth. But the
denyi ng thought was stronger. Suppose this was Azyuna, forced by her shaned
brother-1over to nake one nore entrance into the hone of the healer; so that the
brot her could use sone nysterious connection with her to penetrate hard walls.
Then, when death had been dealt, Ils would again be disgraced.

Thi nking thus, a reluctant Stulwig said, 'You are freed of your pronise, I|llyra.
Fate has worked once nore to deny nme one of the great joys of life. And once
more enabl ed you to remain faithful to that hul king nonster.'

The heal er uttered a long sigh; finished: 'Perhaps, | shall have better fortune
next tinme.'

As he returned to his sheepskin he did have the nal e thought that a night when a
man nmade | ove to a goddess, could surely not be considered a total | oss.

In fact-Renenbering, suddenly, that the affair had al so included enbracing, in
its early stages, an Illyra look-alike, Stulwig began to relax. It was then that
sweet sl eep cane.

VASHANKA' S M NI ON
by Jante Morris

1

The storm swept down on Sanctuary in unnatural fury, as if to punish the thieves
for their msdeeds. Its hailstones were large as fists. They pumelled W deway
and broke wi ndows on the Street of Red Lanterns and coll apsed the tenple of Ils,
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nost powerful of the conquered I1sigs' gods.

The lightning it brought snapped up fromthe hills and down from the devilish
ski es and wherever it spat the world shuddered and rolled. It licked round the
dome of Prince Kadakithis's palace and when it was gone, the Storm God
Vashanka's nane was seared into the stone in huge hieratic letters visible from
the harbour. It slithered in the w ndow of Jubal's walled estate and circled
round the slavetrader's chair while he sat in it, turning his black face blue
with terror.

It danced on a high hill between the slaver's estate and the cowering town,
where a mercenary naned Tenpus schooled his new Syrese horse in the art of
death. He had bought the tarnished silver beast sight unseen, sending to a nan
whose father's life he had once saved.

'Easy,' he advised the horse, who slipped in a sharp turn, throwing mud up into
his rider's face. Tenpus cursed the nud and the rain and the hours he woul d need
to spend on his tack when the |esson was done. As for the scream ng, stunbling
hawk- masked man who fled iron-shod hooves in ever-shortening circles, he had no
gods to invoke - he just how ed.

The horse wheeled and hopped; its rider clung tightly, reins flapping |oose,
using only his knees to guide his nount. If the slaver who kept a private arny
must flaunt the fact, then the nmercenary-cum Guardsman woul d reduce its ranks.
He woul d teach Jubal the overweening flesh merchant that he who is too arrogant,
is lost. He saw it as part of his duty to the Ranke Prince-Governor he was sworn
to protect. Tenmpus had taken down a dozen hawk-masks. This one, stunbling,
gi bbering, would nake thirteen

"Kill," suggested the mercenary, tiring of his sport in the face of the storm

The flattened ears of the mi sty horse flickered, cane forwards. It |unged, neck
out. Teeth and hooves thunked into flesh. Scream ng. Then scream ng stopped.

Tenmpus |l et the horse pumel the corpse awhile, stroking the beast's neck and
cooi ng soft praise. Wen bones showed in a |ightning flash, he backed the horse
off and set it at a walk towards the walled city.

It was then that the lightning- cane circling round nan and nount.

"Stand, stand.' The horse, though he shook |like a newborn foal, stood. The
searing red light violated Tenmpus's tight-shut |ids and nmade his eyes tear. An
awful voice rang inside his head, deep and thunderous: ' You are mne.'

"I have never doubted it,' grated the nercenary.

" You have doubted it repeatedly,' grow ed the voice querulously, if thunder can
be said to carp. ' You have been unruly, faithless, though you pledged Me your
troth. You have been, since you renounced your inheritance, a nmage, a
phi | osopher, an auditing Adept of the Order of the Blue Star, a-'

"Look here. God. | have also been a cuckold, a footsoldier in the ranks, a
general at the end of that. | have bedded nore iron in flesh than any ten other
men who have lived as long as |I. Now You ring nme round with thunder and conpass
me with lightning though | am here to expand Your worship anbng these infidels.
I am building Your accursed tenple as fast as | can. | amno priest, to be
terrified by loud words and bright nmanifestations. Get Thee hence, and | eave
this slumunenlightened. They do not deserve ne, and they do not deserve You!

A gust sighed fiercely, flapping Tenmpus's wool |l ens agai nst his nail beneath.
"I have sent you hither to build Me a tenple anobng the heathens, 0 sleepless

one! Atenple you will build!"
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"Atemple | will build. Yes, sir, Vashanka, lord of the Edge and the Point. If
You | eave me alone to do it.' Damm pushy tutelary god. 'You blind ny horse, O
God, and I will put him under Your threshold instead of the enenmies slainin
battl e Your ritual demands. Then we will see who cones to worship there.

"Do not trifle with Me, Man.

"Then let nme be. | amdoing the best | can. There is no roomfor foreign gods in
the hearts of these Sanctuarites. The Ilsig gods they were born under have seen
to that. Do sonething amazing: strike the fear of You into them'

"l cannot even nake you cower, O impudent human!

"Even Your visitations get old, after three hundred and fifty years. Go scare
the locals. This horse will founder, standing hot in the rain.’

The t hunder changed its tune, becom ng canny. 'Go you to the harbour. M/ son,
and | ook upon what My Maj esty hath wought! And into the Maze, where | am naking
My power known!'

Wth that, the corral of lightning vani shed, the thunder ceased, and the clouds
bl ew away on a west wind, so that the full nobon shone upon the |and.

"Too much krrf," the nercenary who had sold hinself for a Hell Hound sighed.
"Hel | Hound' was what the citizenry called the Prince's Quard; as far as Tenpus
was concerned. Sanctuary was Hell. The only thing that nmade it bearable was

krrf, his drug of choice. Rubbing a clammy pal macross his nouth, he dug in his
human-hi de belt until searching fingers found a little silver box he always
carried. Flipping it open, he took a pinch of black Caronne krrf and, clenching
his fist, piled the dust into the hollow between his first thunb joint and the
fleshy nmuscle leading to his knuckle. He sniffed deeply, sighed, and repeated
the process, inundating his other nostril.

"Too nuch damm krrf," he chuckled, for the krrf had never been stepped on - he
did not buy adulterated drugs - and all six and a half feet of himtingled from
its kiss. One of these days he would have to stop using it - the sane day he
| aid down his sword.

He felt for its hilt, pattedit. He had taken to <calling it his 'Wiggly-be
good', since he had cone to this godforsaken warren of magi ci ans and changel i ngs
and thieves. Then, the initial euphoria of the drug past, he kneed his horse
homewar ds.

It was the krrf, not the instructions of the lightning or any fear of Vashanka,
that made him go by way of the harbour. He was wal king out his horse before
taking it to the stable the Hell Hounds shared with the barracks personnel. Wat
had ever possessed himto cone down-country anmong the Ilsigs? It was not for his
fee, which was exorbitant, that he had cone, for the sake of those interests in
the Rankan capital who underwote him- those who hated the Enperor so nuch that
they were willing to back such a loser as Kadakithis, if they could do it
wi t hout beconming the brunt of too many jokes. It was not for the tenple, though
he was pleased to build it. It was sone old, residual enpathy in Tenpus for a
prince so inept as to be known far and wide as 'Kitty' which had nmade him cone.
Tenmpus had wal ked away from his prinogeniture in Azehur, a long tine ago,

| eaving the throne to his brother, who was not conpronised by palace politics.
He had deposited a treatise on the nature of being in the tenple of a favoured
goddess, and he had left. Had he ever, really, been that young? Young as Prince
Kadaki t hi s, whom even the Wigglies disparaged?

Tenmpus had been around in the days when (he Ilsigs had been the Eneny: the
Wigglies. He had been on every battlefield in the Rankan/Ilsig conflict. He had
spitted nore Ilsigs than nost men, watched themwithe soundlessly until they
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di ed. Sonme said he had coined their derogatory nicknane, but he had not, though
he had doubt| ess hel ped spread it...

He rode down W deway, and he rode past the docks. A ship was being nmade fast,
and a cromd had gathered round it. He squeezed the horse's barrel, wurging it
into the press. Wth only four of his fellow Hell Hounds in Sanctuary, and a
| ocal garrison whose personnel never ventured out in groups of less than six, it
was i ncunbent upon himto take a | ook

He did not 1like what he saw of the nan who was being helped fromthe storm
wacked ship that had conme miraculously to port wth no sail intact, who
mur mur ed through pale cruel lips to the surrounding Ilsigs, then clinbed into a

Rankan litter bound for the pal ace.

He spurred the horse. 'Wio?' he demanded of the eunuch-master whose path he
suddenl y barred.

"Aspect, the archmage,' |isped the palace lackey, 'if it's any business of
yours.'

Behind the |lackey and the quartet of ebony slaves the shoulder-borne litter
trenbl ed. The viewcurtain with Kitty's device on it was drawn back, fell |oose
agai n.

"Qut of nmy way. Hound,' squeaked the enraged little pastry of a eunuch-naster

"Don't get flapped, Eunice,' said Tenpus, w shing he were in Caronne, w shing he
had never net a god, wi shing he were anywhere else. Ch, Kitty, you have done it
this tinme. Aain Aspect, yet! Alchenist extraordinaire, assassin anong
magi ci ans, dispeller of enchantnments, in a town that ran on contract sorcery?

' Back, back, back,' he counselled the horse, who twtched its ears and turned
its head around reproachfully, but obeyed him

He heard titters anbng the eunuchs, another behind in the cromd. He swng round
in his saddle. 'Hakiem if | hear any stories about ne | do not like, I wll
know whose tongue to hang on ny belt.’

The bent, news-nosed storyteller, standing anmid the children who always
clustered round him stopped |laughing. H's rheuny eyes net Tenpus's. '| have a
story | would like to tell you. Hell Hound. One you would like to hear, | hunbly
i magi ne.'

"What is it, then, old man?'

"Cone closer. Hell Hound, and say what you will pay.'

"How can | tell you how much it's worth until | hear?" The horse snorted, raised
his head, sniffed a rank, evil breeze cone suddenly fromthe stinking Downw nd
beach.

"W nust haggle.’

' Sonebody else, then, old man. | have a |long night ahead.' He patted the horse,
wat ching the crowd ofllsigs surging round, their heads |evel with his hips.

"That is the first tinme | have seen himbacked off!': a stage-whisper reached
Tenpus through the buzz of the crowd. He | ooked for the source of it, could not
find one culprit nore likely than the rest. There would be a lot nore of that
sort of talk, when word spread. But he did not interfere with sorcerers. Never
again. He had done it once, thinking his tutelary god could protect him His
hand went to his hip, squeezed. Beneath his dun woollens and beneath his ring
mail he wore a woman's scarf. He never took it off. It was faded and it was
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ragged and it reminded himnever to argue with a warlock. It was all he had |eft
of her, who had been the subject of his dispute with a mage.

Long ago in Azehur..

He sighed, a rattling sound, in a voice hoarse and gravelly from endless
battlefield coomands. 'Have it your way tonight, then, Wiggly. And hope you
live 'til norning.' He naned a price. The storyteller naned another. The

difference was split

The ol d man cane cl ose and put his hand on the horse's neck. 'The |ightning canme
and the thunder rolled and when it was gone the tenple of Ils was no nore. The
Prince has bought the aid of a mighty enchanter, whom even the bravest of the
Hel | Hounds fears. A wonan was washed up naked and half drowned on the
Downwi nders' beach and in her hair were pins of dianond.'

" Pi ns?'

' Rods, then.'

"Wonder ful . What el se?

' The redhead from Anoli's Lily Garden died at noonri se.

He knew very well what whore the old man nmeant. He did not like the story, so
far. He growed. 'You had better astound ne, quick, for the price you're
asking.'

'Between the Vulgar Unicorn and the tenement on the corner an entire building
appeared on that vacant lot, where once the Black Spire stood - you know the
one.'

"I know it.'
" Ast oundi ng?
"Interesting. Wiat el se?

"It is rather fancy, with a gilded done. It has two doors, and above them two
signs that read, "Men", and "Wmen".'

Vashanka had kept his word, then

‘Inside it, so the patrons of the Unicorn say, they sell weapons. Very specia
weapons. And the price is dear.'

"What has this to do with me?'

Sone fol k who have gone in there have not cone out. And sone have come out and
turned one wupon the other, duelling to the death. Sone have nerely slain
whonsoever crossed their paths. Yet, word is spreading, and Ilsig and Rankan
queue up like brothers before its doors. Since sonme of those who were standing
in line were hawk-masks, | thought it good that you should know. '

"I amtouched, old man. | had no idea you cared.' He threw the copper coins to
the storyteller's feet and reined the horse sideways so abruptly it reared. Wen
its feet touched the ground, he set it at a collected canter through the crowd,
letting the rabble scatter before its iron-shod hooves as best they nmnight.

2

In Sanctuary, enchantnent ruled. No sorcerer believed in gods. But they believed
in the Law of Correspondences, and they believed in evil. Thus, since every
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negative nmust have its positive, they inplied gods. Gve a god an inch and he
will take your soul. That was what the conmoners and the second-rate
prestidigitators lined up outside the Waponshop of Vashanka did not reali ze,
and that was why no respectable nagician or Hazard C ass Enchanter stood anong
t hem

In they filed, nen to Tenmpus's left, towards the Vulgar Unicorn, and wonen to
his right, towards the tenement on the corner.

Personal ly, Tenpus did not feel it wise or dignified for a god to engage in a
commercial venture. From across the street, he took notes on who canme and went.

Tenmpus was not sure whether he was going in there, or not.

A shadow j oi ned the queue, disengaged, wal ked towards the Vulgar Unicorn in the
tricky light of fading stars. It saw him hesitated, took one step back

Tenpus | eaned forwards, his el bow on his pomel, and crooked a finger. 'Hanse, |
would Iike a word with you.'

The youth cat-wal ked towards him errant torch-light from the Unicorn's open
door twi nkling on his weapons. From ankle to shoul der, Shadowspawn bristled with
ar manent s.

"What is it wth you, Tenpus? Always on ny tail. There are bigger frogs than
this one in Sanctuary's pond.

"Are you not going to buy anything tonight?
"1''l'l make do with what | have, thanks. | do not swithe with sorcerers.

"Steal sonething for nme?" Tenpus whispered, |eaning down. The boy had black
hair, black eyes, and bl acker prospects in this desperadoes' denesne.

"I"'mlistening.'
" Two dianond rods fromthe | ady who cane out of the sea tonight.'
L} W]y?l

"I won't ask you how, and you won't ask ne why, or we'll forget it.' He sat up
straight in his saddle.

"Forget it, then,' toughed Shadowspawn, deciding he wanted nothing to do with
this Hell Hound.

"Call it a prank, a jest at the expense of an old girlfriend.’

The thief edged around where Tenpus could not see him into a dapple of deepest
dark. He naned a price

The Hell Hound did not argue. Rather, he paid half in advance.

‘"I've heard you don't really work for Kitty. I've heard your dues to the
mercenaries' guild are right up to date, and that Kitty knows better than to
give you any orders. If you are not arguing about ny price, it nmust be too |l ow'

Si | ence.

"Is it true that you roughed up that whore who died tonight? That Amoli is so
afraid of you that you do whatever you want in her place and never pay?'

Tempus chuckl ed, a sound like the cracking of dry ice. 'l will take you there,
when you deliver, and you can see for yourself what | do.'
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There was no answer fromthe shadows, just a skittering of stones.

Yes, | will take you there, young one. And yes, you are right. About everything.
You shoul d have asked for nore.

3

Tenmpus lingered there still, eating a boxed lunch from the Unicorn's kitchen,
when a voice fromabove his head said, 'The deal is off. That girl is a
sorceress, if a pretty one. I'll not chance ensorcel-nment to |ift baubles

don't covet, and for a pittance!

Grl? The woman was nearly his own age, unless another set of dianond rods
exi sted, and he doubted that. He yawned, not reaching up to take the purse that
dangled over the lee of the roof, 'I amdisappointed. | thought Shadowspawn
coul d steal .’

The i nnuendo was not lost on the invisible thief. The purse was w thdrawn. An
i mpal pabl e something told him he was once again alone, but for the «clients of
Vashanka' s Weaponshop. Things would be interesting in Sanctuary, for a good
little while to come. He had counted twenty-three purchasers able to walk away
with their nystical armanents. Four had died while he watched, intrigued.

It was possible that a career Hell Hound such as Zai bar m ght have intervened.
But Tenpus wore Vashanka's anul et about his neck, and, if he did not agree with
Hm he would at |east bear with his god.

The woman he was waiting for showed there at dusk. He liked dusk; he liked it
for killing and he liked it for loving. Sonmetinmes if he was very |ucky, the dusk
made himtired and he could nap. A man who has been cursed by an archmage and
pressed into service by a god does not sleep rmuch. Sleep was sonething he chased
|ike other nen chased wonen. Wonen, in general, bored him unless they were
taken in battle, or unless they were whores.

This woman, her black hair brushing her doeskin-clad shoulders, was an
excepti on.

He call ed her name, very softly. Then again: 'Cine.' She turned, and at last he
was sure. He had thought Haki em coul d nean no other: he had not been w ong.

Her eyes were grey as his horse. Silver shot her hair, but she was yet conely.
Her hands rose, hesitated, covered a nmouth pretending to hardness and tight with
fear. He recogni zed the aborted notion other hands: towards her head, forgetfu
that the rods she sought were no |onger there.

He did not nmove in his saddle, or speak again. He |l et her decide, glance quickly
about the street, then cone to him

When her hand touched the horse's bridle, he said: "It bites.

'Because you taught it to. It wll not bite me.' She held it by the nuzzle,
squeezing the pressure points that rode the skin there. The horse raised his
head slightly, npaned, and stood shivering.

"What seek you in there? He inclined his head towards Vashanka's; a |ock of
copper hair fell over one eye.

"The tools of ny trade were stolen.
' Have you noney?

' Some. Not enough.
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"Cone with ne.'’
' Never again.'
" You have kept your vow, then?

"I slay sorcerers. | cannot suffer any man to touch nme except a client. | dare
no love; | amchaste of heart.

"Al'l these aching years?

She sniled. It pulled her nouth in hard at its corners and he saw ageing no
potion or cosnetic spell could hide. 'Every one. And you? You did not take the
Blue Star, or | would see it on your brow. What discipline serves your will?'

‘None. Revenge is fruitless. The past is only alive in wus. | amnot neant for
sorcery. | love logic too well.'

'So, you are yet dammed?

"If that is what vyou call it, I suppose - yes. I work for the Storm GCod,
sonmetines. | do a lot of wars.'

"What brought you here, de-'

"Tenpus, now. It keeps ne in perspective. | ambuilding a tenple for Hm' He
poi nted to Vashanka's Waponshop, across the street. H s finger shook. He hoped
she had not seen. 'You nust not ply your trade here. | have enploynent as a Hel

Hound. Appearances nust be preserved. Do not pit wus against one another. It
woul d be too sour a nenory.'

"For whomever survived? Can it be you love ne still? Her eyes were full of
wonder .

"No,' he said, but <cleared his throat. 'Stay out of there. I know Hi s service
well. | would not recomrend it. | will get you back what you have lost. Meet ne
at the Lily Garden tonight at nidnight, and you will have them | pronise. Just
take down no sorcerers between now and then. If you do, | will not return them
and you cannot get others.

"Bitter, are you not? If | do what you are too weak to do, what harmis there in
that?' Her right eyebrow raised. It hurt himto watch her

"W are the harm And we are the harmed, as well. | amafraid that you may have
to break your fast, so be prepared. | will reason with nyself, but | promse
not hi ng."'

She sighed. 'l was wong. You have not changed one bit.'

"Let go of ny horse.'
She did.

He wanted to tell her to let go of his heart, but he was struck rmute. He wheel ed
his mount and clattered down the street. He had no intention of |eaving. He just
waited in a nearby alley until she was gone.

Then he hailed a passing soldier, and sent a nessage to the pal ace.

When the sun danced above the Vulgar Unicorn's inprobably engaged weat her vane,
support troops arrived, and Kadakithis's new warl ock. Aspect, was with them

"Since last night, and this is the first report you have seen -fit to nake?' The
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sorcerer's pale lips flushed. H s eyes burned within his shadowed cow .
"l hope you and Kadakithis had a talKk.
"W did, we did. You are not still angry at the world after all these years?
"I amyet living. | have your kind to blane or thank, whichever.
"Do you not think it strange that we have been thrown together as - equal s?
"I think that is not the right word for it. Aspect. Wat are you about, here?
" Now, now. Hell Hound-' Y

Tenpus. '

'Yes, Tenpus. You have not lost your fabled sense of irony. I hope it is a
confort.'

"Quite, actually. Do not interfere with the gods, guildbrother of ny nenesis.'
"Qur prince is justifiably worried. Those weapons-'

'-equal out the balance between the oppressors and the oppressed. Mst of
Sanctuary cannot afford your services, or the prices of even the |owiest
menbers of the Enchanters' @uild. Let it be. W wll get the weapons back, as
their wielders neet their fates.

"l have to report to Kitt - to K-adakithis.

"Then report that | amhandling it.' Behind the magician, he could see the ranks
whi spering. Thirty nen, the archnmage had brought. Too many.

"You and | have nore in comon than in dispute, Tenpus. Let us join forces.'
"l would sooner bed an Ilsig matron.'

"Wll, | amgoing in there.' The archmage shook his head and the cow fell back
He was pretty, ageless, a blond. 'Wth or w thout you.

'"Be ny guest,' Tenpus offered.

The archrmage | ooked at himstrangely. 'W do the sane services in the world, you
and |. Killing, whether with natural or supernatural weapons, is still killing.
You are no better than I.

"Assuredly not, except that | will outlive you. And I will nake sure you do not
get your requisite burial ritual.

"You woul d not!"’
"Li ke you said, | yet bear ny grudge - agai nst every one of you.

Wth a curse that nmade the ranks clap their hands to their helnmeted ears, the
archmage swi shed into the street, across it, and through the door marked ' Men
wi t hout another word. It was his notioned command whi ch made the troops follow.

A wai tress Tenpus knew cane out when the gi bbous nmoon was high, to ask himif he
was hungry. She brought himfish and he ate it, watching the doors.

Wien he had just about finished, a terrible runmble crawed up the street,

trenors following inits wake. He slid fromhis horse and held its nuzzle, and
the reins up under its bit. The doors of Vashanka's Waponshop grew shinmery,
began taking colour. Above, the nobon went behind a cloud. The little done on
the" shop rocked, grew cracks, crazed, steaned. The doors were ruby red, and

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Aspirin,%20Rob...-%20Tales%20From%20The%20Vulgar%20Unicorn. TXT (96 of 138) [8/27/03 10:29:56 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Aspirin,%20Robert%20L ynn%20-%20...5%20Worl d%2002%20-%20T al es%20From%620The%620V ulgar%20Unicorn. TXT

melting. AwWful wails and screans and the snell of sul phur and ozone filled the
ni ght.

Patrons began streami ng out of the Mulgar Unicorn, drinks in hand. They stayed
wel | back fromthe rocking building, which howled as it stressed |arger, grow ng
turgid, effluescing spectruns which sheeted and snapped and snarled. The doors
went nolten white, then they were gone. A figure was limed in the |eft-hand
doorway, and it was trying to clinb enpty air. It flaned and screeched, dancing,
crunbling, facing the street but unable to pass the invisible barrier against
which it pounded. It stank: the snell of roasting flesh was overwhel m ng. Behind
it, helmets crunpled, dripped on to the contorted faces of soldiers whose
moust aches had begun to flare.

The nmage who tried to break down the invisible door had no fists; he had pounded
them away. The ranks were char and ash in infalling effigy of damation. The
doors which had been invisible began to cool to white, then to gold, then to
red.

The street was utterly silent. Only the snorts of his horse and the squeals of
the doned structure could be heard. The squeals fell off to grow s and shudders.
The doors cool ed, turned dark

People muttered, drifted back into the Unicorn with nunbled wardings, tracing
signs and taking many backward | ooks.

Tempus, who coul d have saved thirty innocent soldiers and one guilty magician,
got out his silver box and sniffed some krrf.

He had to be at the Lily Garden soon
When he got there, the nmixed elation of drug and death had faded.

VWhat if Shadowspawn did not appear with the rods? What if the girl Cnme did not
come to get them back? What if he still could hurt, as he had not hurt for nore
than three hundred years?

He had had a nessage fromthe palace, fromPrince Kadakithis hinself. He was not
going up there, just yet. He did not want to answer any questions about the
archnmage's dem se. He did not want to appear involved. H's only chance to help
the Prince-Governor effectively lay in working his own way. Those were his
terns, and under those terns Kitty's supporters in the Rankan capital had

enpl oyed himto cone down here and play Hell Hound and see what he woul d do.
There were no wars, anywhere. He had been bored, his days stretching out never
endi ng, bleak. So he had concerned hinmself with Kitty, for sonething to do. The
bui |l di ng of Vashanka's tenple he oversaw for hinmself nore than Kadakithis, who
under stood the necessity of elevating the state cult above the Ilsig gods, but
believed only in wi zardry, and his nobl e Ranke bl ood.

He was not happy about the spectacle at Vashanka's Wapon-shop. Sl oppy business,
this side-show nelting and unnelting. The archnage nust have been talented, to
make his struggles visible to those outside.

Wsdomis to know the thought which steers all things through all things, a
friend of his who was a phil osopher had once said to him The thought that was
steering all things through Sanctuary was nuddl ed, uncl ear.

That was the hitch, the catch, the problemw th enploying the supernatural in a
natural mlieu. Things got confused. Wth so many spells at work, the fabric of
causality was overly strained. Add the gods, and Evil and Good faced each other
across a board gane whose extent was the phenonenal world. He wished the gods
woul d stay in their heavens and the sorcerers in their hells.

Oh, he had heard endl ess persiflage about sinmultaneity; iteration - the constant
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redefining of the now by checking it against the future-; alchemcal |aws of
consonance. Wen he had been a student of philosophy and C ne had been a nmiden,
he had |l earned the axiomthat Mnd is unlimted and self-controlled, but al
other things are connected; that nothing is conpletely separated off from any
other thing, nor are things divided one fromthe other, except M nd.

The sorcerers put it another way: they called the consciousness of all things
into service, according to the | aws of magic.

Not phil osophy, nor theol ogy, nor thaumaturgy held the answer for Tenpus; he had
turned away from them each and all. But he could not forget what he had
| ear ned.

And none of the adepts like to admt that no servitor can be hired wthout
wages. The wages of unnatural life are unnatural death.

He wi shed he could wake up in Azehur, with his famly, and know that he had
dreaned this inpious dream

But instead he cane to Anpli's whorehouse, the Lily Garden. Al nost, but not
quite, he rode the horse up its stairs. Resisting the tenptation, he reflected
that in every age he had ever studied, doomcriers abounded. No millenium is
attractive to the man imured in it; enough prophecies have been made in
antiquity that one who desires, in any age, to take the position that Apocal ypse
is at hand can easily defend it. He would not join that dour Order; he would not
worry about anything but Tenpus, and the matter awaiting his attention

Inside Anoli's, Hanse the thief sat in full swagger, a pubescent girl on each
knee.
"Ah,' he waved. '| have something for you.' Shadowspawn tunbled both girls off

of him and stood, stretching wdely, so that every armdagger and belted
sticker and thigh-sheath creaked softly. The girls at his feet stayed there,
staring up at Tenpus wi de-eyed. One whinpered to Shadowspawn and clutched his
t hi gh.

' Room key,' Tenpus shapped to no one in particular, and held out his hand. The
conci erge, not Amoli, brought it to him

' Hanse?"

"Comi ng.' He extended a hand to one girl

" Al one.'

"You are not ny type,' said the thief, suspicious.

"I need just a nonent of your evening. You can do what you wish with the rest.'

Tempus | ooked at the key, headed off towards a staircase leading to the room
whi ch bore a correspondi ng nunber.

He heard the soft tread of Shadowspawn cl ose behi nd.

When the exchange had been nade, the thief departed, satisfied with both his
paynment and his gratuity, but not quite sure that Tenpus appreciated the trouble
to which he had put hinself, or that he had got the best of the bargain they had
made.

He saw t he woman he had robbed before she saw him and ended up in a different
girl's roomthan the one he had chosen, in order to avoid a scene. Wien he had
heard her steps pass by, stop before the door behind which the big Hell Hound
wai t ed, he nade preclusive threats to the woman whose nouth he had stopped wth
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the flat of his hand, and slipped downstairs to spend his nobney sonewhere el se,
di screetly.

If he had stayed, he mght have found out what the dianond rods were really
worth; he mght have found out what the sour-eyed nercenary with his high brow,
suddenly so deeply creased, and his lightly carried nass, which seened tonight
too heavy, was worried about. O perhaps he could have fathomed Tenpus's

enigmatic parting words: 'l would help you if | could, backstreeter,' Tenpus had
runbl ed.

"I'f I had nmet you long ago, or if you |liked horses, there would be a chance. You
have done ne a great service. More than that pouch holds. I amseldomin any
man' s debt, but you, | own, can call ne anytine.'

"You paid me. Hell Hound. | am content,' Hanse had demurred, confused by
weakness where he had never inmagined it night dwell. Then he saw the Hell Hound

fish out a snuffbox of krrf, and thought he under st ood.

But later, he went back to Anpli's and hung around the steps, cautiously petting
the big man's horse, the krrf he had sniffed making himwlling to dodge the
beast's square, yellow teeth.

4
She had cone to him had G nme. She was what she was, what she had al ways been

It was Tenpus who was changed: Vashanka had entered into him the Storm God who
was Lord of Weapons who was Lord of Rape who was Lord of War who was Lord of
Death's Gate.

He coul d not take her, gently. So spoke not his physical inpotence, as he m ght
have expected, but the cold wash of wi sdom he would not despoil her; Vashanka
woul d accept no | ess.

She knocked and entered and said, 'Let ne see them' so sure he would have the
stol en di amonds that her fingers were already busy on the lacings of her Ilsig
| eat hers.

He held up a hide-wapped bundle, slimer than her wist, shorter than her
forearm 'Here. How were they thieved?

"Your voice is hoarser than | have ever heard it,' she replied, and: '|l needed
money; there was this man ... actually, there were a few, but there was a tough
a streetbrawer. | should have known - he is half ny apparent age. Wat would

such as he want with a mddle-aged whore? And he agreed to pay the price
asked, without quibbling. Then he robbed nme.' She | ooked around, her eyes, as he
renenbered them clear windows to her thoughts. She was appall ed.

'"The low estate into which | have sunk?

She knew what he neant. Her nostrils shivered, taking in the nusty reek of the
soi | ed beddi ng on which he sprawed fully clothed, snelling easily as foul. 'The
devolution of wus both. That | would be here, under these circunstances, is
surely as pathetic as you.

' Thanks. | needed that. Don't.'

"I thought you wanted me.' She ceased unl acing, |ooked at him her tunic open to
her wai st.

"I did. | don't. Have sone krrf.' On his hips rode her scarf; if she saw it,
then she woul d conprehend his degradation too fully. So he had not renobved it,
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hoping its presence would remind him if he weakened and his thoughts drowned in
lust, that this woman he nust not violate.

She sat on the quilt, one doe-gloved | eg tucked under her.
"You jest,' she breathed, then, eyes narrowed, took the krrf.
"It will be ill with you, afterwards, should | touch you.

Her fingers ran along the flap of hide wapped over her wands. '| am receiving
paynment.' She tapped the package. 'And | nay not owe debts.'

"The boy who pilfered these, did it at ny behest.'
"Must you pander for nme?'

He wi nced. 'Wy do you not go honme?' She snelled of salt and honey and he
t hought desperately that she was here only because he forced the issue: to pay
her debt.

She | eaned forwards, touched his lips wth a finger. 'For the same reason that
you do not. Home is changed, gone to tine.'

"Do you know that?' He jerked his head-away, cracking it against the bed's
wooden headboar d.

'l believe it.'

"I cannot believe anything, any nore. | surely cannot believe that your hand is
saying what it seens to be saying.'

"l cannot,' she said, between kisses at his throat he could not, sonehow, fend

off, '"leave ... with ... debts ... owing.'
"Sorry,' he said firmy, and got out fromunder her hands. 'Il amjust not in the
nmood. '

She shrugged, unw apped the wands, and wound her hair up with them 'Surely, you
will regret this, later.

' Maybe you are right,' he sighed heavily. '"But that is nmy problem | release you
fromany debt. W are even. | renenber past gifts, given when you still knew how
to give freely.' There was no way in the world he was going to hurt her. He
woul d not strip before her. Wth those two constraints, he had no option. He
chased her out of there. He was as cruel about it as he could manage to be, for
both their sakes.

Then he yell ed downstairs for service

When he descended the steps in the cool night air, a novenent startled him on
the grey's off side.

"I't is ne, Shadowspawn.'

"It is |, Shadowspawn,' he corrected, huskily. H's face averted, he nounted from
the wong side. The horse whickered disapprovingly. 'Wat is it, snipe?

As cl ouds covered the noon, Tenpus seened to pull all night's shadows round him
Hanse mi ght have the nane, but this Tenpus had the skill. Hanse shivered. There
were no Shadow Lords any longer ... 'l was admring your horse. Bunch of hawk
masks rode by, saw the horse, |ooked interested. | |ooked proprietary. The horse
| ooked nean. The hawk-nmasks rode away. | just thought I'd see if you showed
soon, and |l et you know. '
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A novenent at the edge of his field of vision warned him even as the horse's
ears twitched at the click of iron on stone. 'You should have kept going, it
seens,' said Tenpus quietly, as the first of the hawk-masks edged his horse out
past the intersection, and others foll owed. Two. Three. Four. Two nore.

"Mt hers,' whispered Cudgel Swearoath's prodigy, enbarrassed at not having
realized that he was not the only one waiting for Tenpus.

"This is not your fight, junior.
"I"'maware of that. Let's see if they are.

Bl ue ni ght: blue hawk-masks: the sparking thunder of six sets of hooves rushing
towards the two of them Whickering. The gleam of frothing teeth and bared
weapons: iron clanging in a junble of shuddering, straining horses. The kil

trained grey's challenge to another stallion: hooves thudding on flesh and great
mout hs gaped, snapping; a blaring death-clarion froma horse whose jugular had
been severed. Al ways watching the boy: keeping the grey between the hawk-masks
and a thief who just happened to get involved; who just happened to kill two of
themwith thrown knives, one through an eye and the other blade he recalled
clearly, sticking out of a slug-white throat. Tenpus would remenber even the
whores' ambi val ent screams of thrill and horror, delight and disgust. He had
plenty of tine to sort it out: Tine to draw his own sword, to target the rider
of his choice, feel his hilt go warmand pulsing in his hand. He really did
not like to take unfair advantage. The iron sword glowed pink like a baby's

skin or a just-born day. Then it began to react in his grip. The grey's
reins, wapped around the pomrel, flapped |oosely; he told it where he wanted
it with gritted words, with a pressing knee, with his shifting weight. One hawk
-mask had a greenish tinge to him protected. Tenpus's sword would not |isten
to such talk: it slit charns like butter, armour like silk. A blue Wi ng

whi stl ed above his head, thrown by a conpatriot of the man who fell so
slowwy with his guts pouring out over his saddle |like cold nol asses. Vi | e

that hawk-nmask's horse was in md-air between two strides, Tenpus's sword
licked up and changed the colour of the foe-seeking boomerang. Pink, now, not
blue. He was content to let it return its death to the hand that threw it. That
left just two.

One had the thief engaged, and the youth had drawn his w cked, twenty-inch
I barsi knife, too short to be nore than a tenporizer against the hawk-nmask's
sword, too broad to be thrown. Backed against the Lily Garden's wall, there was
just time for Tenpus to flicker the horse over there and split the hawk-nmask's
head down to his collarbones. G ey brains splattered him. The thrust of the
hawk- mask, undi m ni shed by death, shattered on the flat of the Ilong, curved
kni fe Shadowspawn held up in a two-fisted, desperate bl ock

' Behi nd you!'

Tempus had known the one |ast hawk-mask was there. But this was not the boy's
battle. Tenpus had nade a choice. He ducked and threw his weight sideways,
reining the horse down wth all his mght. The sword, a singing one, sonata'd
over his head, shearing hairs. H's horse, overbal anced, fell heavily, screamn ng,
pitching, rolling onto his left leg. Pinned for an instant, he saw white
angui sh, then the last hawk-mask was | eaping down to finish him and the grey
scranbled to its feet. "Kill,' he shouted, his blade yet at ready, but lying in
the dirt. Hs leg flared once again, then quieted. He tried it, gained his
knees, dust in his eyes. The horse reared and lunged. The hawk-mask struck
blindly, arnms above his head, sword reaching for grey, soft underbelly. He tried
to save it. He tried. He tackled the hawk-nmask with the singing sword. Too |ate,
too late: horse fluids showered him Bellows of agony pealed in his ears. The
horse and the hawk-mask and Tenpus went down together, thrashing.

When Tenpus sorted it out, he allowed that the horse had killed the hawk-mask at
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the sane tine the hawk-mask had di senbowel | ed the horse.

But he had to finish it. It lay there thrashing pathetically, deep groans comni ng
fromit. He stood over it uncertainly, then knelt and stroked its nuzzle. It
snapped at him eyes rolling, demanding to die. He acceded, and the dust in his
eyes hurt so much they watered profusely.

Its legs were still Kkicking weakly when he heard a novenent, turned on his good
| eg, and stared.

Shadowspawn was nethodically stripping the hawk-masks of their arnms and
val uabl es.

Hanse did not notice Tenpus, as he linped away. O he pretended he did not.
VWi chever, there was nothing left to say.

5

When he reached the Waponshop, his leg hardly pained him It was nunb; it no
| onger throbbed. It would heal flaw essly, as any wound he took always heal ed.
Tempus hated it.

Up to the Weaponshop's door he strode, as the dawn spilled gore onto Sanctuary's
al | eys.

He kicked it; it opened w de. How he despi sed supernal battle, and hinself when
his preternatural abilities came into play.

'Hear me, Vashanka! | have had enough! Get this sidewal k stand out of here!

There was no answer. Wthin, everything was dim as dusk, dimas the pit of
unknow ngness whi ch spawned day and ni ght and endl ess striving.

There were no weapons here for himto see, no counter, no proprietor, no rack of
armanent s pul sing and humi ng expectantly. But then, he already had his. One to
a customer was the rule: one body; one mind; one swing through life.

He trod nmists tarnished like the grey horse's coat. He trod a long corridor with
light at its ending, pink like new beginnings, pink like his iron sword when
Vashanka lifted it by Tenpus's hand. He shied away fromhis duality; a nan does
not |look closely at a curse of his own choosing. He was what he was, vessel of
his god. But he had his own body, and that particular body was aching; and he
had his own mind, and that particular mnd was dank and dark |like the dusk and
the dusty death he dealt.

"Where are You, Vashanka, 0 Slaughter Lord?

Ri ght here, resounded the voice within his head. But Tenpus was not going to
listen to any internal voice. Tenpus wanted confrontation

‘"Materialize, you bastard!’
| already have; one body; one nmind; one life - in every sphere.

"I am not you!' Tenpus screaned through clenched teeth, willing firmfooting
beneath his sinking feet.

No, you are not. But | am you, sometines, said the ninbus-weathed figure
striding towards him over gilt-edged clouds. Vashanka: so very tall with hair
the col our of yarrow honey and a high brow free fromlines.

"Ch, no...'
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You wanted to see Me. Look upon Me, servant!

"Not so close, Pillager. Not so much resenbl ance. Do not torture me, My God! Let
me blame it all on You - not be You!'

So many years, and you yet seek sel f-del usi on?

"Definitely. As do You, if You think to gather worshippers in this fashion! 0
Ber serker God, You cannot roast their mages before them they are all dependent
on sorcery. You cannot terrify themthus, and expect themto cone to You

Weapons will not woo thenmy they are not nen of the arnies. They are thieves, and
pirates, and prostitutes! You have gone too far, and not far enough!'’

Speaki ng of prostitutes, did you see your sister? Look at Me!

Tenmpus had to obey. He faced the manifestation of Vashanka, and recalled that he
could not take a woman in gentleness, that he could but war. He saw his battles,
ranks parading in endl ess eyes of storm and blood bath. He saw the Storm God's
consort, H's own sister whom He raped eternally, npaning on Her couch in anguish
that Her bl ood brother woul d ravish Her so.

Vashanka | aughed.
Tempus snarl ed wordl essly through frozen I|ips.

You shoul d have | et us have her

"Never!' Tenpus howl ed. Then: 'O God, |eave off! You are not increasing Your
reputation anong these nortals, nor mne! This was an ill-considered venture
fromthe outset. Go back to Your heaven and wait. | will build Your tenple
better without Your nmaniacal aid. You have lost all sense of proportion. The

Sanc-tuarites will not worship one who makes of their town a battlefield!

Tempus, do not be woth with Me. | have My own troubles, you know. | have to get
away every now and again. And you have not been warring, whined the god, for so
very long. | ambored and | am |l onely.

"And You have caused the death of ny horse!' Tenpus spat, and broke free of
Vashanka, wenching his mnd l|oose from the mirror mnd of his god with an
effort of will greater than any he had ever nounted before. He turned in his
steps and began to retrace them The god called to himover his shoul der, but he
did not | ook back. He put his feet in the snudges they had left in the clouds as
he had wal ked anong them and the farther he trudged, the nore substantial those
cl ouds becane.

He trekked into lighter darkness, into a soft, newsunrise, into a pink and
| avender norning which was al nobst Sanctuary's. He continued to walk until the
snel |l of dead fish and Downwi nd pollution assailed his nostrils. He strode on,
until a weed tripped him and he fell to his knees in the nmddle of a danp and
vacant |ot.

He heard a cruel l|augh, and as he | ooked up he was thinking that he had not made
it back at all - that Vashanka was not through punishing him

But to his right was the Wulgar Unicorn, to his left the palinpsest tenenent
wal | . And before him stood one of the palace eunuchs, cone seeking himwth a
summons from Kittycat to di scuss what night be done about the Waponshop said to
be mani festing next to the Vulgar Unicorn

"Tell Kadakithis,' said Tenmpus, arduously gaining his feet, 'that I wll be
there presently. As you can see...' He waved around him where no structure
stood or even could be proved ever to have stood ' there is no longer any
Weaponshop. Therefore, there is no | onger any problem nor any urgency to attend
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toit. There is, however, one very irritable Hell Hound in this vacant |ot who
wants to be left alone.’

The bl ue-bl ack eunuch exposed perfect, argent teeth. 'Yes, vyes, master,' he
soot hed the honey-haired man. 'l can see that this is so.'

Tenpus ignored the eunuch's rosy, outstretched palm and his sneer at the Hel
Hound pretending to negotiate the hunpy turf w thout pain. Accursed Wi ggly!

As the round-runped eunuch sauntered off, Tenpus decided the Vulgar Unicorn
would do as well as any place to sit and sniff krrf and wait for his leg to
finish healing. It ought to take about an hour - unless Vashanka was nore angry
at himthan he estimated, in which case it mght take a couple of days.

Shying from that dismal prospect, he pursued diverse thoughts. But he fared
little better. Where he was going to get another horse |ike the one he had | ost,
he coul d not conjecture, any nore than he could recall the exact nonent when the
| ast dissolving wisps of Vashanka's Waponshop blurred away into the m sts of
dawn.

SHADOW S PAWN
By Andrew J. O futt

She was nore than attractive and she walked wth head high in pride and
awar eness of her womanhood. The bracelet on her bare armflashed and seened to
glow with that brightness the gods reserve for polished new gold. She should
have been walking amd bright lights illumnating the dancing waters of a
fountain, turning its sparkling into a mllion dianonds and, with the aid of a
bit of refraction, colourful other genstones as well.

There was no fountain down here by the fish market, and the few lights were not
bright. She did not belong here. She was stupid to be here, walking unescorted
so late at night. She was stupid. Stupidity had its penalties; it did not pay.

Still, the watching thief appreciated the stupidity of others. It did pay; it
paid him He made his living by it, by his own cleverness and the stupidity of
others. He was about to go to work. Even at the reduced price he would receive
froma changer, that serpent-carved bracelet wuld feed himwell. It would Kkeep
him w thout the necessity of more such hard work as this dammabl e | urking,
wai ting, for - oh, probably a nonth.

Though she was the sort of woman nmen | ooked upon with lust, the thief would not
have her. He did not see her that way. His lust was not carnal. The waiting
thief was no rapist. He was a businessman. He did not even like to kill, and he
sel dom had to. She passed the doorway in whose shadows he lurked, on the north
side of the street.

"G night Praxy, and thanks again for all that beer,' he called to no one, and
stepped out onto the planking that bordered the street. He was ten paces behind
the quarry. Twelve. "Good thing I'm walking - |I'min no condition to ride a
horse t' night!' Fourteen paces.

Laughing giddily, he followed her. The quarry.

She reached the corner of the deserted street and turned north, onto the Street
of Odours. Wal king around two sides of the Serpentine! She was stupid. The dolt
had no busi ness whatever with that fine bracelet. Didn't have proper respect for
it. Didn't know how to take care of it. The nonent she rounded the corner, the
thief stepped off the boardwal k onto the unpaved street, squatted to snatch up
hi s shoes t he nmonent he st epped out of t hem and ran
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Just at the intersection he stopped as if he had run into a wall, and dropped
the shoes. Stepped into them Nodded affably, drunkenly to the couple who cane
around off Stink Street - slat and slattern wearing three coppers' worth of

clothing and four of 'jewellery'. He stepped onto the planking, noting that they
noted little save each other. How nice. The Street of CGdours was enpty as far as
he coul d see. Except for the quarry.

"Uhh,' he groaned as if in msery. 'Lady,' he called, not loudly. "My lady?" He
slurred a little, not overdoing. Five paces ahead, she paused and | ooked back
"Hhellp,' he said, right hand clutching at his stonmach.

She was too stupid to be down here alone at this time of night, all right. She
cane back! Al solicitous she was, and his hand noved a little to the left and
cane out with a flat-bladed knife while his |eft hand clanped her right wist,
the unbracel eted one. The point of the knife touched the knot of her expensive
cerul ean sash.

"Do not scream This is a throwing knife. | throwit well, but |I prefer not to
kill. Unless | have to, understand.me? Al | want is that nice little snake
you're wearing.'

"Ch!' Her eyes were huge and she tucked in her belly, away fromthe point of
several inches of dull-silvery |eaf-shape he held to her mddle. '"It-it was a
gift...'

"I will accept it as a gift. Oh you are snart, very smart not to try yelling.
just hate to have to stick pretty wonmen in the belly. It's nessy, and it could
give this end of town a bad nane. | hate to throw a knife into their backs, for
that matter. Do you believe nme?

Her voice was a squeak: ' Yes.

"Good.' He released her wist and kept his hand outstretched, palmup. 'The
bracelet then. 1 am not so rude as to tear such a pretty bauble off a pretty
|l ady's pretty wist.'

Staring at himas if entranced, she backed a pace. He flipped the knife, caught
it by the tip. Hs left pal mrenmained extended, a waiting receptacle. The right
hefted the knife ina throwing attitude and she swiftly twisted off the
bracelet. Better than he had thought, he realized with a flash of greed and
gratification; the serpent's eyes appeared to be nice topazes! Al right then,
he'd | et her keep the expensive sash

She did not drop the bracelet into his palm she placed it there. N ce hard cold
gold, marvellously weighty. Only slightly warmed froma wist the colour of
burnt sienna. Nice, nice. Her eyes |leaped, flickered in fear when he flipped the
knife to catch it by its |eather-wapped tang. It had no hilt, to keep that end
I'ight behind the wei ghted bl ade.

'You see?' he said, showing teeth. 'I have no desire for your blood, understand
me? Only this bauble.

The bracelet remained cold in his palmand when it noved he jerked his hand
instinctively. Fast as he was he was only human, not a striking serpent; the
bracel et, suddenly becone a living snake, drove its fangs into the neaty part of
his hand that was the inner part of his thunb. It clung, and it hurt. Oh it
hurt.

The thief's smile vanished wth his outcry of pain. Yet he saw her smile, and
even as he felt the horror within himhe raised the throwing knife to stab the
filthy bitch who had trapped him
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That is, he tried to raise the knife, tried to shake his bitten hand to which
the serpent clung. He failed. Alnpst instantly, the bite of that unnatural snake
ossified every bone and bit of <cartilage in his body and, stiffly, Gath the
thief fell down dead.

Hs victim still smling, squatted to retrieve her property. She was shivering
in excitement. She slipped the cold hard bracelet of gold onto her wist. Its
eyes, cold hard stones, scintillated. And a trenor ran all through the woman.
Her eyes glittered and sparkl ed.

' @oohh,"' she murnmured with a shiver, all trenbly and tingly with excitenent and
delight. "It was worth every piece of silver | paid, this lovely bauble from
that lovely shop. I'"'mreally glad it was destroyed. Those of us who bought these
weapons of the god are so unique.' She was trenbling, excitenent high in her and
her heart racing with the thrill of danger faced and killing acconplished, and
she stroked the bracelet as if it were a |over

She went honme with her head high in pride and continuing excitenent, and she was
not at all happy when her husband railed at her for being so |ate and sei zed her
by the left wist. He went all bright eyed and stiff and fell down dead. She was
not at all happy. She had intended to kill only strangers for the thrill of it,
those who deserved it. Sonewhere, surely, the god Vashanka smil ed.

' The god-damed city's in a ness and busy as a kicked anthill and | think you
had nore than a whit to do with it," the dark young man said. (O was he a
youth? Street-wise and tough and hooded of eyes and wearing knives as a
courtesan wore gens. Hair blacker than black and eyes nearly so above a nose
al nrost nmeant for a bird of prey.)

' "CGod-dammed" city, indeed,' said the paler, disconfitingly tall nman, who was
ol der but not old, and he cane close to smling. 'You don't know how near you
are to truth, Shadowspawn.

Around themin the charcoal dimess others neither heard nor were overheard. In
this place, the trick was not to be overheard. The trick was to talk under
everyone else. A bad tavern with a bad reputation in a bad area of a nothing
town, the tavern called the Vul gar Unicorn was an astonishingly quiet place.

"Just call nme Hanse and stop being all cryptic and fatherly,' the dark young nman
said. 'I'"'mnot looking for a father. I had one - I'm told. Then | had Cudget
Swearoat h. Cudget told ne all | -all he knew.'

The other man heard; 'fatherly' used to nean 'patronizing', and the flash of ego
in the tough call ed Shadowspawn. Chips on his shoulders out to here. The other
man did not smle. Howto tell Hanse how nany Hanses he had known, over so many
years?

"Listen. One night a while ago | killed. Two nmen.' Hanse did not |ower his voice
for that statenent-not-adm ssion; he kept it |ow The shadow of a voice.

"Not nmen, Hanse. Hawk-nmasks. Jubal's bravoes. Hardly nen.'

"They were men, Tenpus. They were all men. So is Hanse and even Kadaki - the
prince-governor.'

"Kitty-Cat.'

‘I do not call himthat,' Hanse said, wth austerity. Then he said, 'It's you
I"mnot sure of, Tenpus. Are you a nan?'

"I"'ma man,' Tenpus said, with a sigh that seened to conme fromthe wei ght of
decades and decades. 'Tonight | asked you to call nme Thales. Go ahead, Hanse.
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You killed two men, while helping ne. Were you, by the way? O were you |urking
around ny horse that night thinking of |aying hands on sone krrf?

"I use no drugs and little al cohol.
"That isn't what | asked,' Tenpus said, not bothering to refute.

Dark eyes net Tenpus's, which inpressed him 'Yes. That is why | was there, T
Thal es. Wy "Thay-1| ees"?

"Since all things are presently full of gods, why not "Thales"? Thank you,
Hanse. | appreciate your honesty. W can -'

'Honesty?' A man, once well built and now wearing his chest all over his broad
belt and bulging wunder it as well, had been passing their small round table.
"Did | hear sonething about Hanse's honesty? Hanse?' H's laugh was a
conbi nation: pushed and genui ne.

The | ean youth call ed Shadowspawn noved not hing but his head. 'How d you like a
hole in your nmddle to let out all that hot air, Abohorr?

"How d you like a third eye, Abohorr?' Hanse's tablemate said.

Abohorr betook hinself elsewhere, nmuttering - and hurrying. Both Hanse's |ean
swi ft hands renmained on the tabletop. 'You know him Thal es?’

" No.
"You heard nme say his nanme and so you said it right after nme.

"Yes.'

"You're sharp, Thales. Too ... smart.' Hanse slapped the table's surface. 'I've
been nmeeting too nmany sharp people lately. Sharp as...

"Knives,' Tenpus said, finishing the complaint of a very very sharp young man

"You were nentioning that you were waiting for me to come out of that house-not

hone, Hanse, because you knew | was carrying. And then Jubal's bravoes attacked
- me -and you took down two.'

‘I was nentioning that, yes.' Hanse developed a seemingly genuine interest in
hi s brown-and-orange Saraprins nug. 'How many nmen have you killed, Thal es?

'Ch gods. Do not ask.'
' Many. '
' Many, yes.'

"And no scars on you.'

Tempus | ooked pained. 'No scars on nme,' he said, to his owm big hands on the
table. Bronzed, they were still nore fair than Shadowspawn's. On a sudden

thought, he Ilooked up and his expression was of dawning revelation and
di sbelief. 'Hanse? You saved ny life that night. | saved yours - but they were

after ne to begin with. Hanse? How nmany nen have you kill ed?

Hanse | ooked away. Hair |ike a raven, nose of a young falcon. Profile carved out
by a hand-axe sharper than a barber's razor, all planes and angles. A pair of
onyxes for eyes, and just that hard. H s |ook away was uncharacteristic and
Tenpus knew it. Tenpus worked out of the palace and had access to confidential
reports, one of which not even the prince-governor had seen. He wouldn't,

either, because it no longer existed. Too, Tenpus had dealt with this spawn of
Downwi nd and the shadows. He was here in this nurkily-lit tavern of humanity's
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dregs to deal with himagain.
Hanse, | ooking away, said, 'You are not to tell anyone.
Tenmpus knew just what to say. 'Do not insult ne again.

Hanse's nod was not as long as the thickness of one of his knives. (Wre there
five, or did he really wear a sixth on one of his thighs? Tenpus doubted that;
the strap wouldn't stay up.)

At | ast Hanse answered the question. 'Two.'

Two nen. Tenpus nodded, sighing, pushing back to cone as close to slunping on
his bench as his kind of soldier could. Danp. Wwo would have thought it? The
reputation he had, this dark surly scary (to others, not the man currently
calling hinself Tenpus) youth fromthe gutters he doubtless thought he had risen
so far above. Tenpus knew he had wounded a man or two, and he had assuned. Now
Shadowspawn said he had never slain! That, from such a one, was an adm ssion

Because of me he has been bl ooded, Tenpus nused, and the weary thought foll owed:
Well, he's not the first. | had ny first two, once. | wonder who they were, and
where? (But he knew, he knew. A nman did not forget such

Tenmpus was ol der than anyone thought; he was not as world-weary old as he
t hought, or thought he thought.) Just now he wanted to put forth a hand and
touch the much younger man. He certainly did not.

He said, 'How do you feel about it?

Hanse continued to gaze assiduously at sonething else. How could a child of the
desert with such long long | ashes and that sensuous, alnost pretty nouth | ook so
grimand thin-lipped? 'I threw up.'

' That proves you are hunan and is what you did. How do you feel about it?'
Hanse | ooked at himdirectly. After a time, he shrugged.

'Yes,' Tenpus sighed, nodding. He drained his cup. Raised a right arm on high
and glanced in the general direction of the tap. The new ni ght man nodded. Though
he had not | ooked at the fellow, Tenpus |owered his armand | ooked at Hanse. 'I
under stand,' he said.

"Do you. Awhile ago | told the prince that it is a prince's business to Kkill,
not a thief's. Now | have killed.

"What a wonderful thing to say toa bit of royalty! I wsh you weren't so
serious right now, so | could |augh aloud. Do not expect any gentle words from
me about the kills, ny friend. It happens. | didn't ask for your help - or for

you to be waiting for me. You won't do that again.

‘Not that way, no.' Hanse |eaned back while whatever-his-nane-was (they called
hi m' Two- Thumb') set two newly-filled nugs between them He did not take the
other two, or wait for paynent. 'l think things started when Bourne ... died,
and you cane to Thieves' Wrld.'

" Thi eves' Worl d?'

Agai n that al nost-enbarrassed shrug. 'It's what we call Sanctuary. Some of us.
Now the whole city's in a mess and a turmoil and | think you have to do with
that.'

"I believe you said that.

"You led ne astray, "Thales". That tenple or store or whatever it was. It
col | apsed? - erupted, |ike a vol cano? Sonethi ng. Next the prince-
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"You really do respect him don't you?

"I don't work for himthough,' Hanse pointed out; Tenpus did. 'He inpounded the

t he god-weapons? - that place sold, or _ tried to. Hell Hounds paying people
for things they bought - or else! Things! New wealth in the city, because sone
of them had been stol en and now are bought fromthieves. People are |aughing at
dealing with the new changer: the pal ace!

Changer, Tenpus knew, neant fence in this - city? 0 ny God Vashanka - this? A
city?!

"Two ships sitting out there in the harbour,’ Hanse went on, 'guarded up to
here. I know those Things, those dark weapons of sorcery, are being | oaded
aboard. Then what? Qut to sea and straight to the botton®'

"The very best place for them' Tenpus said, turning and slowy turning his
gl azed earthenware nug. This one was striped garishly in yellow waves.' Believe
it. There is too nuch power in those devices.'

' Meanwhi l e some "enforcers” fromthe nmageguild have been trying to get hands on
themfirst.

That Tenmpus also knew. Three of the toughs had been eliminated in the past
twenty hours, unless another or two had been slain tonight, by |ocal Watchmen or
t hose special guardsmen called Hell Hounds. 'Unions will try to protect their
menbers, yes. No matter what. A union is a mndl ess aninal.'

"You paid ne well -fair, to fetch you the dianond wand-things that woman wears
in her hair. | did, and she has them back. You gave them back."

Cine. Cine's dianmpbnd-rods in her fine fine wealth of hair. "Yes. Did |I?

"You did. And strange things are happening in Sanctuary. Those . were soreerous
weapons those hawk- nasks used agai nst you and nme. A poor thief tried to snatch a
worman' s bracel et the other night, down in - never mnd the street. She shouldn't
have been there. The bracelet turned into a snake and killed him | don't know
what it did to him He's dead and they say he wei ghs about twice as much as he
did alive.'

"It solidified his bones. It was obtained this nmorning. And when didn't strange
thi ngs happen in Sanctuary, ny friend?

"That is twice you have called ne that.' Hanse's words had the sound of
accusation about them

"So | have. | nust nean it, then.'

Hanse becane visibly unconfortable: 'I amHanse. | was ... apprentice to Cudget
Swearoath. Prince Kitty-Cat had himhanged. | am Shadowspawn. | have breached
the pal ace and because of ne a Hell Hound is dead. | have no friends.

And you slip and call him'Kitty-Cat' when you think of your executed nmentor, do
you? Not seeking a father, eh? Do you know that all nen do, and that | have
m ne, in Vashanka? Ah Hanse how you seek to be enigmatic and so cool - and are
about as transparent as a pan of water caught fromthe sky!

Tenmpus waved a hand. 'Save all that. Just tell nme not to be your friend. Not to
call you friend.'

A silence fell over themlike a struck banner and somet hi ng naked stared out of
Hanse's eyes. By the time he knew he nust speak into the silence, it was too
| ate. That same silence was Tenpus's answer.
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"Yes,' Tenpus said, considerately-cleverly changing the subject. 'What old
what si sname Tor chhol der yammers about is true. Vashanka cane, and He cl ai ned
Sanctuary. Hi s nane is branded into the place, now. The very tenple of Ils lies
in rubble. Vashanka created the Waponshop, from nothing, and-'

" A pedl ar-god?’

"I didn't think much of the lactic nyself,' Tenpus said, hoping Vashanka heard
him while noting how good the youth was at sneering. 'And the Waponshop
destroyed the nage the governor inported to conbat him Vashanka is not to be
conbated. "'

Hanse snapped gl ances this way and that. 'Say such things a tine or two nore in
Sanctuary, ny friend, and your body will be mourning the I oss of its head.

The blond man stared at him 'Do you believe that?

Hanse | et that pass, while he rowed into the current of other conversations in
the tavern. A current restless as a thief on a |anding outside a w ndow, and
conversations just as stealthy and dark. He tuned it out again, stepping out of
the flow yet flowing with it. Quietly.

" And how many of those fell Things do you think are still |oose?
"Too many. Two or four? You know our job is to collect them'
"Qur?

"The Hell Hounds.'

"Who's your bearded friend, Hanse?

The speaker stood beside the table, only a bit older than Hanse and just as
cocky. Oder in years only; he had not benefited from those years and woul d
never be so nmuch as Hanse. Self-consciously he wore self-consciously tight
black. Ch, a brilliant thief! About as unobtrusive as hives.

Hanse was staring at Tenpus, who was pink and bronze of skin, gold and honey of
hair, lengthy and lengthy of |legs, and smoothshaven as a pair of doeskin
| eggi ngs. Hanse did not take his dark-eyed gaze off the Hell Hound, while his
dark hand moved out to close on the (black-bracered) wist of the other young
man.

"What col our woul d you say his beard is, Athavul?

At havul nmoved his armand proved that his wist would not cone loose. His
arrogance and nmask of cocky confidence fled himfaster than a street girl fled a
man reveal ed poor. Tenpus recogni zed Athavul's chuckl e; nervousness and sham
Tenmpus had heard it a thousand or a million tinmes. Wiat was the difference? He
reflected on tenporality, even while this boy Athavul tenporized.

" You going blind, Shadowspawn? You think nyself is, and testing he and I?* Wth
a harsh short laugh and a slap with his other hand on his own chest, Athavu

said, 'Black as this. Black as this!' He slapped his black | eather pants - self

consci ousl y.

Tenpus, leaning a bit forwards, elbows on the little table, big swordsman's
shoul ders hunched, continued, to gaze directly at Hanse. Into Hanse's eyes. His
face | ooked open because he made it t hat way. Bear dl ess.

"Sane's his hair?" Hanse said, and his voice sounded brittle as very old
harness-l eather. Hs eyes glittered.
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At havul swal l owed. '"Hair...' He swallowed again, |ooking fromHanse to Tenpus to
Hanse. 'Ah ... he's your, ah, friend, Hanse. Let go, WwIll you? You twit him
about his ... head if you want to, but I won't. Sorry | stopped and tried to be
civil.'

Wt hout |ooking away from Hanse, Tenpus said, 'It's all right, Athavul. My nane
is Thales and | amnot sensitive. |'ve been this bald for years.

Hanse was staring at Tenpus, blond Tenpus. H s hand opened. Athavul yanked his
arm back so fast he hit hinself in his (nearly inexistent) stomach. He nade no
pretence of grace; with a dark glance at Hanse, he betook hinself el sewhere,
sullenly silent.

"Nicely done,' Tenpus said, showing his teeth.

Don't smile at ne, stranger. \Wat do you | ook |ike?

Exactly what you see, Hanse. Exactly.'

"And ... what did he see?" Hanse's wave of his armwas as tight as he had becone
inside. 'What do they see here, talking with Hanse?

‘"He told you.'

‘Bl ack beard, no hair.'

Bl ond, beardl ess Tenpus nodded.

Nei t her had taken his gaze off the other's eyes. 'Wat else?

"Does it matter? | amin the enploy of that person we both know. What you people
call a Hell Hound. | would not come here in that appearance! | doubt anyone el se
would be in this room if they sawnme. | was here when you cane in, renenber?
Waiting for you. You were too cool to ask the obvious.

"They call me spawn of the shadows,' Hanse said quietly, slowy, in a low tone.
He was | eaning back as if to get a few nbre centinetres between himand the tal
man. 'You're just a damed shadow '

"It's fitting. | need your help, Shadowspawn.
Hanse said, enunciating distinctly, '"Shit." And rising he added, 'Sing for it.
Dance in the streets for it.'" And he turned away, then back to add, 'You're

payi ng of course, Baldy,' and then he betook hinself el sewhere.

Qut si de, he glanced up and down the verm form'street' called Serpentine, turned
right to walk a few paces north. Automatically, he stepped over the broken plank
in the boardwal k. He glanced into the tucked-in courtyard that was too broad and
shal l ow to be dangerous for several hours yet. Denizens of the Maze «called it
variously the Quthouse, Tick's Vomtory., or, less seriously. Safe-haven. From
the pointed tail of the shortcloak on the man back within that three-sided box,
Hanse recogni zed Poker the Cadite. Fromthe wet sounds, he made an assunption as
to Poker's activity. The man with the piebald beard gl anced around.

"Come on in, Shadowspawn. Not nuch roomleft.’

" Looki ng for Athavul. Said he was carrying and said | could join him' Lying was
nore than easy to Shadowspawn; it was al nost instinctive.

"You're not mad at hin®?' Poker dropped his tunic's hem and turned fromthe
stai ned rearnost wall

"No no, nothing like that.
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'"He went south. Turned into Slick Walk.'

' Thanks, Poker. There's a big-bearded man in the Unicorn with no hair on top
Get himto buy you a cup. Tell himl said.

" Ah. Eneny of yours, Hansey?
" Ri ght.

Hanse turned and wal ked a few paces north towards Straight, his back to Slick
Wal k (which led into the two-block L whose real nane no one renenbered. Nary a
door opened onto it and it stayed dark as a sorcerer's heart. It snelled
perpetually sour and was referred to as Vomit Boul evard). Wen Poker said the
weat her was sunny, turn up your cloak's hood against rain. Wen Poker said
right, head |eft.

Hanse «cut left through Odd Birt's Dodge, angling around the corner of the
tenement owned by Furtwan the dealer in snails for dye - who lived way over on
the east side, hardly in tenenent conditions. Instantly Hanse vanished into the
enbrace of his true friend and hone. The shadows.

Because he had kept his eyes slitted while he was in the light filtering down
fromStraight Street, he was able to see. The darkness deepened with each of his
gliding westward steps.

He heard the odd tapping sound as he passed Wong Way Park. Wat in all the - a
blind man? Hanse sm | ed - keeping his nouth closed against the possible flash of
teeth. This was a wonderful place for the blind! They could 'see' nore in three

quarters of the Maze than anyone w th working eyes. He eased along towards the
short streetlet <called Tanner, hearing the noises from Sly's Place. Then he
heard Athavul's voice, out in the open

" Your pardon, dear |ady, but if you don't hand nyself your necklace and your
wallet |I'Il put this crossbow bolt through your left gourd.

Hanse eased closer, getting hinself nearer the triple 'corner' where Tanner sort
of intersected with Odd Birt's Dodge and touched the north-south wiggle of the
Serpentine as well. Streets ; in the Mze, it has been said, had been |aid out
by two | ove-struck snakes, both soaring on krrf. Hanse heard the reply of Ath's
i ntended prey: 'You don't have a crossbow, slime |lizard, but see what | have!'’
The scream in a voice barely recognizable as Athavul's, raised the hairs on
the back of Hanse's neck and sent a chill running all the way down his
coccyx. He <considered freezing in place. He | considered the sensible course
of turning and running. Curiosity urged himto edge two steps farther and peek
around the building housing Sly's. Curiosity won.

By the tinme he | ooked, Athavul was whinpering and gi bbering. Sonmeone in a |ong
cloak the colour of red clay, hood up, stepped around himand Hanse thought he
heard a giggle. Cowering, pleading, gibbering in horribly obvious fear - of
what? - Athavul ” fell to his knees. The cl oak swept on al ong Tanner towards the
i Street of Odours, and Hanse swallowed with a little effort. A knife had got
itself into his hand; he didn't throwif. He edged down a few nbre steps to see
whi ch way the cloak turned. R ght. Hanse caught a glinpse of the walking stick

It was white. The way the person in that cloak was noving, though, she was not
blind. Nor was she any big wonan.

Hanse put up his knife and started towards Athavul. 'No! Pl ease pl ehehehease!’
On his knees, Ath clasped his hands ; and pleaded. H s eyes were w de and gl assy
with fear. Sweat and [ tears ran down his face in such profusion that he nust
soon have i salt spots on his black jerkin. H s shaking was w nd-bl own wash on
the line and his face was the colour of a primng coat of whitewash
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Hanse stood still. He stared. 'Wat's the matter with you, Ath? |I'm not nenacing
you, you fugitive froma dung-fuelled stove! Athavul! Wat's the matter'th you?
' Ch pl ease pl eoapl ease no no oh ohh ohohohono-o-o0..."' Athavul fell on his knees
and his still-clasped hands, bony runp in the air. His shaking had increased to

that of a whipped, starved dog.

Such an aninmal would have noved Hanse to pity. Athavul was just ridicul ous.
Hanse wanted to kick him He was also aware that two or three people were
peering out of the dump still called Sly's Place though Sly had taken dropsy and
died two years back.

"Ath? Did she hurt you? Hey! You Ilittle piece of canel dropping - what did she
do to you?'

At the angry, demanding sound of Hanse's voice, Athavul clutched hinself.
Weeping loudly, he rolled over against the wall. He left little spots of tears
and slobber and a puddle froma spasm ng sphincter. Hanse swallowed hard.
Sorcery. That dammed Enos Y - no, he didn't work this way. Ath was absolutely
terrified. Hanse had al ways thought himthe consistency of sparrows liver and
chicken soup, with bird s eggs between his legs. But this - not even this
strutting ass could be this hideously possessed by fear w thout preternatura
aid. Just the sight of it was scary. Hanse felt an urge to stonp or stick Ath
just to shut himup, and that was awf ul

He glanced at the thirty-one strands of dangling Syrese rope (each knotted
thirty-one tinmes) that hung in the doorway of Sly's. He saw seven staring
eyeballs, six fingers, and several msmatched feet. Even in the Mze, noise
attracted attention ... but people had sense enough not to go running out to see
what was am ss.

' BLAAAH ' Hanse shouted, nmaking a horrid face and pouncing at the doorway. Then
he rushed past the grovelling, weeping Athavul. At the corner he |ooked up
Qdours towards Straight, and he was sure he saw the verm |ion cl oak. Maroon now,
in the distance. Yes. Across Straight, heading north now past the tanners' broad
open-front sheds, alnbst to the intersection with the Street called Slippery.

Several people were wal king al ong Odours, just wal ki ng, headi ng south in Hanse's
direction. The | one one carried a |lanthorn

Al  six walkers - three, one, and tw - passed him going in the opposite
direction. None saw him though Hanse was hurrying. He heard the couple talking
about the hooded blind woman with the white staff. He crossed well-lighted

Straight Street when the red clay cloak was at the place called Harlot's Cross.

There Tanner's Row angled in to join the Street of Odours at its nutua

intersection with the broad Governor's Wl k. He passed the tiny '"tenple' of Theba
and several shops to stop outside the entrance of the dinminutive Tenple of Eshi

Virginal - few believed in that -and watched the cloak turn left. Northwest. A
worman, all right. Heading past the long spraw of the farmers' market? O one of
the little dwellings that faced it?

Heading for Red Lantern Road? A wonman who pretends to be blind and who put a
spell of terror on Athavul |ike nothing | ever saw.

He had to follow her. He was incapable of not follow ng her

He was not driven only by curiosity. He wanted to know the identity of a woman
with such a device, yes. There was also the possibility of obtaining such a
useful wand. White, it resenbled the walk-tap stick of a sightless woman.
Pai nted t hough, it could be the swagger stick of ... Shadowspawn. O of soneone
with a swollen purse who could put it to good use against Hanse's fellow
t hi eves.
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He | ooked out for hinself; let them

Hanse did not follow. He noved to intersect, and could anyone have done it as
swiftly and surefootedly, it nmust have been a child who |ived hereabouts and had
no supervi sion.

He ran past Slippery - fading into a fig-pedlar's doorway while a pair of City
Wat chnen passed - then ran through two vacant lots, a common back yard full of
dog droppings and the white patches of ol der ones, over an outhouse, around a
fat tree and then two nmeat houses and through two hedges - one spiny, which took
no note of being cursed by a shadow on silent feet - across a porch and around a
rain barrel, over the top of a sleeping black cat that objected with nore noise

than the two dogs he had aroused - one was still inportantly barking, puffed up
and hating to | eave off- across another porch ('Is that you, Dadi sha? Were have
you been?'), through soneone's scraps and - long junp! - over a nulchpile, and

around two lovers ('Wiat was that, Wenny?'), an overturned outhouse, a rain
barrel, a cowtethered to a wagon he went under w thout even slow ng down, and
three nore buil dings.

One of the lovers and one of the dogs actually caught sight of the swft
fleeting shadow. No one el se. The cow ni ght have wondered

On one knee beside a fat beanberry bush at the far end of Market Run, he | ooked
out upon the long straight stretch of well-kept street that ran past the narket
on the other side. He was not w nded.

The hooded cloak- with the wal king stick was just reaching this end of the |ong,
long farnmers' market. Hanse crinped his cheeks in alittle smle. Ch he was so
clever, so speedy! He was just in tine to-

- to see the two cloakless but hooded footpads nmaterialize fromthe deep jet
shadows at the building's corner. They pounced. One ran angling, to grasp her
frombehind, while his fellow cane at her face-on with no weapons visible. Ready
to snatch what she had, and run. She behaved surprisingly; she lunged to one
side and prodded the attacker in front. Prodded, that Hanse saw, she did not
strike or stab with the white staff.

Instantly the man went to his knees. He was gibbering, pleading, quaking. A
butterfly clinging to a twig in a wwndstorm O ... Athavul.

Swiftly - not professionally fast, but swiftly for her, a civilian, Hanse saw
(he was noving) - she turned to the one com ng up behind her. He also adjusted
rapidly. He went |low. The staff whirred over his head while his partner babbled
and pleaded in the npbst abject fear. The footpad had not stopped noving.
(Nei ther had Hanse.) Up came the hooded nan fromhis crouch and his right hand
snapped out edge-on to strike her wist while his other fist |eaped to her
stomach. That fist glittered in the noonlight, or sonething glittered init.
That silvery something went into her - and she made a puking gagging throaty
noise and while she fell the white stick slid from her reflexively opening
fingers. He grabbed it.

That was surely ill-advised, but his hand closed on the staffs handle without
apparent effect on him He kicked her viciously, angrily - maybe she felt it,
gutted, and maybe she did not - and he railed at his conmrade. The latter, on his
knees, behaved as Athavul had when Hanse shouted at him He fell over and rolled
away, assuming the foetal posture while he wept and pl ed.

The killer spat several expletives and whirled back to his victim She was
twi tching, dying. Yanking open the vermlion cloak, he jerked off her necklace,
ripped a twisted silver |oop out of each ear, and yanked at the scantling purse
on her girdle. It refused to come free. He sliced it with the swift single
movenent of a practised expert. Straightening, he glanced in every direction,
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said something to his partner - who rolled foetally, sobbing.
' Theba take you, then,' the thief said, and ran.

Back into the shadows of the market building's west corner he fled, and one of
the shadows tripped him As he fell, an el bow thunped the back of his neck

"I want what you've got, you nurdering bastard,' a shadow voice said from the
shadows, while the footpad twisted to roll over. 'Your kind gives thieves a bad
nane. '

"Take it then!' The fallen man ramred the white staff into the shadow s thigh as
it started to bend over him

Instantly fear seized Hanse. Viced him enconpassed him possessed him
Si ckening, stonmach-fluttering fear. H's arnpits flooded and his sphincter
fluttered.

Unlike the stick's victinse he had seen, he was in darkness, and he was
Shadowspawn. He did not fall to his knees.

He fled, desperately afraid, snivelling, «clutching his gut, babbling. Tears
flowed to blind him but he was in darkness anyhow Staggering, weeping,
horri bly and obscenely afraid and even nore horribly knowing all the while that
he had no reason to be afraid, that this was sorcery; the nost demeaning spel
that could be laid on a man. He heard the killer |augh, and Hanse tried to run
faster. Hoping the man did not pursue to confront him Accost him Sharl nean
things at him He could not stand that.

It did not happen that way. The thief who had slain without intending to kil

| aughed, but he too was scared, and disconcerted. He fled, slinking, in another
direction. Hanse stunbl ed-staggered-snivelled on, on. Instinct was not gone but
was hei ghtened; he clung to the shadows as a frightened child to its nother. But
he made noi se, noi se.

Attracted at the same tine as she was repulsed by that whining fearfu
gi bbering, Mgnureal canme upon him 'Wat - it's Han -what are you doi ng?

He was seriously considering ending the terror by ending hinmself with the knife
in his fist. Anything to stop this envel opi ng, consum ng agony of fear. At her
voi ce he dropped the knife and fell weeping to his knees.

'Hanse ~ stop that!"’

He did not. He could not. He could assune the foetal. He did. Unconprehending,
the garishly-dressed girl acted instinctively to save him Her nother liked him
and to Mgnureal he was attractive, a figure of romance. In his state, saving
hi m was easy, even for a thirteen-year-old. Though his hysterical sobbing pleas
brought tears to her eyes, for him Mgnureal tied his wists behind him The
whi |l e, she breathed prayers known only to the S danzo.

"You cone along now,' she said firmy, leaking tears and gul ping. 'Conme al ong
with nel’

Hanse obeyed.

She went straight along the well-lit Governor's Walk and turned down Shadow
Lane, conducting her bound, snivelling captive. At the corner of Shadow and
Sli ppery, a couple of unifornmed men accosted her

"Way it's Moonflower's darter. Wafve you got there, M neral ?

"Mgnureal,' she corrected. 'Sonmeone put a spell on him - over on the
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Processional ,' she said, choosing an area far fromwhere she had found him 'MW
nmot her can help. Go with Eshi.

"Hm A spell of fear, huh? That damed Anus Yorl, I'Il wager a cup! Wwo is it,
snivel ling under your shawl that way?

M gnureal considered swiftly. Wiat had happened to Hanse was awful. To have
these City Watchnmen know, and spread it about - that would be insupportable.
Again Mgnureal lied. It was her brother Antelope, she told them and they nade

synpat hetic noises and let her be on her way, while they. nuttered about dani
sorcerers and the nutty names S danzo gave their get. Both nen agreed; they
woul d nmake a routine check of Awful Alley and stop in at the Al ekeep, just down
the street.

M gnureal led Hanse a half-block nore and went into her parents' shop-and
living-quarters. They were asleep. The tautly overwei ght Monflower did not heed
sunmmonses and did not nmke house calls. Furthernore her husband was an
irrepressibly randy man who bedded early and insisted on her conpany. At her
daughter's sobbi ng and shaki ng her, the seer awoke. That gently-nanmed coll ection
of talent and adipose tissue and mammulia sufficient to nurse octuplets,
simul taneously, sat erect. She reached confortingly for her daughter. Soon she
had |istened, was out of bed, and beside Hanse. M gnhureal had ordered himto
remai n on the divan in the shop

"That just isn't Hanse, Mot her!

O course it isn't. Look on sorcery, and hate it.

"Nane of Tiana Saviour-it's awful, seeing him hearing himthis way...'

Fetch my shawl,' Monflower said, one by one relieving Hanse of his knives,
and do make sone tea, sweetheart.'

Moonf | ower held the quaking young man and crooned. She pillowed his tear-wet
face in the vastness of her bosom She |oosed his wists, drew his hands round,
and held their wiry darkness in her large paler dinple-backed ones. And she
crooned, and tal ked I ow, on and on. Her daughter draped her with the shawl and
went to nake tea

The ray of noonlight that fell into the room noved the length of a big man's
foot while the seer sat there with him and nore, and Hanse went to sleep, stil
shivering. She held his hands wuntil he was still but for his breathing.
M gnureal hovered cl ose, all bright of eye, and knew the instant her nother went
of f. Sagging. d assy-eyed. She began nurmuring, a wonman small inside and huge
without; a gross kitten at her divining.

"Avyellowfurred hunting dog? Tall as atree, old as a tree ... he hovers and
with himis a god not of Ilsig. A god of Ranke - oh, it is a Hell Hound. Oh
Hanse it is not w zard-sorcery but god-sorcery! And who is thi - oh. Another

god. But why is Theba invol ved, who has so few adherents here? Ch!'

She shuddered and her daughter started to touch her; desi sted.

"l see Ils Hnself hiding His face... a shadowtall as a tree and another, not
nearly so big. A shadow and its pawn? Wy it has no head, this smaller shad
oh. It is afraid, that's it; it has no face left. It is Ha - | will not say even
though he sleeps. Ch Mgnue, there is a corpse on the street up in front of the
farnmers' market and - ahhh.' Her relief was apparent in that great sigh. 'Hanse
did not kill her. Another did, and Theba hovers over her. Hm | see - | s- |
will not say what | s ... it fades, goes.'

Agai n she sighed and sat still, sweating, overflow ng her chair on both sides.

Gazing at the sleeping Shadowspawn. 'He has spoken with the governor who is the
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enperor's kinsman, Mgnureal ny dear, did you know that? He will again. They are
not enem es, our governor and Shadowspawn.'

"Ch.' And M gnureal |ooked upon him head to one side. Monflower saw the | ook

"You will go to bed and tonmorrow you will tell me what you were doing abroad so
| ate, Mgnue. You will not cone near Hanse again, do you understand?

"Ch, nmother.' Mgnureal met the level gaze only briefly. 'Yes, nother.
understand.' And she went to bed.

Moonf |l ower did not; she stayed beside Hanse. In the norning he was all right and
she totd hi mwhat she had Seen. He would never be the same again, she knew, he
who had net quintessential fear. Lord Terror hinself, face to face. But he was
Hanse again, and not afraid, and Monflower was sure that within a few hours he
woul d have his gliding swagger back. She did note that he was grimfacedly
det er m ned.

The nessage left at the little Watchpost at the corner of Shadow and Lizard's
Way suggested that the 'tall as a tree Hell-hound take a walk between stinky
market and the cat storage' at the time of the fifth nightwatch 'when the
shadows are spawning fear in all hearts'. The nessage was delivered to Tenpus,
who ordered the sub-prefect to forget it, and | ooked fierce. The wiggly agreed
and got thence.

In private, his mnd aided by a pinch of his powlered friend, Tenpus worked
backwards at the cipher. The. last Iine had to be the signature: Shadowspawn.
Hanse wanted to nmeet himvery privately, an hour past mdnight. Good. So ..

where? ' Stinky market' could nean |ots of places. 'Cat storage' neant not hing.
Cat storage; cat - the granaries? - where cats not only were kept but migrated,
drawn by the mice drawn by the grain? No; there was no way to wal k between any
of the granaries and anything deserving to be characterized as stinky nmarket
beyond any other stenchy place. Wat stinks nost? Easy, he answered hinself. The
tanners - no! Don't be stupid, second thought told him Fish stink worse than

anything. Hm The fish market then, down on Red Clay Street - which mght as
wel | be called Warehouse Street. So all the natives called it. The stinking fish
mar ket, then, and ... cat storage? He stared at the map

Oh. Sinple. The governor was called Kitty-Cat and a warehouse was a place for
storage. The Governor's Warehouse then, down beside the fish market. Not a bl ock
fromthe Watchpost at Shadow and Lizard, the rascal! Tenpus shook his head, and
hours and hours |later he was there. He made sure no one tried to 'help' him
twice he played thief, to watch his owmn trail. He was not followed. Winkling
his nose at the stench and slipping on a discarded fish-head, he resolved to get
a clean-up detail down here, and recommend a light as well.

"I amglad you |l ook like you,' the shadows said, from behind and above him

"A god has marked nme, Hanse,' Tenpus expl ained, wi thout turning or |ooking up
"He helped me, in the Mulgar Unicorn. |1 didn't care to be seen there,
comprom sing you. Did you | eave the message because you have changed your m nd?

"There will be a bargain.'

' | can appreciate that. Wrd is that you have bargained before, with ny
enpl oyer.'

"That is as obviously inpossible as breaking into the pal ace.’

" Cbviously. | amenmpowered to bargain, Hanse.' | "A woman was found dead on
Farmer's Run just at the west end of the market,' the shadows said quietly. 'She
wore a cloak the colour of red clay.' | "Yes.' ' .
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"She had a walking stick. It has a ... horrible effect on a man. Her killer
stole it, after she used it on his partner. He abandoned him'
"No thief's corpse was found.'

"It does not Kkill. Its effect is ... obscene.' A pause; while the shadow
shuddered? '|I saw it happen. They were hooded.

"Do you know who they are?

"Not now. | canUnd out-easily. Want the stick?

"Yes.'

" How many of those foul things remain in ... circulation?

"W think two. A clever fellow has done well for hinself by counting the people
who cane out of the shop with a purchase, and recording the nanmes of those he
knew. What is the bargain, Hanse?

"l had rather deal with him'
"I wish you would trust nme. Setting up interviews with himtakes tine.

"I trust you, Tenpus, just as you trust ne. Get ne sonething in witing from
him then. Signed. Gve it to the seer, Monflower. This is costing ne tineg,
pulling nme away from ny work-'

"Wor k?'

- and | shall have to have conpensation. Now.'

0 you dammed arrogant boy, Tenpus thought, and wthout a word he nmade three
coins clink as he dropped them He was sure Hanse's ears could distinguish gold
from copper or silver by the sound of the clink. He also dropped a short section
of pig's intestine, stitched at one end and tied off at the other. He said,
" Qops. '

"I want assistance in recovering sonething of mne, Tenpus. Just |abour, that's
all. Wiat's to be recovered is nmine, | guarantee it.'

"Il help you nyself.'
"W' || need tools, a horse, rope, strength...

"Done. | will get it in witing, but it is done. Deliver and | deliver. W have
a bond between us.'

"So have he and |I. | do want that paper signed and slipped to the S danzo seer.
Very well then, Tenpus. W have bargained."'

"By md-afternoon. Good night, spawn of shadows.'
' Good night, shadow nman. You didn't say "pawn", did you?

"No.' And Tenpus turned and wal ked ba.ck up between the buildings to light, and
| ess stenchy air. Behind him soundlessly, the three gold coins and little bag
of krrfhe had dropped vani shed, into the shadows.

Next day not |ong after dawn Hanse gave Moonfl ower a great hug and pretended to
find a gold piece in her ear.

"I Saw for you, not for coin,' she told him
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‘I understand. | know. Wy |ook, here's another in your other ear, for
M gnureal. | give you the gold because | found it, not because you hel ped ne.
And a nessage will be given you today, for ne.

Moonf | ower made both coi ns di sappear beneath her shawl into what she called her
treasure chest. 'Don't frown; M gnue shall have the one as her very own. WI|
you do sonmething for ne | would prefer to coin, Hanse?

Very seriously, relaxing for once, he nodded. 'Wthout question.

My daughter is very young and thinks you are just so romantic a figure. WII
you just pretend she is your sister?

"Ch you would not want that. Passionflower,' he said, in one of those rare
i ndi cations of what sort of childhood he nust have had. 'She is ny friend's
daughter and | shall call her cousin. Besides, she saw nme ... that way. | nmay
not be able to ook her in the eyes again.'

She took those lean restless hands of a thief proud never to have hurt any he
robbed. 'You will, Hanse. You will. It was god-sorcery, and no enbarrassnent.
WIl you now be careful ?

IowillLt
She studied his eyes. 'But you are going to find him'

"I am'

The adherents of the npbst ancient goddess Theba went hooded to their little
tenmple. This was their way. It also nade it easier for the governnent to keep
them under surveillance, and nade it easy for Hanse to slip anong them Alittle
tilt to his shoulder, a slight favouring of one |leg under the dull brown robe,
and he was not the lithely gliding Shadowspawn at all

The services were dull and he had never |iked the odour of incense. It made him
want to sneeze and go to sleep, both at once. Insofar as he ever gave thought to
religion, he leaned towards a sort of Iloyalty to the dem god Rander
Rehabi litatus. He endured, and he observed. This goddess's worship in Sanctuary
i ncluded two blind adherents. Both carried staffs. Though only one was white, it
was not in the grip of a | eft-handed nan.

Finding his quarry really was as sinple as that. On deserting his partner, the
murderous thief had sneered ' Theba take you,' and Monflower had Seen that
goddess, or at least the |likeness of her icons and amul ets. She had no nore than
forty worshippers here, and only this one (part-tine) tenple. The thief had al so
struck away the terror-stick with his right hand and used his left to drive the
dagger into his victim- and to use the staff on Hanse.

There canme the tine of Conmuning In Her. Hanse watched what the others did. They
m ngled, and a buzz rose as they said nice silly |loving peace-things to each
other in the name of Her. The wusual neaningless ritual; 'peace' was a word and
life and its exigencies were another matter. Hanse m ngl ed.

'Peace and love to you, brother,'" a wonman said fromw thin her w ne-dark cow,
and her hand slipped into Hanse's robe and he caught her wi st.

' Peace and defter fingers to you, sister,' he said quietly, and went around her
towards his goal. To be certain, he cane cowml to cowm with the man with the
white stick and, smiling, mnade a shanefully obscene gesture. The cow and the
staff did not nove; a hand noved gently out to touch him
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'Her peace remmin on you, my brother,' the blind man said in a high voice, and
Hanse nout hed words, then turned.

"You rotten sline," a cow striped in green and red hissed. 'Poor blind Sorad
has been anong us for years and no one ever made such a nasty gesture to him
Who are you, anyhow?'

"One who thinks that other blind man is not blind and not one of us, and was
testing - brother. Have you ever seen hi m before?

Hi s accoster - burly, in that striped Myrsevadan robe, |ooked around. 'Wel
no. The one in the gl oves?

"Yes. | think they are because his stick - yes, peace to you too, sister - has
j ust been pai nt ed.

"You think it's a disguised weapon? That.he's fromthe... pal ace?

"No. | think the prince-governor couldn't care a rat's whisker about us.
Substituting the pronoun was a last instant thought, and Hanse felt proud of
that touch. Playing 'I'mjust like you but he is bad' had got himout of severa
scrapes. 'l do think he is a spy, though. That priest from Ranke, who thinks
every tenpl e should be closed down except a glorious new one to Vash - Vashi
what ever they call him ['Il bet that's his spy.

That made the | oyal Thebite quiver in rage! He went directly towards the man in
the forest green cloak, wth the brown stick. Hanse, edging along towards the
entrance of what was by day a belt-maker's shop, watched Striped Robe speak to
the man with the staff. An answer cane, as Hanse noved.

Hanse didn't hear the reply; he heard 'May all your days be bright in Her nane
and She take you when you are tired of life, brother.' This fromthe fat nman
beside him in a tent-sized cl oak

"Ch, thank you, brother. And on you, peace in Her n-' Hanse broke off when the
terrified screaning began.

It was the big fellow in the robe of green and red stripes, and his cow fel
back to show his fear-twisted face. Naturally no one understood, and other cries
arose amd the mlling of robed, faceless people. Two did understand, and both
moved towards the door. One was closer. He hurried forth, running - and outsi de,
cut left out of view of the doorway and swung swiftly back. He already had the
little jar of vinegar out of his dull brown robe, and the cork pulled. |nside
the tenple: clanour.

The man with the gloves and brown wal king stick hurried through the door and
turned left; had he not, Hanse would have called. The fellow had no time for
anyt hi ng before Hanse sent the vinegar sloshing within his hood.

"Ah!" Naturally the man ducked his head as the |iquid drenched himand entered
both eyes. Since he was not blind and not accustonmed to carrying a staff as a
part of him he dropped it to rush both hands to his face. Hanse swall owed hard
before snatching up the stick by its handle. He kicked the npaning fellow in the
knee-cap, and ran. The god-weapon seened hummingly alive in his hand, so rmuch
that he wanted to throw it down and keep running. He did not, and it exerted no
other effect on him Just around the corner he paused for an inportuning beggar,
who soon had the gift of a nice brown, cow ed robe. Since it was thrown over him
as he sat, he never saw the generous giver. He had been swall owed by the shadows
once the beggar got his head free of the encunbering wooll en

"Here, you little lizard, where do you think you're running to, hah?

That fromthe brutish swaggering desert tradesman who grabbed at Hanse as he ran
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by. Well, he was not of the city, and did not know who he laid big hand on. Nor
was he likely to aught but hie hinself out of Sanctuary, once he returned to
norrmal - doubtl ess robbed. Besides, a test really should be nmade to be sure, and
Hanse poked him

This was the staff of ensorcelnent, all right.
Hurrying on his way, Hanse began to snile.

He had the stick and the nmurdering thief who had used it on himwould not be too
ninble for a long, long time, and the robe he had snitched off a drying |ine was
in the possession of a beggar who would be needing it in a few nonths, and Hanse
had his little nessage fromthe prince-governor. It avowed - so Hanse was told,
as he did not read - that 'he vyou specify shall lend full aid in the endeavour
you specify, provided it is legal in full, in return for your returning another
wand to us'.

Hanse had | aughed when he read that |ast; even a prince had a sense of humour
and could allude to Hanse's having stolen his Savankh, rod of authority, |ess
than a nonth ago. And now Shadowspawn would have the aid of big strong super
legal Tenpus in regaining two bags of silver coin froma well up in the
supposedly haunted ruins of Eaglenest. Hanse hoped Prince Kadakithis would
appreciate the hunmour in that, too: the bagged booty had conme from him as
ransom for the official baton of his inperial authority in Sanctuary. Even
Tempus's krrf had brought in a bit of silver.

And now ... Hanse's grin broadened. Suppose he just went about a second illicit
entry of the palace? Suppose a blind nan showed up anbng the swarm of alns
seekers to be admitted into the courtyard two days hence, in accord with
Kadaki t hi s's peopl e wooing custon? Shadowspawn would not only hand this awful
staff to the prince-governor, he would at the sane tine provide ., graphic
denonstration of the palace's pitiable security.

Unfortunately, Tenpus had taken charge of security. The hooded blind beggar was
chall enged at the gate two days thence, and the Hell Hound Quag suspiciously
snatched the staff from him Wen the disguised Hanse objected, he was struck
withit. Well, at least that way it was proven that he had brought the right
stick in good faith, and that way he did get to spend a night in the palace,
however unpleasant in his state of terror.

TO GUARD THE GUARDI ANS
By Robert Lynn Asprin

The Hell Hounds were now a compn sight in Sanctuary so the appearance of one in
the bazaar created little stir, save for the conceal ment of a few snuggl ed wares
and a price increase on everything el se. However, when two appeared together, as
they did today, it was enough to silence casual conversation and draw uneasy
stares, though the nore observant vendors noted that the pair were engrossed in
their own argunment and did not even glance at the stalls they were passing.

"But the man has offended me...' the darker of the pair snarl ed.

'"He offends everyone,' his conpanion countered, 'it's his way. | tell you,
Razkuli, 1've heard himsay things to the prince hinself that would have other
men flayed and blinded. You're a fool to take it personally.

"But, Zal bar...

"I know, | know - he offends you; and Quag bores you and Arman is an arrogant
braggart. Well, this whole town offends ne, but that doesn't give ne the right
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to put it to the sword. Nothing Tenpus has said to you warrants a bl ood feud.
"It is done.' Razkuli thrust one fist against his other palmas ¢ they wal ked.

‘It is not done until you act on your promse, and if you do /'// nove to stop
you. | won't have the men in ny command killing each other.

The two nen wal ked silently for several nonents, each lost in his own dark
t hought s.

"Look, ny friend,' Zalbar sighed, 'I've already had one of nmy men killed under
scandal ous circunstances. | don't want to answer for another incident
particularly if it involves you. Can't you see Tenpus is trying to goad you into
a fight? - a fight you can't win.'

"No one lives that |1've seen over an arrow,' Razkuli said om nously, his eyes
narrowi ng on an inmaginary target.

"Murder, Razkuli? | never thought |'d see the day you'd sink to being an
assassin.'

There was a sharp intake of breath and Razkuli faced his conrade with eyes that
showed a glint of nadness. Then the spark faded and the small rman's shoul ders
relaxed. 'You're right, ny friend,' he said, shaking his head, 'l would never do
that. Anger speeds ny tongue ahead of reason.'

"As it did when you vowed bl ood-feud. You've survived countless foes who were
nortal; don't try the favour of the gods by seeking an eneny who is not.'

"Then the rumpurs about Tenpus are true?' Razkuli asked, his eyes narrow ng
agai n.

"I don't know, there are things about himwhich are difficult to explain by any
other logic. D dyou see how rapidly his |eg healed? W both know men whose
sol diering career was ended after they were caught under a horse - yet he was
standing duty again within the week.'

"Such a man is an affront against Nature.

"Then |l et Nature take vengeance on him' Zalbar |aughed, clapping a friendly
hand on his conrade's shoulder, "and free us for nore worthwhile pastines.
Come, I'Il buy vyou lunch. It wll be a pleasant change from barracks food.'

Haakon, the sweetneats vendor, brightened as the two sol di ers approached hi mand
waited patiently while they nade their selections from his spi ced- neat
t ur novers.

"That will be three coppers,' he smled through yell owed teeth. 'Three coppers?
Razkul i exclainmed angrily, but Zalbar silenced himwith a nudge in the ribs.

"Here, fellow...' the Hell-Hound commander dropped sone coins into Haakon's
outstretched hand, 'take four. Those of wus fromthe Capitol are used to paying
full value for quality goods -though | suppose that this far from civilization

you have to adjust the prices to accommodate the poorer folk.

The barb went home and Zal bar was rewarded by a glare of pure hatred before he
turned away, drawi ng Razkuli with him 'Four coppers! You were being overcharged
at threel’

"I know.' Zalbar wnked. 'But | refuse to give them the satisfaction of
haggling. | find it's worth the extra copper to see their faces when | inmply
that they're selling below value - it's one of the few pleasures available in

this hellhole.’
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"I never thought of it that way,' Razkuli said with a |augh, 'but you're right.
My father would have been livid if someone deliberately overpaid him Do ne a
favour and let me try it when we buy the wne.'

Razkuli's refusal to bargain brought nmuch the sanme reaction fromthe w neseller
The dark npod of their conversation as they had entered the bazaar had vanished
and they were ready to eat with cal m hunour.

"You provided the food and drink, so I'Il provide the setting,' Razkul
decl ared, tucking the wne-flask into his belt. 'l know a spot which is both
pl easant and rel axing."'

"It nust be outside the city.

"It is, just outside the Cormbn Gate. Cone on, the city won't m ss our presence
for an hour or so.'

Zal bar was easily persuaded though nore fromecuriosity than belief. Except for
occasional patrols along the Street of Red Lanterns he rarely got outside
Sanctuary's North Wall and had never explored the area to the northwest where
Razkuli. was | eading him

It was a different world here, alnost as if they had stepped through a magic
portal into another |and. The buildings were scattered, with large open spaces
between them in contrast to the cranped shops and narrow alleys of the city
proper. The air was refreshingly free from the stench of unwashed bodies
jostling each other in crowded streets. Zalbar relaxed in the peaceful surround
ings. The pressures of patrolling the hateful town slipped away |ike a heavy
cloak, allowing him to ook forwards to an uninterrupted neal in pleasant

conpany.

' Perhaps you coul d speak to Tenpus? W needn't |ike each other, but if he could
find another target for his taunts, it would do nuch towards easing ny hatred.'

Zal bar shot a wary glance at his conrade, but detected none of the blind anger
whi ch he had earlier expressed. The question seened to be an honest attenpt on
Razkuli's part to find a corn-promise solution to an intolerable situation

"I would, if | thought it would help,' he sighed reluctantly, "but |I fear | have
little influence on him If anything, it would only make matters worse. He woul d
redouble his attacks to prove he wasn't afraid of me either.’

"But you're his superior officer,' Razkuli argued.

"Officially, perhaps,' his friend shrugged, 'but we both know there are gaps
bet ween what is official and what is true. Tenpus has the Prince's ear. He's a
free agent here and follows ny orders only when it suits him'

"You' ve kept him out of the Aphrodesia House...'

"Only because | had convinced the prince of the necessity of maintaining the
good will of that House before Tenpus arrived,' Zalbar countered, shaking his
head. 'l had to go to the prince to curb Tenmpus's ill-conduct and earned his
hatred for it. You notice he still does what he pleases at the Lily Garden - and
the prince looks the other way. No, | wouldn't count on ny influence over
Tenmpus. | don't think he would physically attack ne because of nmy position in
the Prince's bodyguard. | also don't think he would conme to ny aidif | were

hard-pressed in a fight.'

Just then Zal bar noticed a small flower garden nestled beside a . house not far
fromtheir path. A nman was at work in the garden, watering and pruning. The
sight created a sudden wave of nostalgia in the Hell Hound. How | ong had it been
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since he stood outside the Enperor's Palace in the Capitol, fighting boredom by
watching the gardeners panpering the flowered grounds? It seened like a
lifetime. Despite the fact that he was a soldier by profession, or perhaps
because he was a soldier, he had always admired the calmbeauty of flowers.

‘Let's eat there ... under that tree,' he suggested, indicating a spot wth a
view of the garden. 'It's as good a place as any.' Razkuli hesitated, glancing
at the gardened house and started to say sonmething, then shrugged and veered
towards the tree. Zalbar saw the mischievous smle flit briefly across his
conrade's face, but ignored it, preferring to contenplate the peaceful garden
i nst ead.

The pair dined in the manner of hardened, but off-duty, canpaigners. Rather than
facing each other, or sitting side-by-side, the two assunmed back-to-back
positions in the shade of a spreading tree. The earthenware w ne-flask was
carefully placed to one side, but in easy reach of both. Not only did the
arrangenment give thema full circle of vision to ensure that their nmeal would be
uninterrupted, it also allowed a brief illusion of privacy for the individua

a rare commpdity to those whose profession required that every nonent be shared
with at | east a dozen colleagues. To further that illusion they ate in silence.
Conversation would be neither attenpted nor tolerated until both were finished
with their neal. It was the stance of nen who trusted each other conpletely.

Al'though his position allowed hima clear view of the flower garden, Zal bar
found his thoughts wandering back to his earlier conversation with Razkuli. Part
of his job was to naintain peace anong the Hell Hounds, at least to a point
where their personal differences did not interfere with the performance of their
duties. To that end he had soothed his friend s ruffled feathers and forestalled
any open fighting within the force ... for the time being, at least. Wth peace
thus preserved, Zalbar could admit to hinself that he agreed whol eheartedly with
Razkul i .

Loudrout hed bullies were nothing new in the armnmy, but Tenpus was a breed apart.
As a devout believer in discipline and | aw, Zal bar was di sgusted and appal | ed by
Tempus's attitudes and conduct. What was worse, Tenpus did have the prince's
ear, so Zal bar was powerless to nove against himdespite the growi ng runours of
imoral and illegal conduct.

The Hell Hound's brow furrowed as he refl ected upon the things he had heard and
seen. Tenpus openly used krrf, both on duty and off. He was rapidly building a
reputation for brutality and sadismanong the not easily shocked citizens of
Sanctuary. There were even runours that he was nethodically hunting and killing
the bl ue-masked sel |l -swords enpl oyed by the exgl adi at or, Jubal

Zal bar had no |love for that crinme-lord who traded in slaves to mask his nore
illicit activities, but neither could he tolerate a Hell Hound taking it upon
hinself to be judge and executioner. But he had been ordered by the prince to
all ow Tenpus free rein and was powerl ess to even investigate the runours: a fine
state of affairs when the | aw enforcers becane the | awbreakers and the | awgi ver'
only noved to shelter them

A screamrent the air, interrupting Zalbar's reverie and bringing himto his
feet, sword in hand. As he cast about, searching for the source of the noise, he
remenbered he had heard screans |like that before ... though not on any
battlefield. It wasn't a screamof pain, hatred, or terror but the heartless,
soul | ess sounds of one without hope and assaulted by horror too great for the
m nd to conprehend.

The silence was conpletely shattered by a second scream and this tinme Zal bar
knew the source was the beautifully gardened house. He watched in grow ng
di sbelief as the gardener calmy continued his work, not even bothering to |ook
up despite the now frequent screans. Either the man was deaf or Zal bar hinself
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was going mad, reacting to inmaginary noi ses froma best-forgotten past. Turning
to Razkuli for confirmation, Zalbar was outraged to find his friend not only
still seated but grinning ear-to-ear

"Now do you see why | was willing to pass this spot by?" the swarthy Hell Hound
said with a laugh. 'Perhaps the next time | offer to |l ead you won't be so quick
to exert your rank.'

"You were expecting this? Zalbar demanded, unsoot hed by Razkuli's hunour.

'O course, you should be thankful it didn't start until we were nearly finished
with our neal .’

Zalbar's retort was cut off by a drawn out piercing cry that rasped agai nst ear
and nmind and defied human endurance with its

| engt h.
"Before you go charging to the rescue,'' Razkuli commented, ignoring the now
fadi ng outburst of pain, 'you should know I've already |looked into it. What

you're hearing is a slave responding to its master's attentive care: a situation
entirely within the Iaw and therefore no concern of ours. It mght interest you
to know that the owner of that building is a ...'

"Kurd!' Zal bar breathed through taut lips, glaring at the house as if it were an
ar ch-eneny.

"You know hi nf"

"W net once, back at the Capitol. That's why he's here ... or at |least why he's
not still there.

"Then you know his business? Razkuli scowed, a bit deflated that his
revel ations were no surprise. 'I'Il admit | find it distasteful, but there's

not hi ng we can do about it.'

"W'l | see,' Zal bar announced darkly, starting towards the house.
"Where're you goi ng?

"To pay Kurd a visit.'

"Then I'1l see you back at the barracks.' Razkuli shuddered. '1've been inside
that house once already, and I'll not enter again unless it's under orders.'

Zal bar made no note of his friend s departure though he did sheathe his sword as
he approached the house. The inpending battle would not require conventiona
weapons.

"Ho there!" he hailed the gardener. 'Tell your master | wish to speak with him'
"He's busy,' the man snarled, 'can't you hear?

"Too busy to speak with one of the prince's personal guard?' Zal bar chall enged,
rai sing an eyebrow.

'He's spoken to them before and each time they' ve gone away and |1've |ost pay
for allowi ng the interruption.

"Tell him it's Zalbar...' the Hell Hound ordered, '...your master w |l speak
with me, or would you like to deal with ne in his stead?

Though he nade no nove towards his weapons Zal bar's voi ce and stance convinced
the gardener to waste no time. The gnone-like man abandoned his chores to
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di sappear into the house.

As he waited Zal bar surveyed the flowers again, but know edge of Kurd's presence
had ruined his appreciation of floral beauty. Instead of Ilifting his spirits,
the bright blossons seemed a horrifying incongruity, |like viewing a gaily
col oured fungus growi ng on a rotting corpse.

As Zal bar turned away fromthe flowers, Kurd energed into the daylight. Though
it had been five years since they had seen each other, the older nan was

sufficiently unchanged that Zalbar recognized him instantly: the stained
di shevel | ed dress of one who sleeps in his clothes, the unwashed, unkenpt hair
and beard, as well as the cadaverously thin body with its long skeletal fingers
and pasty conplexion. Cearly Kurd had not discontinued his habit of neglecting
his own body in the pursuit of his work.

"Good day ... citizen," the Hell Hound' s smile did not disguise the sarcasm
poi soni ng his greeting.

"It is you,' Kurd declared, squinting to study the other's features. 'I thought
we were done with each other when | left Ranke.'
‘I think vyou shall <continue to see nme wuntil you see fit to change your

occupation.'

"My work is totally within the linits of the law' The thin man bristl ed,

betraying, for a nonent, the strength of will hidden in his outwardly feeble
body.

"So you said in Ranke. | still find it offensive, wthout redeemng merit.
"Wthout redeeming...' Kurd shrieked, then words failed him H's |ips tightened,

he sei zed Zal bar by the arm and began pulling himtowards the house. 'Come wth
me now,' he instructed. 'Let ne show you ny work and explain what | am doing.
Per haps then you will be able to grasp the inportance of ny studies.'

In his career Zalbar had faced death in many guises and done it unflinchingly.
Now, however, he drew back in horror

"I ... That won't be necessary,' he insisted.

"Then you continue to blindly conderm ny actions wthout allowing ne a fair
hearing?' Kurd pointed a bent, bony finger at the Hell Hound, a note of triunph
in his voice.

Trapped by his own convictions, Zalbar swall owed hard and steeled hinself. 'Very
well, lead on. But, | warn you - my opinions are not easily swayed.

Zal bar's resol ve wavered once they entered the building and he was assaulted by
the snells of its interior. Then he caught sight of the gardener snmirking at him
fromthe doorway and set his face in ' an expressionless nask as he was led up
the-,stairs to the second fl oor.

Al that the Hell Hound had ever heard or imagined about Kurd's work failed to
prepare himfor the scene which greeted himwhen the pal e man opened the door to
his workshop. Half a dozen large, heavy tables lined the walls, each set at a
strange angle so their surfaces were nearly upright. They were not unlike the
wooden frames court artists wused to hold their work while painting. Al the
tables were fitted with |eather harnesses and straps. The wood and | eather,
bot h, showed dried and crusted bl oodstains. Four of the tables were occupi ed.

"Most so-called nedical men only repeat what has gone before...' Kurd was
saying, '...the few who do attenpt new techniques do so in a slipshod, trial
and-error fashion born of desperation and ignorance. If the patient dies, it 1is
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difficult to determine if the cause was the original affliction, or the new
treatnent itself. Here, under controlled conditions, | actually increase our
know edge of the human body and its frailties. Watch your step, please...

Grooves had been cut in the floor, running al ong beneath the tables and neeting
in a shallow pit at the rooms far end. As he stepped over one, Zalbar realized
that the system was designed to guide the flow of spilled bl ood. He shuddered.

There was a naked nman on the first table and when he saw them conmi ng he began to
withe against his bonds. One armwas gone fromthe el bow down and he beat the
stunp against the tabletop. G bberings poured fromhis nouth. Zal bar noted wth
di sgust that the man's tongue had been cut out.

"Here,' Kurd announced, pointing to a gaping wound in the man's shoulder, 'is an
exanpl e of ny studies.'

The man had obviously lost control of his bodily functions. Excretions stained
his legs and the table. Kurd paid no attention to this, gesturing Zal bar closer
to the table as he used his long fingers to spread the edges of the shoul der
wound. 'I have identified a point in the body which, if pressure like this ...’

The man shrieked, his body arching against the restraining straps.
"Stop!' Zal bar shouted, |osing any pretence of disinterest.

It was unlikely he could be heard over the tortured sounds of the victim but
Kurd wi thdrew his bl oody finger and the man sagged back on the table.

"Wll, did you see it?" the pale man asked eagerly.
' See what?' Zal bar blinked, still shaken by what he had wi t nessed.

"His stunmp, man! It stopped noving! Pressure or damage to this point can rob a
man of the use of his arm Here, I'll show you again.

"No!' the Hell Hound ordered quickly, 'I've seen enough.'
' Then you see the value of ny discovery?
"Ummm ... where do you get your ... subjects? Zalbar evaded.

"From sl avers, of course.' Kurd frowned. 'You can see the brands quite clearly.
If I worked with anything but slaves ... well, that would be agai nst Rankan
| aw. '

"And how do you get them onto the tables? Slaves or not, | should think they
woul d  fight to the death rat her t han subni t to your kni ves.'

"There is a herbalist in town,' the pale man explained, 'he supplies ne with a
mld potion that renders them senseless. When they awaken, it's too late for
effective resistance.

Zal bar started to ask another question, but Kurd held up a restraining hand.

"You still haven't answered ny question: do you now see the value of ny work?
The Hell Hound forced hinself to |ook around the roomagain. 'l see that you
genui nely believe the know edge you seek is worthwhile,' he said carefully, 'but
| still feel subjecting nen and wonen to this, even if they are slaves, is too
high a price.'

"But it's legal!' Kurd insisted. 'Wat | do here breaks no Rankan | aws.'

Ranke has many | aws, you should renenber that fromour |ast neeting. Few |ive
within all of them and while there is sone discretion exercised between which
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laws are enforced and which are overlooked, 1 tell you nowthat | wll be
personal ly watching for anything which will allownme to nobve against you. It
woul d be easier on both of us if you sinply noved on now ... for | won't rest

while you are within ny patrol -range."'

‘Il ama lawabiding citizen.' The pale man glared, drawing hinmself up. 'I won't
be driven fromny hone |ike a comon

crimnal.’

'"So you said before.' The Hell Hound smiled as he turned to go. 'But, you are no
| onger in Ranke - renenber that.

"That's right,' Kurd shouted after him 'we are no |onger in Ranke. Renenber
that yourself. Hell Hound.

Four days later Zalbar's confidence had ebbed considerably. Finishing his night
patrol of the city he turned down the Processional towards the wharves. This was
beconming a habit with himnow, a final off-duty stretch-of-the-legs to organize
his thoughts in solitude before retiring to the crowded barracks. Though there
was still activity back in the Maze, this portion of town had been |ong asleep
and it was easy for the Hell Hound to | ose hinmself in his ponderings as he paced
slowy al ong the noon-shadowed street.

The prince had rejected his appeal, pointing out that harassing a relatively
honest citizen was a poor use of tine, particularly with the wave of killings
sweepi ng Sanctuary. Zal bar could not argue with the prince's logic. Ever since
that Weaponshop had appeared, suddenly, in the Maze to dispense its deadly brand

of magic, Kkillings were not only nmnore frequent but of an uglier nature than
usual . Perhaps now that the shop had di sappeared the madness woul d ease, but in
the neantine he could ill afford the time to pursue Kurd wth the vigour

necessary to drive the vivisectionist fromtown.

For a nonent Kurd's inpassioned defence of his work flashed across Zalbar's
mnd, only to be quickly repressed. New nedi cal know edge was worth having, but
sl aves were still people. The systenmatic torture of another being in the nane of
know edge was. ..

' Cover!'

Zal bar was prone on the ground before the cry had fully registered in his nind.
Ref | exes honed by years in service to the Enpire had himrolling, crawing,
scrabbling along the dirt in search of shelter wi thout pausing to identify the
source of the warning. Tw ce, before he reached the shadows of an alley, he
heard the unm stakabl e hisss-pock of arrows striking nearby: anple proof that
the danger was not i magi nary.

Finally, inthe alley's relative security, he snaked his sword fromits scabbard
and breathlessly scanned the rooftops for the bowran assassin. A flicker of
nmovenent atop a building across the street caught his eyes, but it failed to
repeat itself. He strained to penetrate the darkness. There was a crying noan,
ending in a cough; nonments later, a poor imtation of a night bird s whistle.

Though he was sure soneone had just died, Zalbar didn't twitch a nmuscle, holding
his position like a hunting cat. Wo had di ed? The assassin? O the person whose
call had warned himof danger? Even if it were the assassin there mght still be
an acconplice lurking nearby.

As if in answer to this last thought a figure detached itself froma darkened
doorway and noved to the centre of the street. It paused, placed hands on hips
and hailed the alley wherein Zal bar had taken refuge.
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"It's safe now. Hell Hound. W've rescued you from your own carel essness.

Regai ning his feet Zalbar sheathed his sword and stepped into the open. Even
before being hailed he had recognized the dark figure. A blue hawk-nmask and
cl oak could not hide the size or colouring of his rescuer, and if they had, the
Hel I Hound woul d have known the smpoth grace of those novements anywhere.

"What carel essness is that, Jubal?' he asked, hiding his own annoyance.

"You have wused this route three nights ina row, now,
announced. 'That's all the pattern an assassin needs.

t he ex-gl adi at or

The Negro crinme-lord did not seem surprised or annoyed that his . disguise had
been penetrated. |If anything, Jubal gave an inpression of being pleased with
hi nsel f as he bantered with the Hell Hound.

Zal bar realized that Jubal was right: on duty or off, a predictable pattern was
an invitation for ambush. He was spared the enbarrassnment of making this
adm ssion, however, as the unseen saviour on the rooftops chose this nonent to
dunp the assassin's body to the street. The two nen studied it with disdain.

"Though | appreciate your intervention,' the Hell Hound comented drily, 'it
woul d have been nice to take himalive. I'll admt a passing curiosity as to who
sent him'

"I can tell you that.' The hawk-masked figure smled grimy. '"It's Kurd' s nopney
that filled that assassin's purse, though it puzzles ne why he would bear you
such a grudge.'

"You knew about this in advance?

"One of nmy informants overheard the hiring in the Vulgar Unicorn. It's anazing
how many normal |y careful people forget that a nan can hear as well as talk.'

"Way didn't you send word to warn ne in advance?' 'l had no proof.' The black
man shrugged. 'It's doubtful ny witness would be wlling to testify in court.
Besides, | still owed you a debt fromour last neeting... or have you forgotten

you saved ny life once?

"I haven't forgotten. As | told you then, | was only doing ny duty. You owed ne
not hi ng.'

... And | was only doing ny duty as a Rankan citizen in assisting you tonight.
Jubal 's teeth flashed in the noonlight.

"Wl |, whatever your mpotive, you have ny thanks.

Jubal was silent a nonent. 'If you truly wish to express your gratitude,' he
said at last, '"would you join ne now for a drink? There's sonething | would |ike
to discuss with you.'

“I... I'm afraid | can't. It's along walk to your ... house and | '~ have
duties tonorrow '

"I was thinking of the Vulgar Unicorn.'

"The Wulgar Unicorn?' Zalbar stammered, genuinely astonished. 'Were 1%
assassination was planned. | can't go in there.'

"Why not ?'

"Well... if for no other reason than that | ama Hell Hound. It would do neither

of us any good to be seen together publicly, much less in the Vulgar Unicorn.'

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Aspirin,%20Ro0...%20Tales%20From%20The%20Vulgar%20Unicorn. TXT (129 of 138) [8/27/03 10:29:57 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Aspirin,%20Robert%20L ynn%20-%20...5%20Worl d%2002%20-%20T al es%20From%620The%620V ulgar%20Unicorn. TXT

"You could wear ny nmask and cl oak. That woul d hi de your uniformand face. Then,
to any onl ooker it would only appear that | was having a drink with one of ny
men. '

For a monent Zal bar wavered in indecision, then the audacity of a Hell Hound in
a bl ue hawk- mask seized his fancy and he |aughed al oud. 'Wy not?" he agreed,
reaching for the offered disguise. 'I've always wondered what the inside of that
pl ace | ooked Ilike.'

Zal bar had not realized how bright the noonlight was until he stepped through
the door of the Wulgar Unicorn. A few small oil lanps were the only illum nation
and those were shielded towards the wall, |eaving nost of the interior in heavy
shadow. Though he could see figures huddled at several tables as he followed
Jubal into the main room he could not make out any individual's features.

There was one, however, whose face he did not need to see, the unm stakably
gaunt form of Hakiemthe storyteller slouched at a central table. A small bow
of wine sat before him apparently forgotten, as the tale-spinner nodded in
near - sl unber. Zal bar harboured a secret liking for the ancient character and
woul d have passed the table quietly, but Jubal caught the Hell Hound's eye and
wi nked broadly. Wthdrawing a coin fromhis sword-belt, the slaver tossed it in
an easy arch towards the storyteller's table.

Haki eml's hand noved Ilike a flicker of light and the coin disappeared in md
flight. H's drowsy nmanner renai ned unchanged.

"That's paynent enough for a hundred stories, old nan,' Jubal runbled softly,
"but tell them sonewhere else ... and about soneone el se.'

Moving with quiet dignity, the storyteller rose to his feet, bestowed a
wi t hering gaze on both of them and stalked regally fromthe room H's bow of
wi ne had di sappeared with his departure.

In the brief nonent that their eyes net, Zalbar had felt an intense intelligence
and was certain that the old nan had penetrated both nmask and cloak to coldly
observe his true identity. Hastily revising his opinion of the gaunt tale
-spinner, the Hell Hound recalled Jubal's description of an informant whom
peopl e forgot could hear as well as see and knew whose spying had truly saved
his life.

The slaver sank down at the recently vacated table and inediately received two
unordered gobl ets of expensive qualis. Settling next to him Zalbar noted that
this table had a clear view of all entrances and exits of the tavern and his
estimati on of Haki emwent up yet another notch

"I'f I had thought of it sooner, | would have suggested that your man on the
rooftop join us,' the Hell Hound commented. 'I feel | owe hima drink of thanks."'
"That nan is a woman, Mria; she works the darkness better than | do ... and

wi thout the benefits of protective coloration.'

"Well, 1'd still like to thank her.'

"I'"d advi se against it. The slaver grinned. 'She hates Rankans, and the Hel
Hounds in particular. She only intervened at ny orders.

"You remind ne of several questions.' Zalbar set his goblet down. 'Wiy did you
act on ny behalf tonight? And howis it that you know the cry the arny uses to
warn of archers?

"In good tinme. First you nust answer a question of mne. I'mnot used to giving
out information for free, and since | told you the identity of your eneny,
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per haps now you can tell ne why Kurd would set an assassin on your trail?

After taking a thoughtful sip of his drink, Zalbar began to explain the
situation between hinself and Kurd. As the story unfol ded, the Hell Hound found
he was saying nore than was necessary, and was puzzled as to why he woul d revea

to Jubal the anger and bitterness he had kept secret even from his own force.

Per haps, it was because, unlike his conrades whom he respected, Zal bar saw the
slaver as a man so corrupt that his own darkest thoughts and doubts would seem
comonpl ace by conpari son

Jubal listened in silence until the Hell Hound was finished, then nodded sl owy.
'Yes, that nmakes sense now,' he rmurnured.

"The irony is that at the nonment of attack | was benpaning ny inability to do
anyt hing about Kurd. For a while, at least, an assassin is unnecessary. | am
under orders to | eave Kurd al one.

Instead of [|aughing, Jubal studied his opposite thoughtfully. 'Strange you
should say that.' He spoke with neasured care. 'I| also have a problem| am
currently unable to deal with. Perhaps we can sol ve each other's problens.'

'I's that what you wanted to talk to me about? Zalbar asked, suddenly
suspi ci ous.

"In a way. Actually this is better. Now, in return for the favour | nust ask,
can offer sonething you want. If you address yourself to my problem I'Il put an
end to Kurd's practice for you.

"I assune that what you want is illegal. If you really think I'd..

‘It is not illegal!' Jubal spat with venom 'Il don't need your help to break the
law, that's easy enough to do despite the efforts of your so-called elite force
No, Hell Hound, I find it necessary to offer you a bribe to do your job - to
enforce the law '

"Any citizen can appeal to any Hell Hound for assistance.' Zalbar felt his own
anger grow. 'If it is indeed within the |aw, you don't have to...'

"Fine!" the slaver interrupted. 'Then, as a Rankan citizen | ask you to
investigate and stop a wave of nurders - someone is killing ny people; hunting
bl ue- masks through the streets as if they were di seased ani mal s.

I ... | see.'

"And | see that this cones as no surprise,' Jubal snarled. 'Well, Hell Hound, do
your duty. | nmake no pretence about ny people, but they are being executed
without a trial or hearing. That's nmurder. Or do you hesitate because it's one
of your own who's doing the killing?

Zalbar's head cane up with a snap and Jubal net his stare with a humourl ess
sml e.

"That's right, | know the nurderer, not that it's been difficult to Ilearn
Tenpus has been open enough with his beagging.'

"Actual ly," Zalbar nused drily, 'l was wondering why you haven't dealt with him
yourself if you know he's qguilty. I'"ve heard hawk-nasks have killed
transgressors when their offence was far |ess certain.

Now it was Jubal who averted his eyes in disconfort. 'W've tried," he adnitted,
' Tenpus seens exceptionally hard to down. Sonme of nmy men went against ny orders
and used nmgi cal weapons. The result was four nore bl oody masks to his credit.
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The Hell Hound coul d hear the desperate appeal in the slaver's confession

"I cannot allow himto continue his sport, but the price of stopping him grows
fearfully high. I'"'mreduced to asking for your intervention. You, nore than the
others, have prided vyourself in performng your duties in strict adherence to
the codes of justice. Tell nme, doesn't the |l aw apply equally to everyone?

A dozen excuses and explanations leapt to Zalbar's lips, then a cold wave of
anger swept them away. 'You're right, though |I never thought you'd be the one to
point out ny duty to nme. AKkiller inuniformis still a killer and should be
puni shed for his crinmes ... all of them If Tenpus is your nurderer, |'ll
personally see to it that he's dealt wth.

"Very well.' Jubal nodded. "And in return, [I'Il fill rmy end of the bargain

Kurd will no I onger work in Sanctuary.'

Zal bar opened his nouth to protest. The tenptation was alnost too great - if
Jubal could make good his promise - but, no, 'I'd have to insist that your
actions remain within the law,' he nurnured reluctantly. 'l can't ask you to do

anything illegal."’
"Not only is it legal, it's done! Kurd is out of business as of now.'

"What do you nean?'

"Kurd can't work without subjects,’ the slaver snmiled, 'and I'm his supplier
- or | was. Not only have | ended his supply of slaves, I'll spread the word
to the other slavers that if they deal with himl'll undercut their prices in

the other markets and drive themout of town as well.'

Zal bar smiled with new distaste beneath his mask. 'You knew what he was doing
with the slaves and you dealt with hi manyway?'

"Killing slaves for know edge is no worse than having slaves kill each other in
the arena for entertainment. Either is an unpleasant reality in our world.

Zal bar winced at the sarcasmin the slaver's voice, but was unwilling to abandon
his position.

"W have different views of fighting. You were forced into the arena as a

gladiator while | freely enlisted in the arny. Still, we share a comon
experience: however terrible the battle: however frightful the odds, we had a
chance. W could fight back and survive - or at |least take our foe-nmen wth us
as we fell. Being trussed up like a sacrificial aninmal, helpless to do anything
but watch your eneny - no, not your eneny - your tornmentor's weapon descend on
you again and again ... No being, slave or freedman, should be forced into that.

I cannot think of an eneny | hate enough to condem to such a fate.

‘I can think of a few,' Jubal nurnured, 'but then, |[|'ve never . shared your
i deal s. Though we both believe in justice we seek it in different ways.

"Justice? the Hell Hound sneered. 'That's the second tine you' ve used that word
tonight. | nust admit it sounds strange com ng fromyour |ips.

"Does it?" the slaver asked. 'I've always dealt fairly with my own or with those
who do business with ne. W both acknow edge the corruption in our world. Hel
Hound. The difference is that, unlike yourself, | don't try to protect the world
- I'"'mhard-pressed to protect nyself and nmy own.

Zal bar set down his unfinished drink. "I'Il |eave your mask and cl oak outside,"
he said levelly, 'I fear that the difference is too great for wus to enjoy a
drink together.'
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Anger flashed in the slaver's eyes. 'But you will investigate the nurders?

"I will," the Hell Hound prom sed, 'and as the conplaining citizen you'll be
informed of the results of mny investigation.

Tenmpus was working on his sword when Zal bar and Razkuli approached him They had
deliberately waited to confront himhere in the barracks rather than at his
favoured haunt, the Lily Garden. Despite everything that had or m ght occur,
they were all Arnmy and what was to be said should not be heard by civilians
outside their elite club

Tenmpus favoured themwith a sullen glare, then brazenly returned his attention
to his work. It was an unm stakable affront as he was only occupied with filing
a series of sawlike teeth into one edge of his sword: a project that should run
a poor second to speaking with the Hell Hound's captain.

"I would have a word with you, Tenpus,' Zal bar announced, swallow ng his anger.
"It's your prerogative,' the other replied wthout |ooking up
Razkuli shifted his feet, but a ook fromhis friend stilled him

‘"Il have had a conplaint entered against you,' Zalbar continued. 'A conplaint
whi ch has been confirned by numerous witnesses. | felt it only fair to hear your
side of the story before | went to Kadakithis with it.'

At the nention of the prince's nane, Tenpus raised his head and ceased his
filing. 'And the nature of the conplaint? he asked darkly.

"It is said you're commtting wanton nurder during your off-duty hours.'
"Ch, that. It's not wanton. | only hunt hawk- masks.

Zal bar had been prepared for many possible .responses to his accusations: angry
denial, a mad dash for freedom a demand for proof or wtnesses. This easy
adm ssi on, however, caught him totally off-balance. 'You ... vyou admt vyour
guilt?" he managed at |ast, surprise robbing himof his conposure.

"Certainly. I"'monly surprised anyone has bothered to conplain. No one should
mss the killers |'ve taken ... least of all you.

"Well, it's true | hold no love for Jubal or his sell-swords,' Zalbar adnitted,
"but, there are still due processes of lawto be followed. If you want to see

them brought to justice you should have. ..
"Justice?" Tenpus |aughed. 'Justice has nothing to do with it.'
" Then why hunt then?’

"For practice,' Tenpus inforned them studying his serrated sword once nore. 'An
unexerci sed sword grows slow | like to keep a hand in whenever possible and
supposedly the sell-swords Jubal hires are the best in town - though, to tel
the truth, if the ones |I've faced are any exanple, he's being cheated.

"That's all?" Razkuli burst out, wunable to contain hinself any longer. 'That's
all the reason you need to disgrace your uniforn®

Zal bar held up a warning hand, but Tenpus only laughed at the two of them

"That's right, Zalbar, better keep a | eash on your dog there. If you can't stop
his yapping, 1'll do it for you.

For a nonent Zal bar thought he m ght have to restrain Hs friend, but Razkul
had passed expl osive rage. The swarthy Hell Hound glared at Tenpus with a deep,
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gl owering hatred which Zal bar knew could not be dinmed now with reason or
threats. Gappling with his own anger, Zalbar turned, at |ast, to Tenpus.

"WIl you be as arrogant when the prince asks you to explain your actions? he
denmanded.

‘I won't have to.' Tenpus grinned again. 'Kitty-Cat will never call ne to task
for anything. You got your way on the Street of Red Lanterns, but that was
before the prince fully conprehended ny position here. He'd even reverse that
decision if he hadn't taken a public stance on it.

Zal bar was frozen by anger and frustration as he realized the truth of Tenpus's
words. 'And just what is your position here?

"I'f you have to ask,' Tenpus laughed, 'I can't explain. But you nmnust realize
that you can't count on the prince to support your charges. Save yourselves a
lot of grief by accepting ne as someone outside the law s jurisdiction.' He
rose, sheathed his sword and started to | eave, but Zal bar bl ocked his path.

"You may be right. You may indeed be above the law, but if there is a god - any
god - watching over us now, the tine is not far off when your sword wll mss
and we'll be rid of you. Justice is a natural process. It can't be swayed for

|l ong by a prince's whins.'

"Don't call upon the gods unless you're ready to accept their interference.’
Tenmpus grinmaced. 'You'd do well to heed that warning fromone who knows.'

Bef ore Zal bar could react, Razkuli was lunging forwards, his slim wist-dagger
darting for Tempus's throat. It was too late for the Hell Hound captain to
intervene either physically or verbally, but then, Tenpus did not seem to
requi re outside help.

Moving with | azy ease, Tenpus sl apped his left hand over the speeding point, his
pal mtaking the full inmpact of Razkuli's vengeance. The bl ade energed from the
back of his hand and bl ood spurted freely for a nmonent, but Tenpus seened not to
notice. A quick wench with the already wounded hand and the knife was twi sted
fromRazkuli's grip. Then Tenpus's right hand closed like a vice on the throat
of his dunbfounded attacker, lifting him turning him slammng himagainst a
wal | and pinning himthere with his toes barely touching the floor

." Tenpus!' Zal bar barked, his friend s danger breaking through the nonmentary
paral ysis brought on by the sudden expl osi on of action

"Don't worry. Captain,' Ternpus responded in a calmvoice. '"If you would be so
ki nd?'

He extended his bloody hand towards Zalbar and the tall Hell Hound gingerly
wi thdrew the dagger fromthe awful wound. As the knife cane clear the clotting
ooze of blood erupted into a steady stream Tenpus studied the scarlet cascade
with distaste, then thrust his hand agai nst Razkuli's face.

"Lick it, dog,' he ordered. 'Lick it clean, and be thankful I don't make you
lick the floor as well!’

Hel pl ess and fighting for each breath, the pinned nan hesitated only a nonent
before extending his tongue in a feeble effort to conmply with the demand.
Quickly inpatient, Tempus wi ped his hand in a bl oody snear across Razkuli's face
and nout h, then he exam ned his wound agai n.

As Zal bar watched, horrified, the seepage fromthe wound slowed fromflow to
trickle and finally to a slow ooze - all in the matter of seconds.

Apparently satisfied with the healing process, Tenpus turned dark eyes to his
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captain. 'Every dog gets one bite - but the next tinme your pet crosses ne, |'l|
take hi m down and neither you nor the prince will be able to stop ne.'

Wth that he wenched Razkuli from the wall and dashed himto the floor at
Zalbar's feet. Wth both Hell Hounds held notionless by his brutality, he strode
fromthe roomw thout a backward gl ance.

The suddenness and intensity of the exchange had shocked even Zalbar's
battlefield reflexes into immbility, but wth Tenpus's departure, contro
fl ooded back into his linbs as if he had been released from a spell. Kneeling
beside his friend, he hoisted Razkuli into a sitting position to aid his
| abour ed br eat hi ng.

"Don't try to talk,' he ordered, reaching to wi pe the bl ood snmear from Razkuli's
face, but the gasping nan jerked his head back and forth, refusing both the
order and the help.

Gathering his legs wunder him the short Hell Hound surged to his feet and
retained the upright position, though he had to cling to the wall for support.
For several nmoments, his head sagged weakly as he drew breath in 1ong ragged
gasps, then he lifted his gaze to nmeet Zal bar's.

"I must kill him | cannot ... live in the sane world and ... breathe the same
air with one who ... shaned nme so ... and still call nyself a man.'

For a nmonent, Razkuli swayed as if speaking had drained himof all energy, then
he carefully | owered himself onto a bench, propping his back against the wall

"I must kill him' he repeated, his voice steadying. 'Even if it means fighting
you. '

"You won't have to fight ne, ny friend.' Zalbar sat beside him 'lInstead accept
me as a partner. Tenpus nust be stopped, and | fear it will take both of us to
do it. Even then we may not be enough.’

The swarthy Hell Hound nodded in slow agreenent. 'Perhaps if we acquired one of
those hellish weapons that have been causing so nuch trouble in the Maze?' he
suggest ed.

‘I'd rather bed a viper. Fromthe reports |I've heard they cause nore havoc for
the wielder than for the victim No, the plan | have in mnd is of an entirely
di fferent nature.

The bright flowers danced gaily in the breeze as Zalbar finished his |unch
Razkuli was not guarding his back today: that individual was back at the
barracks enjoying a much earned rest after their night's labours. Though he
shared his friend' s fatigue, Zalbar indulged hinmself with this |ast pleasure
before retiring.

"You sent for ne. Hell Hound?'

Zalbar didn't need to turn his head to identify his visitor. He had been
wat ching himfromthe corner of his eyes throughout his dusty approach

"Sit down, Jubal,' he instructed. 'I thought vyou'd Ilike to hear about ny
i nvestigations.'

"It's about time,' the slaver grunbled, sinking to the ground. 'It's been a week
- | was starting to doubt the seriousness of your pledge. Now, tell ne why you
couldn't find the killer.'

The Hell Hound ignored the sneer in Jubal's voice. 'Tenpus is the Kkiller, just
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as you said,' he answered casually.
"You' ve confirmed it? Wien is he being brought to trial?

Before Zal bar could answer a terrible scream broke the cal mafternoon. The Hel
Hound remai ned unnoved, but Jubal spun towards the sound. 'Wiat was that?' he
demanded.

"That,' Zal bar explained, '"is the noise a man nmakes when Kurd goes | ooking for
know edge."

"But | thought ... | swear to you, this is not ny doing!’

"Don't worry about it, Jubal.' The Hell Hound smiled and waited for the sl aver

to sit down again. 'You were asking about Tenpus's trial?
"That's right,' the black man agreed, though visibly shaken
"He'll never come to trial.'

Because of thatT Jubal pointed to the house. 'l can stop...'

"WIl you be quiet and listen! The court wll never see Tenpus because the
prince protects him That's why | hadn't investigated him before your
compl aint!'

"Royal protection!' The slaver spat. 'So he's free to hunt ny people still."'

"Not exactly.' Zalbar indulged in an extravagant yawn.
"But you said...'

"Il said |'d deal wth him and in your words "it's done". Tenpus won't be
reporting for duty today ... or ever.'

Jubal started to ask sonething, but another screamdrowned out his words.
Surging to his feet he glared at Kurd's house. 'I'mgoing to find out where that
sl ave canme from and when | do...'

"It came fromnme, and if you val ue your people you won't insist on his rel ease.
Thesl avert ur nedt ogapeat t heseat edHel | Hound. ' Younean. . .

"Tenpus,' Zal bar nodded. 'Kurd told ne of a drug he used to subdue his slaves,
so | got sone fromStulwig and put it in nmy conrade's krrf. He alnbst woke up

when we branded him... but Kurd was willing to accept ny little peace offering
with no questions asked. We even cut out his tongue as an extra neasure of
friendship.'

Anot her scream cane - a | ow ani mal nmoan which lingered in the air as the two nen
|'i stened.

"I couldn't ask for a nore fitting revenge,' Jubal said at |ast, extending his
hand. '"He'll be a long time dying.

"If he dies at all,' Zalbar comrented, accepting the handshake. 'He heals very
fast, you know.'

Wth that the two nen parted conpany, nmindless of the shrieks that foll owed
t hem

THE LI GHTER SI DE OF SANCTUARY
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The reader response to the first volune of Thieves' Wrld has been overwhel m ng
and heartwarning. (For those of you who were not aware of it: you can wite to
me or any other author in care of their publisher.) The volunme of correspondence
hel ped to sell volunmes two and three and pronpted a Thieves' Wrld warganme soon
to be released from the Chaosium It seenms that none of our Thieves' Wrld
readers realize that anthologies in general don't sell and that fantasy
ant hol ogi es specifically are sudden deat h.

While the letters received have been brinmmng with enthusiasmand praise, there
has been one commrent/critici smwhich has recurred in much of the correspondence.
Specifically, people have noted that Sanctuary is incredibly grim It seens that
the citizens of the town never laugh, or when they do it is forcefully stifled

like the tine Kitty-Cat spilled w ne dowmm the front of his tunic while
trying to toast the health of his brother, the emperor.

This is a valid gripe. First of all because no town is totally dismal. Second,
because those readers famliar wth ny other works are accustoned to finding
some hunmour buried in the pages - even in a genocidal war between |izards and
bugs. What's worse, in reviewing the stories in this second volunme, | am
pai nfully aware that the downward spiral of Sanctuary has continued rather than
reversing itself.

As such | have taken it upon nyself as editor to provide the reader with a brief
glinpse of the bright side of the town - the benefits and advantages of [|iving
in the worst hellhole in the Enpire.

To this end let us turn to a seldom seen, never quoted docunent issued by the
Sanctuary Chamber of Conmerce shortly before it went out of business. The.fact
that Kitty-Cat insisted the brochure contain sone nodicum of truth doubtless
contributed to the docunment's lack of success. Nonethel ess, for your enjoynent
and edification, here are sel ected excerpts from

SANCTUARY VACATI ON CAPI TAL OF THE RANKAN EMPI RE

Every year tourists flock to Sanctuary by the tens, drawn by the runours of
adventure and excitenment which flourish in every dark corner of the Enpire. They
are never disappointed that they chose Sanctuary. Qur city iseverything it is
runoured to be - and nore! Mny visitors never |eave and those that do can
testily that the lives to which they return seem dull in conparison wth the
heart st opping action they found in this personabl e town.

If you, as a nerchant, are |ooking to expand or rel ocate your business consider
sceni ¢ Sanctuary. Were else can you find all these features in one |ocal e?

BUSI NESS OPPCORTUNI Tl ES

Property - Land in Sanctuary is cheap! Wether you want to build in the
swanpl ands to the east of town, or west in the desert fringes, you'll , find
| arge parcels of Iland available at tenptingly low prices. |f you seek a nore

central location for your business, just ask. Myst shop owners in Sanctuary are
willing to surrender their building, stock and staff for the price of a one-way
passage out of town.

Labour - There is no shortage of willing workers in Sanctuary. You'll find nost
citizens are for hire and will do anything for a price. Mreover, the array of
talents and skills available in our city is nothing short of startling.
Abilities you never thought were marketable are bought and sold freely in
Sanctuary - and the price is always right!

For those who prefer slave |abour, the selection available in Sanctuary is
diverse and plentiful. You'll be as surprised as the slaves thenselves are by
who shows up on the auction block. There, as everywhere in Sanctuary, bargains
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abound for one with a sharp eye ... or sword.

Material s-1{ the rempteness of the town's |ocation makes you hesitate - never
fear. Anything of value in the Enpire is sold in Sanctuary. In fact, commodities
you may have been told were not for sale often appear in the stalls and shops of
this amazing town. Don't bother asking the seller how he got his stock. Just
rest assured that in Sanctuary no one will ask how you cane by yours, either.

LI FESTYLES

Social Life - As the ancients say, one does not live by bread al one.

Simlarly, a citizen of the Rankan Enpire requires an active social life to
bal ance his business activity. Here is where Sanctuary truly excels. It has
often been said that day to day life in Sanctuary is an adventure without
paral | el

Rel i gions - For those with an eye for the after-life, the religious offerings in
a given area nmust wthstand close scrutiny. Well, our town welconmes such
scrutinizers wth open arns. Every Rankan deity and cult s represented in
Sanctuary, as well many not in open evidence el sewhere in the Enpire. 04 d gods
and forgotten rites exist and flourish alongside the nore accepted traditions,
adding to the town's quaint charm Nor are our tenples reserved for devout true
-believers only. Mst shrines welcone visitors of other beliefs and many all ow
- nay, require - audience participation in their curious native rituals.

Night Life - Unlike many cities in the Enpire which roll up their streets wth
the setting sun, Sanctuary cones to life at night. In fact, many of its citizens
exist for the night life to a point where you seldomsee themby the |I|ight of
day. However conservative or jaded your taste in entertainnent mght be, you'l
have the tine of your life in the shadows of Sanctuary. Qur Street of Red
Lanterns alone offers a wide array of anusenents, fromthe quiet el egance of the
Anbrosia House to the nmore bizarre pleasures available at the House of Wips. If
sluming is your pleasure, you need | ook no further than your own doorstep

Social Status - Let's face it: everybody likes to feel superior to somebody.
Well, nowhere is superiority as easy to cone by as it is in Sanctuary. A Rankan
citizen of noderate nmeans is a wealthy man by Sanctuary standards, and wll be
treated as such by its inhabitants. Envious eyes wll follow your passing and
people will note your novements and custons with flattering attentiveness. Even
if your funds are less than adequate in your own opinion, it is still easy to
feel that you are better off than the average citizen of Sanctuary - if only on
a moral scale. W can guarantee, wthout reservation, that however |ow your
opi nion of yourself mght be, there will be sonebody in Sanctuary you wll be
superior to.

A Word About Crine - You have probably heard runours of the high crime rate in
Sanctuary. W adnit to having had our problens in the past, but that's behind us
now. One need only 1look at the huge crowds that gather to watch the daily
hangi ngs and i npal enents to realize that the citizens of Sanctuary's support for
|law and order is at an all-time high. As a result of the new Governor's anti
-crinme programme, we are pleased to announce that |ast year the rate of reported
crime, per day, in Sanctuary was not greater than that of cities twi ce our size.

I N SUMVARY

Sanctuary is a place of opportunity for a far-thinking opportunist. Nowis the
time to nove. Now, while property values are plumreti ng and the econonmy and the
peopl e are depressed. \Were better to invest your noney, your energies and your
life than in this rapidly growing city of the future? Even our worst critics
acknow edge the potential of Sanctuary when they describe it as a 'town wth
nowhere to go but up!
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