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| NTRODUCTI ON
by Robert Asprin

It was a slow night at the Vulgar Unicorn. Not slowin the sense that there had
been no fights (there hadn't) or that there weren't many custoners (there
weren't) but rather a different kind of slow, the slow nmeasured pace of a man on
his way to the gallows, for the Unicorn was dying, as was the entire town of
Sanctuary. Mre people were |leaving every day and those |left were beconing
i ncreasingly desperate and vicious as the econony di pped to new | ows.

Desperate people were dangerous; they were quick to turn predator at the
smal | est i magi ned opportunity, which in turn made themvulnerable to the rea
predators drawn to the town |ike wolves to a sick animal. Anyone with an ounce
of sense and a good | eg to hobble on woul d have deserted Sanctuary | ong ago.

Such were the thoughts of Hakiem the Storyteller, as he sat brooding over a cup
of cheap wi ne. Tonight he did not even bother adopting his usual guise of dozing
drunkenly whil e eavesdropping on conversations at the neighbouring tables. He
knew al | the patrons present and not one of themwas worth spying on - hence no
need to fake disinterest.

He woul d | eave Sanctuary tonorrow. He woul d go sonewhere, anywhere, where people
were freer with their noney and a master storyteller would be appreciated.
Hakiem sniled bitterly at hinself even as he nmade the resolution - for he knew
it to be alie.

He | oved this bedraggled town as he | oved the tough breed of people it spawned.
There was a raw, stubborn vitality that surged and ebbed just bel ow the surface.
Sanctuary was a storyteller's paradise. When he left, if he ever did, he would
have stories enough for alifetime ... no, two lifetimes. Big stories and little
ones, tailored to the buyer's purse. Stories of violent battle between warriors
and between sorcerers. Tiny stories of people so comon they would nove the
hearts of any who listened. Fromthe princely mlitary-governor with his Hel
Hound elite guard to the hunmblest thief, they were all grist for Hakiems mll.
If he had personally commanded their performances they could not have perfornmed
their roles better.

The storyteller's smle was nore sincere as he raised his cup for another sip.
Then his eye was caught by a figure lurching through the door and he froze in
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m d- nbvenent .
One- Thunb!

The Vulgar Unicorn's owner had been absent for sone tine, causing no snall
question anong the patrons about his fate. Now, here he was, large as life
well, not quite as large as life.

Haki em wat ched wi th narrowed eyes as One- Thunb sl unped agai nst the bar, seizing
a crock of wine while his normally practised fingers funbled with the stopper
like a youth with his first wonan. Unable to contain his curiosity |onger, the
old storyteller wuntangled hinmself fromhis chair and scuttled forward with a
speed that belied his age.

" One- Thumb,' he cackled with calculated joviality, 'welconme back!'’

The nmassive figure straightened and turned, focusing vacant eyes on the
intruder. 'Hakiem' The fleshy face suddenly winkled with a wide smle. 'By the
gods - the world is nornal .’

To the storyteller's amazenent, One-Thunb seened on the verge of tears as he
stepped forward, arns extended to enbrace the old man like a long-lost son
Recoi l i ng, Hakiem hastily interposed his wine cup between them

"You' ve been gone a long time,' he said, abandoning all senblance of subtlety.
'Where have you been?

' Gone?' The eyes were vacant again. 'Yes, |'ve been gone. How | ong has it been?
"Over a year.' The storyteller was puzzl ed, and insatiable.

"A year,' One-Thunb nurnured. 'It seems |ike ... the tunnels! |'ve been in the
tunnels. It was...' He paused to take a long swallow of w ne, then absently
filled Hakiem s cup as he |l aunched into his story.

Accustoned to piecing together tales from half-heard words and phrases, the
storyteller rapidly grasped the essence of One-Thunb's ordeal

He had been trapped by a magician's spell in the tangle of tunnels bel ow
Sanctuary's streets. Confronted by an image of hinself, he had killed it and
been slain in turn - over and over until this night when he nmiraculously found
hi nsel f al one and unscat hed.

As One- Thumb redoubl ed his lurid description, describing the feel of cold neta
as it found its hone in one's innards - again and again, Hakiem pondered the
facts of the story. It fitted.

Lately soneone had been stalking w zards, slaying themin their own beds.
Apparently the hunter's knife had struck down the spell-weaver who was hol ding
One-Thunb in painful thrall, freeing himsuddenly to his normal life. An
interesting story, but totally usel ess to Hakiem

First: One-Thunmb was obviously willing to spill the tale to anyone who would
stand still long enough to listen, ruining the market for second- hand
renditions. Second, and nore inportant: it was a bad story. Its notive was
uncl ear; the ending hazy and inactive; there was no real interplay between

the characters. The only real neat was the uniqueness of One-Thunb's ability
to tell the tale in the first person and even that weakened through repetition
In short, it was boring.

It didn't take a master storyteller to reach this conclusion. It was obvious. In
fact, Haki emwas already growi ng weary listening to the whine and prattle.
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"You nust be tired,' he interrupted. 'It's wong of me to keep you. Maybe we can
talk again after you' ve rested.' He turned to | eave the Unicorn

"What about the wi ne?" One-Thunb called angrily. 'You haven't paid yet.

Haki em s response was habitual: 'Pay? | didn't order it. It was you who filled
the cup. Pay for it yourself.' He regretted the words imediately. One-Thunb's
treatnment of drinkers who refused to pay was |egendary throughout the Maze. To
his surprise, then, it was One- Thunb who gave ground.

"Well, all right," the big man grunbled. 'Just don't rmake a habit of it.'

The old storyteller felt a rare twinge of renmorse as he left the Unicorn. Wile
he had no | ove for One-Thunb, neither had he any reason to wish himill.

The big man hadn't just lost a year of his |life - he'd lost his fire - that core
of ferocity which had earned himthe respect of the town's underworld. Though
One- Thunb was unnmarked physically, he was only the enpty shell of his forner
self. This town was no place for a nman without the strength to back his bluster

The end of One-Thunb's story was in sight - and it wouldn't be pleasant. Maybe
with a fewrevisions the story - if not the man - had a future.

Lost in his thoughts, Hakiem faded once nmore into the shadows of Sanctuary.

LOOKI NG FOR SATAN
by Vonda N. Mclntyre

The four travellers left the nmountains at the end of the day, tired, cold, and
hungry, and they entered Sanctuary.

The inhabitants of the city observed them and |aughed, but they | aughed behind
their sleeves or after the small group passed. Al its nenbers wal ked armed. Yet
there was no belligerence in them They |ooked around amazed, nudged each ot her,
and pointed at things, for all the world as if none had ever seen a city before.
As, indeed, they had not.

Unawar e of the amusenent of the townspeople, they passed through the marketpl ace
towards the city proper. The light was fading; The farners culled their produce
and took down their awnings. Linp cabbage |eaves and rotten fruit littered the
roughly cobbl ed street, and bits of unrecognizable stuff floated dowmn the open
central sewer.

Besi de Wess, Chan shifted his heavy pack
"Let's stop and buy sonething to eat,' he said, 'before everybody goes hone.'

Wess hitched her own pack higher on her shoulders and did not stop. 'Not here,"
she said. 'I'mtired of stale flatbread and raw vegetables. | want a hot neal
toni ght.'

She tranped on. She knew how Chan felt. She glanced back at Aerie, who wal ked
wrapped in her long dark cloak. Her pack wei ghed her down. She was taller than
Wess, as tall as Chan, but very thin. Worry and their journey had deepened her
eyes. Wess was not used to seeing her like this. She was used to seeing her
freer.

"Qur tireless Wss,' Chan said. 'I'mtired, too!' Wss said. 'Do you want to try
camping in the street again?

"No,' he said. Behind him Quartz chuckl ed.
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In the first village they had ever seen - it seenmed years ago now, but was only
two months - they tried to set up canp in what they thought was a vacant field.
It was the village common. Had the village possessed a prison, they would have
been thrown into it. As it was they were escorted to the edge of town and
invited never to return. Another traveller explained inns to them- and prisons
- and now they all could laugh, with some enbarrassnent at the episode.

But the smaller towns they had passed through did not even approach Sanctuary in
size and noi se and crowds. Wss had never inmagined so many people or such high
buildings or any odour so awful. She hoped it would be better beyond t he

mar ket pl ace. Passing a fish stall, she held her breath and hurried. It was the
end of the day, true, but the end of a cool late fall's day. Wess tried not to
wonder what it would snmell like at the end of a | ong sumrer's day.

"W should stop at the first inn we find,' Quartz said.
"All right,' Wess said.

By the tinme they reached the street's end, darkness was conplete and the narket
was deserted. Wess thought it odd that everyone shoul d di sappear so quickly, but
no doubt they were tired too and wanted to get hone to a hot fire and dinner
She felt a sudden stab of honesi ckness and hopel essness: their search had gone
on so long, with so little chance of success.

The buildings closed in around themas the street narrowed suddenly. Wess
stopped: three paths faced them and another branched off only twenty paces
farther on.

"VWhere now, ny friends?

"W nust ask soneone,' Aerie said, her voice soft with fatigue.
"I'f we can find anyone,' Chan said doubtfully.

Aerie stepped towards a shadowfilled corner.

"Citizen,' she said, 'would you direct us to the nearest inn?

The others peered nore closely at the dimniche. Indeed, a nuffled figure
crouched there. It stood up. Wess could see the manic glitter of its eyes, but
not hi ng nore.

"An inn?
"The closest, if you please. W've travelled a | ong way.'

The figure chuckled. "You'll find no inns in this part of town, foreigner. But
the tavern around the corner - it has roons upstairs. Perhaps it will suit you.

"Thank you.' Aerie turned back,.a faint breeze ruffling her short black hair.
She pul | ed her cloak cl oser.

They went the way the figure gestured, and did not see it convulse with silent
| aught er behind them

In front of the tavern, Wss puzzled out the unfanmiliar script: the Wulgar
Uni corn. An odd conbi nation, even in the south where odd conbinati ons were the
style of nami ng taverns. She pushed open the door. It was nearly as dark inside
as out, and snoky. The noise died as Wss and Chan entered - then rose again in
a surprised buzz when Aerie and Quartz foll owed.

Wess and Chan were not startlingly different from the general run of southern
mountain folk: he fairer, she darker. Wess could pass unnoticed as an ordinary
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citizen anywhere; Chan's beauty often attracted attention. But Aerie's tal
whi t e- ski nned bl ack-haired el egance everywhere aroused coment. Wess sniled,
i magi ni ng what woul d happen if Aerie flung away her cloak and showed herself as
she really was.

And Quartz: she had to stoop to cone inside. She straightened up. She was taller
than anyone el se in the room The snoke near the ceiling swirled a weath around
her hair. She had cut it short for the journey, and it curled around her face,
red, gold, and sand-pale. Her grey eyes reflected the firelight like mrrors.
I gnoring the stares, she pushed her bl ue wool cloak fromher broad shoul ders and
shrugged her pack to the floor.

The strong heavy scent of beer and sizzling neat nade Wss's nmouth water. She
sought out the man behind the bar

"Citizen,' she said, carefully pronouncing the Sanctuary |anguage, the trade
tongue of all the continent, 'are you the proprietor? My friends and I, we need
a room for the night, and dinner.'

Her request seened ordinary enough to her, but the innkeeper |ooked sidelong at
one of his patrons. Both | aughed.

"A room young gentleman?' He canme out from behind the bar. Instead of replying
to Wess, he spoke to Chan. Wess snmiled to herself. Like all Chan's friends, she
was used to seeing people fall in love with himon sight. She woul d have done so
hersel f, she thought, had she first net himwhen they were grown. But they had
known each other all their lives and their friendship was far closer and deeper
than instant |ust.

"A roon?' the innkeeper said again. 'A neal for you and your ladies? |Is that al
we can do for you here in our hunble establishnent? Do you require dancing? A
juggl er? Harpists and hautbois? Ask and it shall be given!' Far from being
seductive, or even friendly, the innkeeper's tone was derisive.

Chan gl anced at Wess, frowning slightly, as everyone within earshot burst into
| aughter. Wess was glad her conplexion was dark enough to hide her blush of
anger. Chan was bright pink fromthe collar of his homespun shirt to the roots
of his blond hair. Wess knew they had been insulted but she did not wunderstand
how or why, so she replied with courtesy.

"No, citizen, thank you for your hospitality. W need a room if you have one,
and food."

"W woul d not refuse a bath,' Quartz said.

The innkeeper glanced at them an irritated expression on his face, and spoke
once nore to Chan

' The young gentleman lets his | adies speak for hin? Is this sone foreign custom
that you are too high-bred to speak to a nere tavern-keeper?

"I don't understand you,' Chan said. 'Wss spoke for us all. Must we speak in
chorus?'

Taken aback, the man hid his reaction by showing them w th an exaggerated bow,
to a table.

Wess dunped her pack on the floor next to the wall behind her and sat dowmn wth
a sigh of relief. The others followed. Aerie

| ooked as if she could not have kept on her feet a nonment | onger

"This is a sinmple place,' the tavern-keeper said. 'Beer or ale, wine. Mat and
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bread. Can you pay?

He was speaking to Chan again. He took no direct note of Wss " or Aerie or

Quart z.
"What is the price?

"Four dinners, bed - you break your fast somewhere else, | don't open early. A
pi ece of silver. |In advance.'

' The bath included? Quartz said.
"Yes, yes, all right.’'

"W can pay,' said Quartz, whose turn it was to keep track of what they spent.
She offered hima piece of silver

He continued to | ook at Chan, but after an awkward pause he shrugged, snatched
the coin from Quartz, and turned away. Quartz drew back her hand, then, under
the table, surreptitiously wiped it on the | eg other heavy cotton trousers.

Chan gl anced over at Wess. 'Do you understand anything that has happened since
we entered the city's gates?

"It is curious,' she said. 'They have strange custons.'
"W can puzzle themout tomorrow,' Aerie said.

A young wonan carrying a tray stopped at their table. She wore odd cl ot hes,
sunmer clothes by the 1ook of them for they uncovered her arns and shoul ders
and al nost conpl etely bared her breasts. It is hot in here, Wss thought. That's
quite intelligent of her. Then she need only put on a cloak to go hone, and she
will not get chilled or overheated.

"Ale for you, sir? the young woman said to Chan. 'O wine? And wine for vyour
wi ves?'

'Beer, please,' Chan said. 'Wat are "wives"? | have studied your |anguage, but
this is not a word | know.'

"The | adi es are not your wves?

Wess took a tankard of ale off the tray, too tired and thirsty to try to figure
out what the woman was tal ki ng about. She took a deep swall ow of the cool bitter
brew. Quartz reached for a flask of wine and two cups, and poured for herself
and Aeri e.

"My conpanions are Westerly, Aerie, and Quartz,' Chan said, nodding to each in
turn. 'l am Chandler. And you are -?

"I"'mjust the serving girl,' she said, sounding frightened. 'You could not w sh
to be troubled with ny nane.' She grabbed a nmug of beer and put it on the table,
spilling sone, and fl ed.

They all | ooked at each other, but then the tavern-keeper came with platters of
meat. They were too hungry to wonder what they had done to frighten the barnaid.

Wess tore off a mouthful of bread. It was fairly fresh, and a wel cone change
fromtrail rations - dry meat, flatbread m xed hurriedly and baked on stones in
the coals of a campfire, fruit when they could find or buy it. Still, Wss was
used to better.

"I mss your bread,' she said to Quartz in their own |anguage. Quartz snil ed.
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The neat was hot and untainted by decay. Even Aerie ate with sone appetite,
t hough she preferred neat raw.

Hal fway through her neal, Wess slowed down and took a nonment to observe the
tavern nore carefully.

At the bar, a group suddenly burst into raucous |aughter

"You say the same damed thing every dammed tinme you turn up in Sanctuary,
Bauchl e,' one of themsaid, his loud voice full of nockery. 'You have a secret
or a schene or a nmarvel that will make your fortune. Wiy don't you get an honest
job - like the rest of us?

That brought on nore |aughter, even fromthe |arge, heavyset young man who was
bei ng made fun of.

"You'l | see, this tine," he said. 'This time |I've got sonething that wll take
me all the way to the court of the Enperor. Wen you hear the criers tonorrow,
you'll know.' He called for nore wine. His friends drank and nade nore jokes,

both at his expense.

The Unicorn was much nore crowded now, snokier, |ouder. Qccasionally soneone
gl anced towards Wess and her friends, but otherwi se they were let alone.

A col d breeze thinned the odour of beer and sizzling meat and unwashed bodi es.
Silence fell suddenly, and Wess | ooked quickly around to see if she had breached
sone ot her unknown custom

But all the attention focused on the tavern's entrance. The cl oaked figure stood
there casually, but nothing was casual about the aura of power and self
possessi on.

In the whole of the tavern, not another table held an enpty place.
"Sit with us, sister!' Wss called on inpulse.

Two long steps and a shove: Wess's chair scraped roughly along the floor and
Wess was ranmed back against the wall, a dagger at her throat.

"Who calls ne "sister"?" The dark hood fell back fromlong, grey-streaked hair.
A blue star blazed on the wonan's forehead. Her el egant features grew terrible
and dangerous in its light.

Wess stared up into the tall, lithe woman's furious eyes. Her jugular vein
pul sed agai nst the point of the blade. If she nade a nove towards her knife, or
if any other friends moved at all, she was dead.

"I nmeant no disrespect -' She alnpbst said 'sister' again. But it. was not the

famliarity that had caused offence: it was the word itself. The woman was
travelling incognito, and Wess had breached her disguise. No nere apology would
repair the damage she had done

A drop of sweat trickled down the side of her face. Chan and Aerie and Quartz
were all poised on the edge of defence. |f Wss erred again, nore than one
person woul d die before the fighting stopped.

"My unfamliarity with vyour |anguage has offended you, young gentleman,' Wess
sai d, hoping the tavern-keeper had used a civil formof address, if not a civi
tone. It was often safe to insult soneone by the tone, but seldomby the words
thensel ves. ' Young gentl eman,' she said again when the wonman did not kill her,
' someone has made sport of me by translating "frejojan", "sister".'

' Perhaps,' the disguised worman sai d. 'Wat does frejojan nmean?

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]%...l1d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f%20Sanctuary.txt (7 of 149) [8/27/03 10:33:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %620-%20T hieves%20W orl d%620-%2003%20-%20Shadows%6200f %20Sanctuary.txt
"It is aterm of peace, an offer of friendship, a word to welconme a guest,
anot her child of one's own parents.'

"Ah. "Brother"” is the word you want, the word to speak to nen. To call a nan
"sister", the word for wonen, is an insult.

"An insult!' Wess said, honestly surprised.
But the knife drew back from her throat.

"You are a barbarian,' the disguised woman said, in a friendly tone. 'I cannot
be insulted by a barbarian.'’

"There is the problem you see," Chan said. 'Translation. In our |anguage, the
word for outsider, for foreigner, also translates as "barbarian".' He sniled,
hi s beautiful smle.

Wess pulled her chair forward again. She reached for Chan's hand under the
table. He squeezed her fingers gently.

"I nmeant only to offer you a place to sit, where there is no other.

The stranger sheat hed her dagger and stared down into Wess's eyes. Wess shivered
slightly and inmagi ned spending the night with Chan on one side, the stranger on
t he ot her.

O you could have the centre, if you liked, she thought, holding the gaze.

The stranger |aughed. Wess could not tell if the nocking tone were directed
outward or inward.

"Then | will sit here, as there is no other place.' She did so. "My nane is
Lyt hande.'
They introduced thenselves, and offered her - Wss nmade herself think of

Lyt hande as 'him so she would not damage the disguise again - offered himwi ne.

"I cannot accept your wne,' Lythande said. 'But to show | nean no offence, |
will snoke with you.' He rolled shredded herbs in a dry leaf, lit the
construction, inhaled fromit, and held it out. 'Wsterly, frejojan.’

Qut of politeness Wess tried it. By the time she stopped coughing her throat was
sore, and the sweet scent nade her feel |ightheaded.

"It takes practice,' Lythande said, smling.

Chan and Quartz did no better, but Aerie inhaled deeply, her eyes closed, then
hel d her breath. Thereafter she and Lythande shared it while the others ordered
nmore al e and anot her flask of wi ne.

"Way did you ask ne, of all this crowd, to sit here?" Lythande asked.

'Because...' Wess paused to try to think of a way to make her intuition sound
sensible. 'You look |ike someone who knows what's going on. You |ook Ilike
someone who ni ght hel p us.

"If information is all you need, you can get it |ess expensively than by hiring
a sorcerer.'

"Are you a sorcerer? Wss asked

Lyt hande | ooked at her with pity and contenpt. 'You child! Wat do your people
mean, sending innocents and children out of the north!' He touched the star on
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his forehead. 'What did you think this neans?
"I'"lIl have to guess, but | guess it neans you are a mmge.'

"Excellent. A few years of lessons |like that and you might survive, a while, in
Sanctuary - in the Maze - in the Unicorn!'

"W haven't got years,' Aerie whispered. 'W have, perhaps, overspent the tine
we do have.'

Quartz put her armaround Aerie's shoulders, for confort, and hugged her gently.

"You interest nme,' Lythande said. 'Tell nme what information you seek. Perhaps |
wi || know whether you can obtain it |ess expensively - not cheaply, but |ess

expensively - from Jubal the Slavenonger, or from a seer - At their
expressi ons, he stopped.

' Sl avenonger !’

"He collects information as well. You needn't worry that he'll abduct you from
his sitting-room'

They all started speaking at once, then fell silent, realizing the futility.
"Start at the beginning.'
"W're | ooking for someone,' Wess said.

"This is a poor place to search. No one will tell you anything about any patron
of this establishment.'

"But he's a friend.'
'There's only your word for that.'

"Satan wouldn't be here anyway,' Wess said. 'If he were free to cone here he'd
be free to go hone. W'd have heard sonething of him or he would have found us,
or -'

"You fear he was taken prisoner. Enslaved perhaps.'

'He nust have been. He was hunting, alone. He |liked to do that, his people often
do.'

"W need solitude sonetines,' Aerie said.

Wess nodded. 'We didn't worry about himtill he didn't come hone for Equinox.
Then we searched. W found his canp, and a cold trail...'

"W tried to hope for kidnapping,' Chan said. 'But there was no ransom denmand.
The trail was so old - they took himaway.'

‘W followed, and we heard sone runours of him' Aerie said. 'But the road
branched, and we had to choose which way to go." She shrugged, but could not
mai ntain the careless pose; she turned away in despair. 'I could find no
trace...'

Aerie, with her longer range, had net them after searching all day at each
eveni ng's new canp, ever nore exhausted and nore driven

" Apparently we chose wong,' Quartz said.

"Children,' Lythande said, 'children, frejohans -

"Frejojani,'' Chan said autonmatically, then shook his head and spread his hands
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i n apol ogy.

"Your friend is one slave out of many. You could not trace himby his papers,
unl ess you di scovered what nanme they were forged under. For soneone to recognize
him by a description would be the greatest |uck, even if you had an honmuncule to
show. Sisters, brother, you might not recognize himyoursel ves, by now'

"I would recognize him"' Aerie said.

"W'd all recognize him even in a crowd of his own people. But that nmakes no
di fference. Anyone woul d know hi m who had seen him But no one has seen him or
if they have they will not say so to us.' Wss glanced at  Aerie

'You see,' Aerie said, 'he is wi nged.'

"Wnged!' Lythande said.

"Wnged folk are rare, | believe, in the south.'

"Wnged folk are nyths, in the south. Wnged? Surely you nean...

Aerie started to shrug back her cape, but Quartz put her armaround her
shoul ders again. Wess broke into the conversation quickly.

' The bones are longer,' she said, touching the three outer fingers of her left
hand with the forefinger of her right. "And stronger. The webs between fold
out.'

"And these people fly?
"OfF course. Wy el se have w ngs?
Wess gl anced at Chan, who nodded and reached for his pack

"W have no hormuncule,' Wss said. 'But we have a picture. It isn't Satan, but
it's very like him'

Chan pulled out the wooden tube he had carried all the way from Kaimas. From
inside it, he drew the rolled kidskin, which he opened out on to the table. The
hi de was carefully tanned and very thin; it had witing on one side and a
pai nting, with one word underneath it, on the other.

"It's fromthe library at Kainmas,' Chan said. 'No one knows where it canme from
| believe it is quite old, and | think it is froma book, but this is all that's
|left." He showed Lythande the witten side. '|I can decipher the script but not
the | anguage. Can you read it?

Lyt hande shook his head. 'It is unknown to ne.'

Di sappoi nted, Chan turned the illustrated side of the manuscript page towards
Lyt hande. Wess |leaned towards it too, picking out the details in the dim
candlelight. It was beautiful, alnpst as beautiful as Satan hinself. It was
surprising how like Satan it was, for it had been in the library since |ong

bef ore he was born. The sl ender and powerful w nged man had red-gold hair and
flame-col oured wings. H s expression seened conmposed hal f of wi sdom and half of
deep despair.

Most flying people were black or deep iridescent green or pure dark blue. But
Satan, like the painting, was the colour of fire. Wss explained that to
Lyt hande.

"W suppose this word to be this person's name,' Chan said.

"W cannot be sure we have the pronunciation right, but Satan's nmother |iked the
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sound as we say it, so she gave it to himas his nanme, too.'

Lyt hande stared at the gold and scarlet painting in silence for a long tine,
then shook his head and |eaned back in his chair. He blew snoke towards the
ceiling. The ring spun, and sparked, and finally dissipated into the haze.

"Frejojani,' Lythande said, 'Jubal - and the other slavenbngers - parade their
mer chandi se through the town before every auction. If vyour friend were in the
coffle, everyone in Sanctuary woul d know. Everyone in the Enpire would know.'

Beneath the edges of her cape. Aerie clenched her hands into fists.

Chan slowy, carefully, blankly, rolled up the painting and stored it away.
This was, Wess feared, the end of their journey.

"But it might be...'

Aerie | ooked up sharply, narrow ng her deep-set eyes.

" Such an unusual being would not be sold at public auction. He would be offered
in private sale, or exhibited, or perhaps even offered to the Enperor for his
menagerie. '

Aerie flinched, and Quartz traced the texture of her short-sword's bone haft.

"It's better, children, don't you see? He'll be treated decently. He's val uabl e.
Ordi nary slaves are whi pped and cut and broken to obedience.'

Chan's transparent conplexion paled to white. Wss shuddered. Even contenpl ating
sl avery they had none of them understood what it neant.

"But how will we find hinP Wiere will we | ook?'

"Jubal will know,' Lythande said, 'if anyone does. | l|like you, children. Sleep
toni ght. Perhaps tonorrow Jubal will speak with you.' He got up, passed smoothly
through the crowd, and vani shed into the darkness outside.

In silence with her friends, Wss sat thinking about what Lythande had told
t hem

A wel | -set-up young fell ow crossed the room and | eaned over their table towards
Chan. Wess recogni zed himas the man who had earlier been nade sport of by his
friends.

' Good evening, traveller,' he said to Chan. '|I have been told these |adies are
not your wives.'

"It seens everyone in this roomhas asked if ny conpanions are ny wives, and
still do not understand what you are asking,' Chan said pleasantly.

"What's so hard to understand?
"What does "w ves" nean?'

The man arched one eyebrow, but replied, 'Wnen bonded to you by law. To give
their favours to no one but you. To bear and raise your sons.'

" "Favours"?'
' Sex, you cl apperdudgeon! Fucking! Do you understand me?
"Not entirely. It sounds like a very odd systemto ne.'

Wess thought it odd, too. It seened absurd to decide to bear children of only
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one gender; and bonded by | aw sounded suspiciously like slavery. But - three
worren pl edged solely to one man? She gl anced across at Aerie and Quartz and saw
they were thinking the sanme thing. They burst out | aughing.

' Chan, Chan-love, think how exhausted you'd be!' Wss said.

Chan grinned. They often slept and nade I|ove all together, but he was not
expected to satisfy all his friends. Wss enjoyed making | ove with Chan, but she
was equally excited by Aerie's delicate ferocity, and by Quartz's inexhaustible
gentl eness and power.

"They're not your wves, then,' the man said. 'So how nuch for that one? He
poi nted at Quartz.

They all waited curiously for himto explain.

'Come on, man! Don't be coy! You' re obvious to everyone -why el se bring wonen to
the Unicorn? Wth that one, you'll get away with it till the madams find out. So
make your fortune while you can. What's her price? | can pay, | assure you.

Chan started to speak, but Quartz gestured sharply and he fell silent.

"Tell me if | interpret you correctly,' she said. 'You think coupling wth ne
woul d be enjoyable. You would |ike to share ny bed tonight.'

"That's right, lovey.' He reached for her breast but abruptly thought better of
it.

"Yet you speak, not to nme, but to ny friend. This seens very awkward, and very
rude.’

"You'd better get used to it, woman. It's the way we do things here.'

"You of fer Chan noney, to persuade me to couple with you.

The man | ooked at Chan. 'You'd best train your whores to manners yourself, boy,
or your custoners will help you and damage your nerchandise.’

Chan bl ushed scarlet, enbarrassed, flustered, and confused. Wess began to think
she knew what was going on, but she did not want to believe it.

"You are speaking to me, man,' Quartz said, using the word with as nuch cont enpt
as he had put into 'wonman'. '| have but one nore question for you. You are not
ill-favoured, yet you cannot get someone to bed you for the joy of it. Does this
mean you are di seased?

Wth an incoherent sound of rage, he reached for his knife. Before he touched
it. Quartz's short-sword rasped out of its scabbard. She held its tip just above
his belt-buckle. The death she offered hi mwas sl ow and pai nful

Everyone in the tavern watched intently as the nan slowy spread his hands.

'"CGo away,' Quartz said. 'Do not speak to ne again. You are not unattractive, but
if you are not diseased you are a fool, and | do not sleep with fools.

She noved her sword a handshbreadth. He backed up three fast steps and spun
around, gl ancing spasnodically fromone face to another, to another. He found
only anusenent. He bolted, through a roar of laughter, fighting his way to the
door.

The tavern-keeper sauntered over. 'Foreigners,' he said, 'l don't know whether
you' ve nmade your place or dug your graves tonight,

but that was the best laugh 1've had since the new noon. Bauchle Meyne will
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never live it down.'

"I did not think it funny in the least,' Quartz said. She sheathed her short
sword. She had not even touched her broadsword. Wess had never seen her draw it.
"And | amtired. Where is our roon?'

He led themup the stairs. The room was small and |owceilinged. After the
tavern-keeper left, Wss poked the straw mattress of one of the beds, and
wri nkl ed her nose.

"I've got this far fromhome without getting lice, I'mnot going to sleep in a
nest of bedbugs.' She threw her bedroll to the floor. Chan shrugged and dropped
his gear.

Quartz flung her pack into the coner. 'I'll have sonething to say to Satan when
we find him' she said angrily. '"Stupid fool, to let hinself be captured by
these creatures.'

Aerie stood hunched in her cloak. 'This is a wetched place,' she said. 'You can
flee, but he cannot.'

"Aerie, love, | know, .l'msorry." Quartz hugged her, stroking her hair. "I
didn't mean it, about Satan. | was angry.'

Aeri e nodded.

Wess rubbed Aerie's shoulders, unfastened the clasp of her |ong hooded cl oak,
and drew it fromAerie's body. Candlelight rippled across the black fur that
covered her, as sleek and gl ossy as seal skin. She wore nothing but a short thin
blue silk tunic and her wal ki ng boots. She kicked off the boots, dug her clawed
toes into the splintery floor, and stretched.

Her outer fingers |ay close against the backs of her arns. She opened them and
her wi ngs unf ol ded.

Only hal f-spread, her w ngs spanned the room She let themdroop, and pulled
aside the leather «curtain over the tall narrow wi ndow. The next building was
very cl ose

"I"'mgoing out. | need to fly.
"Aerie, we've conme so far today -'

"Wss, | amtired. | won't go far. But | can't fly in the daytime, not here, and
the moon is waxing. If | don't go now !l may not be able to fly for days.'

"It's true,' Wess said. 'Be careful.’

"I won't be gone long.' She slid sideways out of the wi ndow and clinbed up the
rough side of the building. Her claws scraped into the adobe. Three soft
f oot steps overhead, the shushh other w ngs; she was gone.

The others pushed the beds against the wall and spread their blankets,
overlapping, on the floor. Quartz |looped the leather flap over a hook in the
wal | and put the candl e on the w ndow | edge.

Chan hugged Wess. '|I never saw anyone nove as fast as Lythande. Wess, |ove, |
feared he'd killed you before | even noticed him'

"I't was stupid, to speak so famliarly to a stranger.'
"But he offered us the nearest thing to news of Satan we've heard in weeks.'

"True. Maybe the fright was worth it.' Wss |ooked out of the w ndow, but saw
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not hi ng of Aerie.
"What made you think Lythande was a wonan?

Wess glanced at Chan sharply. He gazed back at her with a mldly curious
expr essi on.

He doesn't know, Wess thought, astonished. He didn't realize -
“I... | don't know,' she said. "Asilly mstake. | nade a |lot of themtoday."'

It was the first tinme in her |life she had deliberately lied to a friend. She
felt slightly ill, and when she heard the scrape of claws on the roof above, she
was glad for nore reasons than sinply that Aerie had returned. Just then the
taver n- keeper banged on their door announcing their bath. In the confusion of
getting Aerie inside and hi dden under her cloak before they could open the door,
Chan forgot the subject of Lythande's gender

Beneath them the noise of revelry in the Unicorn gradually faded to silence
Wess forced herself to lie still. She was so tired that she felt as if she were
trapped in a river, with the current swirling her around and around so she coul d
never get her bearings. Yet she could not sleep. Even the bath, the first warm
bat h any of them had had since | eaving Kaimas, had not rel axed her.

Quartz lay solid and warm beside her, and Aerie |ay between Quartz and Chan
Wess did not begrudge Aerie or Quartz their places, but she did like to sleep in
the middle. She wi shed one of her friends were awake, to nake | ove with, but she
could tell fromtheir breathing that they were all deeply asleep. She cuddl ed up
agai nst Quartz, who reached out, in a dream and enbraced her

The darkness continued, without end, without any sign of dawn, and finally Wess
slid out frombeneath Quartz's arm and the bl ankets, silently put on her pants
and shirt, and, barefoot, crept down the stairs, past the silent tavern, and
outside. On the doorstep, she sat and pulled on her boots.

The noon gave a faint |ight, enough for Wss. The street was deserted. Her heels
thudded on the cobbl estones, echoing hollowy against the close adobe walls.
Such a short stay in the town should not nake her uneasy, but it did. She envied
Aerie her power to escape, however briefly, however dangerous the escape m ght
be. Wess wal ked down the street, keeping careful track of her path. It would be
very easy to get lost in this warren of streets and alleys, niches and bl ank
canyons.

The scrape of a boot, instantly stilled, brought her out of her nenta
wanderings. They wi shed to try to follow her? Good luck to them

Wess was a hunter. She tracked her prey so silently that she killed with a
knife; in the dense rain forest where she lived, arrows were too uncertain. She
had crept up on a panther and stroked its snmooth pelt - then vanished so swiftly
that she left the creature yowing in fury and frustration, while she |aughed
with delight. She grinned, and quickened her step, and her footfalls turned
silent on the stone.

Her unfanmiliarity with the streets hampered her slightly. A dead-end could trap
her. But she found, to her pleasure, that her instinct for seeking out good
trails translated into the city. Once she thought she would have to turn back,
but the high wall barring her way had a deep diagonal fissure fromthe ground to
its top. She found just enough purchase to clanber over it. She junped into the
garden the wall encl osed, scanpered across it and up a grape arbour, and swung
down into the next alley.

She ran snmoothly, gladly, as her exhaustion lifted. She felt good, despite the
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| ooming buildings and twisted dirty streets and vile odours.

She faded into a shadowed recess where two houses abutted but did not line up
Li st eni ng, she waited.

The soft and nearly silent footsteps halted. Her pursuer hesitated. Git scraped
bet ween stone and |eather as the person turned one way, then the other, and,
finally, chose the wong turning and hurried off. Wss grinned, but she felt
respect for any hunter who could follow her this far

Movi ng silently through shadows, she started back towards the tavern. Wen she
cane to a tunbl edown building she renenbered, she found finger- and toe-holds
and clinbed to the roof of the next house. Flying was not the only talent Aerie
had that Wess envied. Being able to clinb straight up an undanaged adobe wal |
woul d be useful sometinmes, too

The rooftop was deserted. Too cold to sleep outside, no doubt; the inhabitants
of the city went to ground at night, in warner, unseen warrens.

The air snelled cleaner here, so she travelled by rooftop as far as she could.
But the nmmin passage through the Maze was too wide to |leap across. Fromthe
buil ding that faced the Unicorn, Wss observed the tavern. She doubted that her
pursuer could have reached it first, but the possibility existed, in this
strange place. She saw no one. It was near dawn. She no longer felt exhausted,
just deliciously sleepy. She clinbed down the face of the building and started
across the street.

Soneone flung open the door behind her, |eaped out as she turned, and punched
her in the side of the head.

Wess crashed to the cobbl estones. The shadow stepped closer and kicked her in
the ribs. Aline of pain wapped around her chest and tightened when she tried
to breathe.

"Don't kill her. Not yet.
"No. | have plans for her.'

Wess recogni zed the voice of Bauchle Meyne, who had insulted Quartz in the
tavern. He toed her in the side.

"When |'' mdone with you, bitch, you can take ne to your friends.' He started to
unbuckl e his belt.

Wess tried to get up. Bauchle Meyne's conpani on stepped towards her, to kick her
agai n.

H s foot swng towards her. She grabbed it and twisted. As he went down, Wess
struggl ed up. Bauchl e Meyne, surprised, lurched towards her and grabbed her in a
bear hug, pinioning her arms so she could not reach her knife. He pressed his
face down close to hers. She felt his whisker stubble and snelled his yeasty
breath. He could not hold her and force his mouth to hers at the sane time, but
he sl obbered on her cheek. H s pants slipped dowmn and his penis thrust against
her thi gh.

Wess kneed himin the balls as hard as she coul d.

He screaned and | et her go and staggered away, hol ding hinself, doubled up and
nmoani ng, stumbling over his fallen breeches. Wss drew her knife and backed
against a wall, ready for another attack

Bauchl e Meyne's acconplice rushed her. Her knife sliced quickly towards him
slashing his arm He flung hinmsel f backwards and swore violently. Blood spurted

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]...d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f%20Sanctuary.txt (15 of 149) [8/27/03 10:33:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %620-%20T hieves%20W orl d%620-%2003%20-%20Shadows%6200f %20Sanctuary.txt
bet ween his fingers.

Wess heard the approaching footsteps a noment before he did. She pressed her
free hand hard agai nst the wall behind her. She was afraid to shout for help. In
this place whoever answered might as easily join in attacking her.

But the man swore again, grabbed Bauchle Meyne by the arm and dragged him away
as fast as the latter, in his present distressed state, could go.

Wess sagged, sliding down the wall to the ground. She knew she was still in
danger, but her legs would not hold her up anynore.

The footsteps ceased. Wess | ooked up, clenching her fingers around the handl e of
her knife. '

"Frejojan,' Lythande said softly, fromten paces away, 'sister, you led ne quite
a chase.' She glanced after the two nmen. 'And not only ne, it seens.'

"I never fought a person before,' Wess said shakily. 'Not a real fight. Only
practice. No one ever got hurt.' She touched the side other head. The shall ow
scrape bled freely. She thought about its stopping, and the flow gradually
ceased.

Lyt hande sat on his heels beside her. 'Let nme see.' He probed the cut gently. "1
thought it was bleeding, but it's stopped. Wat happened?

"I don't know. Did you follow ne? Did they? | thought | was el uding one person.

"I was the only one follow ng you,' Lythande said. 'They nust have cone back to
bot her Quartz again.'

"You know about that?

'The whole city knows, child. O anyway, the whole Maze. Bauchle will not soon
live it down. The worst of it is he will never understand what it is that
happened, or why.

"No nore will |," Wess said. She | ooked up at Lythande. 'How can you live here?
she cri ed.

Lyt hande drew back, frowning. 'I do not Ilive here. But that is not really what
you are asking. We cannot speak so freely on the public street.' He gl anced
away, hesitated, and turned back. 'WIIl you come with me? | haven't rmuch tine,

but I can fix your cut, and we can talk safely.’

"All right,' Wss said. She sheathed her knife and pushed herself to her feet,
wincing at the sharp pain in her side. Lythande grasped her el bow, steadying
her .

' Perhaps you' ve cracked a rib,' he said. They started slowy down the street.
"No," Wess said. "It's bruised. It will hurt for a while, but it isn't broken.'
' How do you know?'

Wess gl anced at himquizzically. 'I nmay not be froma city, but ny people aren't
completely wild. | paid attention to ny | essons when | was little.'

' Lessons? Lessons in what?

"I'n knowi ng whether I am hurt, and what | nmust do if | am in controlling the
processes of mnmy body - surely your people teach their children these things?

"My people don't know these things,' Lythande said. 'l think we have nore to
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tal k about than | believed, frejojan.'

The Maze confused even Wess, by the tine they reached the snmall buil ding where
Lyt hande stopped. Wss was feeling dizzy fromthe blow to her head, but she was
confident that she was not dangerously hurt. Lythande opened a |ow door and
ducked inside. Wess foll owed.

Lyt hande picked up a candle. The wick sparked. In the centre of the dark room a
shiny spot reflected the glow The wick burst into flame and the spot of
reflection grew. Wess blinked. The reflection spread into a sphere, taller than
Lythande, the colour and texture of deep water, blue-grey, shinmering. It
bal anced on its lower curve, bulging slightly so it was not quite perfectly
round.

"Foll ow me. Westerly.'

Lyt hande wal ked towards the sphere. Its surface rippled at her approach. She
stepped into it. It closed around her, and all Wss could see was a wavering
figure, beyond the surface, and the spot of light fromthe candle flane.

She touched the sphere gingerly with her fingertip. It was wet. Taking a deep
breath, she put her hand through the surface.

It froze her fast; she could not proceed, she could not escape, she could not
move. Even her voice was captured

After a nonment Lythande surfaced. Her hair sparkled with drops of water, but her
clothes were dry. She stood frowning at Wess, |ines of thought bracketing the
star on her forehead. Then her brow cl eared and she grasped Wess's wri st.

"Don't fight it, little sister,' she said. 'Don't fight ne.'

The blue star glittered in the darkness, its points sparking with new 1|ight.
Agai nst great resistance, Lythande drew Wess's hand fromthe sphere. The cuff of
Wess's shirt was cold and sodden. In only a few seconds the water had wi nkled
her fingers. The sphere freed her suddenly and she nearly fell, but Lythande
caught and supported her.

'What happened?

Still holding her up, Lythande reached into the water and drew it aside like a
curtain. She wurged Wess towards the division. Unwllingly, Wss took a shaky
step forward, and Lythande hel ped her inside. The surface closed behind them
Lyt hande eased Wess down on the platformthat flowed out smoothly from the
inside curve. Wss expected it to be wet, but it was resilient and snooth and
slightly warm

"What happened?' she asked agai n.
'The sphere is a protection against other sorcerers.'
"I"'mnot a sorcerer.'

"I believe you believe that. If | thought you were deceiving me, | would kil
you. But if you are not a sorcerer, it is only because you are not trained.

Wess started to protest, but Lythande waved her to silence.
"Now | understand how you eluded ne in the streets.

‘I"'ma hunter,' Wess said irritably. 'Wat good would a hunter be, who couldn't
move silently and fast?

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]...d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f%20Sanctuary.txt (17 of 149) [8/27/03 10:33:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %20-%20T hi eves¥20Worl d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f %20Sanctuary .txt

"No, it was nore than that. | put a mark on you, and you threwit off. No one
has ever done that before.'

"I didn't do it, either.
"Let us not argue, frejojan. There isn't tine.'

She inspected the cut, then di pped her hand into the side of the sphere, brought
out a handful of water, and washed away the sticky drying blood. Her touch was
warm and soot hing, as expert as Quartz's.

"Why did you bring me here?

"So we could tal k unobserved.'

" What about ?

"I want to ask you something first. Why did you think I was a wonan?

Wess frowned and gazed into the depths of the floor. Her boot dinpled the

surface, like the foot of a water-strider
'Because you are a wonanh,' she said. 'Wy you pretend you are not, | don't
know. '

"That is not the question,' Lythande said. 'The question is why you called ne
"sister" the noment you saw nme. No one, sorcerer. or otherw se, has ever gl anced
at me once and known ne for what I am You could place ne, and yourself, in
great danger. How did you know?'

"I just knew,' Wess said. 'It was obvious. | didn't [|ook at you and wonder if
you were a nan or a woman. | saw you, and | thought, how beautiful, how el egant
she is. She | ooks w se. She | ooks |like she could help us. So | called to you.

"And what did your friends think?

"They ... | don't know what Quartz and Aerie thought. Chan asked whatever was |
t hi nki ng of .’

"What did you say to hin®?

"I ..." She hesitated, feeling ashaned. 'l lied to him' she said mserably.
said | was tired and it was dark and snoky, and | rmade a foolish m stake.

"Way didn't you try to persuade himyou were right?

"Because it isn't nmy business to deny what you wi sh known about yourself. Even
to ny oldest friend, ny first |over.

Lythande stared up at the curved surface of the inside of the sphere. The
tension eased in the set of her shoul ders, the expression on her face.

"Thank you, little sister,' she said, her voice full of relief. "I did not know
if my identity were safe with you. But | think it is.'

Wess | ooked up suddenly, chilled by insight. 'You brought ne here - you would
have killed ne!"

"I'f I had to,' Lythande said easily. 'l am glad it was not necessary. But |
could not trust a prom se nmade under threat. You do not fear me; you nmade your
deci sion of your own free will.'

"That may be true,' Wess said. "But it isn't true that | don't fear you.
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Lyt hande gazed at her. 'Perhaps | deserve your fear. Westerly. You coul d destroy
me with a thoughtless word. But the know edge you have coul d destroy you. Sone
peopl e would go to great |engths to discover what you know. '

"I"'mnot going to tell them'
"I'f they suspected - they mght force you.'
"I can take care of nyself,' Wss said

Lyt hande rubbed the bridge of her nose with thunb and forefinger. 'Ah, sister, |
hope so. | can give you very |little protection.' She - he, Wss rem nded
hersel f- stood up. '"It's time to go. It's nearly dawn.'

' You asked questions of ne - may | ask one of you?
"Il answer if | can.'

"Bauchl e Meyne - if he hadn't behaved so stupidly, he could have killed ne. But
he taunted me till | recovered nyself. He nade hinself vulnerable to ne. Hs
friend knew | had a knife, but he attacked ne wunarned. |'ve been trying to
under st and what happened, but it nakes no sense.’

Lyt hande drew a deep breath. 'Wsterly,' she said, 'l wi sh you had never cone to
Sanctuary. You escaped for the sane reason that | first chose to appear as | now
must remain.'

"l still don't understand.

' They never expected you to fight. To struggle a little, perhaps, just enough to
excite them They expected you to acquiesce to their w shes whether it was to
beat you, to rape you, or to kill you. Wnen in Sanctuary are not trained to
fight. They are taught that their only power lies in their ability to please, in
bed and in flattery. Sone few excel. Mdst survive.

"And the rest?

"The rest are killed for their insolence. Or-' She sniled bitterly and gestured
to herself. 'Sonme few ... find their talents are stronger in other areas.

"But why do you put up with it?

"That is the way it is. Westerly. Sone would say that is the way it nust be
that it is ordained."'

"It isn't that way in Kainmas.' Just speaking the nane of her hone made her want
to return. 'Wio ordains it?'

"Why, ny dear,' Lythande said sardonically, 'the gods.
' Then you should rid yoursel ves of gods.

Lyt hande arched one eyebrow. 'You should, perhaps, keep such ideas to yourself
in Sanctuary. The gods' priests are powerful.' She drew her hand up the side of
the sphere so it parted as if she had slit it with a knife, and held the skin
apart so Wess coul d | eave.

Wess thought the shaky uncertain feeling that gripped her would di sappear when
she had solid ground beneath her feet again.

But it did not.

Wess and Lythande returned to the Unicorn in silence. As the Maze woke, the
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street began to fill with aden carts drawn by scrawny ponies, w th beggars and
hawkers and pickpockets. Wss bought fruit and neat rolls to take to her
friends.

The Uni corn was closed and dark. As the tavern-keeper had said, he did not open
early. Wess went around to the back, but at the steps of the |odging door,
Lyt hande st opped.

"I nmust |eave you, frejojan.'

Wess turned back in surprise. '"But | thought you were conming upstairs wth ne
for breakfast, to talk ..."

Lyt hande shook his head. Hs snmle was odd, not, as Wess had cone to expect,
sardonic, but sad. 'l wish | could, little sister. For once, | wish | could.
have business to the north that cannot wait.'

"To the north! Why did you cone this way with nme?' She had got her bearings on
the way back, and while the twisted streets would not pernit a straight path,
they had proceeded general ly sout hward.

"I wanted to walk with you,' Lythande said.
Wess scowl ed at him 'You thought | hadn't enough sense to get back by nyself.

"This is a strange place for you. It isn't safe even for people who have always
lived here.'

"You -' Wess stopped. Because she had promised to safeguard his true identity,
she could not say what she wi shed: that Lythande was treating her as Lythande
hinsel f did not wish to be treated.

Wess shook her head, flinging aside her anger. Stronger than her anger in
Lyt hande's | ack of confidence in her, stronger than her disappointnent that
Lyt hande was goi ng away, was her surprise that Lythande had pretended to hint at
finding Satan. She did not wish to think too deeply on the sorcerer's notives.

"You have ny promise,' she said bitterly. '"You nmay be sure that ny word is
inmportant to me. May your business be profitable.' She turned away and funbl ed
for the latch, her vision blurry.

"Westerly,' Lythande said gently, 'do you think |I canme back last night only to
coerce an oath fromyou?

"It doesn't matter.'
"Wl l, perhaps not, since | have so little to give in return.

Wess turned around. 'And do you think | nade that pronise only because | hoped
you coul d hel p us?

"No,' Lythande said. 'Frejojan, | wish | had nore time - but what | canme to tel
you is this. | spoke with Jubal last night.'

"Way didn't you tell me? What did he say? Does he know where Satan is?" But she
knew she woul d have no pleasure fromthe answer. Lythande woul d not have put off
good news. 'WII| he see us?

"He has not seen your friend, little sister. He said he had no tinme to see you.'
'G].'

"I did press him He owes nme, but he has been acting peculiar lately. He's nore
afraid of something else than he is of ne, and that is very strange.' Lythande
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| ooked away.

"Didn't he say anyt hing?

'"He said ... this evening, you should go to the grounds of the governor's
pal ace."'

L} \My?l

"Westerly ... this may have nothing to do with Satan. But the auction block is
there.'

Wess shook her head, confused.
'"Where sl aves are offered for sale.

Fury and humliation and hope: Wss's reaction was so strong that she could not
answer. Lythande cane up the steps in one

stride and put his arns around her. Wess held him trenbling, and Lythande
stroked her hair.

"If he's there - is there no law, Lythande? Can a free person be stolen from
their hone, and ... and ...’
Lythande |ooked at the sky. The sun's light showed over the roof of the

east ernmost bui | di ng.

"Frejojan, | must go. If your friend is to be sold, you can try to buy him The
merchants here are not so rich as the nmerchants in the capital, but they are
rich enough. You'd need a great deal of noney. | think you should, instead,
apply to the governor. He is a young man, and a fool - but he is not evil.'
Lyt hande hugged Wess one last tinme and stepped away. ' Good-bye, little sister
Pl ease believe I'd stay if | could.

"I know,' she whi spered.

Lyt hande strode away wi thout | ooking back, |eaving Wss alone anong the early
nmor ni ng shadows.

Wess returned to the roomat the top of the stairs. Wien she entered, Chan
propped hinsel f up on one el bow.

"I was getting worried,' he said.

"I can take care of nyself!' Wss snapped.

‘"Wess, love, what's the matter?

She tried to tell him but she could not. Wss stood, silent, staring at the
floor, with her back turned on her best friend.

She gl anced over her shoulder when Chan stood up. The ripped curtainlet in
shards of light that cascaded over his body. He had changed, like all of them
on the long journey. He was still beautiful, but he was thinner and harder

He touched her shoul der gently. She shrank away.

He saw the bloodstains on her collar. 'You're hurt!' he said, startled.

"Quartz!'

Quartz nuttered sleepily from the bed. Chan tried to |lead Wss over to the
wi ndow, where there was nore |ight.
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"Just don't touch ne!
' Wess-!
"What's wrong?' Quartz said.

"Wess is injured.' Quartz padded barefoot towards them and Wess burst into tears
and flung herself into her arnmns.

Quartz held Wess, as Wess had held her a few nights before, when Quartz had
cried silently in bed, homesick, mssing her children. 'Tell ne what happened,"
she said softly.

What Wess nmmnaged to say was less about the attack than about Lythande's
expl anations of it, and of Sanctuary.

"I understand,' Quartz said after Wess had told her only a little. She stroked
Wess's hair and brushed the tears from her cheeks.

"I don't,' Wss said. 'l nust be going crazy, to act like this!' She started to
cry again. Quartz led her to the blankets, where Aerie sat up, blinking and
confused. Chan followed, equally bew ldered. Quartz nmade Wss sit down, sat
besi de her and hugged her. Aerie rubbed her back and neck and | et her w ngs
unfol d around them

"You aren't going crazy,' Quartz said. 'It's that you aren't used to the way
things are here.'

‘I don't want to get used to things here, | hate this place, | want to find
Satan, | want to go hone.
"I know,' Quartz whispered. 'l know.'

"But | don't,' Chan said.

Wess huddl ed agai nst Quartz, unable to say anything that would ease the hurt she
had gi ven Chan

"Just leave her alone for alittle while, Chan,' Quartz said to him 'Let her
rest. Everything will be all right.'

Quartz eased Wess down and |ay beside her. Cuddl ed between Quartz and Aerie,
with Aerie's wing spread over themall, Wss fell asleep.

At m dnom ng, Wess awoke. Her head ached fiercely and the black bruise across
her side hurt every tinme she took a breath. She | ooked around the room Sitting
besi de her, nending a strap on her pack, Quartz smled down at her. Aerie was
brushi ng her short snooth fur, and Chan stared out of the wi ndow, his armon the
sill and his chin resting on his arm his other shirt abandoned unpatched on his
knee.

Wess got up and crossed the room She sat on her heels near Chan. He glanced at
her, and out of the wi ndow, and at her again.

"Quartz explained, a little ..."'
"I was angry,' Wess said.

"Just because barbarians act like... like barbarians, isn't a good reason to be
angry with ne.'

He was right. Wess knew it. But the fury and bew | dernent mxed up in her were

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]...d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f%20Sanctuary.txt (22 of 149) [8/27/03 10:33:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %20-%20T hi eves¥20Worl d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f %20Sanctuary .txt

still too strong to shrug off with easy words.

"You know -' he said, 'you do know | couldn't act like that...'

Just for an instant Wess actually tried to imagine Chan acting |I|ike the
i nnkeeper, or Bauchle Meyne, arrogantly, blindly, with his self-interest and his
pl easure considered above everything and everyone else. The idea was so
| udi crous that she burst out in sudden | aughter

"I know you wouldn't,' she said. She had been angry at the person he might have
been, had all the circunstances of his life been different. She had been angry
at the person she nmight have been, even nore. She hugged Chan quickly. 'Chan,

I"ve got to get free of this place.' She took his hand and stood up. ' Cone, |
saw Lythande last night, | have to tell you what he said.
They did not wait till evening to go to the governor's palace, but set out

earlier, hoping to gain an audience with the prince and persuade himnot to |et
Sat an be sol d.

But no one else was waiting till evening to go to the palace, either. They
joined a crowd of people streanming towards the gate. Wss's attenpt to slip
through the throng earned her an el bow in her sore ribs.

"Don't push, girl,' said the ragged creature she had jostled. 'He shook his
staff at her. '"Wuld you knock over an old cripple? 1'd never get up again,
after I'd been tranpled.'

"Your pardon, citizen,' she said. Ahead she could see that the people had to
crowd into a narrower space. They were, nore or less, in aline. '"Are you going
to the slave auction?

'Sl ave auction? Slave auction! No slave auction today, foreigner. The carniva
cone to town!'’

"What's the carnival ?'

"A carnival! You've never heard of a carnival? Well, ne'mnd, nor has half the
peopl e in Sanctuary, nor seen one neither. Two twelve-years since one cane. Now
the prince is governor, we'll see nore, | don't doubt. They'll cone wanting an
adm ssion to his brother the Enperor - out of the hinterlands and into the
capital, if you know.'

"But | still don't know what a carnival is.

The ol d man poi nt ed.

Over the high wall of the palace grounds, the great drape of cloth that hung
linply around a tall pole slowy began to spread, and open - like a huge
mushroom Wess thought. The guy ropes tightened, formng the canvas into an
enornous tent.

"Under there - nmagic, foreign child. Strange animals. Prancing horses wth
pretty girls in feathers dancing on their backs. Jugglers, clowns, acrobats on
high wires - and the freaks!" He chuckled. 'l Ilike the freaks best; the |ast
time | saw a carnival they had a sheep wth two heads and a nan with two - but

that's not a story to tell a young girl unless you're fucking her.' He reached
out to pinch her. Wss jerked back, drawing her knife. Startled, the old nan
said. There, girl, no offence.' She let the blade slide back into its sheath.

The ol d man | aughed again. 'And a special exhibition, this carnival - special,
for the prince. They won't say what 'tis. But it'll be a sight, you can be
sure.'
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Thank you, citizen,' Wss said coldly, and stepped back anong her friends. The
ragged nman was swept forward with the crowd.

Wess caught Aerie's gaze. 'Did you hear?
Aeri e nodded. 'They have him Wat else could their great secret be?

"I'n this skyforsaken place, they might have overpowered some poor troll, or a
sal amander.' She spoke sarcastically, for trolls were the gentlest of creatures,
and Wess herself had often stretched up to scratch the chin of a sal anander who
lived on a hill where she hunted. It was entirely tane, for Wss never hunted
sal amanders. Their hide was too thin to be useful and no one in the fanmly |iked
lizard neat. Besides, one could not pack out even a single haunch of fullgrown
sal amander, and she woul d not waste her kill. "In this place, they mght have a
wi nged snake in a box, and call it a great secret.'

"Wess, their secret is Satan and we all knowit,' Quartz said. 'Now we have to
figure out howto free him'

"You're right, of course,' Wss said.

At the gate, two huge guards glowered at the rabble they had been ordered to
admt to the parade-ground. Wess stopped before one of them

"I want to see the prince,' she said.
" Audi ence next week,' he replied, hardly glancing at her
"I need to see himbefore the carnival begins.

This time he did | ook at her, anused. 'You do, do you? Then you've no luck. He's
gone, won't be back till the parade.’

"Where is he?" Chan asked.

She heard grumbling fromthe crowd piling up behind them
"State secret,' the guard said. 'Now go in, or clear the way.'
They went in.

The crowd thinned abruptly, for the parade-ground was enornmous. Even the tent
seemed snall; the palace | oomed above it like a cliff. If the whole population
of Sanctuary had not cone here, then a |arge proportion of every section had,
for several nerchants were setting up stalls: beads here, fruit there, pastries
farther on; a beggar crawled slowy past; and a few paces away a |arge group of
nobl efolk in satins and fur and gold wal ked | anguidly beneath parasols held by
naked sl aves. The thin autumm sunlight was hardly enough to mar the conplexion
of the nmost delicate noble. or to warmthe back of the npbst vigorous slave.

Quartz | ooked around, then pointed over the heads of the crowd. 'They're making
a pathway, with ropes and braces. The parade w Il cone through that gate, and
into the tent fromthis side.' She swept her hand fromright to left, east to
west, in a long curve fromthe Processional gate. The carnival tent was set up
bet ween the auction bl ock and the guards' barracks.

They tried to circle the tent, but the area beyond it all the way to the wall
was bl ocked by rope barriers. In the front, a line of spectators already snaked
back far beyond any possible capacity.

"W' || never get in,' Aerie said.

"Maybe it's for the best,' Chan said. 'W don't need to be inside with Satan
we need to get himout.'
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The shadows | engthened across the palace grounds. Wss sat notionless and
silent, waiting. Chan bit his fingernails and fidgeted. Aerie hunched under her
cl oak, her hood pulled | ow to shadow her face. Quartz watched her anxiously, and
fingered the grip of her sword.

After again being refused an audience wth the prince, this tinme at the pal ace
doors, they had secured a place next to the roped-off path. Across the way, a
work crew put the finishing touches on a platform \Wen it was conpleted,
servants hurried from the palace wth rugs, a silk-fringed awning, severa
chairs, and a brazier of coals. Wss would not have minded a brazier of coals
herself; as the sun fell, the air was grow ng chill

The crowd continued to gather, becomi ng denser, |ouder, nore and nore drunk

Fights broke out in the line at the tent, as people began to realize they would
never get inside. Soon the nmood grew so ugly that criers spread among the
people, ringing bells and announcing that the carnival would present one nore
performance, several nore performances, until all the citizens of Sanctuary had
the opportunity to glinpse the carnival's wonders. And the secret. O course,
the secret. Still, no one even hinted at the secret's nature.

Wess pul | ed her cloak closer. She knew the nature of the secret; she only hoped
the secret would see his friends and be ready for whatever they could do.

The sun touched the high wall around the palace grounds. Soon it would be dark

Trunpets and cymnbal s: Wess | ooked towards the Processional gates, but a nonent
later realized that all the citizens around her were straining for a view of the
pal ace entrance. The enornous doors swung open and a phal anx of guards marched
out, followed

by a group of nobles wearing jewels and cloth of gold. They strode across the
har d- packed ground. The young man at the head of the group, who wore a gold
coronet, acknow edged his people's shouts and cries as iif they all were
accol ades - which, Wess thought, they were not. But above the nutters and
conplaints, the loudest cry was, 'The prince! Long live the prince!

The phal anx nmarched straight from the palace to the newbuilt platform Anyone
shortsighted enough to sit in that path had to snatch up their things and hurry
out of the way. The route cleared as swiftly as water parting around a stone.

Wess stood inmpul sively, about to sprint across the parade route to try once nore
to speak to the prince.

"Sit down!
"Qut of the way!'

Soneone threw an apple core at her. She knocked it away and crouched down again,
though not because of the threats or the flying garbage. Aerie, too, wth the
same thought, started to her feet. Wss touched her el bow

'Look,' she said.

Everyone within reach or hearing of the procession seened to have the sane idea
The crowd surged in, every nenber clanouring for attention. The prince flung out
a handful of coins, which drew the beggars scuffling away fromhim Qhers, nore
intent on their clains, continued to press him The guards fell back,
surrounding him nearly cutting off the sight of him and pushed at the citizens
with spears hel d broadside

The tight cordon parted and the prince nounted the platform Standing alone, he
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turned all the way around, raising his hands to the crowd.

"My friends,' he cried, 'I know you have cl ai ns upon nme. The |east wong to one
of nmy people is inportant to mne.

Wess snort ed.

"But tonight we are all privileged to witness a wonder never seen in the Enpire.
Forget your troubles tonight, ny friends, and enjoy the spectacle with ne.' He
hel d out his hand, and brought a nmenber of his party up beside himon the stage.

Bauchl e Meyne.

"In a few days, Bauchle Meyne and his troupe wll journey to Ranke, there to
entertain the Enperor ny brother.'

Wess and Quartz glanced at each other, startled. Chan nmuttered a curse. Aerie
tensed, and Wess held her arm They all drew up their hoods.

'Bauchl e goes wth ny friendship, and ny seal.'" The prince held up a rolled
parchment secured with scarlet ribbons and ebony wax.

The prince sat down, with Bauchle Meyne in the place of honour by his side. The
rest of the royal party arrayed thensel ves around, and the parade began

Wess and her friends noved cl oser together, in silence.
They woul d have no help fromthe prince.

The Processional gates swung open to the sound of flutes and druns. The nusic
continued for sonme while before anything el se happened. Bauchle Meyne began to
| ook unconfortable. Then abruptly a figure staggered out on to the path, as if
he had been shoved. The skeletally thin, red-haired man regai ned his bal ance,
strai ghtened up, and gazed fromside to side. The jeers confounded him He
pushed his long cape off his shoulders to reveal his star-patterned black robe,
and took a few hesitant steps.

At the rope barrier's first wooden supporting post, he stopped again. He
gestured towards it tentatively and spoke a guttural word.

The post sputtered into flane.

The peopl e nearby drew back shouting, and the wizard |urched along the path,
first to one side, then the other, waving his hands at each wooden post in turn

The foggy white circles nelded together to light the way. Wss saw that the
posts were not, after all, burning. Wen the one in front of her began to shine,
she brought her hand towards it, palmforward and fingers outspread. Wen she
felt no heat she touched the post gingerly, then gripped it. It held no warnth

and it retained its ordinary texture, splintery rough-hewn wood.

She renmenbered what Lythande said, about her having a

strong talent. She wondered if she could do the sanme thing. It would be a usefu

trick, though not very inportant. She had no piece of wood to try it on, nor any
idea howto start totry in the first place. She shrugged and let go of the
post. Her handprint -she blinked. No, it was her inmagination, not a brighter
spot that she had touched.

At the prince's platform the wizard stood staring vacantly around. Bauchle
Meyne | eaned forward intently, glaring, his worry clear and his anger barely
held in check. The wi zard gazed at him Wss could see Bauchle Myne's fingers
tense around a circle of ruby chain. He twisted it. Wss gasped. The w zard
shrieked and flung up his hands. Bauchle Meyne slowy relaxed his hold on the
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talisman. The wi zard spread his arns. He was trenbling. Wess, too, was shaking.
She felt as if the chain had whi pped around her body like a | ash

The wi zard's trenbling hands noved: the prince's platform the wooden parts of
the chairs, the poles supporting the fringed awning, all burst suddenly into a
fierce white fire. The guards | eaped forward in fury and confusion, but stopped
at a word fromtheir prince. He sat calmand smling, his hands resting easily
on the bright arms of his throne. Shadowy fl anmes played across his fingers, and
the light spun up between his feet. Bauchle Meyne | eaned back in satisfaction,
and nodded to the wi zard. The other nobles on the platformstood disconcerted,
awash in the light fromthe boards between the patterned rugs. Nervously, but
followi ng the exanple of their ruler, they sat down again.

The wi zard stunbl ed onward, lighting up the rest of the posts. He disappeared
into the darkness of the tent. Its supports began to shine wth the eerie
| um nescence. Gradually, the barrier-ropes and the carpets on the platform and
the awni ng over the prince and the canvas of the tent becane covered with a soft
gentle gl ow.

The prince appl auded, nodding and smling towards Bauchle Meyne, and his people
foll owed his |ead.

Wth a sharp cry, a jester tunbled through the Processional gates and
sonmersaul ted along the path. After himcanme the flutists and drunmmers, and then
three ponies with bedraggl ed feathers attached to their bridles. Three children
in spangl ed shorts and halters rode them The one in front junped up and stood
bal anced on her pony's runp, while the two follow ng did shoul der-stands, braced
agai nst the ponies' withers. Wss, who had never been on a horse in her life and
found the idea quite terrifying, applauded. Ohers in the audi ence appl auded
too, here and there, and the prince hinself idly clapped his hands. But nearby a
large grizzled man |aughed sarcastically and yelled, 'Show us nore!' That was
the way nost of the audience reacted, with hoots of derision and |aughter. The
child standing up stared strai ght ahead. Wess clenched her teeth, angry for the
child but inpressed by her dignity. Quartz's oldest child was about the sane
age. Wess took her hand, and Quartz squeezed her fingers gratefully.

A cage, pulled by a yoke of oxen, passed through the dark gate. Wess caught her

breath. The oxen pulled the cage into the |light. It carried an elderly troll
hunched in the corner on dirty straw. A boy poked the troll with a stick as the
oxen drew abreast of the prince. The troll leaped up and cursed in a high

pi tched angry voi ce.

"You uncivilized barbarians! You, prince - prince of worns, | say, of naggots!
May your penis growtill no one will have you! May your best friend s vagi na
knot itself with you inside! May you contract water on the brain and sand in the
bl adder!'

Wess felt herself blushing: she had never heard a troll speak so. Odinarily
they were the nbst cultured of forest people, and the only danger in them was
that one mght find oneself listening for a whole afternoon to a discourse on
the shapes of clouds or the effects of certain shelf-fungi. Wss | ooked around,
frightened that sonmeone woul d take of fence at what the troll was saying to their
rul er. Then she renmenbered that he was speaki ng the Language, the real tongue of
intelligent creatures, and in this place no one but she and her friends
under st ood.

"Frejojan!' she cried on inpulse. 'Tonight - be ready - if I can -!"'

He hesitated in the midst of a caper, stunbled, but caught hinself and ganbolled
around, maki ng nonsense noises till he faced her. She pulled her hood back so he
could recogni ze her later. She let it fall again as the cart passed, so Bauchle
Meyne woul d not see her fromthe other side of the path.
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The grey-gold furry little being gripped the bars of his cage and | ooked out,
maki ng horrible faces at the crowd, horrible noises in reaction to their jeers.
But between the shrieks and the gibberish, he said, 'I wait -'

After he passed them he began to wail ..

"Wess -' Chan said.

"How could | let himgo by wthout speaking to hin®
"He isn't a friend, after all,' Aerie said.

'"He's enslaved, just like Satan!' Wess |ooked from Aerie's face to Chan's, and
saw t hat neither understood. 'Qartz -?

Quartz nodded. 'Yes. You're right. A civilized person has no business being in
this place.'

'How are you going to find hin? How are you going to free hin? W don't even
know how we're going to free Satan! Suppose he needs hel p?' Aerie's voice rose
i n anger.

' Suppose we need hel p?'

Aerie turned her back on Wess and stared blankly out into the parade. She even
shrugged off Quartz's conforting hug.

Then there was no nore time for arguing. Six archers tranped through the gate. A
cart followed. It was a flatbed, curtained all around, and pulled by two large
skewbal d horses, one with a wild blue eye. Six nore archers followed. A nutter
of confusion rippled over the crowd, and then cries of 'The secret! Show us the
secret!’

The postillion jerked the draught horses to a standstill before the prince.
Bauchl e Meyne clinbed stiffly off the platformand on to the cart.

"My lord!" he cried. 'l present you - a nyth of our world!' He yanked on a
string and the curtains fell away.

On the platform Satan stood rigid and withdrawn, staring forward, his head
hi gh. Aerie nmpaned and Wss tensed, wanting to |eap over the glowing ropes and
|l ay about with her knife, in full view of the crowd, whatever the consequences.
She cursed herself for being so weak and stupid this norning. If she had had the
will to attack, she could have ripped out Bauchle Meyne's guts.

They had not broken Satan. They would kill himbefore they could strip him of
his pride. But they had stripped hi mnaked, and shackled him And they had hurt
him Streaks of silver-grey cut across the red-gold fur on his shoulders. They
had beaten him Wess clenched her fingers around the handl e other knife.

Bauchl e Meyne picked up a long pole. He was not fool enough to get within reach
of Satan's tal ons.

' Show yoursel f!'' he cried.

Satan did not speak the trade-language, but Bauchle Meyne nade hinself well
enough understood with the end of the pole. Satan stared at him wi thout noving
until the young man stopped poking at him and, with sone vague awareness of his
captive's dignity, backed up a step. Satan |ooked around him his large eyes
reflecting the light like a cat's. He faced the prince. The heavy chains cl anked
and rattled as he noved.

He raised his arnms. He opened his hands, and his fingers unfol ded.
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He spread his great red wings. Wzard-1light glowed through the translucent webs.
It was as if he had burst into flane.

The prince gazed upon himwth silent satisfaction as the crowd roared with
surprise and astoni shnent.

"I nside,'" Bauchle Meyne said, '"when | release him he will fly.'

One of the horses, brushed by Satan's wingtip, snorted and reared. The cart
lurched forward. The postillion yanked the horse's mouth to a bloody froth and
Bauchl e Meyne | ost his bal ance and stunbled to the ground. His face showed pain
and Wess was gl ad. Satan barely shifted. The nmuscles tensed and slid in his back
as he bal anced hinself with his w ngs.

Aerie made a high, keening sound, al nost beyond the limts of human hearing. But
Satan heard. He did not flinch; unlike the troll, he did not turn. But he heard.
In the bright white wizard-light, the short fur on the back of his shoul ders
rose, He made an answering cry, a sighing: a call toa lover. He folded his
wi ng-fingers back along his arns. The webbing trenbl ed and gl eaned.

The postillion kicked his horse and the cart |lunbered forward. For the crowd
out si de, the show was over

The prince stepped down from the platform and, walking side by side wth
Bauchl e Meyne and foll owed by his retinue, proceeded into the carnival tent.

The four friends stood close together as the crowd-noved past them Wss was
thinking. They're going to let himfly, inside. He'll be free ... She | ooked at
Aerie. 'Can you land on top of the tent? And take off again?

Aerie | ooked at the steep canvas slope. 'Easily,' she said.

The area behind the tent was lit by torches, not wzard-light. Wss stood
| eani ng agai nst the grounds' wall, watching the bustle and chaos of the troupe,
listening to the appl ause and | aughter of the crowd. The show had been going on
a long tine now, nost of the people who had not got inside had left. A couple of
carnival workers kept a bored watch on the perineter of the barrier, but Wss
knew she could slip past any tinme she pl eased.

It was Aerie she worried about. Once the plan started, she would be very
vul nerabl e. The night was clear and the waxi ng noon bright and high. Wen she
| anded on top of the tent she would be well within range of arrows. Satan would
be in even nore danger. It was up to Wss and Quartz and Chan to create enough
chaos so the archers would be too distracted to shoot either of the flyers.

Wess was rather |ooking forward to it.

She slipped under the rope when no one was |ooking and strolled through the
shadows as if she belonged with the troupe. Satan's cart stood at the
performers' entrance, but Wess did not go near her friend now. Taking no notice
of her, the children on their ponies trotted by. In the torchlight the <children
| ooked thin and tired and very young, the ponies thin and tired and old. Wess
slid behind the rank of aninal cages. The carnival did, after all, have a
sal amander, but a piteous, poor and hungry-looking one, barely the size of a
| arge dog. Wess broke the lock on its cage. She had only her knife to pry with;
she did the blade no good. She broke the I|ocks on the cages of the other
animals, the half-grown wolf, the pygny elephant, but did not yet free them
Finally she reached the troll

"Frejojan,' she whispered. 'I'm behind you."'
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"l hear you, frejojan.' The troll came to the back of his cage. He bowed to her
"I regret ny unkenpt condition, frejojan; when they captured ne | had nothing,
not even a brush.' H's golden grey-flecked hair was badly matted. He put his
hand t hrough the bars and Wss shook it.

"I"'m Wess,' she said.

"Aristarchus,’ he said. 'You speak with the same accent as Satan - you've cone
for hine
She nodded. 'I'mgoing to break the | ock on your cage,' she said. 'l have to be

closer to the tent when they take himin to make himfly. It would be better if
at first they didn't notice anything was going wong ...'

Aristarchus nodded. 'I won't escape till you' ve begun. Can | be of hel p?'

Wess gl anced al ong the row of cages. 'Could you - would it put you in danger to
free the aninmal s?' He was old; she did not know if he could nove quickly enough

He chuckled. '"All of wus aninmals have becone rather good friends,' he said.
' Though the sal amander is rather snappish.'

Wess wedged her knife into the padlock and wenched it open. Aristarchus
snatched it off the door and flung it into the straw. He sniled, abashed, at
Wess.

"I find my own tenper rather short in these poor days.

Wess reached through the bars and gripped his hand again. Near the tent, the
skewbal d horses wheeled Satan's cart around. Bauchle Meyne yelled nervous
orders. Aristarchus glanced towards Satan

‘"It's good you've cone,' he said. 'l persuaded himto cooperate, at least for a
whil e, but he does not find it easy. Once he made them angry enough to forget
hi s val ue.’

Wess nodded, renenbering the whip scars.

The cart rolled forward; the archers foll owed.
"I have to hurry,' Wess said.

' Good fortune go with you.

She noved as close to the tent as she could. But she could not see inside; she
had to inmagine what was happening, by the tone of the crowd. The postillion
drove the horses around the ring. They stopped. Soneone crawl ed under the cart
and unfastened the shackles from bel ow, out of reach of Satan's claws. And then

She heard the sigh, the involuntary gasp of wonder as Satan spread his w ngs,
and flew

Above her. Aerie's shadow cut the air. Wess pulled off her cloak and waved it,
signalling. Aerie dived for the tent, swooped, and | anded.

Wess drew her knife and started sawing at a guy-rope. She had been carefu

enough of the edge so it sliced through fairly quickly. As she hurried to the
next line, she heard the tone of the crowd gradually changing, as people began
to notice sonething amiss. Qartz and Chan were doing their work, too. Wess
chopped at the second rope. As the tent began to collapse, she heard tearing
canvas above where Aerie ripped through the roof wth her talons. Wss sliced
through a third rope, a fourth. The breeze flapped the sagging fabric against
itself. The canvas cracked and howed |ike a sail. Wss heard Bauchl e Meyne
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scream ng, 'The ropes! Get the ropes, the ropes are breaking!'

The tent fell from three directions. Inside, people began to shout, then to
scream and they tried to flee. A few spilled out into the parade-ground, then a
mob fought through the narrow opening. The shriek of frightened horses pierced
the crowd-noise, and the scranble turned to panic. The skewbal d horses burst
through the crush, scattering people right and left, Satan's enpty cart |urching
and bunping along behind. Mre terrified people streaned out after them Al the
guards fromthe palace fought against them struggling to get inside to their
prince.

Wess turned to rejoin Quartz and Chan, and froze in horror. In the shadows
behind the tent, Bauchle Meyne snatched up an abandoned bow, ignored the chaos,
and aimed a steel-tipped arrow into the sky. Wess sprinted towards him
crashed into him and shoul dered hi m of f - bal ance. The bowstring twanged and the
arrow fishtailed up, falling back spent to bury itself in the |linp canvas.

Bauchl e Meyne sprang up, his high conplexion scarlet with fury.

"You, you little bitch!" He lunged for her, grabbed her, and backhanded her
across the face. 'You' ve ruined me for spite!l’

The bl ow knocked her to the ground. This tine Bauchle Meyne did not |augh at
her. Half-blinded, Wss scranbled away fromhim She heard his boots pound
closer and he kicked her in the same place in the ribs. She heard the bone
crack. She'dragged at her knife but its edge, roughened by the abuse she had
given it, hung up on the rimof the scabbard. She could barely see and barely
breathe. She struggled with the knife and Bauchl e Meyne ki cked her agai n.

"You can't get away this time, bitch!' He let Wess get to her hands and knees.
"Just try to run!' He stepped towards her

Wess flung herself at his [|egs, noved beyond pain by fury. He cried out as he
fell. The one thing he could never expect fromher was attack. Wss lurched to
her feet. She ripped her knife fromits scabbard as Bauchl e Meyne |unged at her
She plunged it into him into his belly, up, into his heart.

She knew how to kill, but she had never killed a human being. She had been
drenched by her prey's blood, but never the blood of her owmn species. She had
wat ched creatures die by her hand, but never a creature who knew what death
nmeant .

His heart still punping blood around the blade, his hands funbling at her hands,
trying to push themaway fromhis chest, he fell to his knees, shuddered,
toppl ed over, convul sed, and di ed.

Wess jerked her knife from his body. Once nore she heard the shrieks of
frightened horses and the curses of furious men, and the how of a half-starved
wol f cub

The tent shinmrered with wi zard-1ight.

I wish it were torches, Wess screaned in her mind. Torches would burn you, and
burning is what you deserve

But there was no fire, and nothing burned. Even the w zard-1ight was fading.

Wess | ooked into the sky. She raked her sleeve across her eyes to w pe away her
tears.

The two flyers soared towards the noon, free.

And now -
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Quartz and Chan were nowhere in sight. She could find only terrified strangers:
performers in spangles. Sanctuary people fighting each other, and nore guards
coming to the rescue of their lord. The sal amander |unbered by, hissing in fear.

Horses clattered towards her and she spun, afraid of being run down. Aristarchus
brought them to a halt and flung her the second horse's reins. It was the
skewbal d stallion from Satan's cart, the one with the wild blue eye. It snelled
the bl ood on her and snorted and reared. Sonehow she kept hold of the reins. The
horse reared again and jerked her off her feet. Bones ground together in her
side and she gasped.

"Mount!' Aristarchus cried. 'You can't control himfromthe ground!"

"I don't know how -' She stopped. It hurt too nmuch to talk. 'Gab his nmane!
Junp! Hold on with your knees.' She did as he said, found herself on the horse's
back, and nearly fell off his other side. She clanped her |egs around hi mand he
sprang forward. Both the reins were on one side of his neck - Wess knew t hat was
not right. She pulled on themand he twisted in a circle and al nbost threw her
again. Aristarchus urged his horse forward and grabbed the stallion's bridle.
The ani mal stood spraddle-|egged, ears flat back, nostrils flaring, trenbling
bet ween Wess's |l egs. She hung on to his mane, terrified. Her broken ribs hurt so
badly she felt faint.

Aristarchus | eaned forward, blew gently into the stallion's nostrils, and spoke
to him so quietly Wss could not hear the words. Slowy, easily, the trol
straightened out the reins. The animal gradually relaxed, and his ears pricked
forward again.

"Be easy on his nmouth, frejojan,' the troll said to Wss. 'He's a good creature,
just frightened."'

"I have to find ny friends,' Wss said.
"Where are you to neet then?
Aristarchus's cal mvoice hel ped her regain her conposure.

"Over there.' She pointed to a shadowed recess beyond the tent. Aristarchus
started for it, still holding her horse's bridle. The animals stepped delicately
over broken equi pnent and abandoned cl ot hi ng.

Quartz and Chan ran fromthe shadowed side of the tent. Quartz was |aughing.
Through the chaos she saw Wss, tagged Chan on the shoulder to get his
attention, and changed direction to hurry towards Wss.

"Did you see themfly?' Quartz cried. 'They outflew eagl es!’

"As long as they outflew arrows,' Aristarchus said dryly. 'Hurry, you, the big
one, up behind me, and you,' he said to Chan, 'behind Wss.'

They did as he ordered. Quartz kicked the horse and he sprang forward, but
Aristarchus reined himin.

"Slowy, children,' the troll said. 'Slowy through the dark, and no one wll
notice."'

To Wess's surprise, he was quite correct.

In the city they kept the horses at the walk, and Quartz conceal ed Aristarchus

beneath her cloak. The uproar fell behind them and no one chased them Wess
clutched the stallion's mane, still feeling very insecure so high above the
ground.
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A direct escape from Sanctuary did not lead them past the Unicorn, .or indeed
into the Maze at all, but they decided to chance going back; the risk of
travel I i ng unequi pped through the nountains this late in the fall was too great.
They approached the Unicorn through back alleys, and saw alnbst no one.
Apparently the denizens of the Maze were as fond of entertainments as anyone
else in Sanctuary. No doubt the opportunity to watch their prince extricate
hinself froma coll apsed tent was al nost the best entertainment of the evening.
Wess woul d not have mi nded watching that herself.

Leaving the horses hidden in shadow with Aristarchus, they

crept quietly up the stairs to their room stuffed belongings in their packs,
and started out again.

" Young gentl eman and his | adies, good eveni ng.

Wess spun around, Quartz right beside her gripping her sword. The tavern-keeper
flinched back fromthem but quickly recovered hinself.

"Wll,' he said to Chan, sneering. 'I thought they were one thing, but | see
they are your bodyguards.'

Quartz grabbed himby the shirt front and lifted him off the floor. Her
broadsword scraped from its scabbard. Wess had never seen Quartz drawit, in
defence or anger; she had never seen the blade. But Quartz had not neglected it.
The edge gl eanmed with transparent sharpness.

"I forswore the frenzy when | abandoned war,' Quartz said very quietly. 'But you
are very nearly enough to nake ne break nmy oath.' She opened her hand and he
fell to his knees before the point of the sword.

"I meant no harm ny |ady -'

‘Do not call me "lady"! I amnot of noble birth! I was a soldier and | ama
worman. |f that cannot deserve your courtesy, then you cannot command ny mercy!’

‘I meant no harm | neant no offence. | beg your pardon ...' He looked up into
her unreadabl e silver eyes. '|I beg your pardon, northern woman.'

There was no contenpt in his voice now, only terror, and to Wess that was just
as bad. She and Quartz could expect nothing here, except to be despised or
feared. They had no other choices.

Quartz sheathed her sword. 'Your silver is on the table,' she said coldly. 'W
had no mi nd to cheat you.

He scrabbled up and away fromthem into the room Quartz grabbed the key from
the inside, slamed the door, and |ocked it.

"Let's get out of here.'

They clattered down the stairs. In the street, they tied the packs together and
to the horses' harnesses as best they could. Above,. they heard the innkeeper
bangi ng at the door, and when he failed to break it down, he came to the w ndow.

"Help!" he «cried. 'Help, kidnappers! Brigands!' Quartz vaulted up behind
Aristarchus and Chan clanbered up behind Wss. 'Help!' the innkeeper cried.
"Hel p, fire! Floods!

Aristarchus gave his horse its head and it sprang forward. Wess's stallion
tossed his mane, blew his breath out hard and | oud, and | eaped froma standstil
into a gallop. Al Wss could do was hold on, clutching the mane and the
har ness, hunching over the horse's withers, as he careered down the street.
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They gal | oped through the outskirts of Sanctuary, splashed across the river at
the ford, and headed north along the river trail. The horses sweated into a
| at her and Aristarchus insisted on slowi ng down and breathing them Wss saw the
sense of that, and, too, she could detect no pursuit fromthe city. She scanned
the sky, but darkness hid any sign of the flyers.

Abandoni ng t he headl ong pace, they wal ked the horses or et themjog. Each step
jarred Wess's ribs. She tried to concentrate on pushing out the pain, but to do
it well she needed to stop, disnmount, and relax. That was inpossible right now
The road and the night |ed on forever.

At dawn, they reached the faint abandoned trail Wss had brought themin on. It
|l ed away fromthe road, directly up into the nountains.

The trees, black beneath the slate-blue sky, closed in overhead. Wss felt as if
she had fought her way out of a nightmare world into a world she knew and | oved.
She did not vyet feel free, but she could consider the possibility of feeling
free again.

' Chan?'
"I'"'mhere, |ove.

She took his hand, where he held her gingerly around the waist, and kissed his
pal m She | eaned back against him and he held her.

A stream gushed between the gnarled roots of trees, beside the nearly invisible
trail

"W should stop and let the horses rest,' Aristarchus said. 'And rest,
our sel ves.'
"There's a clearing a little way ahead,' Wss said. 'It has grass. They eat

grass, don't they?
Aristarchus chuckl ed. ' They do, indeed."’

When they reached the clearing. Quartz junped down, stunbled, groaned, and
laughed. 'It's along tine since |l rode horseback,' she said. She hel ped
Aristarchus of f. Chan di smounted and stood testing his |legs after the long ride.
Wess sat where she was. She felt as if she were looking at the world through
Lyt hande' s secret sphere.

The sound of great wings filled the cold dawn. Satan and Aerie Ilanded in the
centre of the clearing and hurried towards them

Wess twined her fingers in the skewbald' s striped mane and slid off his back
She | eaned agai nst his shoul der, exhausted, taking short shallow breaths. She
could hear Chan and Quartz greeting the flyers. But Wess could not nove.

' Wess?'

She turned slowy, still holding the horse's mane. Satan smiled down at her. She
was used to flyers being |l ean, but they were sleek: Satan was gaunt, his ribs
and hips sharp beneath his skin. H's short fur was dull and dry, and besides
the scars on his back he had marks on his ankles, and around his throat, where
he had been bound.

'"Ch, Satan -' She enbraced him and he enfolded her in his wings.

"It's done,' he said. "It's over.' He Kkissed her gently. Everyone gathered
around him He brushed the back of his hand softly down the side of Quartz's
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face, and bent down to kiss Chan

"Frejojani ...' He looked at themall, then, as a tear spilled dowmn his cheek,
he wrapped hinmself in his wings and cri ed.

They held him and caressed himuntil the racking sobs ceased. Ashaned, he
scrubbed away the tears with the palmof his hand. Aristarchus stood nearby,
bl i nking his | arge green eyes.

"You nust think nme an awful fool, Aristarchus, a fool, and weak.'

The troll shook his head. 'I think, when | can finally believe I'mfree ..." He
| ooked at Wess. Thank you.'

They sat beside the streamto rest and talk.
"It's possible that we aren't even being followed,' Quartz said.

"W watched the city, till you entered the forest,' Aerie said. 'W saw no one
el se on the river road.'

"Then they m ght not have realized anyone but another flyer hel ped Satan escape.
If no one saw us fell the tent -'

Wess reached into the streamand splashed her face, cupped her hand in the
water, and lifted it to her lips. The first rays of direct sunlight pierced the
branches and entered the cl earing.

Her hand was still bloody. The bl ood was nixing with the water. She choked and
spat, lurched to her feet, and bolted. A few paces away she fell to her knees
and retched violently.

There was nothing in her stomach but bile. She crawed to the stream and
scrubbed her hands, then her face, with sand and water. She stood up again. Her
friends were staring at her, shocked.

' There was soneone,' she said. 'Bauchle Meyne. But | killed him'
"Ah,' Quartz said.

"You've given me another gift,' Satan said. 'Now | don't have to go back and
kill himnyself.

' Shut up, Satan, she's never killed anyone before.

"Nor have |I. But | would have ripped out his throat if just once he'd left the
chai ns sl ack enough for ne to reach hin'

Wess wrapped her arnms around herself, trying to ease the ache in her ribs.
Suddenly Quartz was beside her.

"You're hurt - why didn't you tell ne?

Wess shook her head, unable to answer. And then she fainted.

She woke up at midaftenoon, lying in the shade of a tall tree in a circle of her
friends. The horses grazed nearby, and Aristarchus sat on a stone beside the

stream conbing the tangles fromhis fur. Wess got wup and went to sit beside
hi m

"Did you call ny nane?

"No,' he said.
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"I thought | heard -' She shrugged. 'Never mnd.'
'How are you feeling?

"Better.' Her ribs were bandaged tight. 'Quartz is a good healer.'
"No one is following. Aerie |ooked, alittle while ago.
'That's good. May | conb your back for you?

"That woul d be a great kindness.

In silence, she conbed him but she was paying very little attention. The third
time the conb caught on a knot, Aristarchu" protested quietly.

"Sister, please, that fur you're plucking is attached to ny skin.
"Ch, Aristarchus, I'msorry...
"What's wrong?'

"I don't know,' she said. 'l feel -1 want -1...' She handed himthe conb and
stood. 'I'mgoing to walk up the trail alittle way. | won't be gone | ong.

In the silence of the forest she felt easier, but there was sonething pulling
her, sonething calling to her that she could not hear

And then she did hear something, a rustling of |eaves. She faded back off the
trail, hiding herself, and waited.

Lyt hande wal ked slowy, tiredly, along the trail. Wss was so surprised that she
did not speak as the w zard passed her, but a few paces on, Lythande stopped and
| ooked around, frowning.

"Westerly?'

Wess stepped into sight. 'How did you know | was there?*
"I felt you near ... How did you find ne?

"l thought | heard soneone call me. Was that a spell?
'No. Just a hope.'

"You | ook so tired, Lythande.

Lyt hande nodded. 'I| received a challenge. | answered it.'
"And you won -'
"Yes.' Lythande smiled bitterly. 'l still walk the earth and wait for the days

of Chaos. If that is winning, then | won.'
' Conme back to canp and rest and eat with us,’

' Thank you, little sister. | will rest with you. But vyour friend -you found
hi n?'

‘Yes. He's free.
"You all escaped unhurt?

Wess shrugged, and was imediately sorry for it. 'l did crack my ribs this
time.' She did not want to tal k about the deeper hurts.
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"And now - are you goi ng home?
"Yes.'
Lyt hande sniled. 'l m ght have known you would find the Forgotten Pass.'

They wal ked t oget her back towards camp. A little scared by her own presunption,
Wess reached out and took the wizard's hand in hers. Lythande did not draw away,
but squeezed her fingers gently.

"Westerly -' Lythande |ooked at her straight on, and Wss stopped. 'Wsterly,
woul d you go back to Sanctuary?

Stunned and horrified, Wss said, 'Wy?
"It isn't as bad as it seenms at first. You could | earn many things...
' About being a w zard?

Lyt hande hesitated. 'It would be difficult, but - it might be possible. It is
true that your talents should not be wasted.'

"You don't understand,' Wss said. 'l don't want to be a wizard. | wouldn't go
back to Sanctuary if that were the reason.’

Lyt hande said, finally, 'That isn't the only reason.

Wess took Lythande's hand between her own, drewit to her lips, and kissed the
pal m Lyt hande reached up and caressed Wess's cheek. Wess shivered at the touch

"Lythande, | can't go back to Sanctuary. You would be the only reason | was
there - and it would change nme. It did change me. | don't knowif | can go back
to being the person | was before | cane here, but I'"'mgoing to try. Mst of what
| did learn there | would rather never have known. You nust understand ne!’
"Yes,' Lythande said. 'It was not fair of me to ask.'

"It isn't that I wouldn't love you,' Wss said, and Lythande |ooked at her

sharply. Wess took as deep a breath as she coul d,

and continued. 'But what | feel for you would change, too, as | changed. It
woul dn't be |l ove anynore. It would be ... need, and demand, and envy.

Lyt hande sat on a tree root, shoulders slunped, and stared at the ground. Wess
knelt beside her and snoothed her hair back from her forehead.

'Lyt hande. ..

"Yes, little sister,' the magician whispered, as if she were too tired to speak
al oud.

"You must have inportant work here.' How could she bear it otherw se? Wss
thought. She is going to laugh at you for what you ask her, and explain how
foolish it is, and how inpossible. 'And Kaimas, ny hone... you would find it
dull -' She stopped, surprised at herself for her hesitation and her fear. ' You

come with me, Lythande,' she said abruptly. 'You come hone with ne.

Lyt hande stared at her, her expression unreadable. 'Did you nean what you said

"It's so beautiful, Lythande. And peaceful. You've met half ny famly already.
You'd like the rest of them too! You said you had things to |l eamfromus."'

- about |oving me?
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Wess caught her breath. She | eaned forward and ki ssed Lyt hande quickly, then, a
second tine, slowy, as she had wanted to since the nonent she saw her

She drew back a little.

'Yes, 'she said.' Sanctuary made me lie, but I'mnot in Sanctuary now. Wth any
luck 1"l never see it again, and never have to |lie anynore.

"I'f I had to go-'

Wess grinned. 'I might try to persuade you to stay.' She touched Lythande's
hair. "But | wouldn't try to hold you. As long as you wanted to stay, and
whenever you wanted to come back, you'd have a place in Kaimas.'

"It isn't your resolve | doubt, little sister, it's my own. And ny own strength.
I think I would not want to | eave your hone, once |'d been there for a while.

"I can't see the future,' Wess said. Then she |aughed at herself, for what she
was saying to a wizard. "Perhaps you can.'

Lyt hande made no reply.

"All I know,' Wess said, 'is that anything anyone does mght cause pain. To
oneself, to a friend. But you cannot do nothing.' She stood up. 'Cone. Cone
sleep, with me and ny friends. And then we'll go hone.'’

Lyt hande stood up too. 'There's so nmuch you don't know about me, little sister

So nmuch of it could hurt you.'

Wess cl osed her eyes, wishing, like a child at twilight seeking out a star. She
opened her eyes again.

Lythande smled. 'I will conme with you. If only for a while.

They wal ked together, hand in hand, to join the others.

| SCHADE

C. J. Cherryh

1

Shadows slipped along the cobbles in this deepest sink of the Maze, in that
small |ight of the nobon which wended its way anong the overhangs and glistened
wetly off noisome noistures. A well-dressed wonan had no place here, even

shadowcl ad in black, robed and hooded - but she went deliberately, weaving only
fromthe course of the foul est and w dest streans, stepping over nost.

And a ruffler, a bravo, a sonetine thief- S ekso by nane-he took to the alleys
as a matter of course

Sj ekso bel onged here, had been whel ped here, wove in his steps too, but not from
fastidiousness, as he cane fromthe opposite direction down the web of dark
ways. A handsonme fellow was Sjekso Kinzan, a blond youth with curling |ocks, a
short and carefully kept beard, his shirt and jerkin open fromthe recent heat
of the common roomof the Vulgar Unicorn - from the heat, and, truth be told,
froma certain vanity. He radi ated sex, w ne vapours, and a certain peevishness:
was out of pocket fromthe dice, had | ost even M nsy's purchasable favours to a
bad throw ... his absolute nadir of disconfort. Mnsy was off with that whoreson
Hanse, while he-

He staggered his hazed way back towards his | odgings and his own doorway off the
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Serpentine. He snuffed and faltered and | amented his misfortune with hinself. He
hated Hanse, at least for the evening, and plotted elaborate and public
revenge. ..

And blinking in the vapours up fromthe harbour and in the Uncertain focus of
his eyes, he found his way intersected with a woman's in the alleyway. No
ordinary doxy, this: a courtesan of quality strayed from some rendezvous, an
opportunity sone fickle god had tossed into his path or himinto hers.

"Wll,' he said, and flung wide his arns, |eaned fromone side of the way to the
other to block her attenpt to walk around him... a little fun, he reckoned. And
again, owishly: "Well.'-but she made a quick nove to go past himand he seized

her in that swift pass, grabbed and grasped and felt fenale roundnesses in
delightful proportions. H's prey withed and pushed and kneed at him and he
gri pped her hair through the hood, drew her head back and ki ssed her with fair
aimand rising passion.

She struggl ed, which notion only felt the better in his hands, and she gave out
muffl ed cries, which were far from 1|oud, his nouth covering hers the while. He
hel d her tight and sought with his eyes for sone nore convenient alcove anong
the broken anphorae and barrels, a place where they m ght not be disturbed.

Al'l at once another sound penetrated the fog of sense and sound, the scuff of
anot her foot near him Sjekso started to spin hinself and his victimabout, went
the least bit over to that foot and had a hand clanmped on to his owm chin, his
head j erked back, and a deadly keen blade at his throat in the sane instant.

"Let the lady go,' a male whisper suggested, and he carefully, trading in al
hi s remmi ni ng advantage, relaxed his hands and let themfall, wondering wildly
all the while whether his only chance nmight be in sone wild try at escape. The
worman in the edge of his vision stepped back, brushed at her robes, adjusted her
hood. The knife rode razor-edged at his throat and the hand which held his chin
gave hi m not hi ng.

M adhon Vis kept his grip and held the ruffian just off his balance, |ooked in a

monent's distraction at the lady in question ... at a severe and dusky face in
the faint light of the alleyway. She was beautiful. H's romantical soul was
touched - that seldomafforded self which |launched itself nmostly in the wake of
nmore profitable motives. 'Be off,' he told Sjekso, and flung the villain a

good several body |engths down the alley; and Sjekso scranbled up and set
to his heels without stopping to see anything.

"Wait!' the worman called after Sjekso. The woul d-be rapist spun about with his
back to a wall, ducking an inmagi ned bl ow from behi nd. Madhon Vis, dagger stil
in hand, stood facing him utterly confounded.

"The boy and | are old friends,' she said - and to Sjekso: 'Isn't it so?

Sj ekso straightened wth his back against the wall and nanaged a bow, iif a
wobbl i ng one ... managed a sneer, his braggadocio recovered in the face of a man
he, after all, knew fromthe dice table that night - and Madhon Vis took a

tighter and furious grip on his dagger, knowing this vernmin at least fromthe
tables at the Unicorn

But fem nine fingers touched very lightly on his bare arm 'A m sunderstanding,'
the woman said, very soft and low 'But thank you for stepping in, all the same.

You have sone skill, don't you? Qut of the arny, nmaybe - | ask you, sir ... |
have need to find someone ... with that skill. To guard ne. | have to cone and
go hereabouts. | could pay, if you could find ne soneone |ike yourself, a friend

maybe - who m ght serve...

"At your service,' Sjekso said, with a second grander flourish. 'l know ny way
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But the woman never turned to see. Her eyes were all for Madhon, dark and

glittering in the night. 'He's one, in fact, | night sometinmes want
protection/row. - Do you know someone who mi ght be interested?

M adhon straightened his back and took a superior stance. 'I've served as
bodyguard now and again. And as it happens, |I'mat |iberty.

"Ah,' she said, a hand to her robed breast, which outlined fermal e curves in the
shadow. And she turned at once to the confused villain, who had taken advantage

of the nmonent to slip towards the shadows and the corner. 'No, no, wait. | did
promi se you this evening. | had no right to put you off; and | want to talk with
you. Be patient." - A glance then back, her hand bringing a purse from

beneath her robes. She | oosed the strings and took out a gold coin that caught
M adhon's whol e attention, the nore so when she dropped the heavy purse into his
hand. Only the one coin she held, it wi nking colourless bright in the noonlight,
and she held that up like an icon for Sjekso's eyes - another |ook at M adhon:

"I lodge seventh down fromthis corner, the first steps you'll cone to that have
a newel on the rail: on your right as you go. Go there. Learn the place so you
can find it tonorrow norning, and be waiting there for nme at mdnorning. |I'Il be

there. And the purse is yours.'

He considered the weight in his palm heavy as wth gold. '"I'lIl find it," he
said, and, less than confident of the situation at hand: 'Are you sure you don't
want me to stay about?’

Bl ack brows drew together, a frown uncommonly grim 'I have no doubts to ny
safety. - Ah, your nane, sir. Wen | pay, | like to know that.'

"Vis. Madhon Vis.'
"From'
"Northward. A |lot of places.'

"We'll talk. Tonorrow norning. Go on, now. Believe me, that the quarrel wasn't
what it seened.’

"Lady,' he murrmured - he had known polite conmpany once. He clenched the purse in
his fist and turned off in the direction she had named - not w thout a backward
| ook. Sjekso still waited where he had fixed hinmself against the wall; but the
| ady seemed to know he woul d | ook back, and turned a shadowy | ook on him

M adhon noved on quickly and further along the wnding way, stopped and
anxi ously shook out the purse into his hand, a spill of five heavy pieces in
gold and half a dozen of silver. Hot and cold went through him like the shock
of a blow, a trenor through things that were ... A second glance back, but
bui | di ngs had cone between himand the wonman and her bought-boy Sjekso. Well, he
had hired to stranger folk and no few worse to | ook on. He gave a twitch of his
shoul ders at that proceedi ngs back there and shrugged it off. There was gold in
his possession, a flood of gold. His gallantry had come fromhis own poverty,
fromone look at the woman's fine clothing and a sure know edge that Sjekso
Ki nzan was all hol | ow when pushed. And for that gold in his hand he would have
waited in the alley all night, or beaten Sjekso to fine rags, no questions
asked.

It occurred to himwhile he went that it mght involve nore than that, but he
went, all the sane.

The woman | ooked back at Sjekso and smiled, a fervid snile which made w der and
wi der chaos of Sjekso's grasp of the situation. He stood away fromhis wall and
- sobered as he had been in the encounter, deprived of the vaporous warnth of
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the wine in his blood - still he recovered sonething of anticipation, re
estimated his own considerable aninmal charmin the light of the lady's sultry
dark eyes, in the noonlike gleam of the gold coin she held up before him He
grinned, his confidence restored, stood. easier still as she cane to him - it
m ght have been the wine after all, this new blush of heat; it might have been
her slimfingers which touched at his collar and drew a line with the edge of
the coin down anong the fine hairs of his chest, disturbing there the chain of
the | uckpi ece he wore.

Hi s luck had inmproved, he reckoned, laying it all to his way with wonen. She had
liked it after all... they all did; and she mght be parted fromnore than a
gol den coin, and if she thought of using him and that bastard northerner one
agai nst the other, good: there was a chance of paying off Madhon Vis. He had
skills the northerner did not; and he knew how to get the npst out of them
He took nobst of his living fromwonen, in one way or the other.

"What's your nane?' she asked him
' Sj ekso Kinzan.'

"Sjekso. | have a place ... not the |odgings where | sent that fellow, that's
business. But nmy real house... near the river. A little wine, a soft bed ..
1"l bet you're good.'

He | aughed. 'I nmake it a rule never to go out of nmy own territory till | know
the terns. Here's good enough. Right over here. And I'I| bet you don't care.

"M ne's Ischade,' she murnured distractedly, as he put his hands up under the
robes. She swayed agai nst him her own hands on him and he found the coin and
took it fromher wunresisting fingers. She brushed his |lips wth her own and
urged himon. 'My nane's |schade."'

2

A corpse was no uncommon sight in the Maze. But one sprawled in the nmddle of
the Serpentine, in the first light of the sun - the potboy of the Unicorn found
the blond rmal e corpse when he cane out to heave the slops, a corpse on the inn's
very doorstep, a body quite stiff and cold, and he knew Sjekso Kinzan. He spun
on his heel and started to run back in - thought again and darted, back to
search for valuables ... after all, sonme |less acquainted and deserving person
m ght come along. He found the brass |uckpiece, found the purse ... enpty,
except for an old nail and a bit of lint - dropped the |uckpiece down his own
collar, junped up and ran inside in breathless haste, to spill his news to the
morning's first stirrers-forth in the tavern; and the fact of one of the
Unicorn's regular patrons lying stiff at the door brought a stamping up and down
the stair and a general outpouring of curious and hal f-awake ovem ghters.

That was how it came to Hanse, a disturbance under Mnsy Zithyk's rented w ndow
next door.

The gathering around the body in the street was solemm ... partly a kind of
respect and partly norning headaches, nore and nore onlookers arriving as the
commotion becane its own reason for being. Hanse was one of the first, stood
with his arns clenched into a tight fold - he had his daggers: had them about
his person natural as breathing. Hi s scowW and awakened-owl stare at the corpse
of Sjekso Kinzan, his arnms about his ribs holding his spine stiff- warned M nsy
Zithyk off. She stood snuffling and holding her own ribs, doubtless with the
other half of a throbbing headache. Hanse wanted no hangi ng-on, now, of Sjekso's
| ongti me woman. The dice gane and the wager stuck in his mnd and he felt eyes
on him hinself part of the norning's gossip, with a man he had diced with Iying
cold in the soiled streamof a drain.
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"Who got hin?' Hanse asked finally, and there was a general shrugging of
shoul ders. 'Who?' Hanse snapped, |ooking round at the onl ookers. A corpse was
i ndeed no novelty in the Maze, but an otherw se young and healthy one, with no
mark of violence on it... but a man on the doorstep of the tavern he frequented,
a turn or two of the alleys to his own | odgings ..

There were anenities like territory. A man was never assured ... but there were
pl aces and pl aces, and when he was in his own place, he was least likely to end
up anong the norning's debris. There were stirrings anmong the crowd, disconfort
- with Hanse, for one, whose snallish size neant a tenper backed with knives, a
bad reputation for every kind of m schief.

And his sullen, headachy stare passed right round to a stranger in the territory
- to one Madhon Vis; to a new and frequent patron at the Unicorn. 'You,' Hanse
said. 'You left about the sanme time |ast night. You see anything?

A shrug. A useless question. No one in the Maze saw anything. But Vis |ooked too
thin-1ipped about the shrug and Hanse |ooked back with a blacker stare stil
had sudden awareness of the silence of the crowmd when he spoke, of eyes on him
and he unfolded his arns and thought of how they had jostled in a doorway | ast
night, S ekso and Madhon Vis, and Sjekso had |laughed and acted his usua
flippant self at Vis's expense. Hanse drew qui et conclusions - quiet because he
cut a nean figure at the nonent, having got off with a dead man's |l ast cash and
| ast pleasure ... he swept a glance about at faces dour with their own private
conclusions. No love |lost on himor dead Sjekso; but Sjekso being |local and dead
was the focus of pity, while regarding hinself- there was quite another thing in
the air.

Vis started to |eave, edging away through the crowd. "That's the one to |ook
at,' Hanse said. 'Hey, you! You don't like the questions, do you? The garrison
threw you out, hey? You conme back here, whoreson coward, you don't turn your
back on ne.'

'"He's crazy,' Vis said, stopped behind an unwilling screen of onl ookers who were
trying to nelt in all directions, but Madhon kept wth the nmigrating cover
"Figure who got his money and his woman,, you figure that and wonder who did for
him that's who...'

Hanse went for the knives. 'Wasn't no mark on him' a youngish voice was
shrilling. The crowmd was swinging wldly out of the interval Vis was busy
preserving. Mnsy yelled, and several strong and |larger arms wound themnsel ves
into Hanse's el bows and about his middle. He heaved and kicked to no use while
M adhon Vis, in the clear, straightened his person and his cl ot hing.

"Crazy,' Vis said again, and Hanse poured invective on himand nost especially
on those holding himfromhis knives - cold, sweating afraid, because Vis nmight
do anything, or the crowd might, and the knives were all he had. But Vis wal ked
off then, at an increasing pace, and Hanse |aunched another kick and a torrent
of abuse on those hol ding him

"Easy.' The grip on his left was Cappen Varra's, an armtucked elbow to el bow
into his armand a hand | ocked on his wist; he had no grudge with the mnstrel
It was a calmvoice, a cultivated, better-than-thou voice: Hanse hated Varra at
the nmonent, but the grip persuaded and the object of his rage was off down the
street. He took his weight on his own feet and slowly, brushing off his clothes
while he stood fairly shaking with his anger, Varra eased up and |et himgo.
Igan on the other side, big, not very bright Ilgan, let go his other arm and
claps on his shoulders and synpathy offered ... started to settle his stomach
and persuade him he had sone credit here. 'Let's have a drink,' Varra said. 'The
corpse-takers will get the rumour - do you want to be standi ng here conspi cuous?
Cone on inside.

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]...d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f%20Sanctuary.txt (42 of 149) [8/27/03 10:33:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %20-%20T hi eves¥20Worl d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f %20Sanctuary .txt

He went as far as the door of the Unicorn, |ooked back, and there was M nsy
standi ng over §jekso, sniffling; and Sjekso lying there a great deal sadder,
open-eyed, while the crowd started away under the same | ogic.

Hanse want ed the drink

*

M adhon Vis turned the comer, none follow ng, stopped against an alley wall and
let the trenmors pass fromhis linmbs. Ugly, that back there. Corpses, he had seen
- had created his share, in and out of mercenary service. He had no wi sh to take
on useless trouble ... not now, not with gold in his boot and a real prospect of
more. A bodyguard sometines, but he was not big enough for hired nuscle; and
with a surly and foreign | ook - even guard jobs were hard conme by. He neant to
be on time for this one. A patron who could cone up with a fistful of gold on a
whi mwas one to cultivate - if only her throat was still uncut. And that thought
worried him that was what had drawn him against his natural and wary
instincts, to that noisy scene outside the WVulgar Unicorn - a body he had | ast
seen alive and escorting the patron who was his latest and nost fervent hope.
He was nore than concer ned.

O her alaruns sounded in his mnd, warnings of greater conplexity, but he
refused them because they led to suspicions of traps, and connivances; he had a
knife in his belt, his wits about him and no |ittle experience of enployers of
all sorts, no few of whom had had notions of refusing himhis pay at the end ..
one way and the other

3

The Vulgar Unicorn still thunped with comngs and goings, an untidy lot of
early-nmom ng patrons and irregulars. For his own part Hanse drank down his ale
and nursed his head back to size, across the table from Cappen. He had no
inclination to talk or to be the centre of anything at the nonent.

"They've got himoff,' the potboy said from the door. So the corpse was gone.
That cleared out sone of the traffic. Inquiry and snoopery night be cl ose behind
the corpsetakers. 'Excuse ne,' Cappen Varra said, likew se discreet, and |eft
his place at the table, bound for the door. Hanse recovered his equilibrium and
stood up fromthe bench anid the general flow of bodi es outward.

Soneone touched his arm a feathery |ight hand. He | ooked back, expecting M nsy,

in no nmood for her - and | ooked up instead into eyes like a statue's eyes, as
unfocused and as vague, in a nmale face old/young and beardless. The man was
bl i nd.

' Hanse cal | ed Shadowspawn?' The voice was |ike the man, snmooth and sere.
"What's ny business with you?

"You lost a friend.'

"Ha. No friend. Acquaintance. Wiat's it to you and ne?

The gropi ng hand caught his armand directed it to the other hand, which caught
his fingers - he began to resist this eerie faniliarity, and then felt the
unmi st akabl e nmetal heavi ness of a coin.

"I"'mlistening.'
"My enpl oyer has nore for you.

"Vher e?'

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]...d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f%20Sanctuary.txt (43 of 149) [8/27/03 10:33:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %20-%20T hi eves¥20Worl d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f %20Sanctuary .txt

'Not here. Do you want a nanme? Cone outside.'

The blind man would have taken himout the front, anong the others, follow ng
the cromd. Hanse pulled himinstead to another door, out into the back alley

where few had gone and those already vani shed. 'Now,' Hanse said, taking the
blind man by the arm and backi ng hi magainst the wall. 'Wo?
" EnasYorl .'

He dropped his hand fromthe blind man's arm 'H m For what?'
"He wants to talk to you. You come - reconmended. And you'll be paid.

Hanse took in his breath and fingered his coin, |ooked down at it a space, found
it newmnted and heavy silver, and reckoned wuneasily in what quarters he was
recomended. Coin of that denom nation was not so easily conme by ... but Enas
Yorl - the wizard took fewvisitors ... and there were things lately amss in
Sanctuary. Things | arger than Hanse Shadowspawn. Runours filtered down into the
Maze.

Sj ekso dead, unnarked, and Enas Yorl - offering noney to talk to a thief: the
worl d was mad. He wal ked it for the narrow |l ane it was.

"Al'l right,' he said, because Yorl had a | ong reach and because i gnorance scared
him ' You show ne.’

The blind man took his hand, and they went, down the alley and out again. It was
so unfaltering a progress, so lacking a blind man's noves, that Hanse inevitably
suspect ed sone sham such as beggars used - an actor and a good one, he thought,
appreciating art.

M adhon Vis fretted, paced below the balcony at the wooden stairs he had found
last night. It was a place as sordid as any in the Maze, unpainted boards and
age-slimed stone, a place atilt towards the alley and propped on boards and
braces. It breathed decrepitude.

And nmore and nore as he waited in this unlikely place, he gnawed on the thought
of his hoped-for patron ... dead, it might be, victimalong with §jekso, Iying
unfound as yet in sone other alleyway. He had been nad to have gone off and |eft
a woman in the backways of the Maze; a cat ampng hounds, that piece... and gone,
snatched up, swallowed up - with friends, gods, nore than likely noney |ike that
had friends and enemes. His mnd built more and grimrer fancies ... of princes
and politics and clandestine neetings, this Sjekso perhaps nore than he had
seenmed, this woman casting about noney to be rid of a witness too nmuch for the
man she was with, an expedi ence -

He built such fancies, paced, stalked finally halfway up the creaking length of
the stairs and canme back down in indecision - then wup again, gathering his
courage and his resolve. He reached the swaying bal cony, tried the door

It swung i nward, never |ocked or barred. That startled him He slipped the knife
fromhis belt and pushed the door all the way open - snelled incense and spices,
perfumes. He wal ked in, pushed the door very gently shut again. A dimlight cane
froma nilky parchnmented casenent, cast col our slantw se on a couch spread with
russet silk, on dusty draperies and stacks of cloth and oddnents.

W ngs snapped and rustled. He spun about into a crouch, found only a Il arge bl ack

bird chained to a perch against the wall in which the door was set. His heart
settled again. He straightened. He should have snelled the creature: no |l arge
bird lived in a place without some fetor ... but the perfume and the incense

were that strong, that he had not. He ignored the creature, poked about am d the
debris on a table, femnine clutter of snmall boxes and brocade.
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And the steps creaked, outside. He cast about himin a sudden fright, knife at
the ready, slid in anong the abundant shadows of the room The steps reached the
top, and the bird stirred and beat his wings in gusts as the door opened.

Bl ack robes cast a silhouette against the daylight; the lady turned unerringly
in his direction, took no fright at himor the knife, nerely closed the door and
reached up and dropped her hood froma tunble of midnight hair about a sonbre
face. 'Madhon Vis,' she said quietly. She belonged in the dark of this place,
amd the clutter of worn and beautiful things. It was incredible that she could
ever have wal ked t hrough sunli ght.

"Here,' he said, 'lady.'
"I schade,' she naned herself. 'Do you nake free of ny | odgings?
"The man you were with last night. He's dead.

"I've heard, yes.' The voice was unreadable and cool. 'We parted conpany. Sad. A
handsonme boy.' She walked to the slight illumination of the parchment panes,
drew an incense wand fromothers in a dragon vase and added it to the one which
was dying, a curl of pale snoke in the light. She | ooked back then. 'So. | have
enpl oynent for you. | trust you're not fastidious.

‘"Not often.
"You'll find rewards. Gold. And it might be - further enploynent.’
"I don't shy off at nuch.'

"I"lIl trust not.' She wal ked near him and he recalled the knife and nipped it
into its sheath. Her eyes followed the nove and | ooked up at him... grave,
so very grave. Wnen of quality he had seen tended to nutter the eyes; this
one stared eye to eye, and he found hinself inclined to break the contact,
to ook down or el sewhere. She extended her hand, close to touching him a
move he thought might be an invitation to take liberties of his own.

And then she drew the hand back and the nmonent passed. She wal ked over and
offered the bird a norsel fromthe cup at the side of the stand. The <creature
took it with a great flapping of w ngs.

"What do you have in mind? he asked, vexed at this mncing about, with so nmnuch
at stake. 'It's not legal, I'll guess.'

"It mght involve powerful enemes. | can guarantee - equally powerful
protections. And the reward. O course that.'

"Who's to die? Soneone else ... like that boy |ast night?'

She | ooked about, lifted a brow, then turned her attentions back to the bird,
stroked black feathers with a forefinger. 'Priests, perhaps. Does that bother
you?'

"Not unduly. A man wonders -

"The risk is mne. So are the consequences. Only | need soneone to take care of
physical difficulties. | assure you |I know what |'m about.'

There was nore than the scent of incense about the place. OF a sudden there was
quite another thing... the snmell of wizardry. He gathered that, as he had been
pi cking up the pieces all along. It was not a thing a man expected to find
everywhere. But it was here. And there were crines done in the Maze, by that
means and others. Spells, he had dealt with, at least at distance... had a hint
then of nore rewards than gold. 'You have protections, do you?
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A second tine that cool look. 'l assure you it's well thought out.'
"Protections for me as well.'

"They'd be far less interested in you.' She wal ked back to the table, to the
light, a shadow against it. 'This evening,' she said, 'you'll earn the gold
gave you. But perhaps, just perhaps, you ought to go out again. And cone back
again when | tell you. To prove you know that mnmy door isn't yours.'

Heat surged to his face, words into his mouth. He thought of the noney and it
stifled the rest.

"Now, ' she said. 'About the other thing you have in mnd ... well, that m ght
come later, mightn't it? But you choose, Madhon Vis. There's gold ... or other
rewards. And you can tell me which you' d |ike. Ah. Both, perhaps. Anbition. But
know me better, Madhon Vis, before you propose anything aloud. You might not
like my ternms. Take the gold. The |likes of §jekso Kinzan is comoner than you
And far less to regret.

So she had killed the boy. Markless, and cold and stiff within sight of the
doorway which mght have saved him He thought about it... and the anbition
persisted. It was power. And that was nore than the noney, nuch nore.

"You'll go now,' she said very, very softly. 'I wouldn't tenpt you. Consider we
have a bargain. Now get out.'

No one talked to himafter that fashion ... at |least not twce. But he found
hi nsel f silenced and his steps tending to the door. He stopped there and | ooked
back to prove he coul d.

"I'"ve needed a nan of your sort,' she said, 'in certain ways.'

He wal ked out, into the sun

4

It was one of those nei ghbourhoods |ess frequented by the inhabitants of the
Maze, and Hanse had a dislocated, unconfortable feeling in this guide and this
pl ace, creeping as they did through the cleaner, w der backways of Sanctuary at
large. It was not his territory or close to any of his known bolthol es.

And in the shadows of an alley far along the track, his guide paused and shed an
i nner and ragged cloak from beneath the outer one, proffering it. "Put it on
You'll not want to be noticed hereabouts for yourself.'

Hanse took it, not without distaste: it was grey and a nmass of patches. He swung
it about his shoulders and it was | ong enough to hide himdown to mdcalf.

Hi s gui de held out a dingy bandage as well. 'For your eyes. For your own safety.
The house has ... protections. If | told you only to shut your eyes, you'd
forget at the worst nonment. And ny nmaster wants you whole.'

Hanse stared at the offered rag, |liking all of this less and |less; and very
softly he drew the dagger from his armsheath and extended the bl ade towards
the guide's face

Not a flinch or blink. That sent a prickling up his spine. He brought the point
of the blade very close to the blind eyes and, truth, the man did not react. He
flipped the blade into its sheath.

"I'f you have doubts,' the blind nan said, 'accept my nmaster's assurances. But
don't under any account | ook from beneath the bandage once inside. My blindness
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has reasons.'

"Huh.' Hanse took the dirty bandage, feeling far fromassured; but he had
dealt wth nervous uptowners before, and under conditions and precautions
nmore bizarre and hazardous. He wound it about his eyes and tied it firmy: it
was true - about Enas Yorl's doorway there were runours, and bad ones.

And when the blind man grasped his sleeve and began to guide hima quiet panic
set in: he had no liking of this helplessness - they entered a street, he
guessed, because he heard a change in the sound of their footsteps; he sensed
wat chers about, stunbled suddenly on an unevenness in the paving and heard the
blind man hiss a warning, wenching at his sleeve: 'Three steps up.

Three steps to the top and a nmonent waiting while his guide opened a door. Then
a tug at his sleeve drew himinside, where a cold draught blew on his face unti
the door booned solidly shut behind him Instinctively he put a hand on his
wist sheath, keeping the knife hilt confortingly under his fingers. Again a tug
at his sleeve drew himon ... the guide; it nmnust still be the guide and no
stranger by him He wanted a voice. 'How nmuch further with this?" he asked.

Cl aws scrabbled on stone on his left, a heavy body slithered closer in haste. He
made a frantic nove to get the knife out, but the guide jerked himto a
standstill. '"Don't offend it,' the guide said. "Don't try to |ook. Conme on.'

A reptile hissed; and by that sound it was a big one. Something flicked over the
surface of his boot and coil ed about his ankle, instantly wi thdrawi ng. The guide
drew himon, away from the touch and down a hall which echoed nore closely on
ei ther hand, where the distance was all in front of them... and into a place
whi ch snelled of coals and hot nmetal and strange, nusky incense.

The guide stopped, on his right. 'Shadowspawn,’' a new voice said, a throaty
sigh, low, and to his left. He reached for the blindfold, hesitated. 'Go ahead,"
the new voice invited him and he pulled it down.

A robed and hooded formsat in this narrow marble hall - fine robes, in mdnight
bl ue and bright silver, in deep shadow, beside a heating brazier. Hanse blinked
in the recent pressure on his eyes - the robes seened to swell and sink in the
vicinity of the chest, and the right arm the hand resting visible ... it went
dark, that hand, and then, a deception of his abused eyes, went pale and young.
' Shadowspawn.' The voice too was clearer, younger. 'You lost a friend |ast
night. Do you want to know how?'

That unnerved him a threat on a | evel he understood. H s hand fidgeted towards
hi s sheat h-bearing wist, his mnd conjuring nmore and unblinded servants in the
shadows.

"Ischade is her name,' the voice of Enas Yorl continued, rougher now ... and was
the figure itself snmaller and wider? 'She's also a thief. And she killed §jekso
Ki nzan. Do you want nore?

Hanse assunmed a nore carel ess stance, flipped the hand outward, pal mup. ' Mney
got ne here. Ifyou,want nore of ny time to listen to this, it costs.'

"She's in your own nei ghbourhood. That information m ght be worth even nore than
noney to you.'

"What, this nanme of yours?

"Ischade. A thief. She's better than you, Shadowspawn. Your knives m ght not

stop her.' The voice roughened further. 'But you're good and you're snmart. |'ve
heard so. From- no matter. | have ny sources. |I'mtold you're extraordinarily
discreet.' He nmoved the fingers, a gesture sideways. 'Darous, give him the
amul et .’
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The blind nman drew sonething fromthe heart of his robes; Hanse's eyes darted
nervously fromthe w zard he was trying to watch to that distraction, a gold
teardrop that spun and dazzled on a chain.

'Take it,' Enas Yorl said. A degree rougher yet. A sigh like the sea, or |Iike
hot iron plunging into water. 'This Ischade - steals fromw zards. Steals spells
and suchlike. Her own abilities are snmall in that regard... but she nade a
m st ake once, and the spell on Ischade is nothing small or harm ess. A man who
shares her bed, shall we say? - discovers that. He dies ... of no apparent
cause. Like your friend Kinzan. Like a nunber of others | know of. The curse
affects her hunour. lImagine - to pursue |lover after lover and kill themall. |If

I hire you, Shadowspawn, you might be glad of such protections as | offer you
Take it.'

"Who says |'mto hire?" Hanse | ooked unhappily fromservant to master. The hand

whi ch now peeped fromthe shifting robe was woman-delicate. 'Wo says that a
dozen Sjeksos are any of ny concern? |'mny concern. Me. Hanse. | don't have any
interest in Sekso. So |l just stay out of the whole business. That's what

interests ne.'

"Then you' Il run, will vyou, and find sone safer place to steal.' The voice
ground like rocks tunbling. '"And you'll ignore ny gold and protection. Both of
which you may need. - It's no great thing | ask, sinply a matter of spying out

where she is. Did | ask you to go against her yourself? No. A snmall favour, well
pai d. And you've done favours |ike that before. Wuld you have that known - that
you've worked in high places? Your past patron wouldn't appreciate that
publicity. He wouldn't retaliate against ne, no. But you - how |l ong do you think
you'd live, thief, if your connections went public?

Hanse had sucked in his breath. He forced a grin then, struck a lighter pose,
hand on hip. 'So, well, paid in gold, you said?

"After.’
" Now. '
" Darous, give the man sufficient as earnest. And give himthe amulet.’

Hanse turned fromthe w zard, whose voice had acquired a hissing quality: and
the hand - had vanished into one of those blinks of the eye that deceived the
m nd and nenory that anything had - a nonent earlier - been there. Hanse took
the chain and put it over his head. The anulet itself hit his bare throat and it
was bitter and burning cold. The servant held out a purse. Hanse took that, felt
the weight in his hand, opened the neck of it and | ooked at the gold and silver
abundance inside. Hs heart beat wildly, while against his neck the netal failed
to be warnmed as netal ought, stayed there like a lunp of ice. It sent a vague
mal ai se through him which changed character fromnoment to nonent |like -'So
what am | supposed to do?' he asked. ' And where do | |ook?

"A house,' a wonan's voice said to his right, and he | ooked, blinked, found only
the hooded formin the chair. 'Seventh in the alley called Snake. On the right
as you go from the Serpentine at Achan's Passage. She |odges there. Mark what
she does and where she goes. Don't attenpt to prevent her. | only want to know
t he busi ness that brought her to Sanctuary.

Hanse let go a sigh, relief, for all that the robes shifted again -felt a wld
confidence in hinmself (it mght have been the nobney) that he could get out of
this easily, and with still nmore noney, and an enployer satisfied, who was
powerful and rich. Hanse Shadowspawn, Hanse the thief, small Hanse the knife ..
had friends in high places, a condition unexpected. He expanded in this
know edge and stood | oose, dropped the purse into his shirt, ignoring the chil
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at his neck. 'So, then, and | cone here fromtine to tinme and report to you.

"Darous will find you fromtime to time,' the same voice said. The changi ng
seenmed to have settled for the nmonment. 'Depend on that contact. Good-day to you
Darous will show you out.'

Hanse nmade a nourish of a bow, turned to the servant and indicated they should
go.

"The blindfold,' the blind servant said. 'Use it, master thief. My naster would
regret an accident, especially now.'

Hanse put his hand on the netal droplet that hung like ice at his throat, turned

to glower at the wizard. 'l thought this was supposed to take care of things
like that.'

"Did I say so? No, | didn't say. | wouldn't be rash in relying on it. Against
sonme things it has no protection at all. My guardians in the hall, for instance,

woul d never notice it.'
' Then what good is it?
"Mich ... inits right place. Afraid, thief?

"Huh,' Hanse said critically. Laughed and swng on his heel, caught the blind
servant by the arm and started out with him But renenbering the novenents in
the outer hall, the thing which had brushed at his leg - "Al right, all right,"’
he said suddenly, and let go the nan's armto put the blindfold back in place.
"All right, rot you, wait.'

The thief went, and Enas Yorl rose fromhis chair. H's shape had settled again
into a formfar nmore pleasant than nmost. He walked to a hall nore interior to
hi s house, exami ned hands delicate and fine, that were purest pleasure to touch
- and all the worse when they would begin ... next nonent or next day ... to
change.

It was a revenge, a none too subtle revenge, but then the wi zard who had cursed
hi m had never been much on subtleties, which was why his young wi fe had had Enas
Yorl in her bed in the first place - a younger Enas Yorl in those days, but age
meant nothing now. The fornms his affliction cast on himmnm ght be old or young,

mal e or female, human or - not. And the years frightened him Al the time he
had had, to becone master of his arts, and his arts had no power to undo
another's spell. No one could. And sone of his forns, still, were young, which

suggested that he did not age, that there was no end to this tornent - for ever.

Yet wizards died, lately, in Sanctuary. Tell the thief that was the name of the
ganme, and even threats might not persuade him But in these deaths, Enas Yorl
was desperately, passionately interested. Ischade ... Ischade: the nane tasted
of vile runour; a w zardous thief, a preyer upon w zards, a conniver in shadows
and dark secrets, this Ischade, with reason to hate the prey she chose.

And all her lovers died, softly, gently for the nbst part; but Enas Yorl was not
particular in that regard

He paused a nmoment, hearing the great outer doors boom shut. The thief was on
his way, thief to take a thief. And Enas Yorl felt a sudden cold. Wzards died,
in Sanctuary, and this possibility fascinated him taunted himw th hope and
fear: with fear -because shapes like this he wore turned himcoward, rem nding
himthere were pleasures to be had. He feared death at such tines ... while the
thi ef he had sent out went to find it for him

Dar ous cane back, softly stopped on the marble paving. 'Well done,' Enas Yorl
sai d.
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"Foll ow him master?'

"No,' Enas Yorl said. 'No need. None at all.' He |ooked distractedly about
again, with the queasi ness of inpending change upon him He fled suddenly, his
steps quicker and quicker on the pavings. Darous could see nothing - Darous
sensed, but that was another matter. There was, however, pride.

And within the hour, in a dark recess of the house with the basilisks prowing
the halls unchecked, sonething gibbered within a pile of nidnight robes, and
with keen sense of beauty inprisoned in that nmoaning heap, |onged t owar ds
obl i vi on.

Dar ous, who saw not hi ng, sensed the essence of this change and kept hinmself to
ot her halls.

The basilisks, whose cold eyes saw very well, withed scaly-lithe away in haste,
out stared and overwhel ned.

5

Not many women canme to the Unicorn, not many at |east of the elevated sort, and
this one took a table to herself and held it. One of the Unicorn's nuddled
regul ars brushed by, and |eaned close, and offered to sit down ... but a long
hand from beneath those bl ack robes waved an idle and disinterested dismssal. A
ring glinted there, a silver serpent, and the bully's bleared eyes stared at
that, at imuaculate long nails, into dark al nond eyes beneath the shadowy hood.
And a fog of alcohol seened to grow thicker then, so that he forgot all the
wittiness he had neant to say, forgot for a nonent to close his nmouth. A
second wave of the thin, olive-skinned hand and he forgot everything and
stunbled away in confusion

"Acol yte,' Cappen Varra thought in his own counsel, slouched on a bench in the
nook nearest the back door. There was somewhat of chaos in the Unicorn of Iate,
a certain lack of the authority which had held the peace, and that sort noved
in, cheap nmuscle. But the woman - that was something extraordinary, like the
Uni corn before; a wonan, a stranger in the nei ghbourhood... He was intrigued by
the dark robes and the fineness of them and his fingers noved restlessly on the
nmoi sture-ringed tabletop, thinking of a song, fingering imaginary strings of the
harp he had pawned (again) and thinking - oddly - on Hanse Shadowspawn, in
another and quite irrelevant train of thought, as Hanse had ridden his mnd all
day. Sjekso gone, Hanse vanished utterly, and night falling outside ... Hanse
was up to no good, it was certain. There had been neither sight nor sound of him
all day long and certain whispers passed in the Unicorn, wth nore and nore
credibility: of revenge, of Hanse, about the |ikelihood of survival of one

M adhon Vis - or Hanse, should the two neet. And about a certain blind nan who
had found his way without aid into the Unicorn and out again, wth Hanse in
tow... a blind man and no beggar, for all his 1looks - but a nman of darker
runour .

It was curious business, and nore than mldly unpleasant. Cappen was not

sangui ne. Hanse stalking Vis - it was quite unlikely. Hanse was all tenper and
bluster. If anyone was doing the stalking it was likeliest to be Vis, and Hanse
was ill-advised to have prodded that surly-countenanced bastard ... far nore

troubl e than Hanse really wanted, that was sure. Likely it was Hanse in hiding,
if Vis had not yet got him Cappen picked up his cup again, and of a sudden his
eyes hooded and while his hand carrying his cup to his lips never faltered, the
sip he took was slow and studied: he watched a second nan nmake attenpt on the
| ady' s table.

And that was Madhon Vis hinself... who went up quietly, and net no rebuff at
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all. The lady |lifted her face and her eyes to him- a face certainly worth a
song, although a dark and sonbre one. And when her eyes lit on Madhon Vis, very
quietly the lady got to her feet and in Vis's still silent conpany... wal ked

towards the back door of the tavern. Only a few heads turned, of those at the
other tables, and those only casually. There was at the same tinme the faintest
of pricklings at Cappen's nape, a feeling he knew he touched the amulet at

his throat, a silver <coiled serpent... a gift, a protection against spells,
more efficacious than nost priest-blessed gincrack tokens .... under its own
terns. He saw, wth a touch of unease the greater because no one else in the
roomseenmed to see ... how Madhon Vis and his dark compani on noved, with

common purpose and pecul i ar nmenace.

Strangeness enough progressed in Sanctuary ... deaths which made a man naturally
think on protections of the sorcerous kind, and to be glad of themif he had
them because where the powerful died, w zardry was about, selective of its
victims thus far, but not - perhaps - exclusive of them There was §jekso
Ki nzan, who had been no one. Cappen wondered did such protection as he possessed

protect or mark him and as the |lady and M adhon Vis came past his table by
t he door -

A nmonment Cappen was | ooking up and the | ady | ooked down at him nore famliar in
that stare than he would have liked. The prickling about the anulet becane
strong indeed while he stared, lost in those dark eyes with a sense of deadly
peril, of his whole |life resting | oose and endangered, as if sone snall nudge on
anyone's pan mght tunble it. 'You're beautiful,' he nurnured, because three
truths was the rule of the anmulet if it was to work at all - 'You' re dangerous
and foreign here.'

She lingered, and reaching down picked wup his cup where it sat; lilted it,
sipped and set it down again, all wth an eerie hint of hunour or nenace
flaunted at him at himwho alone in the room but Madhon Vis - or was he

exempt? - Alone of all the others,

Cappen stared back at her with his mnd clear and with know edge, with somet hing
gut-wrenching telling himthat everything about this woman was askew.

She smled at him a parting of the lips on white teeth, a flash of dark eyes,
an inpression that she adnmred what she saw. .. and all the fineness he kept so

studiously, his elegance, different fromothers about him his talents, his - if
streetwom - finery ... was suddenly perilous to him marking himout anpong al
the rest. And nost of all... she knew he resisted her

She left then, swept out of the door which Madhon Vis held open, a gust of w nd
and a sudden thud of the door closing. Cappen wanted wine... but his hand
stopped short of the cup she had just set down again, the netal she had had her
lips to and the wine her nouth had tasted. He pushed back fromthe table and the
bench scraped | oudly over the noise of the other patrons. He hesitated, | ooking
at the door which led out to the backways, not wanting to go out there, in the
gat hering dark.

But Madhon Vis, linked with that, and Sjekso cold dead with no mark on him and
Hanse outright disappeared, hunting Madhon Vis, as all the Maze surm sed ..

Hanse had invol ved hinself in something which was likely to be the death of him
and what concern that was to Cappen Varra was unclear to Cappen hinself, only
that he had drunk with Hanse of late, with a short and lately successful thief
and ruffian who had wanted - alnost pathetically - to acquire style, who spent
nost that cane into his hands on the finer things, a cloak -oh gods! that cloak

- Cappen's aristocratic soul shuddered. But of the unassuning ruffians in the
| ot, of what quality there was to be had in the Maze, in Hanse there existed at
| east the hankering after sonething else.
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The busi ness had nmarked Hanse down - and now stopped and stared at hinself. It
was al ways safer, he reckoned, to walk at a thing than to have it wal king up at
his back - | ater and unforeseen. Cappen opened the door carefully, went out into

t he backways, his hand on his rapier hilt, recalling that Sjekso had used the
sanme door last night. But there was only the dark outside, anmid the litter of
old barrels and used bottles. The woman in bl ack had vani shed, and Vis with her,
vani shed, and in what direction Cappen was in no w se certain.

Pati ence was rewarded. Vis, by the gods, and this Ischade ... in conpany; and
Hanse crouched lower in the shadows of the alley, a chill up his back, his
fingers rubbing at the well-polished hilt of his left boot knife. That prom sed
a revenge within his own grasp: so Yorl wanted the woman, and if Yorl settled
with her, then Vis went in the same bargain. Hanse evened his breathing, calned
hinself with wild hopes, first of getting out of this Yorl business and then of
havi ng Yorl to settle Vis - the means by which the street nmight be safe again
for Hanse Shadowspawn. Report, Yorl had said, and by the gods, he was anxious to
have it done, if only they went to earth for the night..

They turned, not the way he had anticipated, towards the |odgings he had been
wat chi ng, but the other way, towards the Serpentine. Hanse swore and slipped out
fromhis conceal nent, shadowed them nobst carefully in their course through the
debris of the alley and out on to the street. The nobon was not yet up; the only
light came fromthe city itself, a vague glinmmering on a bank of fog towards the
har bour which di ffused across the sky and prom sed one of those nights in which
light spread through mlky mst, fromwhatever sources - a thieves' night, and a
worse to cone.

The pair tended on up the Serpentine, bold as dockside whores ... but odd sights
were comon enough in the Maze by night, nmasks, cloaks, bright colours flaunted
by night when the kindly dark nmasked the signs of wear and their threadbare
condition. Man and wonan, they were only conspicuous by their plainness, the
worman shrouded by the robe and hood so that she might be instead sonme night
prowling priest with an unlikely and rough guard.

Hanse followed, in and out anong the occasional wal kers on the street, a kind of
stal king at which he had sone skill.

*

. So, well, it answered, at |east, what Hanse had been up to, and upset al
Cappen Varra's cal cul ati ons about Hanse as bluster and no threat. Cappen stopped
at the corner with the trio in view, glanced over his own shoulder with a touch
of mad hunmour and the desperate thought that the whole was getting to be a
procession in the dark streets... the woman and Vis, and Hanse, and now hinself
but at least there was no fifth person that he could see, follow ng him

Hanse moved off, slipping casually down the street amid the ordinary traffic
with a skill Cappen found amazing ... he had never seen Hanse work, not after
this fashion; had never particularly wanted to think at depth on the essence of
the smallish thief, that there was in fact sonething nore than the tenper and
the knives and the vanity which made this man dangerous. Having seen it, he
reckoned to hinmself that the only sensible course for himnow was to go back
into the Unicorn, work his way into whatever game might start - his current hope
of prosperity - and forget Hanse entirely, never nminding a nmonent when Hanse
turned up as stiff and cold as Sjekso had, which was assuredly where he was
headed at the nmoment. But perhaps it was the poetry of the matter, the suspicion

that there might be sonething worth the wtnessing ... perhaps it was the
assurance that Hanse was into far nmore than he knew, and that somewhere up
there, without untidy recourse to the rapier that swng at his side ... he mght

overtake the revenge-bound lunatic and talk himout of it. Hanse-was the only
likely ally in a situation of his own; the woman had | ooked at him back there,
and there was naggi ng at himan unwel come vision, Hanse |lying at the doorstep in
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the norning and hinself there the day after - nmacabre fancy it mght be, but the

wind still blew up his back. There was only the matter of catching Hanse to stop
him and that was like putting one's hands on a shadow. Cappen was not
accustomed to feel awkward in his noves, |ooked down on the louts and ne'er-do
wel | s who wal ked the Maze; possessed a grace surpassing nobst - in any situation

But not in wal king the Maze by dark and unseen. Hanse was in his elenent, and
Cappen foll owed him artlessly, down the length of the Serpentine, and

into territory of the city at large - where the |aw canme, and where a wanted
thief was |ess than safe. The houses and shops here were nore sturdy, and
finally magnificent, and those latter existed behind walls, and nmost with bar s
on the windows. Wilkers grew scarce for a time, and Cappen hung further
back, afraid that he hinmself mght attract the notice of the pair Hanse
followed ... which he earnestly did not want.

One street and another, and sonetines a passage through narrower ways where
Cappen found Hanse going nore carefully, where they four were virtually al one
and where a false nove could alert the pair ahead. Cappen stayed far back then,
and once he thought he had lost themall... but a quick nove around a comer put
themall in view again. Hanse | ooked back in that instant, while Cappen tried to
stay inconspicuously part of a stack of barrels, recalling Hanse's knives, and
the murk of the night. The fog was comng on and the 1light played tricks; a
light mst slicked the stones ... and still the pair kept noving, out of the
merchant quarter and into the quarter of the gods, past the square of the
Prom se of Heaven, where prostitutes, bedraggled in the mist, sat their

accust omed benches |i ke rain-soaked birds. - They swung past this place and into
the Avenue of Tenples itself; and Cappen shrugged his cloak about him wth a
genuinely wetched chill and marvelled at the trio ahead, who noved, pursued and

pursuer, with such a tirel ess purpose.

And then another alley, a sudden nove aside, which al most caught Hanse hinself
by surprise, near the magnificence of the dome of the tenple of Ils and Shipri

There Hanse tucked hinmsel f away i nto shadow and Cappen quite |ost sight of him
anong the buttresses and the statuary of the out-thrust wing of the tenple ..
vani shed.

Then the woman in black went out 1into the street, ascended the plain centre of
the steps of Ils and Shipri, towards the tenple guards who warded the constantly
open doors in these uneasy times ... four nen and well arnmed, setting hands on
hilts at once as they were approached. The woman cast back her hood: swords
stayed undrawn, hands unnoving, nunb as the patrons of the Unicorn

Then anot her shadow began to nove, from the unwatched side of the steps, a nan
fromout of the shadows, knife in hand, a swift stalking... which afforded
Cappen even | ess of confort and nade himthink that a wayward m nstrel perhaps
shoul d have spent a safer, drier night in the Unicorn

Fol I ow, the wi zard had said, and Hanse pressed hinself close against the wall,
in the scant shadow afforded by a bit of brickwork, pressed hinself there and
wat ched in chill disconfort -blinked in horror while it happened, and four nen
died with swords still in sheath - only the Ilast attenpted a defence, and
M adhon Vis cut his throat in one quick and unm stakable nove. Hanse blinked
again and discovered to his consternation that the dark one, the woman, was
gone, Madhon Vis crouching now in sole possession of that bloody threshol d.
Hanse fingered his belt knife like a warding talisman; and wanted only to stay
put, but all the while the icy cold at the pit of his neck, nore biting than the
cold of the mist, rem nded hi mwhat he was there to do - what other power there
was to offend. And he waited, reckoning every small nmove Madhon Vis nade,
crouched over the bodies of the guards - every small shifting of a man busy at
corpse-looting, every glance about as sone hardy passerby noi sed along the nmain
avenue - but none saw, none cane near.
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The wonman del ayed about her business inside: it m ght have been a nonment, or far
longer - time did tricks in his mnd. Hanse shifted uneasily, finally gathered
his nerve, slipped out of that safe concealnment and, in the turning of Vis's
head towards a distraction on the street... he eased past a gap in cover and
into the alley Vis and the woman had left, along the tenple itself.

He reached the first of three barred windows, and with utnost silence took the
chance and seized the bars, hoisted hinself up to see. The breath passed
silently over his teeth and his gut knotted up - a robber of w zards, Enas Yorl
had sai d: and now a thief who preyed on gods.

That struck hard ... not that he darkened the doorway of his city gods with his
presence or practised alns; but there were territories, there were linits to a
thief's audacity ... or it went hard for all. It was his craft, by the gods, his

art the wonman involved; and they were old, those gods, and belonged in
Sanctuary, as the Rankan enperor's new |ot never would. And the woman, the
foreigner, the witch-thief, clinbed up to the lap of bearded Ils hinself and
lifted the fabl ed necklace of Harnony from about the marble neck

' Shal pa,' Hanse swore silently, and with chilling appropriate-ness - |let hinself
ever so carefully down fromhis vantage with one chill throbbing about his neck
and anot her one travelling his backbone. So Enas Yorl wanted a report. And the
gods of old Ilsig were plundered by a foreign witch while the Rankans noved in
with their new |l ot of deities down the block, with scaffolds and plans and the
evident intent of overshadowing the gods of Ilsig. Prince Kithakadis and the
Rankan gods; and: 'reconmmended', Enas Yorl had said, sending a thief out to keep
wat ch on this god-thievery.

Hanse flattened hinself back into his concealment with a sense of a world am ss,
of matters under way no nere thief wanted part of. He had mxed in Kitty-Rat's
conni vances once to his disconfort ... but now, nowit was possible Enas Yorl
had a side of his own.

And hired hel p.

A footstep towards the tenple front warned him he crouched |ow and held his
breath - Ischade, rejoining Madhon Vis. 'Done,' he heard her say; and 'here's
an end. Let's be gone, and quickly."'

O course an outsider like Madhon Vis - of course a man not Ilsig, who would
have no scruples in killing Ilsig priests or robbing Ilsig gods.

In the Enmperor's hire? Hanse wondered, which was far too nuch and too clear
wondering for a thief; the sweat was coursing down his ribs despite the misty
chill of the air. He was not sure at all now what side Yorl was ... and it
occurred to himto tear the amulet fromhis neck, drop it in the alley and run

But how far? And how | ong? He thought a second and chilling time of the w zard
and his connections; recalled Sjekso; and Kithakadis hinself ... a prince of
some small gratitude for services a thief had rendered; but nore than dangerous
if certain rumours started, that Yorl could spread ... effortlessly.

The pair headed back the way they had cone, and he set out after them seeing no
ot her course.

More and nmore bizarre, this mdnight wandering. Cappen went rigid in his hiding
place first as the quarry passed, and then as he caught sight of Hanse again,
paddi ng after them as before.

So there was no encounter. They went out and they did nurder and cane back,
whil e Hanse followed after having seen what Hanse had seen ... very unlike
Hanse. Cappen suspected notives ill-defined, gave shape to nothing, only sure it
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was sonet hing nore than Hanse's private inpul ses that noved himnow He recalled
the way in which the wonan had passed a roonful of patrons at the Unicorn, in
whi ch she and her conpani on went where they liked on the street, in which guards
died like slaughtered cattle..

The relief Cappen felt at seeing Hanse nobile and not lying stiff in the alley

further on, gave way to a horror at the silence of all that was done, the
neatness of it; and a subtle dread of this pacing about the streets. The
processi on whi ch had started to be hunorous and m ght have becone yet nore so on
the return ... now assumed a thoroughly macabre character, such that he forbore
to contact Hanse when he had, for one instant, the chance. Hanse's face too, in
the small glinpse he had had of it as he passed, had the wan, set |ook of
terror.

They went back very much the way they had cone, and | ong before they cane close
to the alley behind the Unicorn, Cappen had a sure idea that such was their
destination.

6

The pair of themwent well enough where Hanse had figured they would go, in the
all ey behind the Unicorn. He held back as he had been doing and kept themin
sight... wi shed anew that he had had the chance during the day to creep up to
I schade' s | odgi ngs and have a closer |ook, but she had been there nost of the
day, and daylight and the fact that it was the second storey gave himno easy
options. When she had left, towards evening, he had been obliged to follow,
having no real idea other notives and habitual novenents ... and well that he
had foll owed, since this evening had turned out as it had.

But there was still, as there had been, a presence on his trail -and that was
Cappen. Hanse knew that nuch, had caught sight of the minstrel out of his own
territory and seen him nore than once on streets where Cappen had no business
bei ng.

And who had hired Cappen?

It was not Cappen's customto take enploynent; he diced and he sang songs; but
never this kind of work. He was not suited for ft. Enas Yorl could have hired
better. Far better.

But this |Ischade -

Hanse refused the idea. And yet constantly nagging at himin that small nook of
his m nd where he tucked coincidences, was Cappen's presence that norning. But
Cappen had been in the gane too, |ike Madhon Vis and Sjekso; and Cappen had get
off with sonme profit, as Cappen usually did.

Cappen bought hima drink; and that was uncommon, that Cappen had that nuch to
spare. But it was in Cappen's nature to play the lord and throw about what he
had.

Cappen had ducked out of the Unicorn a scant nonent before the blind nan cane,
havi ng assured Hanse's presence there wth that drink... but that then circled
the matter back to Yorl, where it made | east sense

Hanse forbore another glance over his shoul der, reckoning that even Cappen's
unskill ed stal king m ght pick that up. He kept his attention towards the pair in
front of him kept noving where necessary - watched them reach the steps and
both of themstart up the stairs towards the lady's |odgings, wthout any
exchanged nmovenent which might mean the passing of the |oot.

Now ... now while the noise of the creaking stairs gave himsound to rely on in
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tracking them- he had his chance, and took it, a path he had marked out that
afternoon. He carefully set his hands on a barrel, levered hinself up into a
tuck and sought the next level of debris, noiselessly, one after the other,
hol ding his breath as one foothold rocked and the next proved stable.

He made the roof as the pair made the door and opened it; he edged along it with
the greatest care - a wooden roof at least, and not the tiles some fancied
uptown. Even now he would have preferred to be rid of the boots and to go
barefoot, as he had worked in the days before prosperity, but he figured there
was no time for such. He edged his way around the ell of the roof on wet
shingles and out on to that section over the roomitself.

There was noi se inside, a sharp, animal sound which Iifted his nape hairs and
made himless certain he wanted near this place at all. He edged closer to the
very edge of the eaves, put his head over, view ng upside down where only
parchment covered the w ndow and fornmed a scant barrier to sounds and voices
frominside. He heard footsteps clearly, heard a napping sound... and suddenly a
jolt and crack as an aged shingle snapped in two under his hand on the edge. It
flung hi moverbal ance, but he caught hinself on his belly, spread-eagled on the
roof. 'Hssst!' he heard frominside, and he swore silently by appropriate gods
and began to work his way hastily back fromthe vul nerabl e edge.

H s hands, his legs went nunb; his breath grew short and the talisman at his
throat becane a lunp of ice and fire. Magic, he thought, some warding spel
flung his way ... he dealt with wizards; and it was a trap. He strove to nmake
his linbs do what they well knew how to do: carefully he put a knee on a wet and
worn row of shingles on the slant.

One broke; he slipped, a rattling |oud career down the |ayered face of the
shingles, his feet swinging into enpty air, his wld final thought that if he
fought the fall now he mght go head downwards or on to his back. He let go,
slid, expecting a dizzying long drop -the barrels, maybe, the debris of the
all ey mght break his fall and save his back and |egs -

He hit the edge of the porch unprepared, a shock that sent himtunbling a
further few feet down the stairs backwards - a ridiculous lot of noise, his
battered m nd was thinking through the pain, an enbarrassing | ot of noise..

And then the door was open above him and he was |lying spraw ed on his back head
downwards on the narrow steps, |ooking up through his feet at Madhon Vis, who
came with the netal flash of a dagger in his fist.

Hanse went for the belt knife, curled up and threwit with all he had: M adhon
Vi s staggered back with an oath, spun half about by the cast as Hanse twisted to
get up, his feet higher than his head wth arailing on his left and a wall on
his right, which hindered nore than hel ped. He got as far as his knee when the
bravo's foot caught himunder the jaw and hurled himback into the wall; and a
knife followed - further humiliation - up against his throat while Madhon Vis
grabbed his hair and tw sted. Hanse fought to get |oose; he thought that he
struggl ed, but the nessages were slow getting to his linbs, and the burning of
the amulet at his throat distracted himwith the feeling that he was choki ng
or was it the knife?

"Bring himup,' a female voice said fromthe light of the doorway; and Hanse
| ooked blurrily up intoit, while a hand twisted into his hair jerked himup and
the dagger shifted a keen point to his back under the ribs. He went up the
stairs, and foll owed the blackrobed figure which retreated inside. There seened
little else at the nonent that he could do, that he wanted to do, bruised as he
was and with his wits | eaden weighted. He blinked in the interior light, stared
dully at the russet silks, at the clutter of objects separately beautiful, but
which lay disarrayed - |like bones in a nest, he thought distantly, thinking of
sonet hing predatory; and he jerked at the sudden racket and nutter of
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wings, a fluttering of the lanplight in the commtion of a great black bird
which sat on its perch over against the wall

"You can go,' the wonan said, and Hanse's heart lifted for the instant. 'You' ve
been paid. Come back tonorrow.' And then he knew she spoke to M adhon Vis.

" Tonorrow. '

" Then.'

‘Is that all there is? And |leave this here?” A jab at Hanse's back. 'l took a
knife, woman; |'ve got a hole in ny armand you keep this and turn ne out in the

wet, do you?'
"Qut,' she said, in a | ower tone.

And to Hanse's bew | dernment the knife retreated. Hanse noved then, turned in the
i nstant, thinking of a quick stab from behind, his own hand to his wist sheath

and he had the blade out, facing Madhon Vis - but sonmehow the rest of the
move failed him and he watched dully as Madhon Vis turned away and sul ked his
way to the open door

"Close it behind you,'" the woman said, and M adhon Vis did so, not slamring it.
Hanse blinked, and the anulet at his neck hurt nore than any bruise he had
taken. It burned, and he had no sense left to get rid of it.

I schade smiled abstractedly at her guest, |left himso a nonent, having greater
busi ness at hand. 'Peruz,' she said softly, shook back her hood, and taking from
her robes the necklace, she drew near the huge raptor ... or the guise it wore.

Wth the greatest of care she slipped the necklace into a small case which hung
fromthe side of the stand and fastened the case inits turn to the scaly leg of
the bird. Peruz stood still too, uncommonly so, his great wings folded. A |ast
time she teased the breast feathers, the softness about the neck - she had grown
fond of the creature in recent weeks, as anything that shared her life. She
smled at the regard of a cold topaz eye.

'Open the window,' she instructed her intruder/guest, and he noved, slowy, with
the 1 ook of a man caught in a bad dream 'Open it,' and he did so. She |aunched
Peruz and he flew, with a clap of wings, a hurtling out towards the dark, a
i ngering cool ness of w nd.

So he was sped. Her enployer had all he had paid to have - and well paid. And
she was alone. She let go her nental grip on the ruffian ... and at once his
face showed panic and he whi pped up the knife he had in hand. She stopped that.
He | ooked confused, as if he had quite forgotten what the dagger was doing in
his hand. And that effort would cost her, cone the norning: on the norrow would
be a fearful headache and a nortal |assitude, so that she would want to do

not hing for days but drowse. But now the bl ood was still quick in her veins, the
excitenent lingered, and in the threat of ennui and solitude which foll owed any
completed task ... she felt another kind of excitement, and |ooked on her

uni nvited visitor knowi ng, quite knowing that at such times she was mad, and
what it cost to cure such madness for the tine..

Attractive. Her tastes were broad, but in that curiously compartnmented m nd of

hers, it pleased her ... the mssion done ... that there was room for M adhon to
go. Here stood instead an unnissable soneone - he had all the marks of that
condition. It was justice owed her for her pains ... twice as sweet when it al

canme together just as it did now, her satisfaction and the last untidy threads
of a business, tied together and ni pped short.

She held out her hand and cane closer, feeling that sweet/sad warnth that sex
set into her blood ... and had felt it, at every weakening nonment, fromthe tine
she had robbed the wong wi zard and left himliving. In the norning she would
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even feel sonme tornent for it, a tangled regret: the handsonme ones always |eft
her with that, a sense of beauty wasted. But for the nonent reason was quite
gone.

And there had been so nmany before.

Hanse still held the knife and could not feel it; then heard the distant shock
it made hitting the floor. There was no pain of the bruises, no sensation but of
warnth and of the wonman's nearness, her dark eyes regarding him her perfune
envel oping him And the amulet at his throat, which gave off a bitter cold: that
was the one last focus of his disconfort. She put her arns about his neck and

her fingers found the chain. 'You don't want this,' she said, lifting it ever so
gently over his head. He heard it fall, far, far away. Truth, he did not want
it. He wanted her. It cane to him that this was the way that Sjekso had gone,

before he had ended up dead and cold outside the Unicorn, and it failed to
matter. Her |lips pressed his and oh, gods, he wanted her.

The floor wavered, and a wind swept in, |aden with sweetish incense..

"Pardon nme,' Enas Yorl said, and the couple on the verge of further intinmacies
broke apart, the wonan staring at himw de-eyed and Shadowspawn with a hazy
desperation. The russet silks in the roomstill billowed with the draught he had
set up.

"Who are you?' the woman |schade asked, and at once Enas Yorl felt a smal
trial of his defences, which he shrugged off. Ischade's expression at once took
on a certain wariness.

"Let himgo,' Enas Yorl said with a back-handed wave towards Shadowspawn. 'He's
admrably discreet. And I'd take it kindly. - Go on, Shadowspawn. Now. Quickly."

Shadowspawn edged towards the door, hesitated there, with a |ook of violated
sanity.

"Qut,' Enas Yorl said.
The t hief spun about and opened the door, a fresh gust of wind.
And fl ed.

Hanse hit the stairs running, hardly pausing for the steps, never saw the figure
|l oomup at the bottomuntil he was headed straight down at the knife that ained
at his gut.

He knocked the attacking blade aside and grabbed for arnms or clothes, whatever
he could hold, fell, in the shock of the collision, tunbled with the attacker
and the blade, and lost his purchase in the inpact wth the ground. He hit on
his back, desperately got a grip on the descending knife hand with Madhon Vis's
face coming down on himwith a weight of body a third again his own. It was his
| eft hand he used on the descending arm |eft hand, knife hand, involved with
that, and his battered nuscles shook under the strain while he plied his
unaccustoned right hand trying to reach the knife strapped to his leg. Hs left
arm was buckl i ng.

Suddenly Vis's weight shifted rightwards and came down on him pinning his other
arm - a linmp weight, and in the space Vis's grimce had occupied, nost
i mprobably, Cappen Varra stood with a barrel stave in both his hands.

"Did you want rescue?' Cappen asked civilly. "Or is it all some new diversion?

Hanse swore, kicked and withed his way fromunder Vis's inert weight and went
for his dagger in fright. Cappen checked his armand the heat of anger went out
of him leaving only a sickly shiver. 'Hang you,' he said feebly, 'couldn't you
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have hit himeasier and given nme a go?

And then he realized the source of the |light which was stream ng down on them by
way of the stairs, and that above themwas the open door in which two w zards
met. ' CGods,' he muttered, and scrambling up, grabbed Cappen by the arm

And ran, for very life.
"Not ny doing."'

"No?' Enas Yorl felt his shoul ders expand ever so slightly, his features shift,
and in his pride he refused to | ook down at his hands to know. Perhaps it was
not too terrible, this form |schade's eyes flickered, but seened unappall ed.

‘"None of the killings that interest you,' she said, 'are mine. They're not ny
style. | trust |I'm somewhat known in the craft. As you are, Enas Yorl.
He gave a small bow. '| have some unwilling distinction.'

'The story's known.'

"Ah.' Again he felt the shift, a wave of terror. He bent down and picked up the
amul et which lay on the floor, saw his hand covered with a faint opal escence of
scal es. Then the scales faded and left only a young and shapely male hand. He
tucked the anulet into his robes and straightened, |ooked at I|Ischade sonewhat

more calmy. 'So you're not the one. | don't ask you then who hired you. | can
guess, know ng what you did - ah, | do know. And by norning the priests wll
have di scovered the loss and nmade sone substitution - the wars of gods,
after all, follow politics, don't they? And what matter a riot or two in

Sanctuary? It interests neither of us.'
' Then what is your interest?
"How did they die, |Ischade - your |overs? Do you know? O don't you wonder?

"Your curiosity - has it sonme specific grievance?

"Ah, no grievance at all. | only ask.'
‘Il do nothing. The fault's their own ... their luck, a heart too fragile, a
fall... who am|l to know? They're well when they |leave ne, that's the truth.'

"But they're dead by norning, every one.

She shrugged. ' You shoul d understand. | have nothing to do with it.'

" Ah, indeed we have m sfortunes in common. | know. And when | knew you'd cone to
Sanctuary -'

"It took ne sonme few days to acclimate nyself; | trust | didn't inconvenience
you ... and that we'll avoid each other in future.

"I schade: how am| - presently?

She tilted back her head and |ooked, blinked uncertainly. 'Younger,' she said.

"And quite handsone, really. Far unlike what |'ve heard."'

' So? Then you can | ook at me? | see that you can. And not many do.'

"I have business,' she declared, liking all of this less and | ess. She was not
accustomed to feel fear ... hunted the sensation in the alleys of cities in the
hope of discovering a neasure of life. But this was far from confortable. '

have to be aboutit.'
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"What, sone new enpl oyer ?*

"Not killing wizards, if that's your worry. My business is private, and it need
not intrude on yours.

"And if | engaged you?

"I'n what regard?

"To spend one night with ne.

"You're nad.'’

"I might become so - | don't age, you see. And that's the difficulty.
"You're not afraid? You're looking to die? Is that the cause of all this?

"Ah, I'mafraid at tines. At tines like this, when the shape is good. But it

doesn't last. There are other tinmes... and they conme. And | never grow old,
Ischade. | can't detect it if | do. And that frightens ne.’
She regarded him askance ... he was handsome, very. She wondered if this had

been his first shape, when he was young, that brought his trouble on him It was
a shape fine enough to have done that. The eyes were beautiful, full of pain. So
many of her young nmen of the streets were full of that pain. It touched her as
not hi ng el se coul d.

"How | ong has it been,' he asked, setting his hands on her shoul ders, touching
ever so gently, 'since you had a |over worth the name? And how long since |'ve
had hope of anything? We m ght be each other's answer, Ischade. If | should die,
then that's one way out for nme; or if |I don't - then you're not dooned to |ose
themall, after all, are you, Ischade? Some of ny forms might not be to your
taste, but others -1 have infinite variety, Ischade. And no dread of you at
all.’

"For this you hunted nme down? That was it, wasn't it - the amulet, a way to draw
yourself to nme -'

"It costs you nothing. No harm So small a thing for you, I|schade...

It tenpted. He was beautiful, this nonment, this one nmonent, and the nights and
the years were |ong.

And then the other chance occurred to her and she shivered, who had not shivered
in years. 'No. No. Maybe you're set to die, but 1'"'mnot. No. Oppose two curses
the like of ours - half the city could go in that shock, not to nmention you and
me. The chance of that, the nerest chance - No. |'mnot done living...

He frowned, drew hinself up with the least trenor about his lips, a |ook of
panic. 'lIschade...' The voice began to change, and of a sudden the features
starting with the mouth wavered, as if the strain had been too nuch, too
long and dearly held. The scales were back; and 'No,' he cried, and plunged

his face into hands which were not quite still hands. The draperies billowed,
the very air rippled, and "No...' the air sighed after him a vanishing npan, a
sob.

A second tine she shivered, and |ooked about her, distracted, but he was quite
gone.

So, well, she thought. He had had his answer, once for all. Her business took
her here and there about the enpire, but she discovered a liking for Sanctuary
as for no other place she had knowmm ... and it was well that Yorl took his

answer, and that it was settled. New tasks might cone. But at that nonent she
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t hought of the river house. This |lodging was too well known for the tinme; and
she might walk to the river... night nmeet someone - along the way.

The wi ne splashed into the cup and such was Hanse's state of mnd that he never
| ooked to see who served, only hoisted the cup and drank a nout hf ul

"That's good,' he said; and Cappen Varra across the table in the Unicorn watched

hi m shake off the ghosts and |ifted his own cup, thinking ruefully of a song
abandoned, a tale best not sung at all, even in the safe confines of the
Unicorn. The city would be full of questions tonorrow, and it was well to know
nothing at all... as he was sure Hanse planned to know | east of all

"A ganme,' Cappen proposed.

"No. No dicing tonight." Hanse dug into his purse and canme up with a silver
round, laid it carefully on the table. 'That's for another pitcher when this is
done. And for a roof tonight.

Cappen poured again, topping off the cup - a wonder, that Hanse bought dri nks.
Hanse flingi ng noney about as if he wished to be rid of it.

" Tonorrow on the gane,' Cappen said, in hope.
"Tonmorrow,' Hanse said, and lifted the cup

*

Bl i nd Darous poured, the cup held just so for his finger to feel the cool of the

liquid ... neasured it carefully and extended the filled goblet towards his
seated master. The breathing was hoarse tonight. A hand took the stemof the cup
nmost delicately, not touching his fingers at all, for which Darous was deeply
grateful.

And towards the river, a house apart fromothers ... which seened oddly
di scontinuous fromits surrounds: in squalor, it had a garden, and a wall; and

yet had a quaint decrepitude. Madhon Vis stood outside the gate - sore and nuch
out of sorts. She was there: she had found herself a young man nuch the image of
Sj ekso, who presently held the warnth and the |ight inside.

He had wal ked that far

And finally, knowi ng what he knew, he did the harder thing, and wal ked away.

A G FT I N PARTI NG
by Robert Asprin

The sun was a full two handspans above the horizon when Hort appeared on the
Sanctuary docks; early in the day but late by fishernmen's standard. The youth's
eyes squinted painfully at the unaccustomed brightness of the norning sun. He
fervently w shed he were hone inbed ... or in soneone else's bed ... or
anywhere but here. Still, he had prom sed his nother he would help the Od . Mn
this norning. While his upbringing made it unthinkable to break that prom se,
hi s stubbornness required that he denonstrate his protest by being |ate.

Though he had roaned these docks since early childhood and knew them to be as
scrupul ously clean as possible, Hort still chose his path carefully to avoid
brushi ng his clothes agai nst anything. O |ate he had been nmuch nore attentive
to his personal appearance; this norning he had di scovered he no | onger had any
old clothes suitable for the boat. Wile he realized the futility of trying to
preserve his current garb through an entire day's work in the boat, newy
acqui red habits demanded he try to mninize the damage
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The dd Man was waiting for him sitting on the overturned boat |ike sone
stately sea-bird sleeping off a full belly. The knife in his hand caressed the
stray piece of wood he held with a slow, rhythnic cadence. Wth each pass of the
blade a long curl of wood fell to join the pile at his feet. The size of the
pile was nute testanent to how long the O d Man had been waiting.

Strange, but Hort had always thought of himas the Ad Man, never as Father.
Even the nmen who had fished these waters w th himsince their shared boyhoods
called himdd Man rather than Panit. He wasn't really old, though his face was
deceptive. Winkled and crisscrossed by weat her lines, the AOd Mn's face
| ooked like one of those red clay riverbeds one sawin the desert beyond
Sanctuary: parched, cracked, waiting for rain that would never fall.

No, that was wong. The Od Man didn't |look |like the desert. The Odd Man would
have nothing in combn wth such a large accumulation of dirt. He was a
fisherman, a creature of the sea and as nuch a part of the sea as one of those
weat hered rocks that punctuated the harbour

The old man | ooked up at his son's approach then tet his attention settle back
on the whittling.

"I"mhere," Hort announced unnecessarily, adding, 'sorry I'mlate.

He cursed hinmself silently when that renmark slipped out. He had been determ ned
not to apologize, no matter what the Od Man said, but when the AOd Man said
not hi ng. ..

Hi s father rose to his feet unhurriedly, replacing his knife in its sheath with
a gesture nmade snmooth and unconsci ous by years of repetition.

"Gve nme a hand with this,' he said, bending to grasp one end of the boat.

Just that. No acceptance of the apology. No angry reproach. It was as if he had
expected his reluctant assistant would be | ate.

Hort funmed about this as he grunted and heaved, helping to right the snmall boat
and set it safely in the water. Hi s annoyance with the whole situation was such
that he was seated in the boat, accepting the oars as they were passed down from
the dock, before he remenbered that his father had been | aunching this craft for
years w thout assistance. His son's inexpert hands could not have been a help,
only a hindrance.

Spurred by this new irritation, Hort let the stemof the boat drift away from
the dock as his father prepared to board. The petty gesture was in vain. The Ad
Man stepped into the boat, stretching his |leg across the water wth no nore
thought than a nerchant gives his keys in their | ocks.

"Row that way,' came the order to his son.
Gitting his teeth in frustration, Hort bent to the task

The old rhythnms returned to himin nercifully few strokes. Once he had been gl ad
to row his father's boat. He had been proud when he had grown enough to handle
the oars hinself. No | onger a young child to be guarded by his nother, he had
basked in the status of the Add Mn's boy. Hs playmtes had envied his
association with the only fisherman on the dock who could consistently trap the
elusive Nya - the small schooling fish whose sweet flesh brought top price each
afternoon after the catch was brought in.

O course, that had been a long tine ago. He'd wanted to |earn about the Nya
then - he knew |l ess now, his nenories had faded.
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As Hort had grown, so had his world. He learned that away fromthe docks no one
knew of the O d Man, nor did they care. To the normal citizens of Sanctuary he
was just another fisherman and fishernmen did not stand high in the social
structure of the town. Fishermen weren't rich, nor did they have the ear of the
local aristocrats. Their clothes weren't colourful like the S danzo's. They
weren't feared |like the soldiers or nercenaries.

And they snell ed.

Hort had often disputed this latter point with the street urchins away from the
docks wuntil bloody noses, black eyes and bruises taught himthat fishernen
weren't good fighters, either. Besides, they did snell.

Retreating to the safety of the dock community Hort found that he viewed the
culture which had raised himwith a blend of scorn and bitterness. The only
peopl e who respected fishernen were other fishernen. Many of his old friends
were drifting away - finding new lives in the crowmds and excitenent of the city
proper. Those that renmained were dull youths who found reassurance in the
unchanging traditions of the fish-craft and who were already beginning to |ook
like their fathers.

As his loneliness grew, it was natural that Hort used his nobney to buy new
cl othes which he bundl ed and hid away fromthe fish-tainted cottage they
called hone. He scrubbed hinmself vigorously wth sand, dressed and tried to
blend with the townsfol k.

He found the citizens remarkably pleasant once he had renoved the mark of the
fishing comunity. They were nobst helpful in teaching himwhat to do wth his
money. He acquired a circle of friends and spent nore and nore tine away from
home until...

"Your nother tells nme you're |eaving.'

The A d Man's sudden statenment startled Hort, jerking himrudely fromhis nenta
wanderings. In a flash he realized he had been caught in the trap his friends
had warned himabout. Alone in the boat with his father he would be a captive
audi ence until tile tide changed. Now he'd hear the anger, the accusations and
finally the pleading.

Above all Hort dreaded the pleading. Wile they had had their differences in the
past, he still held a lingering respect for his father, a respect he knew would
die if the dd Man were reduced to whining and beggi ng.

"You've said it yourself a hundred times. Od Mn,' Hort pointed out with a
shrug, 'not everyone was neant to be a fisherman.'

It cane out harsher than he had intended, but Hort Jlet it go without nore
expl anations. Perhaps his father's anger would be stirred to a point where the
conversation would be ternminated prior to the litanies of his obligations to his
famly and tradition.

"Do you think you can earn a living in Sanctuary? the Od Man asked, ignoring
his son's baiting.

"W ... | won't be in Sanctuary,' Hort announced carefully. Even his nother
hadn't possessed this last bit of know edge. "There's a caravan formng in town.
In four days it leaves for the capital. My friends and | have been invited to
travel with it.'

"The capital ?' Panit nodded slowy. 'And what will you do in Ranke?
"I don't know yet,' his son admtted, 'but there are ten jobs in Ranke for every

one in Sanctuary.'
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The O d Mn digested this in silence. "What wll you wuse for nmoney on this
trip? he asked finally.

"I had hoped ... There's supposed to be a tradition in our famly, isn't there?
When a son |eaves hone his father gives him a parting gift. | know you don't
have nuch, but...' Hort stopped; the Od Man was shaking his head in slow
negati on.

"W have less than you think,' he said sadly. 'l said nothing before, but your
fine clothes, there, have tapped our savings; the fishing's been bad.'

"I'f you won't give me anything, just say so!' Hort exploded angrily. 'You don't
have to rationalize it with a long tale of woe.'

"I"lIl give you a gift,' the Add Man assured him 'I only wanted to warn you that
it probably would not be noney. More to the left."’

"I don't need your noney,' the youth grow ed, adjusting his stroke. "My friends
have offered to | oan ne the necessary funds. | just thought it would be better
not to start ny newlife in debt.’

"That's wise,'" Panit agreed. 'Slow now.'

Hort gl anced over his shoulder for a bearing then straightened with surprise.
H's oars trailed | oose in the water.

"There's only one float!' he announced in dunmb surprise.

"That's right,'" the dd Man nodded. 'It's nice to know you haven't forgotten
your nunbers.'

"But one float neans...'

"One trap,' Panit agreed. 'Right again. | told you fishing was bad. Still,
having come all this way, | would like to see what is in nmy one trap.'

The A d Man's dry sarcasmwas |lost on his son. Hort's mind was racing as he
refl exi vel y manoeuvred the boat into position by the float.

One trap! The Ad Man normally worked fifteen to twenty traps; the exact nunber
al ways varied from day to day according to his instincts, but never had Hort
known himto set less than ten traps. O course the Nya were an unpredictable
fi sh whose novenents confounded everyone save Panit. That is - they cane readily
to the trap if the trap happened to be near them in their random
wander i ngs.

One trap! Perhaps the schools were feeding el sewhere; that sonetinmes happened
with any fish. But then the fishermen would sinply switch to a different catch
until their mainstay returned. If the Od Man were |ess proud of his ability and
reputation he could do the sane...

"dd Man!' The exclamation burst from Hort's lips involuntarily as he scanned
the hori zon.

"What is it?" Panit asked, pausing as he hauled his trap fromthe depths.
"Where are the other boats?

The Ad Man returned his attention to the trap. 'On the dock,' he said
brusquely. ' You wal ked past themthis norning.'

Qpen-nmouthed, Hort let his nenory roam back over the docks. He had been
preoccupied with his own problens, but... yes! there-had been a |ot of boats
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| yi ng on the dock.
"Al'l of then?' he asked, bewi |l dered. 'You mean we're the only boat out today?
"That's right.
" But why?'

"Just a minute ... here!' Panit secured a handhold on the trap and heaved it on
to the boat. 'Here's why.

The trap was rui ned. Mdst of the wooden slats which fornmed its sides were caved
in and those that weren't dangled | ocose. If Hort hadn't been expecting to see a
Nya trap he wouldn't have recognized this as sonething other than a tangle of
scr ap- wood.

"It's been like this for over a week!' the Add Mn snarled with sudden ferocity.
"Traps smashed, nets torn. That's why those who call thenselves fishernen cower
on the land instead of manning their boats!' He spat noisily over the side of
t he boat.

Was it also why his nother had insisted Hort give the AOd Man a hand?

"Row for the docks, boy. Fishermen! They should fish in buckets where it's safe!
Bah!'

Awed by the dd Man's anger, Hort turned the boat towards the shore. 'Wat's
doing it?" he asked.

There was silence as Panit stared off to the sea. For a nonent Hort thought his
question had gone unheard and was about to repeat it. Then he saw how deep the
wrinkles on his father's face had becone.

"I don't know,' the O d Man nurnured finally. ' Two weeks ago | woul d have said
knew every creature that swamor crawmed in these waters. Today ... | just don't
know. '

'Have you reported this to the soldiers?

"Soldiers? Is that what you' ve learned fromyour fancy friends? Run to the
sol diers? Panit fairly trenbled with rage. 'Wat do soldiers know of the sea?
Eh? What do you want themto do? Stand on the shore and wave their swords at the
water? Order the monster to go away? Collect a tax fromit? Yes! That's it! If
the soldiers declare a nonster tax maybe it'll swimaway to keep from bei ng bl ed
dry like the rest of us! Sol diers!

The A d Man spat again and |lapsed into a silence that Hort was |loath to break
I nstead he spent the balance of the return journey nentally specul ating about
the trap-crushing nonster. In a way he knew it was futile; sharper mnds than
his, the dd Mn's for exanple, had tried and failed to cone up with an
expl anation. There wasn't nuch chance he'd stunble upon it. Still, it occupied
his mind until they reached the dock. Only when the boat had been turned over in
the late norning sun did Hort venture to reopen the conversation

"Are we through for the day?" he asked. 'Can | go now?

"You can,' the Od Man replied, turning a blank expression to his son. 'O
course, if you do it mght cause problems. The way it is now, if your nother
asks nme: "Did you take the boat out today?" | can say yes. If you stay wth nme
and she asks: "Did you spend the day with the A d Man?" you can say yes. If, on
the ot her hand, you wander off on your own, you'll have to say "no" when she
asks and we'll both have to explain ourselves to her.
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This startled Hort al nost nore than the discovery of an unknown nonster |oose in
the. fishing grounds. He had never suspected the Od Man was capable of hiding
his activities fromhis wfe with such a calculated web of half-truths. dose
on the heels of his shock cane a wave of intense curiosity regarding his
father's plans for a large block of time about which he did not want to tell his
wife.

"I"lIl stay,' Hort said with forced casual ness. 'What do we do now?' .

"First," the Add Mn announced as he headed off down the dock, 'we visit the
Wne Barrel .’

The Wne Barrel was a rickety wharf-side tavern favoured by the fishernen and
t heref ore shunned by everyone el se. Knowing his father to be a nondrinker, Hort
doubted the O d Man had ever before been inside the place, yet he led the way
into the shadowed interior with a firmand confident step.

They were all there: Terci, Omt, Varies; all the fishernen Hort had known since
chil dhood plus many he did not recognize. Even Haron, the only woman ever
accepted by the fishermen, was there, though her round, fleshy and weat hered
face was scarcely different fromthe nen's.

"Hey, O d Man? You finally given up?
"There's an extra seat here.'

"Some wine for the Ad Man!'

'One nore trap-w ecked fisherman!'

Panit ignored the cries which erupted fromvarious spots in the shadowed room at
his entrance. He held his stride until he reached the large table custom
reserved for the el dest fisherfolk.

‘I told you, you'd be here eventually,' Omat greeted him pushing the extra
bench out with his long, thin leg. 'Now, who's a coward?

The A d Man acknowl edged neither the jibe nor the bench, leaning on the table
with both hands to address the veterans. 'I| only cane to ask one question,' he
hissed. 'Are all of you, or any of you, planning to do anything about whatever
it is that's driven you fromthe sea?

To a man, the fishernmen noved their gazes el sewhere.

"What can we do?' Terci scow ed. 'We don't even know what's out there. Maybe it
will nove on...'

"... And maybe it won't,' the dd Man concluded angrily. 'I should have known.
Scared nen don't think; they hide. WII, I've never been one to sit around
waiting for my problens to go away on their own. Not planning to change now.'

He kicked the enmpty bench away and turned towards the door only to find Hort
bl ocki ng his way.

"What are you going to do?" Terci called after him

"I"'mgoing to find an answer!' the O d Man announced, drilling the roomw th his
scorn. "And I'll find it where I've always found answers - in the sea; not at
the bottom of a wi ne-cup.'

Wth that he strode out of the door. Hort started to foll ow when sonmeone called
hi s nane and he turned back.

"I thought that was you under those city-clothes,' Omat said w thout rancour.
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"Watch over him boy. He's a little crazy and crazy people sonetinmes get Kkilled
before they get sane.'

There was a low murmur of assent from those around the table. Hort nodded and
hurried after his father. The Od Man was waiting for himoutside the door.

"Fool s!'' he raged. 'No nobney for a week and they sit drinking what little they
have | eft. Pah!’

‘"What do we do now. A d Man?'

Panit | ooked around then snatched up a Nya trap froma stack on the dock. 'W'|
need this,' he said, alnost to hinself.

‘"Isn't that one of Terci's traps? Hort asked cautiously.

"He isn't wusing it, is he?" the dd Mn shot back. 'And besides we're only
borrowing it. Now, you're supposed to knowthis town - where's the nearest
bl acksmit h?'

'The nearest? Well, there's a nender in the Bazaar, but the best ones are...

The dd Mn was off, striding purposefully dow (he street, leaving Hort to
hurry after him

It wasn't a market-day; the Bazaar was still sleepy with many stalls unopened.
It was not necessary for Hort to lead the way as the sharp, ringing notes of
hamrer striking anvil were easily heard over the slow noving shoppers. The dark
giant plying the hammer glanced at themas they approached, but continued his
wor k.

"Are you the smth?" Panit asked.

Thi s earned them anot her, longer, |ook but no words. Hort realized the question
had been ridiculous. A few nore strikes and the giant set his hamer asi de,
turning his full attention to his new custoners.

‘"l need a Nya trap. One of these.' The A d Mn thrust thetrap at the smith.

The smith glanced at the trap, then shook his head. 'Smith; not carpenter,' he
procl ai ned, already reaching for his hanmer.

"I know that!' the Od Man barked. '|I want this trap nade out of netal.

The giant stopped and stared at his custoners again, then he picked up the trap
and exam ned it.

"And 1'll need it today - by sundown.'’
The smith set the trap down carefully. 'Two silvers,' he said firmy.

"Two!' the dd Man snorted. 'Do you think you're dealing wth the Kitty-Kat
hi nsel f? One.'

"Two,' the smth insisted.
" Dubro!’

They all turned to face the small woman who had energed from the enclosure
behind the forge.

"Do it for one,' she said quietly. 'He needs it.

She and the smth |ocked eyes in a battle of wlls, then the giant nodded and
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turned away fromhis wife.

'S danzo?' the A d Man asked before the woman di sappeared into the darkness from
whi ch she'd cone.

"Hal f.*
'You' ve got the sight?

"Abit,' she admitted. 'I see your plan is unselfish but dangerous. | do not see
the outcome - except that you must have Dubro's help to succeed.

"You'l | bless the trap?

The S danzo shook her head. 'Il'ma seer, not a priest. |I'll nmake you a synbol
the Lance of Ships fromour cards - to put on the trap. It marks good fortune in
sea-battles; it nmight help you.'

"Could | see the card?' the A d Man asked.

The woman di sappeared and returned a few nonments |ater bearing the card, which
she held for Panit. Looking over his father's shoulder, Hort saw a crudely drawn
picture of a whale with a nmetal -sheathed horn proceeding fromits head.

"A good card,' the dd Man nodded. 'For what you offer - [1'Il pay the two
silvers.' She smled and returned to the darkness. Dubro stepped forward with
hi s pal m extended. 'When | pick up the trap,' Panit insisted. 'You needn't fear

I won't leave it to gather dust.

The gi ant frowned, nodded and turned back to his work.

"What are you planning? Hort demanded as his father started off again. 'Wat's
this about a sea-battle?

"All fishing is sea-battle,' the O d Man shrugged.

"But, two silvers? Where are you going to get that kind of noney after what you
said in the boat this norning?

"W'll see to that now.'

Hort realized they weren't returning to town but heading westward to the
Downwi nders' hovels. The Downwi nders or ... 'Jubal?' he exclainmed. 'How re you
going to get noney fromhin? Are you going to sell him information about the
nonst er ?'

"I"'ma fisherman, not a spy," the Add Man retorted, 'and the problenms of the
fi shermen are no concern of the |and."'

"But...' Hort began then lapsed into silence. If his father was going to be
cl osed- nout hed about his plans, no anount of browbeating was likely to budge
hi m

Upon reaching Jubal's estate, Hort was amazed at the ease with which the A d Man
handl ed the slaver's underlings who routinely challenged his entry. Though it
was well known that Jubal enployed notorious cut-throats and nurderers who hid
their features behind blue-hawk nmasks, Panit was unawed by their arrogance or
their arns.

"What do you two want here?' the grizzled gate-keeper barked.
"We cane to talk to Jubal,' the dd Man retorted

"I's he expecting you?
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"I need an appointnment to speak with a sl aver?*

What busi ness could an old fisherman have with a sl aver?

If you were to know, 1'd tell you. | want to see Jubal.
"I can't just...'
"You ask too many questions. Does he know you ask so many questions?

That final question of the Od Man's cowed the retainer, confirmng Hort's town
refined suspicions that nost of the slaver's business was covert rather than
overt.

They were finally ushered into a large room dom nated by a huge, alnost throne
like, chair at one end. They had been waiting only a few nonents when Juba
entered, belting a dressing-gown over his ruscul ar, ebony |inbs.

"I should have known it was you. Od Man,' the slaver said wth a half-snle.
"No other fisherman could bluff his way past nmy guards so easily.'

"I know vyou prefer noney to sleep,' the dd Man shrugged. 'Your nmen know it
too."'

"True enough,' Jubal |aughed. 'So, what brings you this far fromthe docks so
early in the day?

"For sone the day's over,' Panit comented dryly. 'I need npney: six silver
pieces. I'moffering nmy stall on the wharf.' -

Hort couldn't believe what he was hearing. He opened his mouth to speak, then
caught himself. He had been raised to know better than to interrupt his father's
busi ness. Hi s novenent was not |ost on Jubal, however.

"You intrigue me. Od Man,' the slaver mused. 'Wy should | want to buy a fish

stall at any price?

'Because the wharf's the only place your ears don't hear,' Panit smiled tightly.
"You send your spies in - but we don't talk to outsiders. To hear the wharf you

must be on the wharf- | offer you a place on the wharf.'
"True enough,' Jubal agreed. '|I hardly expected the opportunity to fall nmy way
like ripe fruit...'.,..».

"Two conditions,' the Ad Man interrupted; 'First; four weeks before you own ny
stall. If | repay the npbney - you don't own ny stall...

"All right,' the slaver nodded, 'but...’'

' Second: anything happens to nme these next four weeks you take care of ny wife.
It's not charity; she knows the wharf and the Nya - she's worth a fair wage.'

Jubal studied the dd Man a nmonent through hooded eyes. 'Very well,' he said
finally, "but | sense there is nuch you are not telling ne." He left the room
and returned with the silver coins which rattled lightly in his inmense palm

"Tell me this. Ad Man,' he asked suspiciously, '"all these terns - why don't you
just ask for a | oan?

"I've never borrowed in ny life,' Panit scowl ed, 'and won't start now. | pay as
I go- if I don't have enough | do without or | sell what | nust.'
"Suit yourself,' the slaver shrugged, handing over the coins. '"I'll be expecting

to see you in thirty days.'
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'O before.'

The silence between father and son was al nost habitual and |asted nearly until
they had reached the town again. Strangely, it was the Add Man who broke the
silence first.

"You're being quiet, boy,' he said.

"OfF course,' Hort exploded. 'There's nothing to say. You order things we can't
pay for, sell your life-work to the biggest crook in Sanctuary and then wonder
why I'mquiet. | know you don't confide in me - but Jubal! O all the people in
town ... And that tal k about conditions! What makes you think he'll stand by any
of then? You don't trust soldiers but you trust Jubal!’

"He can be trusted,' the O d Man answered softly. 'He's a hard one when he's got
the upper hand - but he stands by his word.'

"You've dealt with himbefore? Nothing can surprise nme now,' Hort grunbl ed.
'Good,' his father nodded, 'then you'll take me to the Vul gar Unicorn?
"The Vul gar Unicorn!' He was surprised.

"That's right. Don't you know where it is?

"I knowit's in the Maze sonewhere, but |'ve never been there.'

‘"Let's go.'

"Are you sure you want the Wulgar Unicorn, dd Man?' Hort pressed. 'l don't
think a fisherman's ever set foot in there. The people who drink at the Unicorn
are nmercenaries, cut-throats and a few thieves thrown in for good neasure.'

"So they say,' the Ad Man nodded. 'Wuldn't be going there if they weren't.
Now, you |eading or not?'

Al'l conversation stopped as they entered that infanmous tavern. As he struggled
to see in the darkness, Hort could feel the eyes of the roomon his, sizing them
up, deciding if he was a challenge or a victim

"Are you gentlenen | ooking for soneone?' The bartender's tone inplied he didn't
think they should stay for a drink.

"I want sone fighting nmen,' the dd Man announced. 'lI've heard this is the

pl ace.’

"You heard right,' the bartender nodded, suddenly a bit nore attentive. 'If you
don't know who you want, 1'll be glad to serve as your agent - for a nodest fee,
of course.'

Panit regarded himas he'd regarded his fellow fisherfolk. 'I judge ny own

peopl e - go back to your dishes.’

The bartender clenched his fists in anger and retreated to the other end of the
bar as the A d Man faced the room

"I need two, maybe three nen for a half-day's work,' he called loudly. 'A copper
now and a silver when it's over. No swords or bowren -just axes or pole-arns.
11l be outside.'

"Wy are we going to talk to them outside? Hort asked as he followed his father
into the street.
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"I want to know what |'mgetting,' the Add Man explained. 'Couldn't see a thing
in that place.'

It took nobst of the afternoon but they finally sorted out three stalwarts from
the small pack that had followed them The sun was dipping towards the horizon
as Panit gave his last man the advance coin and turned to his son

"That's about all we can do today,' he said. 'You run al ong and
see your friends. 1'lIl take care of the trap.'

"Aren't you going to tell ne your plan?' Hort pleaded. 'Haven't got it al
wor ked out yet,' the Od Man adnmitted, 'but if you want to see what happens,
be on the dock at first light tomorrow. We'll see how smart this nonster is.'

Unli ke the day before, Hort was at the dock well before the dawn. As the first
tendrils of pre-dawn |ight began to dispel the night, he was pacing inpatiently,
huggi ng hi nsel f agai nst the danp chill of the norning.

M st hung deep over the water, giving it an eerie, supernatural appearance which
did nothing to ease Hort's fears as he alternately cursed and worried about his
absent father. Crazy old nan! Way couldn't he be like the other fishernen? Wy
take it on hinself to solve the nystery of the sea-npnster? Know ng the best way
to conbat the chill was activity he decided to launch the fanily's boat. For
once, he would be ready when the O d Man got here.

He marched down the dock, then slowed, and finally retraced his steps. The boat
was gone. Had Sanctuary's thieves finally decided to ply their trade on the
wharf? Unlikely. Who would they sell a stolen boat to? The fishernen knew each
other's equi prent as well as they knew their own.

Could the A d Man have gone out already? Inpossible - to be out of the harbour
before Hort got there, the O d Man woul d have had to take the boat out at night
- and in these waters with the nonster..

"You there!'

Hort turned to find the three hired nercenaries com ng down the pier. They were
a sullen crew by this light and the pole-arns two of themcarried gave them the
appearance of Death's own oarsnen.

"W're here,' the | eader of the trio announced, shifting his battle-axe to his
shoul der, 'though no civilized man fights at this hour. Were's the old nan who
hired us?'

"I don't know,' Hort admtted, backing down from this fierce assenbl age. 'He
told ne to neet himhere sanme as you.'

'CGood,' the axe-man snarled. 'W' ve appeared, as prom sed. The coppers are ours
- small price for a practical joke. Tell that old nan when you see him that
we' ve gone back to bed.’

"Not so fast.' Hort surprised hinself wth his sudden outspoken courage as the
men turned away. 'I've known the Od Man all ny life and he's no joker. |If he
paid you to be here, vyou'll be needed. Or don't vyou want the silver that goes
with those coppers?

The nen hesitated, nunbling together darkly.

"Hort!' Terci was hurrying towards them 'Wafs going on? Wy are there cut
throats on the dock?

"The O d Man hired them' Hort expl ai ned. 'Have you seen hinf?’
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"Not since last night,' the lanky fisherman replied. 'He canme by late and gave
me this to pass to you.' He dropped three silver coins into the youth's palm
"He said if he wasn't here by m d-day that you were to use this to pay the nen.’

"You see!' Hort called to the nercenaries as he held up the coins. 'You'll be
paid at mid-day and not before. You'll just have to wait with the rest of us.'
Turning back to Terci he lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. 'Wat

else did the AOd Man say - anything?'

"Only that | should |oad ny heaviest net this norning,' Terd shrugged. 'Wat's
goi ng on?'

"He's going to try to fish for the nonster,' Hort explained as the AOd Man's
pl an cane clear to him 'Wen | got here his boat was gone.'

"The nonster,' Terd blinked. The O d Man's gone out alone after the nonster?

"I don't think so. |'ve been here since before first light. No, even the A d Mn
woul dn't take a boat out in the dark - not after the nonster. He nust be...'

'Look there! There he is!'

The sun had finally appeared over the horizon and with its first rays the m st
began to fade. A hundred vyards offshore a small boat bobbed and di pped and in
it they could see the Od Man pulling frantically at the oars.

As they watched he suddenly shipped the oars, waiting expectantly. Then the boat
was jerked around, as if by an unseen hand, and the AOd Man bent to the oars
agai n.

"He's got it! He's got the nmonster!' Terci shrieked, dancing with delight or
horror.

"No!' Hort disagreed firmy, staring at the distant boat. 'He doesn't have it.
He's leading it, baiting it into shallow water."'

It was all clear to himnow. The metal trap! The nmonster was used to raiding the
Od Man's traps, so he fed it one that couldn't be crushed. Now he was teasing
the unknown creature towards shore, dragging the trap like a child drags a
string before a playful kitten. But this kitten was an unknown, deadly quantity
that could easily attack the hand that held the string.

"Quick, Terci,' Hort ordered, 'get the net! It won't follow him on to the
shore."'

The | anky fisherman was gaping at the scene, his mnd lost in his own thoughts.
‘"Net the nonster?" he nmunbled. '"I'lIl need help, yes, help ... HELP!' He fled
down the dock screaming.at the still-dark, quiet huts.

This was not the Mze where cries for help went unheeded. Doors opened and
bl eary-eyed fishernmen stunbled out to the wharf.

"What is it?

"What's the noise?

"Man the boats! The dd Man's got the nonster!’
' The nonster?'

"Hurry, Ilak!'’

"The O d Man's got the nonster!' The cry was passed fromhut to hut.

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]...d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f%20Sanctuary.txt (72 of 149) [8/27/03 10:33:34 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %20-%20T hi eves¥20Worl d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f %20Sanctuary .txt

And they cane, swarning over their boats |ike a nest of angry ants: Haron, her
saggi ng breasts flopping beneath the nightdress she still wore; Omt, his
def ormed arm no hindrance as he westled his boat on to the water with one hand,
and in the lead, Terci, first rowing, then standing, in the small boat to

shout orders at the others.

Hort nade no nove to join them They were fishernmen and knew their trade far
better than he. Instead he stood rooted on the dock, lost in awe of the dd
Man' s cour age.

In his mind s eye Hort could see what his father saw sitting in a snmall boat on
an inky sea, waiting for the first tug on the rope - then the back-breaki ng haul
on the oars to drag the netal trap |andward. Al ways careful not to get too far
ahead of the invisible creature below, yet keeping its interest. The dark was
the dd Mn's eneny as nuch as the nonster was; it threatened him with
disorientation - and the mst! Ablinding cloud of white closing in from al
sides. Yet the dd Man had done it and now the nonster was within reach of its
victims' net.

The heavy net was spread now, formng a wall between the nystery beast as it
followed the O d Man and the open sea behind them As the boats at either end of
the net began to pull for shore, the A d Man evened his stroke and began to nove
steadily through the water ... but he was tired now, Hort could see that even if
no one el se coul d.

"There!' Hort <called to the nercenaries, he pointed towards the shore-Iine.
"That's where they'l|l beach it! Cone on!

He led their rush down the dock. He heard rather than saw the net scoop up its
prey; a cheer went up from the small boats. He was waiting waist-deep in the
water when the Od Man's boat finally reached the shallows. G abbing on to the
cleats, Hort dragged the boat to the beach as if it were a toy while his father
sagged wearily between the oars.

"The trap,' the A d Man wheezed through ragged gasps, 'pull it in before those
fools get it tangled in their nets!

The rope was cold and hard as cable, but Hort dragged the trap hand-over-hand
away fromthe sea's grip. Not surprisingly, it was full of Nya that shimmered
and flopped in the norning sun. Wthout thinking, Hort reached behind his father
and dunped the fish into the boat's live-well.

Al the boats were ashore now, and there was splashing and thrashing around the
net in the shall ows.

"What is it like? the AOd Man gasped; he could scarcely raise his head. 'Wat's
the nmonster |ike?

‘It looks to be a large crab,'" Hort announced, <craning his neck. 'The
nmercenari es have got to it.

And they had; waving the crowd back they waded into the water to strike at the
spi dery giant even before the net was on the shore.

"I thought so,' the A d Man nodded. 'There weren't any teeth marks on the traps.
Sone damm sorcerer's pet run | oose,' he added.

Hort nodded. Now that he could see the nonster it fitted the runours he had
heard fromtine to tinme in the town. The Purple Mage had kept large crabs to
guard his hone on the Wiite Foal River. Runpbur said he was dead now, Kkilled by
his own nmagic. The runour was confirned by the crab; it nust have wandered
downstreamto the sea when its food no | onger appeared.
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'Whose catch is that?

Hort turned to find two Hell Hounds standing cl ose beside him Sinultaneously he
noticed the crowd of townsfol k which had gathered on the streets.

"Everybody's,' the O d Man declared, getting his strength back. 'They caught it.
O anybody's. Maybe it's Terci's - it's mangled his net.'

"No, Od Man,' Terci declared, approaching them 'It's your catch. There's none
on the wharf who'd deny that - least of all ne. You caught it. W netted and
gaffed it for you after the fight.'

"It's yours then,' the Hell Hound decided, facing the Add Man. 'Wat dp you pl an
to do with it?

It flashed across Hort's nmind that these soldiers mght be going to fine his
father for dragging the crab to the beach; they might call it a public nuisance
or sonmething. He tightened his grip on the dd Man's arm but he'd never been
able to hold his father. -

"I don't know,' Panit shrugged. 'If the circus was still intow I'd try to
sell it tothem Can't sell it for food - might be poisonous wouldn't eat
it nyself.'

"Il buy it," the Hell Hound announced to their surprise. "The Prince has
tasters and a taste for the unknown. If it's poisonous it will still nmake table
talk fit for an Enperor. I'Il give you five silvers for it.'

"Five? Ten - tines're hard; 1've got debts to Jubal for ny fish-stall,' the dd

Man bargained, no nore awed by the Hell Hounds than he had been by Juba
hi nsel f.

At the nmention of the slaver's name, the tall Hell Hound scow ed and his swarthy
compani on sucked air noisily through his teeth.

"Jubal ?* the tall man nunbl ed as he reached for his pouch. 'You'll have your ten
silvers, fisherman - and a gold piece besides. A man should have nore than a
slaver's receipt for this day's work.'

' Thank ye,' Panit nodded, accepting the coins. 'Take your watch to the marshes
and swanps; there's never one crab but there's ten. Corner 'em on dry land
an' Kitty-Kat'll eat crab for a nonth.

' Thanks for your information,' the Hell Hound grimaced. 'We'll have the garrison
look intoit.'

"Not a bad day's catch,' the dd Man chortled after the retreating soldiers,

"and Nya besides. I'll send two in luck-noney to the blacksmth and the S danzo
and get new traps besides.' He cocked his head at his son. "Well,' he tossed the
gold coin in the air and caught it again, 'I've got this too, to add to your
other gift.'

"Qther gift?" Hort frowned.

The smle fell fromthe AOd Mn's face like a mask. 'Of course,' he snarl ed.
"Way do you think I went after that thing anyway?

"For the other fishernen?' Hort offered. 'To save the fishing ground?

"Aye,' Panit shook his head. "But in the main it was ny gift to you; | wanted to
teach you about pride.

"Pride?" Hort echoed blankly. '"You risked your life to make me proud of you?

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]...d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f%20Sanctuary.txt (74 of 149) [8/27/03 10:33:34 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %20-%20T hieves%20W orl d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows¥200f %20Sanctuary .txt
I've al ways been proud of you! You' re the best fisherman in Sanctuary!

"Fool!' the O d WMan exploded, rising to his feet. 'Not what you think of ne;
what you think of yourselfl!’

"I don't understand,' his son blurted. 'You want ne to be a fisherman |ike you?

"No, no, no!" the dd Man |eaped to the sand and started to march away, then
returned to loomangrily over the youth. 'Said it before - not everyone can be a
fisherman. You're not - but be sonething, anything, and have pride in it. Don't
be a scavenger, drifting fromhere to yon. Take a path and followit. You' ve
al ways had a snooth tongue - be a minstrel, or even a storyteller |ike Hakiem'

' Haki en?' Hort bristled. 'He's a beggar.

"He lives here. He's a good storyteller; his wealth's his pride. Watever you
do, wherever you go - take your pride. Be good wth yourself and you'll be at
honme with the best of'em Take ny gift, son; it's only advice, but you'll be the
poorer without it.' He tossed the gold coin to the sand at Hort's feet and
stal ked of f.

Hort retrieved the coin and stared at the AOd Man's back as he marched away.

' Excuse me, young sir? Odd Hakiem was scuttling along the beach, waving his
arms frantically. 'Was that the O d Man - the one who caught the nonster?

"That's him' Hort agreed, 'but | don't think this is a good tine to be talking
to him'

"Do you know hin®?' the storyteller asked, holding fast to Hort's arm 'Do you
know what happened here? |'Il pay vyou five coppers for the story.' He was a
beggar, but he didn't seemto starve.

' Keep your noney, Hakiem' the youth rmurnured, watching the now enpty beach.
"Il give you the story.'

' Eh?'

"Yes,' Hort sniled, tossing his gold coin in the air, catching it and putting it
in his pocket. "What's nore, |I'Il buy you a cup of wine to go with it - but only
if youll teach me howto tell it.'

THE VI VI SECTI ONI ST
Andrew O futt
1

A mnaret topped the Governor's Palace, naturally. The narrow, eventually
poi nted done resenbled an elongated onion. |Its needle-like spire thrust up to
pi erce the sky. That spire, naturally, flaunted a pennon. It bore the device of
I mperial Ranke (Ranket Inperatris). Below, the donme was clanped by a circular
wal | |ike upended herbivorous teeth. If ever the palace were attacked, that
crenellated wall promni sed, beware archers in the enbrasures between the nerl ons!
Bewar e dunpers of boiling oil.

Every bit of it was haughty and inperious, insultingly inperial. And high.

Even fromthe top of the (lower) wall of the granary across the avenue from the
wal | surrounding the Governor's Pal ace conpl ex, no grapnel could be hurled, for
no human was so strong
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An arrow, however, could be shot.

On a night when the nobon over Sanctuary was not a maiden's pale round breast but
a niggling little crescent hardly worthy of the business end of a scythe, a bow
twanged |like a dying lute. An arrow rushed at the pennon spire of the Governor's
Pal ace. After it, like the web-trail of an industrious spider or a w nd-blown
tent caterpillar, sped a silken cord so slimas to be invisible.

And then it was | aboriously and tine-consum ngly drawn and dragged back, for the
archer had m ssed his shot.

He ai ned anew, face set for curses rather than prayers. Elevating his bow a bit,
he drew to the cheek and, daringly endangering the springy wood, drew even
further. Utering not a prayer but a curse, he released. Anay sped the arrow.
It trailed its spidery line Hke a strand of spittle in the pallid nmoonlight.

It proved a night for the heeding of curses, if not the answering of prayers.
That was appropriate and perhaps significant in Sanctuary called Thieves' Wrld.

The shaft streaked past the spire and reached the end of its tether if not its
velocity. It snapped back. The line forced it into a curving attenpt to return

It snapped around the spire. Twice, thrice, four times. The archer was draggi ng
hard. Keeping taut the silken |line bought at the expense of a pair of |ovely ear
pendants of gold and anethyst and chrysoprase stolen from -never mnd. The
archer pulled his line, hard. That maintained and increased tension, tightened
the arrow s whi ppi ng about the spire which was, naturally, gilded.

Then all notion ceased. A nourning dove spoke to the night, but no one believed
that dolorous call presaged rain. Not in Sanctuary! Not at this tine of year
The archer leaned into his line, and braced his heels to lean his full weight on
it. The cord was a taut straight-edge of imobility and invisibility under the
un- anposi ng one-ni nth noon.

Teeth flashed in the di mess. The archer's, standing atop the granary behind the
CGovernor's Pal ace of Sanctuary. Hi s nop of hair was bl acker than shadowed night
and his eyes nearly so, under brows that just mssed neeting above a bridged
nose that Just missed being fal cate.

He collected his other gear, collected hinself, swallowed hard, choked up all he
could on his line until he was straining, stretched, on tipetoe.

Then he thought sonething rather prayer-like, and out he swung.

Qut above the street made broad enough to accommopdate several big grain wagons
abreast he swung, and across it. The loom ng wall rushed at him

Even with the bending of his knees until they were nearly at his chest, the jar
of his inpact with the unyielding wall was enough to rattle teeth and turn
prayers to curses. Nothing broke, neither Ilegs nor silken line. Certainly not
the wall, which was of stone, quarried and cut to forma barrier four feet
t hi ck.

He went up the rope in a reverse rappel, step after step and hand over hand.
Dragging hinmself up the wall, walking up the fine perfectly set stones, clinbing
above death, for that was the penalty for slipping. The street was far bel ow and
farther with each pulling step.

He never considered that, or death, for he never considered the possibility of
sl i ppi ng.

A mghty warrior he was not. As an archer he had many peers and many betters. As
a youth he was perfect, lean and wiry and strong. He was a highly conpetent
thief in acitylet naned for thieves. Not a cutpurse or a street-snatcher or an
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accoster; a thief. A burglar. As such, he was a superb clinber of walls, wthout
better and possibly without peer. He was good at slipping in by high-set
wi ndows, too

H's colouring and clothing were for the night, and shadows. They were old
friends, he and shadows.

He did not slip. He ascended. He nuscled hinself atop the broad wall of the
Governor's Pal ace, of Sanctuary. Unerringly, he stepped through the crenel, the
enbrasure between two merlons like blunt |ower teeth. And he was at hone, in
shadow.

Now, he gazed upon the palace itself; the palace of the golden prince sent out
fromRanke to (pretend to) govern Sanctuary. The thief smiled, but with his
mouth closed. Here there were tigers inthe formof guards, and young teeth
woul d flash even in this nost wan of noonlight. That precaution was nerely part
of his conpetence

At that, he had lived only about a score of vyears. He was not sure whether he
was nineteen or twenty or a bit older. No one was sure, in this anile town the
conqueri ng Rankans called Thieves' Wrld. Perhaps his nother knew - certainly
not the father he had never known and whom she had known casually, for this
thief was a bastard by birth and often, even usually, by nature - but who knew
who or where his nother was?

Below, within the wall lay ancillary buildings and a courtyard the size of a
thoroughfare or a small community commobn, and guards. Across, just over there,
rose the palace. Like himit was a shadow, but it |oomed far nore inposing.

He had broken into it once before. O rather he had previously gained nocturna
entry in manner clandestine, for that other tinme he had help. A gate had been
| eft unlocked for him and a door ajar.

Entering that way was far easier and much preferable to this. But that tine the
opener of the gate had been bent on the public enbarrassnent and downfall of the
Governor, and the thief was not.

Prince- Governor Kadakithis was no eneny, as a matter of fact, to this youth
spawned in the shadows of the wong end of town. The thief had rendered the
Rankan prince two considerable services. He had been rewarded, too, although not
in such a manner that he could live happily ever after

Now, on this night of the nost niggling of crescent noons, he stood atop the

wall and took in his line from behind and below. It stretched upward still, to
the pennon spire. It remained taut. He had to believe that it would continue to
do. Elsewise he was about to splatter on to the pave below like a dropped

ponegranate, a fruit whose pulp is plentiful and whose juice is red.

When the Iine was again taut he yanked, dragged, braced, yanked, swall owed hard,
and kicked hinself off the wall into Space. H s stomach fell two storeys to the
pave; he did not. Hi s soft-booted but padded feet struck another wall of cut
ful vistone. Inpact was no fun and he had to stifle his grunt.

Then he went up.

"D you hear sonething, Frax?' A voice like a horse-drawn sledge gliding over
hard earth. Not stone, or sand, but packed dry earth.

"Mm®? Hn? Huh? Wha' ?' A deeper voice.
"I said: Frax, did you hear sonething?

Silence. (At sound of the voice the thief had frozen. Hands-forearns-torso atop
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the very palace; tail in space and | egs adangle.)

"Uh-huh. | heard something, Purter. | heered her say "Ch Frax you han' sonme dawg,
you're the best. Now suck on thisun awhile, darling," and then you woke nme up,
you bastard.’

"W're supposed to be on guard duty not sleeping, Frax, damm it. - W was she?

"Not gonto tell you. No | din't hear nothing. Wat's to hear? An arny of
Downwi nders conin' over the friggin walls? Sonmebody riding in on a hootey-ow ?'

"Ch," Purler's higher voice said, with a shiver in it. '"Don't say that. It's
dark and creepy enough tonight."'

"Stuporstishus rectum' Prax accused, with nore austerity than skill, and
| onered his head again on to his uplifted knees.

During their exchange the thief had got his rangy self on to the wall. He nmade
hardly any sound, but those idiots would have drowned out sonething even as |oud
as snapping fingers. He wiggled through another enbrasure and on to the defence
gallery that ran around the top of the palace, belowthe done and spire that
rose on up, higher than the outer wall. Men trusted wth guard duty, he was
t hi nking contenptuously, heard sonmething and blabbered. He shook his head.
Idiots! He could teach these stupid soft-butted 'soldiers’ a thing or three
about security! It took a civilian to know about the best security measures, in
such a town as this. For one thing, when you thought you heard sonething, you
shut the hell up and listened. Then you nmde just a little noise to pretend
unconcern, and froze to catch the noi se-maker in another novenent.

The shadow of a shadow, he noved al ong the gallery, between the snmooth curve of
the done and the crenellations of a wall. After thirty-one paces he heard the
scuffing footsteps and tap-tapping pikestaff butt of a careless sentry. That
persuaded himto squat, get as close to the wall as he could, and lie down.
Flat, facing the wall, whose nmerlons rose above the gallery. He lay perfectly
still, a shadow in shadow.

A spi der wandered over his shoulder and up his cheek and began struggling in his
bl ack mop of hair, and was unnol ested. The spider felt warnth, but no novenent,
not so nmuch as a twitch. (If nental curses could have effect, the spider was a
goner.)

The sentry anbl ed by, scuffing and tapping. The thief heard himyawn. Dunb, he
t hought, dunb. How nice it was of sentries to pace and nmake noi se, rather than
be still and listen!

The sentry having noved on |eftward along the perinmeter of the wall, the thief
moved on rightward; northwestward. He'd an arm et of |eather and copper well up
his right wupper arm and a |long bracer of black |eather on that wist. Each
contained a nasty |eaf-bladed throwing knife of dull blue-black. There was
another in his left buskin, where sheath and hilt were nere decoration. He wore
no ot her weapons, none that showed. Certainly he bore neither sword nor axe, and
the bow | ay at the base of the granary wall.

He stopped. Stepped into a crenel just above two feet deep. Stared, off into the
darkness. Yes. There was the spire of the Tenple of Holy Allestina Ever Virgin,
poor thing. It was the first of the markers he had so carefully spotted and
chosen, this afternoon.

The thief did not intend to enter the palace by just any window. He knew
preci sely where he was goi ng.

The task of regaining line and arrow was nore difficult than he had antici pat ed.
He silenced snarls and curses. Knot a rope ten tines and try swinging on it and
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the accursed thing might well work itself |oose. Shoot an arrowto wap a cord
slimer than a little finger around a dammed gilded brass flagpole, and he had
to fight to get the dammed thing to let go!

Wthin four or six minutes (wth silenced snarls and curses) he had sent enough
| oops and twitches ripple-withing up the Iline to |loosen the arrow. It swing
once around the spire, twice, encountered the line, and caught. Mdre curses, a
sort of prayer, and nore twitches and ripples riding up the line. Reluctantly
the arrow ended its Iloving enbrace of the pennon spire. The line fluttered
| oose. Down canme the arrow. It fell wth a clatter that, to a shadow thief in
shadows, sounded |ike thunder on a cloudl ess day.

Sl eepy sentries heard no thunder. Only he noticed. He reeled in line and arrow.
In a crouch, he reached behind himinto hi snugly fitted backpack. From it
he drew two cylinders of hard wood wapped with black cloth. Around t hem he
| ooped his |ine arrow detached. He held silent for a tinme, listening. Afly
humred restless and loud. The thief heard nothing to indicate that any o his
actions had been noticed w th anything approachi ng al arm

Ri si ng, he went on his way. Along the perineter of the palace along the flagged
wal kway betw xt dome and toothy wall

Moving with a cat suppleness that would have been scary to an] observer, he
reached his second marker. Nicely framed betweer two nerlons, he could see it,
away off in the distance. The purple' black shape ofJulavain's Hll. Again he
smled, tight of Iip.

A merlon became a w nch, aided by the two wooden cylinders brought for the
pur pose. They woul d pay out the silken cord and prevent the stone fromslicing
it. Its other end he secured to his ankles. And froze, waiting while the sentry
clunped by. He was not inportantly thunping his pike's butt, now He no |onge
cared to keep hinself awake. The thief gritted his teeth against the ghastly
noi se of the hardest of wood grating over harder flagstones. The porker was
draggi ng his pike!

Then silence was thick enough to cut wth a knife, of which the thief owned an
abundance. He waited. And waited.

At last he stepped, still crouching, into the <crenel. Turning, he carefully
wi nched hinsel f, backwards, down the wall. Down and down, wuntil he cane to a
particular window. It was cut in the shape of a dianond. That decision had

i nvol ved nore than aesthetics; the damed thing was harder to enter.

Most carefully indeed, he turned. He paid out the cord with his hands until he
was quite upside down outside that w ndow. Blood flowed into his head while he
strained nuscles and vision until he was assured that the chanber was

uni nhabi t ed.

Then, grinning, Hanse the thief flipped down and dropped Ilightly into the
bedchanmber of H R H Kadakithis, Prince-Governor of Sanctuary.

He had done it again! And this tine all on his owm and wthout aid. He had
breached the wall, eluded the guards, broken into the palace, and was in the
very privatenost chanber of the Prince-Governor hinself!

Well, lord Prince, vyou wanted to see Shadowspawn - here he is, awaiting you
Thus he thought while he freed his ankles of expensive silken line and renoved
his gloves. At least this tinme no bedmate waited here for her youthful Iord.

It was all Hanse could do to keep fromlaughing aloud in sheerest pridefu
del i ght.

"A nice-looking girl left this here for you, Hanse,' Monflower the Seer had
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told him 'She got it fromanother - along with a coin for her trouble - who got
it fromstill another.'’

Hanse raised his dark, dark brows and hooked a thunmb in the shagreen belt he
wore over a screamngly red sash. From one side of the belt was slung a dagger.
An Il barsi knife, long as his whole arm hung down his other |eg.

"This you ... Saw, Passionflower?

She smled, a hugely fat and grossly misnamed woman who overflowed two cushions
atop a |l ow stool. She saw him as a boyish boy and had ever let himturn her head
with his charm which she was al nost al one in seeing.

"Ch no,' Monflower said alnost archly, 'l needed to go to no such trouble. I
know t hi ngs, you know.'

"Ch, | know you know things, you clever darling,' he told that gross dunpling in
her several skirts, each of nore than one wunrepeated colour. 'And this tine
you're going to |l et nme know how you know, | know.'

She nodded at the wax-seal ed wal nut shell he was idly tossing in his left hand.
"You know ne too well, don't you, you naughty scanp! Snell it.'

Up went his close-snuggling brows again, and he brought the shell to his nose.
He rolled his eyes. 'Aha! Perfune. A good one. Tines are good for the only true
mage of Sanctuary, then.'

"You know that is not ny perfune,' she said, not without a sideward turn of her
bl ue-tressed head to give himan arch | ook.

"Now | know that,' Shadowspawn sai d, jocular and easygoing and alnbst cute in
the sunlight, 'because you tell nme so. The wal nut was given you by a well-off
girl wearing good perfune, then. Betw xt her breasts, I"1l bet, where she

bore this charming charm'

She lifted a dinpled finger. 'Ah! But that is the point. The scent on that charm
is not mne, and the girl who gave it ne wore none at all.’ -

'Ch Moonflower, pride of the S danzo and of Sanctuary! By Ils if the P-G knew of
your genius, he'd not have that ugly old charlatan at court, but you, only you!
So. By the perfune you know that there was a third wonman, who gave this and a
coin to another to give to you to give to nme.' He wagged his head. 'Wiat a gane
of roundabout! But what nmakes you think this thing was given her by still
anot her, to begin wth?

‘Il saw the coin,' Monflower said, all kittenish inside a body to block a door
or bring groans to a good steed.

"It bore still another scent?
Moonf | ower | aughed. 'Ah Hanse, Hanse. | know that. Soon you wll know too,
surely, once you open the walnut shell. Surely it <contains a nessage from

soneone who wanted no one to know he sent it to you.'
L} |_b?l
"Do you care to make a wager?'

He who was called Shadowspawn clutched the walnut to himin nock terror. Wth
his other hand he clutched his purse theatrically. 'Wager with you about your
wi sdon? Never! No one has accused ne of being stupid.' Well, alnpbst no one, he
mentally added, thinking of that burly stranger, Tenpus the Hell Hound
Tenpus the ... what?
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"Be off with you and open it privily then. You' re standi ng between ne and payi ng
clients!’

There were none present, Hanse assured hinself before he said, 'In a nonent,'
and thunb-nailed the brownish wax along the |Ilip-like closure of the walnut
shell. He knew Moonflower was frowning, believing that he should be nore
secretive, but he al so knew what he wanted to do. A gesture, nerely a gesture.
The scrap of extra fine |eaf-paper he took out and poked, still folded, into
his sash. Pressing the shell closed and thunbing the wax into a senblance of
seal, he proffered it to the S danzo seer who consistently proved that she
was no charl at an.

"For Mgnureal,' he said, pretending shyness. 'To scent her... her clothing, or
sonet hi ng?'

For a monent the flicker of a frown appeared on Monflower's doughy face, for
her bi g-eyed daughter was quite taken with this dangerous youth from Downw nd,
whose neans of incone was no secret. Then she smiled and accepted the scented
shell. It swiftly vanished into the vast cleavage of what she called her
treasure chest, under her shaw .

"You're such a nice boy, Hanse. I'll give it to her. Now you git, and inspect
your nessage. Maybe sone highborn |ady wants a bit of dalliance wth your
handsone sel f!'

The rangy young man called Shadowspawn had |eft her then. Smile and even
pl easant expression left his face and he swaggered |like a M sevadan ganmecock.
Face and wal k were part of his inage, which none would dare say might stem from
insecurity. Still, Monflower's words would not have nade himsnile anyhow He
was not handsonme and knewit, as he knewthat his height was no nore than
average. The biggest thing about himwas his ego - although his |ips, which sone

t hought were sensuous, were to himtoo full. H's nickname others had given him
He did not dislike it; his nmentor Cudget Swearoath had told hima nicknane was
good to have - even such a one as 'Swearoath'. Hanse was just a nane;

Shadowspawn was dramatic, wth a romantic and rather sinister sound that
appeal ed to the youth.

He | eft Moonfl ower renenbering how he had indeed dallied with a beauty of means.
H ghborn she was not, though she had been fromthe palace, and richly garbed.
Hanse had been touched both in his ego and in his greed, by her attentions. Only
| ater had he discovered that it was not truly he she was interested in. She and
a fellowplotter were in the enploy of soneone back in Ranke -the Enperor

hi nsel f, perhaps envious or wary of Kadakithis's good |ooks? - who wanted to
discredit and destroy the new Prince-CGovernor, himthey called Kitty-K-at. They
had elected to use Hanse in their plot; Hanse had been their dupe! - for a
whi | e.

But that was done with, and on this later day he | eft Mpon-flower and swaggered
along the streets. Hi s eyes were hooded and the weapons all too obvious on him
Sone stepped off the narrow planking of the sidewalk for him and (quietly)
cursed thenselves for it. Still, they would do it again. |n appearance, all
tucked in behind his eyes and abristle with sharp blades, he was 'about as
pl easant as gout or dropsy', as a certain nerchant had once described him

Well, he was alive. Both the lovely plotter and her traitorous Hell Hound co
conspirator were not. Further, Kadakithis was grateful. And now, as Hanse
di scovered to his astonishnent back in his quarters, the Prince-Governor had
actually sent hima note!

Hanse recogni zed the seal and the scraw at the bottomfrom other documents.
Since Prince Kadakithis knew that Hanse could not read, the bit of fine paper
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contained not witing, but clever drawings. The Governor's seal, with a hand
extending fromit, beckoning to a dark splotch. It was man-shaped - a shadow.
Under that was an untidy junble of (turnip slices?) with straight lines raying
up fromthem Shadowspawn's frown was a nmonentary thing. Then he was nodding in
conpr ehensi on - he hoped.

'"The P-G wants ne to cone calling on him and here's a prom se of reward: shiny
coins. He sealed up the nessage in the walnut shell and gave it to one of his
harem with instructions. No one should see Hanse the thief receive a nessage
fromthe Prince-CGovernor, else Hanse's name becone Pl ague and he be avoided the
same. So that girl found another, and passed on the wal nut and a coin, with her
lord' s instructions: "Take this to Monflower for Hanse."'

And she had actually done it, wthout prying open the shell in an attenpt to
gain greater treasure than one coin! Wll, mracles had happened before, Hanse
mused, gazing pensively at the strange nmessage. Had she opened the shell, she'd

|i kely have discarded the note.

O nervously pressed it back into the shell to scuttle to Monflower withit.
Maybe soneone does know that Hanse received a nessage that shows a beckoning
hand fromthe Rankan seal, and a pile of coin. | hope she's the quiet sort!
If I knew who she is, |I'd scare her into silence. But then maybe she didn't open
it at all...

The point is, | hate to walk into the pal ace, day or night. How would that | ook?
Me!

Besi des, soneone inside probably spies for someone out here, and the word would
be passed. Hanse just walked right wup and in, and he was passed, too! Better
wat ch him naybe he's a spy for that gol den-haired Rankan boy in the pal ace!

And so Hanse had thought on that, and begun to grin, and then to plan, and out
he went to reconnoitre and plan, and now he had broken in, all unseen and
unknown, to await his summoner in the latter's own privy apartment!

And now, sitting there waiting, Hanse reflected and contenplated the nore, and
his face clouded. The prickling in his arns started slowy, and grew.

Unmwittingly the tool of that pretty Lirain who had so cleverly seduced or
"seduced’ him(with no trouble at all!), he had gained this apartnent before,
al so by night and secretly. That time he had stolen the very synbol of Rankan
power, that wand called the Savankh. Eventually all that had turned out, and
governor and thief reached an understandi ng. By way of reward, Hanse was granted
pardon for all he m ght have done - once he had assured the royal youth that he

had never slain. (He had, since. It afforded him little enjoynent or pride.)
Hanse also cane out of that painful adventure with a nice little fortune.
Unfortunately it was in two saddl ebags currently reposing at the bottomof a
wel | . He hoped those saddl ebags were of good | eather

Now he had broken in here twice. This time he had proven that he could enter
this apartment without help frominside or out. Wat then, when Kadakithis gave
t hought to that?

Hanse had respect for the youthful Rankan's mnd. It even possessed a devious
quality. Hanse had seen and felt proof of that, when as Kadakithis's unwlling
agent he had participated in the ruin of the two plotters. Bourne and Lirain.

Suppose, the frowni ng Hanse nused, that Kadakithis pondered and kept thinking.

There existed in Sanctuary one who could gain his chanbers and thus his roya
and gubernatorial self, at will. At any tine, and never mnd guards and
sentries! Suppose that one chose to cone again, as thief? - or was hired to do,
as assassin? Wuld such a possibility not tend to prey on Kadakithis's good
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m nd? M ght he not decide that he was | ess than wise to trust himcalled Shadow
spawn, a thief and ruthless besides? Mght he not go even further in hi s
t hi nki ng, and decide - wisely, as he would see it - that all things considered,
Hanse was nore dangerous than val uabl e?

In that case, the Prince-Governor mght very well conclude, he and thus
Sanctuary and thus Ranke were better off wthout such worries, such a
possibility. In that event, it mght occur to himthat the world were better off
wi t hout Hanse's continued presence in it. Nor would the world take heed of the
tinmely dem se of a cocky young thief.

Hanse swal | owed, blinked. Sitting stiffly on a divan in the | uxurious apartnent,
he put it all through his mnd again and chased its tail. He came to his own
concl usi on.

I have been a fool. | did all this for ny pride, to be such a clever fellow
ama clever thief, but a stupid fellow Being here thus when he cones in could
gain ne another signature on another docunent fromhim - this tinme ny death
order! Oh damm pl ague and pox, what have | done!?

Not hi ng, he thought as he rose with a great sigh, that could not be undone... he
hoped. Al he had to do was betake hinself fromhere so that neither Kadakithis
nor anyone else would ever know he had broken in. He glanced around and
swal lowed hard. It certainly was hard and against the grain not to stea
sonet hi ng!

And so Shadowspawn went to the wi ndow, and wearily began the process of breaking
out of the Governor's Palace and its grounds.
2

"It develops that | need help,' Prince-CGovernor Kadakithis said, 'and | cannot
see a way to threaten it out of anyone.'

"I ncl udi ng ne?'

"Including you, Hanse. Furthernore, if you won't help, I can't see how | can
puni sh you either.'

‘I"'mglad to hear it. But | didn't know there were things a governor couldn't
do, nmuch less a prince.'

"Wl |, Shadowspawn, now you know. Even Kitty-Kat isn't all powerful.’
"You need help and the Hell Hounds can't provide it?

"That is close, Hanse. The Inperial Elite Guardsmen cannot help me with this. O
so | perceive it.'

"I sure do wish you would sit down. Highness, so | can.

Kadaki t hi s wal ked across the rich carpet of his privatenost chanber and sat on
the edge of the peacock spread of his bed. He gestured. 'Do take that divan,
Hanse, or those cushions as it pleases you.'

Hanse nodded his thanks. He sank anong the cushions, «curbing a grin at their
| uxury. Last night he had sat on the divan, and only he knewit. This day he
chose the luxury of the junble of stuffed Aurveshan silk. (Quag the Hell Hound
had been on duty at the gate. He had recognized the hooded blind beggar, who
wi nked at him Having been secretly apprised that Hanse was invited. Quag
conducted the blind beggar to Hi s Hi ghness. The hooded robe lay on the bed
beside the prince now, who had congratul ated Hanse on the cleverness of his
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entry. Hanse forbore to tell himhow much nore clever he had been | ast night.)

Now he decided that he could afford a nmodicum of daring: 'Either |'m hearing
si deways or you just told ne you need me for sonething the Hell Hounds, | rmnean
Imperial Elites, can't do. O that your H ghness can't trust themw th? O that
you don't want them to know about.' Revelation: 'O ... sonething illegal?

"I will not affirmor deny anything that you have said.' That said, the prince
merely gazed at him The boy did a good job of |ooking enigmatic, Hanse nmused,
overlooking the fact that they were about the sane age.

"If the prince will forgive me saying it... his Chief of Security is surely not
one to baulk at such a ... mnission.

The prince continued to stare. One pale eyebrow rose slightly under that
di sgustingly handsone shock of yellow hair. And then Hanse was staring.

Tenpus! It's about Tenpus, isn't afl | haven't sees himfor weeks.'
'Kadakithis turned his gaze on an ornate Yenizedish tapestry. 'Hanse: neither
have I|.'

"He is not on a mission for your Hi ghness?

"Just use the pronoun for nme, Hanse, and we can save whol e days of our |ives.
No. He is not. He is missing. Wio mght wish himto be nissing?

Hanse was wary of being used as informant, but saw no reason not to answer that
one. 'Ch, half the people in town. Maybe nore. About the same nunmber that would
wish the governor to be missing. Your pardon of course. Governor. O the
Enperor. O Ranke.'

"Hm Well, Empire is built on conquest, not |ove, however often they are the
same. But | have striven to be decent here. Fair.'

Hanse considered. 'It is possible that you have been fairer than we m ght have
expected."'
"Nicely put. Carefully chosen words. You nmay well becone a diplomat vyet,

Shadowspawn. And the Hell Hounds'! What of then?’

Hanse sniled briefly at the slimnoble's calling his elite guards by the
people's name for them indeed, even the Hell Hounds called thenselves Hel
Hounds these days. It was a dramatic name wth a romantic and rather sinister
sound that appealed to their sort.

"Shall | answer that, to one from Ranke, with all the power there is? Wat power
have | ?'

"You have influence with the Prince-Governor, Hanse, and with his Chief of
Security. You uncovered the plot against ne and hel ped break it up. You regai ned
that awful fear-rod, and it cost you. Recently you helped Tenpus in a matter,
too. Now we are even in one area at least, aren't we?'

'Even? | ? Me? Hanse of Sanctuary and the Emperor's brother?

"Stepbrother,' the prince corrected, and fixed Hanse with a w de-eyed gaze, al
blue. It rem nded Hanse of his own ingenuous pose. 'Yes. Now we have both
killed. I, Bourne. You... the night Tenpus |ost his horse.

'The Prince-Governor is not without know edge,' Hanse observed.
" Anot her careful, diplomt's phrasing! Now Tenpus set hinself to destroying the

m ni ons of that Jubal fellow Do you know why?
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' Maybe Tenpus is a racist,' Hanse said, trying to | ook w de-eyed and i ngenuous.

It didn't appear to be working. Damm. This golden-locked boy was snmarter than
Moonf | ower, despite her extra-human ability. Hanse sighed. 'You know. Jubal is a
sl aver and those weird-masked enpl oyees of his are feared. He has respect, and
power. Tenpus works for you, for Ranke's power.'

"Let's don't go making wagers on that. Wuld you say his killing of those in the
bl ue birdmasks mi ght be called nurder, Hanse?

"It mght if it was one of us,' Hanse said, to the gleaming top of a |low table.
"Surely not for himthat calls us Wigglies, though.'

The prince failed to disguise his little start. 'Strong words, Hanse of
Sanctuary. And to one who does not call the Children of Ils "Wigglies"!'

"Yes, and | really wish | hadn't said it. As a matter of fact I wish | wasn't
here at all. How can | share confidences here? Howcan | say ny mnd to you,
when you aren't a you, but both prince and governor?

'Hanse: we have been through some things together.' In a manner of speaki ng,
Hanse thought. You weren 't poked with

that dammed terror-stick, and you didn't spend half the night down a well and
the other on a torturer's tabl e!

"I might even consider nyself in your debt,' Kadakithis went on

"I amgetting awfully unconfortable, ny lord of Ranke,' Hanse said el aborately.
"WIl nmy lord Prince tell me why | am here?

"Damm!' Kadakithis regarded the carpet and heaved a great sigh. 'lI've an idea it

woul d be a waste of tinme to offer you wine, ny friend. So | -'
"Friend!'

"Why yes, Hanse,' Kadakithis said, all large of eye and open-looking. 'l cal
you friend. We are even of an age.

Hanse erupted to his feet in a jerk that was still admrably sinuous. He paced.
"Ch,' he said, and paced. 'Oh gods. Prince -don't call ne friend! Don't |et
anyone el se hear that!

The prince | ooked very nuch as if he wanted to touch him and was sure that
Hanse would shrink away. 'How lonely we both are, Hanse. You won't have any
friends, and I can't! | dare trust no one, and you who could trust - you reject
even an extended hand.'

Hanse was alnost stricken. Friends? He thought of Cudget, dead Cudget.
O Moonfl ower. O Tenmpus. Was Tenpus a friend? Wio could trust Tenpus? Who could
trust anyone wearing the title 'governor'?

'Ranke and Sanctuary are not friends,' he said slowy, quietly. 'You are Ranke.
I am of Sanctuary, and... nore. Not, uh, noble.'

"Trusted friend of the governor? The thief Shadowspawn?

Hanse caught hinself about to say 'Thief? Wwo, ne, Governor? and stopped the
wor ds. Kadakithis knew. Nor was he Monflower or that nel on-pedl ar Irohunda, to
be taken in by Hanse's cultivated (and seldom used) boyish act. But.. .friendf
It was a frightening word, to Shadowspawn from Downwi nd and the Maze.

‘"Let's try to be bigger than Ranke and Sanctuary. Let's try, Hanse. | am
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reachi ng out. Speaking plainly: Tenpus declared war on Jubal - not on ny orders
- and Jubal retaliated or tried to. You were there and you didn't run. Tenpus
lost a horse and gained a friend. You defended Tenpus, helped him More
Hawkrmasks di ed. Are you in danger for that, from Jubal ?'

"Probably. 1've been trying not to think about that.'
"And ne?'

'"The Enpire's governor in Sanctuary knows to go forth arned and with guards,
because he is governor,' Hanse said, not so enigmatically.

"Di pl omatic, careful words again! - And Tenpus?

It was then that Hanse knew why he was here. 'You ... you think Jubal has
Tenpus!'

The prince regarded him 'Hanse, sone people don't try to be particularly
|i keabl e. Tenmpus seenms to try not to be. | cannot imagine calling himfriend.
Kadakithis paused to be certain Hanse grasped his inplication. "Still, |
represent the Enpire. | govern for Ranke, subject to the Enperor. Tenpus serves
and represents me, and Ranke. | do not have to love him or like him But! How
can | tolerate anyone's taking action against any of ny people? Kadakithis nmade
a two-handed gesture while Hanse thought: How strange that | think nore of
Tenmpus - Thales - than the Prince-CGovernor he serves! 'l cannot, Hanse! Nor can
| use the Hell Hounds to investigate, not in a really sensitive matter such as
this. Nor can | launch attack on Jubal, or even arrest him- not and govern the

way | wish to do.'

He really does want to do well, to be friends with Sanctuary! Wat a strange
Rankanl 'You could call himin for questioning.' Hanse was hopef ul

‘I had rather not.' The young Rankan called Kitty-Kat shot to his feet with
adm rabl e use of legs alone, if not with a thief's sinuous grace. 'l had rather
acknow edge his existence, can you see that?" He waved a hand in a rustle of
aquanmarine silk sleeve, took a pace, turned his earnest face on Hanse. 'I| am
governor here. | amEnpire. He is -'

'CGods, Prince, I'"'monly a dammed t hief!

Kadaki this frowned and gl anced around, ignoring Hanse's |ook of horror at his
blurted words. 'Did you hear someone say sonething, just then?

"No. !
"Neither did I. As | was saying, Tenpus doesn't nmean that rmuch to nme and | don't
mean that much to Tenpus. Tenpus, | fear, serves Tenpus and whatever he
fancies is his destiny. | mght not even miss him Still, there are sone things

| dare not allow, dare not tolerate. Ch how | w sh you could understand a bit
of howdifficult it is, being bomroyal, and holding this job!'

Hanse, who had never held any job, tried. And without trying, he | ooked earnest
and synpathetic. Wth a prince!

"Now | think that you are Tenpus's friend, Hanse. Wuld Jubal torture hinf

Hanse felt hinself about to develop a taste for strong drink. Looking at the
ot her very young man's sash - an Ilsigi sash - he nodded. Abruptly he wanted to
curse. Instead he felt an unwonted and unwanted prayer cone cat-sidling into his
mind: O 1lls, god of my people and father ofShalpa ny patron! It is true that
Tenmpus- Thal es serves Vashanka Tenslayer. But help us, help us both, Lord Ils,
and | swear to do all | can to destroy Vashanka Sister-wi fer or drive himhence,
if only You will show nme the way! . And Hanse blinked, and hurled that
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ridi cul ous and unwel cone thought bodily fromhis nmind. Prayers indeed!

'Hanse... consider the limts to ny power. | amnot a man named Kadakithis; | am
governor. | cannot do anything about it. | cannot.

Hanse | ooked up to neet those cerulean eyes. 'Prince, if soneone broke in here
to kill you right now, I1'd probably defend you. But | would not try to sneak
into Jubal's keep for half your fortune and all your wonen.'

" Al one agai nst Jubal ? Lord, neither would 1!' Kadakithis came to himthen, and
laid hands on a thief's shoulders. H's eyes were intense and large. 'M only
request of you, Hanse, is... | just wish you'd agree to try to |learn where
Tenmpus is. That's all. Your way, Hanse, and for a lot less reward than half ny
fortune and the woren | brought here.'

Hanse backed from under those hands, from those staring eyes so full of
sincerity. He paced to the bed, and the hooded robe of a blind beggar.

"I wish to leave by the fourth window down. Prince. That way | can let nyself on
to the roof of your snokehouse. |If you were to call in your sentinels for
review, |'d be out of here by the tinme they reached your presence.’

Kadaki t hi s nodded. ' And?'

"And | -1 don't want any reward but don't dare ever tell anyone | said that, or
remind ne! You'll hear fromne -' he whirled and skewered the other very young
man with a gaze like an accusation - '"friend.'1

Kadaki this was wi se enough to nod wthout smle or cooment. Besides, he |ooked
nmore as if he wanted to cry, or reach out.

"I understand your reason, Hanse. But, are you sure you can nmanage to break out
of here ... the pal aceT

Hanse turned away to roll his eyes. 'Wth your help. Prince, | may be able to do
it. I'd hate to have to try to break in. though!’

3

It mght have taken a trained investigator from Ranke a week, or a lifetine. It

m ght have taken a Hell Hound a nmonth or two lifetinmes (a Tenpus lifetime?), or
a couple of days with the aid of shining ugly instrunments of suasion. It took a
thief of Sanctuary less than a full day to collect the information. Had he had
letters, he'd have nmade a list.

Since he was wunlettered, he nust reckon and account in his head, once he had
talked with this one and that one and sone others. Only one realized that he was
actively seeking information, and that was because Hanse |et her know. Now he
made his list, in his head, while he sprawed on his ow bed and stared at
nothing in particular.

Tenmpus did not get on with the other Hell Hounds.

Tempus waged private war on Jubal. It was his own decision. (Not a good one;
Jubal 's business profited Thieves' Wrld and Enmpire as well.)

Jubal was a nerchant who dealt in human nmerchandi se. He provided some fewto
that scrawny Kurd fellow of whom even hardened Sanctuarites spoke susurrantly
and with glances cast unconfortably this way and that.

In the barracks, Tenpus had had serious trouble with Razkuli and that snarly
growy Zaibar. (Quag had nentioned that to a certain woman under the nost
intimate of circunmstances. A bad but comon time for the inparting of
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confidences.)

Stulwi g Northbom had spent a shining coin bearing the Enperor's |ikeness. Such
coi nage was not all that common here, although it was wel conme. People of the
governor's staff occasionally spent such coins. Likely then soneone had bought
sonmet hing off Stulwi g; sonmeone fromthe palace. Stulwig dealt in potions and
drugs and wor se.

Har nrocohl Dripnose had nost recently seen two nmen conveying a sizeable burden to
the | ovely gardened home of Kurd. Harmocohl's inpression was that the two were
hood- cl oaked Hel | Hounds.

Hel | Hounds were elite Inperial guardsmen and did not deal with such as Stulw g
or Kurd. Indeed, at |east one of themhated Kurd. Hardly likely that Hell Hounds
woul d deliver a human package to him Unless there was soneone they hated nore
than the dark experinenter

Tenpus was mni ssi ng.

The word was out that Jubal heroically sold no nore human merchandise to Kurd
the vivisectionist... a man with a Rankan accent.

Why woul d such as Jubal cut off such a source of revenue? For noral reasons,
because Kurd did evil things to people? Hardly. Because Jubal had nade a dea
with other enemes of Tenpus? Zai bar and Razkuli, perhaps? Because Tenpus was
now in the nysterious experinenter's foul and reeking hands, perhaps?

In an ugly dark stenchy room Hanse |earned nore of Kurd and his business. Kurd
claimred to be dedicated to the god Science. Medicine. That required
experinentation. But Kurd was not content to experinent wth the wounded and
victins of accidents. The pallid fellow created his own. And, Hanse thought with
rather nore than distaste, Kurd could occupy hinmself for alife time wth one
whose wounds - Hanse suspected and thought he knew - healed w th inhunman speed
and conpl eteness. Make that superhuman, or preternatural. Tempus cal | -ne
-Thal es was a man of war who had participated in many battles. Yet there were
no scars on the nan. Not one.

Tempus/ Thal es.

"You, | own, can call ne anytime,' he had told Hanse, and 'ny friend' , he had
call ed Hanse, and 'Just tell me not to call you friend' , he had dared Hanse. And
Hanse had not been able to tell himthat, thus revealing and silently replying
that he was close on to desperate for friends, a friend; for soneone to care
about him For soneone to care about.

Hanse sprawl ed supine on his bed in an upstairs roomin the heart of the Mze,
and he pondered what he had | earned. He rose to pace and chew his full lower lip
and ponder, with his soul and heart and longing all naked in his eyes so that it
was good no one was there to see, for Hanse wanted others to see only what he
del i berately projected.

All 1 need do is report all this to KUt-to Kadakithis, he thought. The Prince
CGovernor who had begun his termhere by announcing that there would be | aw and
order and safety for «citizens and had hanged, anong others, one Cudget
Swearoat h, mentor (and father inmage?) to Hanse. The P-G did not |ike Tenpus (and
father inmage?) to Hanse.

It was all Hanse need do. Just report what he had | earned and now suspect ed.
Then it was up to Kadakithis. He had the power and the resources. The nen and
the swords. The savankh.

Surely that was as far as Hanse's responsibility extended, to Kadakithis and to
Tenpus. |f he had any responsibility to that krff-snorting bully.
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And. .. suppose H R H Kadakithis, P-G did nothing? O if his Hell Hounds, the
charnming Razkuli and Zaibar, received their orders but only pretended to act?
D d not Rankans protect their owm? Did not soldiers obey authority? Was there
not honour among those thieving over-Lords?

If not, then Hanse's world would be a-teeter. Despite his pretences there had
to be trust and sone sort of order, didn't there, and trustworthi ness?
Hanse frowned and | ooked about alnost wildly. An animal in a cage it feared
but could not escape, yet also feared what |ay beyond the bars. Even the spawn
of shadows did not want to live in a world that was askew and a teeter. If it
existed, if the world was truly a thing of Chance and Chaos, he preferred not
to know. Fighting it, he had learned to trust Tenpus. He had been/orce(/to

trust Kadaki t hi s, because he was down a well up at Eagl enest. Later,
di sbelieving and resisting, he had learned that he could trust the Rankan
That disturbed his haven of cynicismand was hard to admit. But was not

cynicismnerely a mask on an idealist seeking nore, seeking perfection, seeking
di sproof of his cynical assunptions?

Far better just to report what | know and leave it at that and go on about ny
busi ness. That woul d be enough. Tenpus al ready owed hima debt, anyhow, and had
prom sed hima service

Shadowspawn began collecting his nmaterials for a night of stealth, of breaking
and entering. It was a thief's business and these were the tools. Yet he knew
that he was not preparing for theft.

You are a fool, Hanse, he told hinself with a curse in Shalpa' s name, and he
agreed. And he continued with what he was doi ng.

At the door he stopped, blinking. He |ooked back with a frown. Only now did he
renenber the | ook Mgnureal had given himjust two hours ago, and her strange
words. They neant nothing and connected to nothing. 'OCh, Hanse,' she had said
with a strange intensity on her girlish face. 'Hanse - take the crossed brown
pot with you.'

"Wth me where?
But she had to flee, for her glowering nother was calling.

Now Hanse stared at the brown crock with the etched pair ofYs. Mgnureal did not
know about it. She could not. Mgnureal had nentioned it specifically! She was
Moonf | ower's daughter ... Nane of the Shadowed One, she nust have sone of the
power too!

Hanse turned back to pick up that well-stoppered container, a fired pot a bit
| arger than a soldier's canteen. Wiy. M gnureal ? Wiy, Lord I'ls?

He had acquired it nonths ago, easily and quickly, wthout knowi ng what it
contai ned. M gnureal had never seen it and could not know about this container
of quicklime. She could not know where he was going this night for he had only
just decided (and that wthout quite admtting it to hinself); she was
Moonf | ower' s daughter. ..

St upi d, cunbersone, sensel ess, he thought while he slipped the crock into a good
oilskin bag he had lifted in the Bazaar. He secured it to his belt so that it
rested on one buttock. And he touched the sandal of Thufir tacked above the
door, and went forth.

The white blaze of the sun had hours since becone yellowin its daily waning,
and then orange. Now it squatted |low and seened to spray streaners of crinson
across the darkening sky. It did not look at all |ike blood, Hanse told hinself.
Besi des, soon it would be dark and his friends woul d be everywhere, in black and
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i ndi go and charcoal. The shadows.

I could use a good sword, the shadow thought, blending into another shadow. An
eerie feeling still lay on him fromthat business with Mgnureal. Surely not

even Kurd deserved quicklinme! This long "knife' fromthe Ilbarsi Hlls is a good
tool, he thought, to keep his mnd on sensible, practical natters. But it's tine
I had a good sword

I"l'l have to try and steal one.

"Thou shalt have a sword,' a voice said sonorously inside his head, a lion

within the shadowed corridors of his mnd, ';/ thou free' st ny valued and |oya
ally. Aye, and a fine sheath for it, as well. In silver!"'
Hanse stopped. He was still and dark as the shadow of a tree or a wall of stone.

He was good at it; six mnutes ago four cautious people had passed close enough
to touch him and never knew he was there.

I want nothing of you, incestuous god of Ranke, he thought, al nobst speaking
while a thousand ants seened at play along his spine. Tenpus serves you. | do
not and will not.

Yet you do this night, seeking him that silent voice that was surely the god
Vashanka's said. And a cloud ate the noon.

No! | serve - | nean... | donot... No!... Tenpus is nmy... ny... | gotoaid a
fr- man who might help nme! Leave ne and go to him jeal ous god of Ranke! Leave
Sanctuary to my patron Shalpa the Swift, and Qur Lord |Ils. Ils, Ils, O Lord of
a Thousand Eyes, why is it not You who speaks to ne?

There was no reply. Clouds rolled and they seemed dark nen astride dark horses
that loped with nmanes and long tails aflow. Hanse felt a sudden chill absence of
that presence in his mnd. In a few seconds he was praying not to gods but
cursing himself for giving heed to the delusions of a dark night, a night badly
ruled by a noon pale as a Rankan concubi ne and now covered |like the whore she
was. The Swift-footed One ruled this night.

And Hanse went on, not in shadows now for there were no shadows; all the |and
was one vast shadow. Qut of Sanctuary. Past |overs who neither saw nor heard
this son of Shalpa the Shadowed One. On, to the beautifully tended gardens
surroundi ng the house of a pasty-faced wal ki ng skeleton called Kurd and worse.
The little crescent of noon pretended to return. It was only a ghost struggling
weakly against clouds |ike restless shadows blotting the sky.

The well-tended, scented gardens provided a pleasant if un-needed cover. A
gliding anthroponorphic shadow am d herbaceous shapes like 1oom ng shadows.
Hanse went right up to the house. It too was dark

No one wants to visit Kurd. No one considers trying to steal from Kurd. Wy
should it not be easy, then? Kurd nust think he needs no precautions or
def ender s!

Still, he kept his Ilips over his teeth when he snmiled. He glided into the
fragrant shrubs, odd deciduous shrubs with long thin branchlets, set up close
against Kurd's house, exulting in howsinple it was, and then the bush's
trailing tendrils nmoved, rustling, and turned, and tw ned, and cl utched. And
cl anped. And Shadowspawn understood then that Kurd was not without exterior
def ences.

Even as he struggled - fruitlessly, against frutescence - he knew that the
know edge was gained too |ate. Wiether this thing was bent on strangling him or
twisting his linbs until they broke or nmerely holding himuntil someone cane, it
was nore horribly effective than human guards or three watchdogs. Amid silent
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rustling horror Hanse tugged at the tendril nore slender than a brooch-pin, and
only cut his fingers. Hs knife he only dulled, sawing at a purposeful tendri
that gave but refused to be cut. And they noved, twining, rustling, insinuating
t hensel ves between his arns and body and around his legs and arns and torso and
-throat!

That one he fought until his fingers bled. It was relentless. Oye gods, no, no,
not like this - he was going to die, silently strangled by a damed skinny
plant's tendril!

He was, too. Hs 'N' disposed of his |last breath. He could not draw another. As
his eyes started to bulge and a dull hum comenced to invade his ears on the way

to becoming a roar and then eternal silence, it occurred to himthat Kurd's
garden could do nore than strangle him If it continued to tighten, it would
slice in and in until it beheaded a strangl ed corpse.

Hanse fought with all his strength and the added power of desperation. As well
have resisted the tide, or the sand of the desert. H's novenents became nore
restricted as his linbs were nore and nore constricted. Dizziness began to build
like stormclouds and the humrose to the roar of a gale.

So did the clouds above, and great big drops of water commenced to fall fromthe
| aden sky. That was just as eerie and inpossible, for rain in Sanctuary fell in
accord with the season, and this was not that season. The land was weeks away
fromthe time called Lizard Sunmmer, when lizards fried or were said to fry in
their own juices, out on the desert.

VWhat matter? Plants loved rain. And this one loved to kill. And it was Kkilling
Hanse, who was |osing consciousness and feeling while his hearing becane
restricted to the roar inside his head. Mrre rain fell and Hanse, dying, tried
to swallow and could not and did what he thought he could never do: he began
to give up.

Menory cane like a white flash of late sunmmer |ightning. He heard her words as
clearly as he had hours ago. 'Hanse - take the crossed brown pot with you.

Even that blazing flare of hope seened too late, for how could his bound arns
detach the bag from his belt, open it, open the crock inside, and give this
predatory plant a nessage it m ght understand?

Answer: he coul d not.

He coul d, however, dying, jerk his forearmfour or five inches. He did, again
and agai n, breathless, dying, |osing consciousness but still noving, puncturing
the | eather bag again and again and banging the point of his knife off the pot
whi ch was snooth, glazed, well made, and 0 damm it all too dammed hard\

It broke. Shards punched through knife holes and wi dened themto let quickline
spill dowmn in a candent stream Hanse was sure it hissed in the noist grass
about the noist base of the strangler plant - but Hanse could not hear that
hi ssing or anything el se save the roar of a surf nore powerful than life could
wi t hst and.

He sl umped, dead now with streaners of caustic steamrising above his legs - and
a suddenly frenetic shrub began waving and snapping its tendrils about as if
caught by the very Conpass Bag itself, whence issues the wind of every direction
at once. In those whipping throes it not only released its prey, it hurled him
several feet backwards. He |ay spraw ed, away from the plant and clear of the
snoki ng corrosive death about its base, and the soles of his buskins snoked.
Rain pelted his face and he lay still, still, while the killer plant died.

It was not raining in Sanctuary but out of a clear night sky cane a sizzling
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bolt that hardly rocked the structure that grounded it. The graven nane
VASHANKA, however, abruptly disappeared from the facade of that structure,
which was the Governor's Pal ace.

4
Ch damm, but my dammed head aches

Pox and plague, that's rain on ny face and |I'mgetti ng soaked!
Holy cess- |I'malive!

None of these thoughts pronpted Hanse to nove, not for a |ongish while. Then he
tried opening his nouth to let rain assuage a sore throat, and choked on the
fifth or sixth drop. He sat up hurriedly. His grunt was not from his head, which
felt fat and swollen and stuffed to bursting. He rolled swiftly leftward off a
source of sharper pain. He had been Ilying on his back. Under him thonged to his
belt, had been the ruins of a nice |eathern bag of broken pottery.

If I don't bleed to death I'lIl be picking pieces of pottery out of nmy tail for a
week!

That thought nmade himangry and with a |low groan he rose to glare triunphantly
on the faintly snoking remant of a destroyed shrub. Its nei ghbour | ooked al nost
as bad. Shadowspawn took no chances with it. Avoiding shrubs and i ndeed anyt hi ng
her baceous that was |arger than a bl ade of grass, he went to the nearest w ndow.
Just as he conpleted his slow slicing of the sheet of pig's bladder stretched
over the opening, he heard the awful sound fromw thin. A groan, |ong and wavery
and hi deous. Hanse went all over gooseflesh and consi dered headi ng for hone.

He did not. He peeled aside the ruined w ndow and peered into a dark room
containing neither bed nor person. Mndful of his punctured and |acerated
buttock, he went in. There was nothing to do about his head. He had, after all
been strangled to death. O conme so close that the difference wasn't worth
considering -save that he was alive, which was absolutely all the difference
that mattered.

After a long neasured while of standing frozen, listening, staring in effort to
make his eyes see, he noved. He heard nothing. No groan, no novement, no rain.
The noon was back. It was not in line with the window, but it was up there and a
little light sneaked in to aid a thief.

He found a wall, a janb. Squatted, then went |ower, wincing at rearward pain, to
ensure that no light showed under the door. The latch was a sinple press-down
hook. He took his time depressing it. He took nore time inslowmy, slowy
pul l'ing open the door. It revealed a corridor or short hall.

Whi | e he wondered whether to go right or leftward, that ghastly sound of agony
came again. This tinme a pul py nunbl e underlay the npani ng groan, and once again
Hanse felt the icy, antsy touch of gooseflesh

The sound cane fromhis right. He slipped his knife back into its sheath, patted
ot her sheat hed knives, and undid the thong at his belt to get the bag off. That
hurt, as a shard of pottery energed fromhis clothing, and him That hand he
moved very slowy, mindful of the clink of broken pottery. He squinted before he
gl anced back, because he did not want his enlarged pupils to shrink

The wi ndow showed a pretty night, small-moned but dark of sky, w thout clouds
or rain. Wthout even knowing that the rain had been confined to Kurd's grounds,
Shadowspawn shi vered. Did gods exist? Did gods hel p?
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Hanse took a long step into the corridor and turned right. The bag swung at the
end of its thong fromhis right hand. Just in case soneone popped up, that m ght
make him |ook | ess deadly: anyone sensible would assunme him to be normally
ri ght - handed

As he reached the end of the hall with a big door ahead and another on his left,
sonmeone popped up. The side door opened and light rushed forth. It flared from
the oil lanmp in the hand of a gnone-like man who wore only a long ungirt tunic;
a nightshirt. 'Here -' he began and Hanse said 'Here yourself and hit him wth
the wet, rent bag of broken pottery. Since it struck the fellowin the face, he
nmoaned and let go the lanp to rush both hands to . his bloodied face. 'Dam,’
Hanse said, watching hot oil slosh on to the man's tunic and bare | egs and feet.
It also splashed wall and door and ran along the floor, burning. At the sane
time, a third groan of unendurabl e agony rose behind the other door, the big one
still closed.

"Master!' Hanse screeched, high-voiced. 'FIRE!'" And he shoved the squatty fellow
backwards, kicked the burning lanp in after him and yanked the door shut.
Instantly he attacked the other one, and soon entered Hell.

Part of a man lay on a table, a short skinny fellow He was even shorter and
skinnier now, bereft of both legs and both arms, all his hair, and his |eft
nipple with part of the pectoral. Even as Hanse shuddered, he knew there was
only one formof rescue for this wetch. Ignoring the shining sharp instruments
Kurd used, Hanse drew the arm|long blade those <crazies up inthe Ilbars Hlls
called a knife, got his best two-handed grip, and struck with all his mght.
Bl ood gushed and Hanse cl anped his teeth against vonmit. He had to strike again
to conplete the job. Now only a torso lay on the table, and a shuddering
Shadowspawn clung to the weapon as he squinted around a chamber full of tables
and thoughtfully provided with graded runnels in the floor, for the carrying off
of bl ood.

' Thal es?"

Two groans replied. One of themended with 'help', weak as a kitten. It was not
Tenmpus's voi ce, but Hanse went to that table.

"He - he - he's cut off ny right armand... and three fingers of ny-ny 1-1-le
eft hannnd ... just 10 ... just to...' An enornous bodyshaki ng shudder refused
to let the man finish.

"You do not bl eed. Your |egs? Feet?' Hanse was squinting without really wanting
to see.

‘I -1 - they ... there...’

" Thi nk,' Shadowspawn said, swallowing hard. 'l can cut these straps or your
throat. Think, and choose.' He started to turn away.

‘I am... ali-i-ive ... | can wa-a-alk...
Hanse sliced off the man's restraining straps. 'l seek Tempus.'
"You seek death here, thief!' a voice said, and light flooded the chanber.

Hanse didn't pause to reply or look to see who bore the |light. He turned,
pl ucking forth a guardless knife like a |leaf of steel, and threw Only then did
he really look at the man in the doorway; throw once to disconcert, the second
time with aim Lean and nore than lean the nan was, pallid skin taut. A man
in a volumnous nightshirt, a man to get a chill froma south wind in June. A
man who held a cocked crossbow in one hand, awkwardly, and a closed |anp or
lanthorn in the other, sleeve sliding back to show an armof bone plated wth
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par chment . Kurd.

He was ducking the whizzing knife that m ssed by several inches. The Ilanthorn
Swung wildly, splashing lunatic flashes of yellow light off walls and floor and
tables with ghastly stains. The doke should have put the light down first, Hanse
t hought, plucking out another sliver of sharp steel. Wth both hands on that
little crossbow Kurd m ght be dangerous. Instead his armwas nailed to the door
by a knife that caught cloth but only raked skin - there was no flesh - so that
the monster cried out nore in fear than in pain. The crossbow hit the floor,
thunked, and sent its bolt thunk-twanging into a wall or a table leg or - Hanse
didn't care

"I"'mhere for Tenpus, butcher. Just stand there and provide light. Mve and |"']|
throw again.' He showed Kurd a third bright blade, sheathed it. 'You'd | ook good
wi th anot her navel, anyhow.' Then he went to the source of the third groan. '(n,
oh gods, oh, oh gods, why is this allowedT

No god answered the anguished query torn from Shadowspawn by the sight of
Tenpus.

Big blond Tenpus answered, scarless and armess, and the answer canme froma
mout h wi t hout a tongue. He managed to make Hanse understand that three pins were
stuck into each stunp. Hanse steeled hinself to pull themout before turning to
gush vomt on to the grooved floor of Kurd' s laboratory of torment, and whirled
back to send such a glare at the vivisectionist that Kurd shivered and stood
still as a statue, lanthorn held high.

Hanse cut Tenpus | oose and hel ped himsit up. The big man did not bleed. He bore
various cuts, all of which | ooked old. They were not. He made stomach and heart
wr enchi ng sounds, ghastly noises that Hanse interpreted as 'I'Il heal', which
was just as ghastly. Wat was this man?

"Can you wal k?

More noi ses. Repeated. Again. Hanse thought he understood, and bent to |ook
Yes. M nus sone toes, Tenpus had said. He was. Three. No, four. The m ddle one
was gone fromthe left foot

"Thales, there's only nme and | can't carry you. | freed another and he can't
hel p. What shall | do?

It took Tenpus a long while to make hi munderstand, trying to formwords w thout
a tongue, and once Kurd noved. Hanse turned to see the other freed wetch
fleeing past the vivisectionist. Hanse threatened and Kurd froze. He held the
lantern in a quivering hand at the end of a wavering arm

Strap Kurd to a table, Tenpus had said. \Were's servant?

Kurd answered that one, once he had a knife at his flat gut. H's gardener and
sol e retai ner was unconsci ous.

"Ch,' Hanse said, 'he'll want to be bound, then,' and worked the bl ade out of
sl eeve and door. Wth a knife in either hand, he gestured. 'Hang the |anthorn.

"You can't -'

Hanse poked himw th sharp steel. 'l can. Run conplain to the Prince-Governor as
soon as you can. You can also die now, which would be a shane. But I'Il try to
stick you in the belly, low, just deep enough so you'll be a day or three about

dyi ng. O gangrene, maybe. Hang that |anthorn, nonster!

Kurd did, on the hook that was, naturally enough, beside the door. He turned to
meet Hanse's foot driving straight up between his skinny shanks. It inpacted
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" Somet hing for your balls, if you have one,' Hanse said, and didn't even gl ance
at the man who sank all bul ge-eyed and gasping to his knees, with both hands in
the predictable position. Hanse hurried to where the gardener lay, not even
covered by the blanket his master had used to snother the fire. By the time
Hanse finished trussing himwth strips of his nightshirt, the gnom sh fellow
woul d starve before he freed hinself.

M nutes later his mmster was strapped to one of his ow tables. Hanse gagged
him because Kurd had left off threatening to plead and nake the nost ridicul ous
promi ses. Hanse returned to Tenpus.

'They couldn't get |oose for a roonful of gold, Thales. Now how in the nane of
every god am| to get you out of here and back to town, friend?

Tempus required five mnutes and nore to make hinself understood. Don't. Lay nme
back. I'1l heal. The toes first. Tonorrow |I'Il be able to wal k. Wne?

Hanse | aid himback. Hanse fetched wine and blankets and sone sort of gruelly
puddi ng. Knowi ng that Tenpus hated his hel pl essness, Hanse fed him hel ped him
guzzl e about a gallon of wine, arranged him covered him checked Kurd and his
servant, made sure the house was | ocked, and roaned it.

Surgeon's tools, a bag of coins, and a pile of bedding he piled outside the door
to the chanber of scientific experinmentation. He would not lie in a nonster's
bed, or on one of those tables! He slept, at last, on the floor. On bedding from
the gardener's chamber, not Kurd's. He wanted nothing of Kurd's.

Val uabl e knives and the bag of nmoney were different.

He awoke at dawn, |looked in on three sleeping nmen, narvelled, and |l eft that
pl ace that was nine tinmes nore horrible by day. He found a sausage, considered,
and chose flatbread instead. Only the gods and Kurd knew what sort of neat
conprised that sausage. In a shed Hanse found a cart and a nule. He had to do
sonme choppi ng and sonme seating. At |last he got Tenpus out of the ruined house
and into the cart padded with hay. Hanse covered himanm d shudders. Tenpus's
cuts | ooked days ol der, nearly heal ed.

"Wuld you like a few fingers or nose or sonething of Kurd to acconpany you out
of here, Thal es?

Al nost, Tenpus frowned.

'0,' he said, and Hanse knew it was a, no. "You want to, uh, |leave themfor
|ater?" Tenpus's reply was al nost a yes, for ne.

Hanse got himout of there. He used much of Kurd's noney to buy the place and
services of a tongueless, nearly blind old wonman, along wth sone soft food,
wi ne, blankets and cloak, and he went away fromthem with a few coins and
hi deous nenori es.

The coi ns bought hi m expensive treatment froma | eech who dared not chuckle or
comrent as he cl eaned and bandaged a buttock with rmultiple [ acerations, which he
sai d woul d heal beautifully.

After that Hanse was sick in his roomfor the better part of a week. The
remai ning three coins bought himanaesthetic in the formof strong drink

For another week he feared that he would encounter Tenpus on the street or
somepl ace, but he did not. After that, am d runours of some sort of insurrection
sonewhere near, he began to fear that he would never see Tenpus, and then of
course he did see him Heal ed and scarl ess. Hanse went hone and threw up.
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He traded a few things for more strong drink, and he got drunk and stayed that
way for a while. He just didn't feel like stealing, or facing Tenpus, or
Kadakithis either. He did dream of two gods and a girl of sixteen or so. |Ils
and Shal pa and M gnureal. And quickline.

THE RHI NOCEROS AND THE UNI CORN
by Diana L. Paxson

"So why did you come back? Glla's shrill retort interrupted Lalo's 'attenpts
to explain why he had not been honme the night before. '"Has every tavern in
Sanctuary shown you the door?" She planted her fists on her spreading hips, the
meaty flesh on her upper arns quivering below the short sleeves of her shift,
and glared at him

Lal o stepped backwards, caught his heel on the leg of his easel, and clattered
to the floor in a tangle of splintering wood and skinny |inbs. The baby began to
cry. Wiile Lalo gasped for breath, Glla took a long stride to the cradle and
clutched the child to her breasts, patting himsoothingly. Echoes of their ol der
children's quarrels with their playmates drifted fromthe street bel ow, m ngling
with the clatter of a cart and the calls of vendors hawking their wares in the
Bazaar .

'Now see what you've done!' said Glla when the baby had quieted. '"Isn't it
enough that you bring hone no bread? If you can't earn an honest living
pai nting, why don't you turn to thievery |like everyone else in this dungheap of
a town?' Her face, reddened by anger and the heat of the day, swam above him
li ke a mask of the denpon-goddess Dyareela at Festival tine.

At least | have that nmuch honour left! Lalo bit back the words, remenbering
ti mes, when one of his nmerchant patrons had refused to pay, that the Iimer had
let fall the location of rich pickings while drinking in the Vulgar Unicorn. And
if, thereafter, one of his |l ess reputabl e acquai ntances chose to share with him
a few anonynous coins, surely honour did not require him to ask whence they
care. -

No, it had not been honour that kept himhonest, thought Lalo bitterly, but fear
of bringing shame to Glla and the children, and a rapidly deteriorating belief
in his owm artistic destiny.

He struggled up on one elbow, for the nonent too dispirited to stand. Glla
sniffed in exasperation, laid down the child and stalked to the other end of the
single roomin the tenenent which served as kitchen and chanber for the famly,
and, too rarely, as the painter's studio.

The three-legged stool groaned as Glla sat down, set a snall sack on the tabl e,
and began with ostentatious precision to shell peas into a bow. Late afternoon
sunlight shafted through the shutters, lending an illusory splendour to the
tarni shed brocade against which his nodels used to pose, and leaving in
obscurity the baskets of soiled clothing which the wves of the rich and
respectable (terns which were, in Sanctuary, roughly synonynous) had graciously
given to Glla to wash

Once, Lalo would have rejoiced in the play of light and shadow, or at I|east
reflected ironically on the relationship between illusion and reality. But he
was too famliar with the poverty the shadows hid - the sordid truth behind all
his fantasies. The only place he now saw visions was at the bottomof a jug of
W ne.

He got up stiffly, brushing ineffectually at the blue paint sneared across the
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old stains on his tunic. He knew that he should clean up the pignents spilling
across the floor, but why try to save paint when no one wanted his pictures?

By now the regulars would be drifting into the Vulgar Unicom No one would care
about his clothing there.

Glla looked up as he started towards the door, and the light restored her
greying hair to its former gold, but she did not speak. Once, she would have run
to ki ss her husband good-bye, or railed at himto keep himhone. Only, as Lalo
stunbl ed down the stairs, he heard behind him the vicious splatter of peas
hitting the cracked glaze of the bow .

Lal o shook his head and took another sip of wi ne, carefully, because the tankard
was al nost enpty now. 'She used to be beautiful...' he said sadly. 'Wuld you
believe that she was |ike Eshi, bringing spring back into the world?' He peered
muzzily through the shadows of the Vulgar Unicorn at Cappen Varra, trying to
superinpose on the mnstrel's saturnine features the dinmy renmenbered inage
of the golden-haired mai den he had courted al nbost twenty years ago.

But he could only remenber the scorn in Glla' s grey eyes as she had gl ared down
at himthat afternoon. She was right. He was despicable - wine had bloated his
belly as his ginger hair had thinned, and the prom ses he had once nade her were
as enpty as his purse.

Cappen Varra tipped back his dark head and | aughed. Lal o caught the gl eam of his
white teeth in the guttering lanplight, a flicker of silver fromthe amulet at
his throat, the elegant shape of his head against the chiaroscuro of the Inn
Dimfigures beyond him turned at the sound, then returned to the even nurkier
busi ness that had brought themthere.

"Far be it fromnme to argue with a fellowartist -' said Cappen Varra, 'but your
wife reminds nme of a rhinoceros! Renmenber when you got paid for decorating
Master Regli's foyer, and we went to the Green Gape to celebrate? | saw her
when she cane after you... Now | know why you do your serious drinking here!’

The minstrel was still |aughing. Suddenly angry, Lalo glared at him

"Can you afford to nock ne? You are still young. You think it doesn't matter if
you tailor your songs to the taste of these fleas in the arnpit of the Enpire,
because you still carry the real poetry in your heart, along with the faces of
the beautiful wonen you wote it for! Once already you have pawned your harp for
bread. When you are ny age, will you sell it for the price of a drink, and sit
weepi ng because the dreans still live in your heart but you have no words to
descri be them anynore?

Lal o reached blindly for his tankard, drained it, set it down on the scarred
tabl e. Cappen Varra was drinking too, the laughter for a nmonent gone fromhis
bl ue eyes.

"Lalo - you are no fit conpanion for a drinking man!' said the mnstrel at |ast.

"I will end up as sodden as you are if | stay here!' He rose, slinging his harp
case over his shoulder, adjusting the drape of his cloak to a jauntier flare.
'The Esneralda's back in port from Ilsig and points north - [|I'm off to hear
what news she brings. Good evening. Master Limer - | wish you joy of your
phi |l osophy ...’

Lal o remai ned where he was. He supposed he should go too, but where? If he went
honme he would only have to face Glla again. Idly he began to draw on the table,
his paint-stained forefinger daubing froma Ilittle pool of spilt wine. But his
menory had sought the past, when he and Glla were painfully saving the gold
pieces that would deliver them from Sanctuary. He renenbered how they had
pl anned what they would do with the wealth sure to cone once the lords of Ranke
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recognized his talent, the inmages of transcendent beauty he had dreanmed of
creating when he no longer had to worry about tonorrow s bread. But instead,
they had had their first child.

He | ooked down, and realized that his finger had been clunsily outlining the
pure profile of the girl GIlla had been so long ago. Hs fist smashed down on
the table, obscuring the lines in a splatter of wine, and he groaned and hid his
face in his hands.

"Your cup is enpty ...' The deep voice nmade a silence around them

Lal o sighed and | ooked up. 'So is ny purse.

Broad shoul ders blocked the 1light of the hanging |anmp, but as the newcomner
turned to shrug off his cloak his eyes glowed red, like those of a wolf
surprised by a peasant's torch at night. Beyond him Lalo saw the tapster's boy
slithering anong the crowded tabl es towards the new custoner.

"You're the fellow who did the sign outside, aren't you? said the man. 'I'm
getting transferred, and a picture for nmy girl to renenber ne by would be worth
the price of a drink to ne..."'

"Yes. OF course,' answered Lalo. The tapster's boy stopped by their table, and
hi s conpani on ordered a jug of cheap red wine. The |limer reached into his pouch
for his roll of drawing paper, weighted it wth the tankard to keep it from
curling up again. The stopper of his ink bottle had dried stuck, and Lalo
swore as he struggled to open it. He picked up his pen

Swiftly he sketched his first inpression of the man's hul king shoul ders and
tightly curled hair. Then he |looked up again. The features blurred and Lalo
bl i nked, wondering if he had already had too much wine. But the hollowin his
belly cried out for nore, and the tapster's boy was already returning, ducking
beneath a thrown knife and detouring around the resulting struggle wthout
spilling a drop

"Turn towards the lanp - if I'mto draw you | nust have sone light!' nuttered
Lalo. The man's eyes burned at him from beneath arched brows. The |imer
shivered, forced hinself to focus on the shape of the head and noted how the
| ank hair receded across the prom nent bones of the skull.

Lal o | ooked down at his drawing. What trick of the light had made himthink the
fellow s hair curled? He cross-hatched over the first outline to nerge it into a
shadowy background and began to sketch the profile again. He felt those gl ow ng
eyes burning him H s hand jerked and he | ooked up quickly.

The nose was mi sshapen now, as if some drunken potter had pressed too hard into
the clay. Lalo stared at his nodel and threw down his pen. The face before him
bore no resenbl ance to the one he had drawn!

"G away!' he said hoarsely. 'I can't do what you ask of me -1 can't do anything
anynore ...' He began to shake his head and coul d not stop

"You need a drink.' Pewter clinked against the tabletop

Lalo reached for the refilled tankard and drank deeply, not caring anynore
whet her he would be able to earn it. He felt it bum all the way down to his
belly, run tingling along his veins to barrier himfromthe world.

"Now, try again,' commanded the stranger. 'Turn your paper over, |look well at
me, then draw what you see as quickly as you can.' -«

For a long nmonent Lalo stared at the oddly attenuated features of the nan before
him then bent over his work. For several minutes only the scratching of swft
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penstrokes conpeted with the clanour of the room He nust capture the glow of
those strange eyes, for he suspected that when he | ooked at his conpani on again,
not hi ng but the eyes would be the sane.

But what matter? He had his paynent now. Wth his free hand he reached for the
mug and drank again, shaded a final line, then pushed the drawing across the
tabl e and sat back.

"Wll - you wanted it...'

"Yes.' The stranger's lips twitched. 'Everything considered, it's quite good.
understand that you do portraits," he went on. '"Are you free to take a
conmmi ssi on now? Here's an earnest of your fee -' He reached into the folds of

his garnment, laid a gold piece shining on the table, quickly hid his m sshapen
fingers once nore.

Lal o stared, reached out gingerly as if expecting the coin to vanish at his
touch. Fortified by the wine, he could admt to hinself how very odd this
epi sode had been. But the gold was hard and cool and weighed heavily in his
pal m His fingers closed.

The stranger's smile stiffened. He drew back suddenly, away fromthe light. 'Now
I nmust go.'

"But the comm ssion!' cried Lalo. "Who is it for, and when?

"The conmission ...' the man seenmed to be having trouble enunciating the words.
"I'f you have the courage, cone now... Do you think that you can find the house
of Enas Yorl?

Lalo cringed fromhis snarl of |aughter, but the sorcerer did not wait for him
to reply. He had cast his cloak around himand was lurching towards the door,
and this tinme the shape the cloak covered was hardly hunman at all

Lalo the Ilimmer stood in Prytanis Street before the house of Enas Yorl,
shivering. Wth the setting of the sun, the wind off the desert had turned col d,
al though there was still a greenish light in the western sky. Once he had spent

two nmonths trying to capture on canvas the translucent quality of that gl ow

The rooftops of the city nade a deceptively el egant sil houette against the sky,
topped by the lacy scaffolding of the tower of the Tenple of Savankala and
Sabel lia nearby. Insulting to local prejudices though the new temple m ght
be, at least it promised to be magnificent. Lalo sighed, wondering who
woul d paint the nurals within - probably some eninent artist fromthe capital
He sighed again. If he had gone to Ranke it mi ght have been hinsel f, returning
in triunph to his birthplace.

But that consideration forced his attention back to the edifice that |ooned
before him its shadows sonehow darker than those of the other buildings, and
the job that he had come here to do.

Terrors coiled like basilisks in the corners of his mind. Hs legs trenbled. A
dozen tinmes during his journey across the town they had threatened to buckle or
turn in the opposite direction, and the wine had been sweated out of himlong
ago.

Enas Yorl was one of the darker |egends of Sanctuary, although, for reasons
whi ch the episode in the Vulgar Unicorn had anply illustrated, he was rarely
seen. Runmour had it that the curse of sonme rival had condermmed himto the
exi stence of a chaneleon. But that was said to be the only Iimt on his power.

Had the sorcerer's offer been sone perverted joke, or part of sone nagica
intrigue? | should take the gold to Cilia, he thought, it m ght be enough to buy
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us places in an outward-bound caravan ..

But the coin was only a retainer for a service he had not yet performed, and
there was no place he could flee that would be beyond the reach of the sorcerer.
He could not return the noney wthout facing Enas Yorl, and he could not run
away. Shaking so that he could hardly grasp the intricately wought knocker, he
let it fall upon the brazen surface of the door.

The interior of the building seemed larger than its outside, though the
colourless msts that swirled around himmade it hard to be certain of anything
except the glowing red eyes of Enas Yorl. As the msts curdled and cleared, Lalo
saw that the sorcerer was enthroned in a carven chair which the artist would
have itched to exam ne had anyone el se been sitting there. He was considering a
slimfigure in an enbroidered Ilsig cloak who stood twirling a nmounted gl obe.

Seas and continents spun as the stranger turned, stared at Lalo, then back at
Enas Yorl .

"Do you mean to tell me that sot is necessary to your spell?

It was a woman's voice, but Lalo had already noted the fine bones structuring
the face beneath the scarred tanned skin and cropped hair, the wiry grace of the
body in its nmale attire. So might a kitten fromthe Prince's harem have | ooked
if it had been left to fight its way to adulthood in the alleys of the town.

Abruptly perceiving hinmself through the wonman's eyes, Lal o straightened, acutely
aware of his stained tunic and frayed breeches, and the stubble on his chin.

"Wy do you need a painting? she asked scornfully. ‘'lIsn't this enough to
purchase the use of your own powers?' From a bag suspended around her neck she
poured out a river of noonlight which resolved itself into a string of pearls
whi ch she cast rattling upon the stone-flagged fl oor.

"I could ..." said the sorcerer wearily. He was smaller than he had been, an
oddly shaped nmound in the great chair. 'If you had been anyone else, | would
have given you a spell worth as nmuch as that necklace, and |aughed when your
ship outran the land winds that carry the energies | use, and your beauty

becane. ugliness again. The natural tendency of things is towards disorder, ny
dear. Destruction is easy, as you know. Restoration takes nore energy.'

"And your power is not great enough?' Her voice was anxi ous now.

Lal o averted his eyes as the sorcerer's appearance altered again. He was feeling
alternately hot with enbarrassnent and chill with fear. Risky as involvenent in
the public affairs of w zards mght be, to be privy to their personal affairs
could only bring disaster. And whatever the relationship between the figureless
sorcerer and the disfigured girl mght be, it was obviously both extrenely
personal, and an affair.

"There is a price for everything,' replied Enas Yorl once he had stabilized. 'I
can transform you without aids, but not while continuing to protect nyself.
Jarveena, would you ask that of ne?" His voice was a whi sper now.

The girl shook her head. Suddenly subdued, she let her cloak slip to the floor
and seated herself. Lalo saw an easel beside him- had it been there before? He
t ook an involuntary step towards it, seeing there a set of brushes of
perfectly matched canmel's hair, pots of pigment finely ground, a snoothly
stretched canvas -tools of a quality of which he had only been able to dream

"I want you to paint her,' said Enas Yorl to Lalo. 'Not as you see her now, but
as | see her always. | want you to paint Jarveena's soul.'

Lalo stared at him as though he had been struck to the heart but had not yet
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begun to feel the pain. He shook his head a little.

"You read ny heart as you see the lady's soul...' he said with a curious
dignity. 'The gods al one know what | would give to be able to do what you ask of
me!"’

The sorcerer smled. His formseened to shift, to expand, and in the blazing of
his eyes Lal 0's awareness was consuned. / wll provide the vision and you wll
provide the skill... the words echoed in Lalo's mnd, and then he knew no nore.

The stillness of the hour just before dawn hushed the air when Lal o agai n becane
conscious of his own identity. The girl Jarveena lay back in her chair,
apparently asleep. H s back and shoul der ached furiously. He stretched out his
armand flexed his fingers to relieve their cranping, and only then did his eyes
focus on the canvas before him -

Did | do that? His first reaction was one he had known before, when hand and eye
had cooperated unusually well and he had energed from an intensive bout of work
amazed at how cl ose he had come to capturing the beauty he saw. But this - the
i mmge of a face whose finely arched nose and perfect brows were franed by waves
of lustrous hair, of a slenderly curved body whose honey-col oured skin had the
sheen of the pearls on the floor and whose delicately up-tilted breasts were
ti pped with buds of dusky rose - this was that Beauty, fully realized.

Lal o | ooked fromthe picture to the girl in the chair and wept, because he could
see only blurred hints of that beauty in her now, and he knew that the vision
had passed through him like light through a w ndowane, leaving himin the
darkness once nore.

Jarveena stirred and yawned, then opened one eye. 'Is he done? |'ve got to go
the Esmeral da sails on the early tide.'

'Yes,' answered Enas Yorl, his eyes glowing nore brightly than ever as he turned
the easel for her to see. The painting holds ny magic now. Take it with you and
|l ook at it as you would look into a mrror, and after atime it wll beconme a
mrror, and all will see your beauty as | see it now...'

Shaking with fatigue and |oss, Lalo sat down on the floor. He heard the rustle
of the sorcerer's robes as he noved to enbrace his l|ady, and after a little
while the sound of the painting being renoved and her footsteps going to the
door. Then Lalo and Enas Yorl were al one.

"Wll ... it is done .. .'The sorcerer's voice was fleshless, like wnd
whi spering through dry |leaves. 'WII you take your paynment now?'

Lal o nodded without |looking at him afraid to see the body to which that voice
bel onged.

"What shall it be? Gol d? Those baubles on the floor?' The pearls rattled as if
they had been nudged by the sorcerer's current equival ent of a toe.

Yes, | will take the gold, and Glla and | wll go and never set eyes on this
pl ace again... The words were on his lips, but every dream he had ever knhown was
clamouring in his soul

"Gve me the power you forced on ne last night!' Lalo's voice strengthened.
"G ve nme the power to paint the soul!

The | aughter of Enas Yorl began as the whisper in the sand that precedes the
simoom but it grew until Lalo was physically buffeted by the waves of pressure
in the room And then, after alittle, there was silence again, and the sorcerer
asked, 'Are you quite sure?
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Lal o nodded once nore.

"Well, that is alittle thing, particularly when you are already... when there
is such a strong desire. | will throw in a fewextras -' he said kindly, 'sone
souls for you to paint, perhaps a comm ssion or two ...

Lalo jerked as the sorcerer's hands cl osed on his head, and for a nonment all the
colours in the rai nbow exploded in his brain. Then he found hinself on his feet
by the door with a | eather satchel in his hand.

"And the painter's gear ...' continued Enas Yorl. 'l have to thank you not only
for a great service, but for giving me something to look forward to in life.
Master Limer, may your gift reward you as you deserve!'

And then the great brazen door had shut behind him and Lalo found hinmself in
the enpty street, blinking at the dawn.

The desert shimrered glassily with heat, appearing as insubstantial as the msts
in the house of Enas Yorl, but the noist breath of a fountain cooled Lalo's
cheeks. Dazed by the contrasts, the limmer found hinself wondering whether this
monent, or indeed any of the past three days, were real or only the continuation
of sone sorcerous dream But if that were so, he thought as he turned back to
the echoi ng expanse of Molin Torchhol der's veranda, he did not want to wake.

Before the first day after his adventure had passed, Lalo had received requests
for portraits fromthe Portmaster's wife and fromJordis the stonemason, newy
enriched by his work on the tenple for the Rankan gods. In fact the first
sitting was to have been this norning. But yesterday's sumons had taken
precedence; and so it was that Lalo, unconfortable in worn vel veteen breeches
that were loose in the shanks and pinched his waist, his enbroidered wedding
vest, and a shirt which Glla had starched so that it scraped his neck every
time he turned his head, waited to be interviewed for the honour of decorating
Mol in Torch-holder's feasting hall.

A door opened. Lalo heard light footsteps above the plash and gurgle of the
fountain, and a young wonan with precisely coiled fair hair beckoned to him

"My Lady?' he hesitated.

‘I am the Lady Danlis, ancilla to the mistress of this house,' she answered
briskly. '"Cone with ne ...

I should have known, thought Lalo, after hearing Cappen Varra sing her
prai ses/or so long. But that had been sonme tinme ago. As he followed her
strai ght - backed progress along the corridor Lalo wondered what vision had nmade
Cappen fall in love with her, and why it had fail ed.

A startled slave |ooked up and hastily began gathering together his rags and
jars of wax paste as Danlis ushered Lalo through a door of gilded cedarwood into
the Hall. Lal o stopped short, taken aback by the abundance of col our and texture
in the room Figured silken rugs littered the parquet floor; gilded grape vines
| aden with anethyst fruit twi sted about the marble colums that strai ned agai nst
the beaned ceiling; and the walls were draped with patterned danmask from the
| oons of Ranke. Lalo stared around him wondering what could possibly be left to
decor at e.

"Danlis, darling, is this the new painter?

Lalo turned at a rustle of silks and saw hastening across the carpets a woman
who was to Danlis as an overblown rose is to the bud of the flower. She was
followed by a maid, and a fluffy dog spurted ahead of her, yapping fiercely and
knocki ng over the pots of wax which the slave had set aside.
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‘"I'mso glad that nmy lord has given ne permission to get rid of these dreary
hangi ngs - so bourgeois, and as you see, they are quite faded now' The | ady
went on breathlessly, her trailing skirts upsetting the pots which the slave had
just finished righting again. The nmaid paused behi nd her and began to berate the
cowering servant in low fierce tones

"My Lady, may | present Lalo the Limmer-' Danlis turned to the artist, 'Lalo,
this is the Lady Rosanda. You may nake your bow.'

"WIl you take long to finish the work? asked the Lady. 'l wll be happy to
advi se you - everyone has al ways conplinented ne on ny excellent taste - | often
think that | mght have nade an excellent artist - if | had been bora into

another walk of life, that is ..

"Lord Mdlin's position requires a worthy setting - stated Danlis as her
m stress paused for breath. 'After the initial ... difficulties ... construction
of the new tenpl e has proceeded smoothly. Naturally there will be celebrations
in honour of its completion. Since it would be inpious to hold themin the
tenpl e, they nust take place in surroundings which wll denonstrate whose
genius is responsible for the achi evenent which will establish Sanctuary's
position in the Enpire.'

Lady Rosanda stared at her conpanion, inpressed, but Lalo scarcely heard her,
al ready abstracted by consideration of the possibilities of the place. 'Has Lord
Mol i n decided on the subjects that | amto depict?

"I'f you are chosen -' answered Danlis. 'The nurals will portray the goddess
Sabel lia as Queen of the Harvest, surrounded by her nynphs. First, of course, he
will want to see your sketches and designs.'

"I mght nodel for the Goddess ...' suggested Lady Rosanda, twtching an
i mpr obably auburn curl over one plunp shoul der and | ooki ng arch. '

Lalo swallowed. 'My Lady is too kind, but nodelling is exacting work -1 woul dn't
consider asking sonmeone of your refinement to spend hours posing in such
unconfortable positions and scanty attire ...' His panic eased into relief as
the lady sinpered and smled. H's own vision of the Goddess was characterized by
a conpassi onate mmj esty which he doubted Lady Rosanda coul d even visualize, much
| ess portray. Finding a nodel for Sabellia would be his hardest task

"Now that you understand the work, how nuch time will you require?
"What?' Lalo forced hinmself to the present again.

"When can you bring us the designs? Danlis repeated tartly.

"I must consider ... and choose ny nodels ...' he faltered. "It will take two or

t hree days.'
"Ch Lalo ...'

The limer jerked, turned, and realized that he had cone all the way from Mdlin
Torchhol der's wel | -guarded gatehouse to the Street of the Goldsniths without
conscious direction, as if his feet were under a charmto carry hi mhone.

"My dear friend!" Puffing a little, Sandol the rug deal er drew up beside Lalo,
who | ooked at himin bewilderment. It had not been 'ny friend" the last tine
they nmet, when Sandol had refused to pay the full price for his wife's portrait
because she said it nade her | ook fat.

"I have wanted to tell you how rmuch enjoynment your painting brings us. As they
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say, a work of art is a lasting pleasure - perhaps we ought to have a portrait
of nyself to balance ny wife's. What do you say?' He wiped his browwith a |arge
handker chi ef of purple silk.

"Well of course | would be happy - but | don't know just when
- nmy time may be occupied for a while ..."' answered Lal o, confused.

"Yes indeed -' Sandol sniled wunctuously. 'l understand that your work will
shortly grace a nmuch nore august residence than ny own. My wi fe was saying just
this nmorning what an honour it was to have been painted by the nman who is
decorating Mdlin Torchhol der's feasting hall!

Suddenly Lal o wunderstood. The news of his prospective comm ssion nust be all
over town by now He suppressed a grin of triunph, remenbering how he had
hunbl ed hinself to this man to get even a part of his fee. Perhaps he should do
the picture -the rug nerchant was as porcine as his | ady, and they would nake a
good pair.

"Well, | nust not discuss it yet...' replied Lalo nodestly. '"But it is true that
I have been approached... | fear that an opportunity to serve the representative
of the gods of Ranke nust take precedence over |esser comitnents.' Interested

commentary followed themlike an echo down the busy street, apprentices telling
their masters, silk-veiled matrons whispering to each other as they tried on
rings.

"Ch indeed | do understand,' Sandol assured himfervently. "AH | ask is that you
keep me in mnd ...

"I"lIl let you know,' said Lalo graciously, '"when | have time.' He increased his
pace, leaving the rug nerchant standing like a nelting icicle in the sea of
peopl e behind him Wen he had crossed the Path of Money into the Corridor of
Steel, Lalo pernmitted hinself a discreet skip or two.

"Not only ny feet but ny entire life is charmed now' he told hinself. 'May al
the gods of Ranke and Ilsig bless Enas Yorl!'

Sunshine glared fromthe whitewashed walls around him flashed from polished
swords and daggers displayed in the arnmourers' stalls, glittered in nyriad
points of light from linked mail. But the brilliance around him was |ess
dazzling than the vistas opening to Lalo's inmagination now. He would have not
merely a confortable living, but riches; not only respect, but fanme! Everything
he had ever desired was within his grasp ..

Cut purses flowed around himlike shadows as he passed through an alleyway, but
despite the runours, his purse still swng slackly, and they drew back again
wi t hout his having noticed them Someone called out to himas he passed the nore
nmodest establi shments near the warehouses, but Lalo's eyes were blinded by his
vi si ons.

It was not until his feet had carried himon to the Wdeway that edged the
harbour that he realized that he had been hailed by Farsi the Coppersnmith, who
had | oaned hi m noney when Glla was sick after the birth of their second child.
He thought of turning back, but surely he could visit Farsi another tine. He was
too busy now.

Plans for the new project were boiling in his brain. He had to come up wth
sonmething that could transcend the rest of Mlin's decor wthout trying to
conpete with its wvulgarity. Colours, details, the interplay of |ine and nass,
rippled before his mnind s eye like a painted veil between himand the sordid
streets of the town.

So much woul d depend on the nodels he chose for the figures in the design
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Sabel I ia and her nynphs nust display a beauty that would uplift the inmagination
even as it pleased the eye, an air at once both regal and innocent.

Lalo slipped on a fishhead. He flailed wildly for a nmonment, then regained his
bal ance and stood panting and blinking in the bright sun.

"And where will I find such mmidens in Sanctuary?" he asked hinself aloud
"Where nothers sell their daughters into whoredom as soon as their breasts begin
to show?' Even the girls who retai ned sone outward beauty were swiftly corrupted
within. In the past, he had found his nbdels anong the street singers and the
girls who eked out a weaver's paltry daylight wages on their backs, at night. He
woul d have to | ook el sewhere now.

He sighed and turned his face to the sea. It was cooler here, and the changing
wi nd brought a fresh sea breeze to conpete wth the rotting fish odour of the
shore. The blue water sparkled like a virgin's eye.

A woman with a child in her arnms waved to him and after a nonment Lalo
recogni zed Valira, come to the shore for an hour or two of sunshine with her
baby before it was time for her to ply her trade with the sailors there. She
lifted the child for himto see, and he noted with a pang that although her eyes
were painted, and glass beads glittered in her hennaed hair, her arms were stil
childishly thin. He renenbered when she had been one of his ol dest daughter's
pl aymat es, and had often come to Lalo's house for supper when there was no food
at her own.

He knew about the rape that had started Valira in this profession, the poverty
that kept her there, but her cheerful greeting nmade hi munconfortable. She had
not chosen her fate, but she could not escape it now. Her existence clouded the
bright future he had been envi sioning.

Lal o waved briefly at Valira and then hurried on, at once relieved and ashamed
when she did not call out to him

He continued al ong the Wdeway, past the wharves where the foreign ships were
berthed, pulling at their moorings |I|ike a nobleman's horses tethered outside a
peasant's sty. Sone of the nerchants had spread out their wares on the docks,
and Lalo threaded his way anong knots of people bickering over prices,
exchanging insults and news wth equal good hurmour. A few City Guards | ounged
against a piling, weariness and wariness mngling in their faces as they
surveyed the notley crowd. They were acconpanied by one of the Prince's Hel
Hounds, his expression differing from theirs only in that it becane, if
possi ble, even nmore supercilious when he | ooked at his nen.

Lal o passed without stopping the abandoned wharf near Fishernan's Row which had
becone his favourite place for nmeditation over the years. He had no need of it
now - he had too nuch to do! Were could he find nodel s? Perhaps he should visit
the Bazaar this afternoon. Surely he could find sone honest naidens there..

He hurried up the Street of Snells towards his home, but stopped short when he
saw his wife hanging out laundry in the building's courtyard, talking over her
shoul der to soneone hi dden behind her. He approached cauti ously.

"Did the interviewgo well, dear? asked Glla brightly. '"I've heard that the
Lady Rosanda is npbst gracious. You're quite favoured by the | adies today - see,
here's Mstress Zorra come to call on you...'

Lalo winced at the edge in her voice, then forgot her as she noved and the
caller cane towards him He received in quick succession an inpression of a trim
figure, a conplexion that glowed like the roses of Eshi, copper-bright hair and
a pair of dazzling eyes.

He swallowed. The last time he had seen Mstress Zorra was when she had
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acconpani ed her father to collect their rent, which was three nonths overdue. He
tried to renenber whether they had paid last nonth's rent on tine.

"Ch, Master Lalo - you've no need to |look so apprehensive!' Zorra blushed
prettily. 'You should know that your credit is good with us after so many years

After so much gossip about ny new prosperity, you nmean! he thought, but her
smle was infectious, and after all she was not responsible for the stinginess
of her sire. He grinned back at her, thinking that she was |ike a breath of
spring in this sunmer-parched street. Like a nynmph ..

"Perhaps you can help nme to nmaintain ny credit, mstress!' he replied. 'Wuld
you like to be one of ny nodels for the paintings in Mdlin Torchholder's Hall?'

How delightful it was to be the dispenser of |argesse, thought Lalo as he
wat ched Zorra dance away down the street. She had been painfully eager to break
all previous engagenents so that she could cone to himthe next day.

Was that how Enas Yorl felt when he gave nme ny desire? he wondered, and wondered
al so (but only for a nmoment) why, in doing so, the sorcerer had | aughed

"But why can't | pose for you in Mdlin Torchholder's house?" Zorra pouted,
glanced at Lalo to see if he was watching her take off her petticoat, and |et
the garnent slip to the fl oor

"I'f ny patrons could detach their walls and sent themhere for decoration,
doubt they would let even ne in the door...'" replied Lalo abstractedly,
transferring paint frompaintpots to palette in the precise order he always
used. 'Besides, I'Il need to make several studies fromeach nodel before |
deci de on the final design...

Morni ng sunlight shone cheerfully on the clean-swept floor, cleared now of
strangers' laundry, gleaned on Lalo's palette knife and glowed through the
petals of the flowers he had given to Zorra to hol d.

"That's right -' he said, draping a wi sp of gauze around her hips and adjusting
the angle of her arns. 'Hold the flowers as if you were offering themto the
Goddess.' She twitched as he touched her, but his awareness of her flesh was
al ready giving way to his perception other body as a formin space. 'Generally I
woul d do only a quick sketch or two,' he explained, 'but this nust be conplete
enough to give Lord Molin an idea of what the finished work will be like, so I'm
usi ng col our '

He stepped back, seeing the picture as he had visualized it-the fresh beauty of
the girl in the sunlight with her bright hair flow ng down her back and her arns
filled with bright flowers. He picked up his brush and took a deep breath,
focusi ng on what he saw.

H s awareness of the murnur of conversation at the other end of the room where
Glla and their mddl e daughter were preparing the noon neal, faded. He did not
turn when one of his sons canme in, was shushed by his nother and sent outdoors.
The sounds slid past himas his mnd stilled, as the tensions of the past days
sl i pped away.

Now he was hinself at |last, serenely confident that his hand woul d obey his eye,
that both would reflect the perceptions of his soul. And he knew that not the
conmi ssions, but this confidence in hinself, was the true gift of Enas Yorl
Lal o di pped his brush in the paint and began to work.

The bar of light had noved halfway across the floor when Zorra abruptly
straightened and I et her flowers fall to the fl oor
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"This had better be worth it!' she conplained. 'My back hurts, and nmy arns are

falling off." She flexed her shoulders and bent back and forth to ease the
strain.
Lal o blinked, trying to orient hinmself. 'No, not yet - it's not finished -' he

began, but Zorra was al ready noving towards him

"What do you nmean, | can't look? It's ny picture, isn't it? She stopped short,
staring. Lalo's eyes followed her gaze back to the picture, and appalled, he |et
the brush slip from his hand.

The face that | ooked at himfromthe easel had eyes narrowed with cupidity, lips
drawn back in a predatory grin. The red hair flamed I|ike a fox's brush, and
sonmehow t he rounded |inbs had been distorted so that she |ooked as if she were
about to spring. Lalo shuddered, looking fromthe girl to the picture and back
agai n.

' You whoreson maggoty bastard, what have you done to ne?" She rounded on him
furiously, then turned back to the picture, snatched up his palette knife, and
began to stab at the canvas. 'That's not me! That's hateful! You hate wonen,
don't you? You hate nmy father, too, but just you wait! You'll be living with the
Downwi nders by the tine he gets through with you!

The floor shook as Glla charged towards them Lal o staggered back as she thrust
between him and the half-naked girl, squeezed Zorra's wist until the little
knife clattered to the floor

'CGet dressed, you hussy! I'll have no such | anguage where ny children can hear!
snapped Glla, ignhoring the fact that they heard far worse every tinme they went
into the Bazaar.

"And you too, you bloated sowm' Zorra pulled away, began to struggle into her
clothes. 'You're too gross for even Anpli to hire -1 hope you end on the streets
where you bel ong!' The door slamed behind her and they heard her clatter down
the rickety stairs.

"I hope she breaks her neck. Her father still hasn't fixed those stairs,' said
Glla calmy.

Lalo bent stiffly to pick up his palette knife. 'She's right...' He took a step
towards the nmutilated picture. '"Damm him...' he whispered. 'He tricked me - he

knew that this would happen. May all the gods damm Enas Yorl!

Glla looked at the picture and began to laugh. 'No ... really,' she gasped,
"it's an excellent |ikeness. You only saw her pretty face. | know what she's
been up to. Her fiance killed hinmself when she threw himover for that gorilla
fromthe Prince's guard. The vixen is out for all she can get, which the picture
makes abundantly clear. No wonder she hated it!'

Lal o slunped. 'But |'ve been betrayed ..

"No. You got what vyou asked for, poor |ove. You have painted that wetched
girl's soul!"’

Lalo leaned on the splintery railing of the abandoned wharf, staring with
unf ocused eyes into the gol den dazzl e cast upon the waters by the setting sun as
if by wishing hard enough he could become one with that beauty and forget his
despair. | have only to clinb over this flinsy barrier and let nyself/all... He
i magi ned the feel of the bitter waters closing over him and the bl essed rel ease
from pain.

Then he | ooked down, and shuddered, not entirely because of the cooling w nd.
The nurky waters were littered with obscene gobbets that had once been part of
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living things - offal flushed down the gutters fromthe shanbles of Sanctuary to
the sea. Lalo's gorge rose at the thought of that water touching him He turned
away, sank down wth his back against the wall of a shanty the fi shernmen
soneti nes used

Li ke everything else | see, he thought, whatever seens fairest is sure to be
nmost foul within!

A ship noved nmmjestically across the harbour, passed the |ighthouse and
di sappeared around the point. Lalo had thought of shipping out on such a vessel,
but he was too unskilled for a sailor, too frail for a comon hand. Even the
solace of the taverns was denied to him In the Geen Gape they would
congratulate himon the success that was inpossible now, while the clients at
the Wulgar Unicorn would try torob him and beat him sensel ess when they
di scovered his poverty. How could he ever explain, even to Cappen Varra, what
had happened to hin

The planks on which he was sitting shook beneath a heavy tread. Glla ... Lalo
tensed, waiting for her accusations, but she only sighed, as if releasing pent
hope, or fear.

"I hoped I'd find you here...' Gunting, she eased down beside him unslung and
handed hi m an earthenware pot with a narrow spout. 'Better drink this before it
gets cold.'

He nodded, took a long swallow of fragrant herb tea laced with wine, then
anot her, and set the pot down.

Glla pulled her shawm around her, stretched out her legs and settled back
against the wall. Two gulls swooped overhead, squabbling over a piece of flesh

A heavy swell set wavelets |apping against the pilings belowthem then there
was sil ence again.

In the shared stillness, warned by the tea and by Glla's body, sonething that
had been wound tight within Lal o began to ease.

"Glla ..." he said at last, '"what am| going to do?
'The other two nodels fail ed?

'They were worse than Zorra. Then | started the portrait of the Portnmaster's
wife... Fortunately | got the sketch away before she could see it. She |ooked
I'i ke her | apdog!' He drank again.

"Poor Lalo.' Glla shook her head. 'It's not your fault that all your unicorns
turned out to be rhinoceroses!

He renenbered the ol d fable about the rhinoceros who | ooked into a nmagic mrror
and saw there a wunicorn, but it did not confort him 'Is everything beautiful
only a mask for rottenness, or is it only that way in Sanctuary?' He burst out
then, "Ch Glla, I've failed you and the children. We're ruined, don't you
understand? | cannot even hope anynore!'

She turned a little, but did not touch him as if she wunderstood that any
attenpt at confort would be nore than he coul d bear.

"Lalo ...' she cleared her throat and started again. 'It's all right - we'll get
by some way. And you haven't failed ... you haven't failed our dream You nade
the right choice - don't | knowthat it was nme and the children in the first

pl ace that kept you from what you were neant to do?

"Anyhow -' she tried to turn her enotion to laughter, "if worst cones to worst
I can nmodel for you -just for you to get the basic lines of the figures,
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of course,' she added apologetically. '"After all these years | doubt |I have
any flaws that you don't already know. ..'

Lal o set down the teapot, turned and | ooked at her. In the light of the setting
sun Glla's face, into which the years had carved so nmany lines, was |like a
weat hered i nage whi ch sone worshipper had gilded in an attenpt to disguise its
age. This bitter line for poverty endured, that, for the death of a child ..
Could all the sorrows of a world have marked a goddess nore?

He laid his hand on her arm seeing the size of her body, but feeling the
strength in it, and the flow of energy between them which had bound himto her,
even nore than her beauty, so many years ago. She sat still, accepting his
touch, although he thought she would have been well-justified in turning away.

Do | know you?

Glla s eyes were closed, her head tipped back to rest against the wall in a
rare nmonent of peace. The deepening |ight upon her face seened now to cone from
within. Lalo's eyes blurred. / have been blind, he thought, blind, and a fool..

"Yes ...' he fought to steady his voice, know ng how he would paint her, where
he woul d 1 ook for others to be his nodels now His breath caught, and he reached
out to her. She | ooked at himthen, smiling questioningly, and received himinto
her enbrace.

A hundred candles blazed in Mlin Torchholder's Hall, set in silver candel abra
wrought in the shape of torches wupraised in clenched fists. Light shimmered in
the gauzy silks of the |adies of Sanctuary, gleaned fromthe heavy brocades
worn by their lords, flashed fromeach golden Iink of <chain or faceted jewel
as they noved across the floor, nearly eclipsing the splendour of the room

Lal o observed the scene froma vantage point of relative quiet beside a pillar,
tolerated for his role in creating the nmurals whose conpletion the party was
intended to cel ebrate. Everyone of wealth or status who craved the favour of the
Empire was there, which these days anbunted to nost of the upper crust of
Sanctuary, everyone wearing the same nmask of conplacent gaiety. But Lalo could
not help wondering how, if he had painted this scene, those faces would have
appear ed. .

Several nerchants for whom Lal o had worked in the past had wangled invitations,
al though nost of his former clients would have felt as out of place in this
gathering as he did. He recognized a few friends, anong them Cappen Varra, who
havi ng just finished a song, was now warily watching Lady Danlis, who was far
too busy being charning to a banker from Ranke to notice him

Several other acquaintances fromthe Wulgar Unicorn had sonehow nmanaged to get
hired as extra waiters and footmen. Lalo suspected that not all of the jewels
that wi nked so brightly .tonight would | eave the house in the hands of those who
had brought them but he did not feel conpelled to point this out to anyone. He
braced hinself as he recognized Jordis the stonemason shouldering his way
towards himthrough the glittering crowd.

"Well, Master Limer, now that you've finished serving the gods, you'll have a
bit nore time for nmen, eh?" Jordis sniled broadly. 'The space on nmy wall that's
waiting for my picture is still bare...

Lal o coughed deprecatingly. '"I'm afraid that in nmy concentration on heavenly
things I've lost ny touch for wearthly excellence ...' The stonemason's
expression told him how ponpous that sounded, but it would be far better for
everyone to think his head had been turned by his new prosperity than for them
to guess the truth. The solution to his dilema that had enabled himto conplete
the job for Lord Mblin had forever barred himfrom Society portraiture.
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"Heavenly things ... ah, yes...' Jordis's eyes had noved to one of the nynphs
pai nted on the wall, whose |linbs were supple and rounded, whose eyes shone wth
youth and nerrinent. 'If | could make a living gazing at such |ovelies,

suppose |'d refuse to paint old nmen too!' He |aughed suggestively. 'Were do you
find themin this town, eh?

Selling their bodies on the docks ...or their souls in the Bazaar ... slaving in
your Kkitchen or scrubbing your floors... thought Lalo bitterly. This was not the
first tine this evening that he had been asked who his nodels were. The nynph at
whom Jordis was now |eering so eagerly was a crippled beggar girl whom he had
probably passed in the street a dozen tines. On another wall the whore Valira
proudly presented a sheaf of grain to the Goddess, while her child tunbled Iike
a cherub about her feet. And the Goddess they worshi pped, who dom nated all of
the facile splendour in this room was his Glla, the rhinoceros who had been
reveal ed as sonething greater than any unicorn

You have hearts but you do not feel... Lalo's eyes noved over the dazzle of
apparel and ornament in which Lord Molin's guests had di sguised thensel ves. You
have eyes, but you do not see. He nurnured sonmething about an artist's
perspecti ve.

"I'f you want a room decorated, |I'Il be happy to serve you, but | do not think
that I wll be doing portraits any nmore.' Ever since he had I|earned to see
Glla, his sight had been changing. Now, when he was not painting, he could
often see the truth behind the faces nen showed the world. He added politely, '
trust that your work is going well?

"Eh? My work - oh yes, but there's not nuch left for a stonemason now \Wat
remains will require a different sort of craft...' H s chuckle held a hint of
complicity.

Lalo felt himself flushing, realizing that Jordis assunmed he had been fishing
for information about the newtenple - the greatest decoration job that
Sanctuary had ever known. Wasn't |1? he wondered. |Is it wunworthy to want ny

goddess to adorn sonething nore worthy than this junped-up engineer's/easting
hal | ?

H's mouth dried as he saw Mdlin Torchholder hinself approaching him Jordis
bowed, smirked, and nelted back into the crowd. Lalo forced hinself to stand up
and neet his patron's eye. for Lord Mlin's excess flesh covered a powerful
franme, and there was somet hi ng unconfortably piercing about his gaze.

"I have to thank you,' said Lord Mdlin. 'Your work appears to be a success.' His
eyes roved ceaselessly from the cromd to Lalo's face and back again. 'Perhaps
too successful!' he went on. 'Next to your goddess, ny guests appear to be the
decorations here!’

Lalo found himself trying to apol ogize and froze, terrified that he would blurt
out the truth.

Mol i n Torchhol der | aughed. 'I amtrying to conmplinent you, nmy good man -1 would
like to conmission you to do the paintings on ny new tenmple's walls...

" Master Limmer, you appear to be in good spirits today!'’

Lal o, who had just turned fromthe Path of Money into the Avenue of Tenples, on
his way to make an initial survey of the spaces he was to decorate in the new
tenpl e to the Rankan gods, nissed a step as the soft voice spoke in his ear. He
heard a dry chuckle, felt the hairs rise on his neck and bent to peer nore
closely at the other man. Al he coul d see beneath the hooded caravaneer's cl oak
was the gl eam of crimson eyes

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]...d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f%20Sanctuary.txt (110 of 149) [8/27/03 10:33:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %20-%20T hi eves¥20Worl d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f %20Sanctuary .txt

'Enas Yorl!'

‘"More or less... hi s compani on agreed. 'And you? Are you the sanme? You have
been in my thoughts a great deal. Wuld you like ne to change the gift | gave to
you?'

Lal o shivered, renmenbering those nonents when he would have given his soul to
| ose the power the sorcerer had bestowed upon him But instead, his soul had
been given back to him

"No. | don't think so,' he answered quietly, and sensed the sorcerer's surprise.
"The debt is mine. Shall | paint you another picture to repay it? He added,
"Shall | paint a portrait of you, Enas Yorl?

The sorcerer halted then, and for a nonment the painter nmet fully the red gaze of
those unearthly eyes, and he trenbled at the i Mmortal weariness he saw there.

Yet it was not Lalo, but Enas Yorl, who was the first to close his eyes and | ook
away.

THEN AZYUNA DANCED
by Lynn Abbey
1

He was a handsome nman, sonewhat |ess than middle-aged, with a physique that
bespoke a soldier, not a pnest. He entered the bazaar-stall of Kul the
Silkseller with an authority that sent the other patrons back into the dusty
aft ernoon and brought bright-eyed Kul out from behind his bolts of cloth.

"Your grace?' he fawned.

‘Il shall require a double length of your finest silk. The colour is not
important - the texture is. The silk nmust flow |like water and a candl ef | ame nust
be bright through four thicknesses.'

Kul thought for a nonent, then rummaged up an arm oad of sanples. He would have
di spl ayed each, slowy, inits turn, but his customer's eyes fell on a sea-green
bolt and Kul realized it would be folly to test the priest's patience.

"Your grace has a fine eye,' he said instead, wunrolling a half-length and
letting the priest exam ne the hand and transparency of the cloth.

' How nuch?
"Two gold coronations for both I engths.'
"One.’

"But, your grace has only recently arrived fromthe capital. Surely you recal
the fetching-price of such workmanship. See here, the right border is shot wth
silver threads. It's certainly worth one-and-seven.

"And this is certainly not the capital. N ne Rankan soldats,' the priest
grow ed, reducing his offer further

Kul whi sked the cloth out of the priest's hand, spinning it expertly around the

bolt. "Nine soldats ... the silver inthe cloth is worth nore than that! Very
well. 1I've no choice, really. How is a bazaar-nerchant to argue with Molin
Torchhol der, High Priest of Vashanka? Very well, very well - nine soldats it
is.'
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The priest snapped his fingers and an adol escent tenple-nmute scurried forward
with the priest's purse. The youth selected nine coins, showed themto his
master, then handed themto Kul who checked both sides to be certain they
weren't shaved - as so nuch of Sanctuary's currency was. (It was not fitting
that a priest handle his own noney.) Wen Kul slipped the small handful of coins
into his waist-pouch, Torchholder snapped his fingers a second tine and a
massi vely built plainsman ducked under the stall's lintel, holding the door
cloth until the priest departed, then taking the bolt fromthe silent youth.

Mol i n Torchhol der strode purposefully through the crowded Bazaar, confident the
sl aves woul d keep pace wth him sonmehow. The silk was alnpbst as good as the
merchant clainmed, and in the capital, where better noney flowed nore freely,
woul d have brought tw ce what the merchant had asked. The priest had not risen
so high in the Rankan bureaucracy that he failed to savour a well-finessed

haggl i ng.

Hi s sedan-chair awaited himat the bazaar-gate. A second plainsman was there to
hol d his heavy robes while he stepped over the carved-wood sides. The first had
al ready placed the silk on the seat and stood beside the rearnpst poles. The
mute pulled a |eather-wapped forked stick from his belt, slapped it once
agai nst his thigh and the entourage headed back to the pal ace.

The plainsmen went to wherever it was that they abi ded when Molin didn't need
their services; the youth carried the cloth to the famly's quarters with the
strictest instructions that the esteemable Lady Rosanda, Mdlin's wife, was not
to see it. Mlin hinself wandered through the palace until he came to those
roons now allotted to Vashanka's servants and sl aves.

It was the latter who interested him specifically the Iithe Northern slave they
call ed Seyl al ha who practised the arduous Dance of the Consort at this tinme each
day. The dance was a nortal recreation of the divine dance Azyuna had perforned
bef ore her brother, Vashanka, persuading himto nake her his concubine r at her
than relegate her to the traitorous ranks of their ten brothers. Seylal ha woul d
performthat dance in less than a week at the annual comrenoration of the Ten
- Sl ayi ng.

She had reached the clinmax of the nusic when he arrived, beginning the dervish
swirls that brought her calf-1ength honey-coloured hair out into a conplete,
dazzling circle. The tattered practice rags had |ong-since been discarded, but
she was not yet twirling so fast that the priest could not appreciate the
firmess other thighs, the small, upturned breasts. (Azyuna's dance nust be
danced by a Northern slave or the novenents becane grotesque.) The slave's face,
Molin knew, was as beautiful as her body though it was now hidden by the
swi ngi ng hair.

He watched until the nusic exploded in a final crescendo, then slid the spy-hole
shut with an audible «click. Seylalha would see no virile man until the feast
ni ght when she danced for the god hinself.

2

The slave had been escorted to her quarters - nmnore properly: returned to her
cell. The beefy eunuch turned the key that slid a heavy bolt into place; he
needn't have bothered. After ten years of captivity and especially now

that she was in Sanctuary, Seylalha was not likely to risk her life in
escape-attenpts.

He had been there watching again; she knew that and nore. They thought her mnd
was as bl ank as the surface of a pond on a wi ndless day - but they were wong.
They thought she could renenber nothing of her life before they had found her in
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a squalid slave-pen; she'd nerely been too smart to reveal her nenories. Neither
had she ever revealed that she could understand their Rankan |anguage - had
al ways understood it. True, the wonen who taught her the dance were all nutes
and coul d reveal nothing, but there were others who had tongues. That was how
she cane to learn of Sanctuary, of Azyuna and the Feast of the Ten- Sl ayi ng.

Here in Sanctuary she was the only one who knew t he whol e dance but had not yet
performed it for the god. Seylalha guessed that this year would be her year
the one fateful night in her constricted life. They thought she didn't know what
the dance was. They thought she performed it out of fear for the bitter-faced
worren with their |eather-bound clatter-sticks. But in her tribe nine-year-olds
were consi dered of marriageabl e age, and a seduction was a seduction regardless
of the | anguage.

Seyl al ha had reasoned, as well, that if she did not want to becone one of those
mutil ated wonen who had trained and taught her she'd best get a child from her
bedding with the god. Legend said Vashanka's unfulfilled desire was to have a
child by his sister; Seylalha would oblige the god in exchange for her freedom
The Ten- Sl ayi ng was a new noon feast; she bled at the full-noon. If the god were
man-1ike after the fashion of her clan-brothers, she woul d conceive.

She knelt on the soft bed-cushions they provided her, rocking back and forth
until tears flowed down her face; silent tears | est her guardi ans hear and force
a drugged potion down her throat. Calling on the sungod, the noongod, the god
who tended the herds in the night and every other shadow denobn she could
renmenber from the days before the slave-pens, Seylal ha repeated her prayers:
‘Let me conceive. Let me bear the god's child. Let me livel K-eep me from
becom ng one of thenF

In the distance, beyond walls and | ocked door, she could hear her |less fortunate

sisters speaking to each other on their tanbours, |Iyres, pipes and clatter
sticks. They'd danced their dance and lost their tongues; their wonbs were
filled with bile. Their nusic was a nmournful, bitter dirge - it told her fate if

she did not bear a child.

As the tears dried she arched her back until her forehead rested on the soft
mass of her hair beneath her. Then, in rhythmto the distant conversation, she
began her dance agai n.

3

Mol in paced around the marble-topped table he had brought with himfromthe
capital. The nmute who always attended himhid in the far corners of the room
Molin's wath had touched himthree tinmes and it was not yet high-noon

The injustice, the indignity of being the suprene priest of Vashanka in a sink
hol e |i ke Sanctuary. Construction |agged on the tenple: inept crews, unforeseen
acci dents, horrendous onmens. The old 1lsig hierarchy gloated and collected the
citizenry's irregular tithes. The Inperial entourage was cranped into inadequate
quarters that shoved his househol d together. He was actually sharing rooms wth
his wife - a situation neither of them had ever desired and could no | onger
tolerate. The Prince was an idealist, an unmarried idealist, whose belief in the
bliss of that inconvenient state was exceeded only by his nai'vety with regard
to statecraft. It was difficult not to enjoy the Prince's conpany, however
despite his manifold shortcomings. He had the proper breeding for a useless
younger son, and only the worst of fates had brought himso perilously close to
the throne that he nust be sent so depressingly far fromit.

In Ranke, Molin had a fine house - as well as roons wthin the tenple. Rare
flowers bloomed in his heated gardens; a waterfall coursed down one interior
wal | of the tenple drowning out the street-noises and casting rainbows across
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this very table when it had resided in his audi ence chanbers. Were had he gone
wrong? Now he had a tiny roomwi th one wi ndow |ooking out to an air shaft that

must have sunk in the cesspools of hell itself and another one, the larger of
the two, overlooking the gallows. Mreover, the Hounds were elsewhere this
nmor ni ng and yesterday's corpses still creaked in the breeze.

Injustice! Indignity! And so, of course, he must clothe hinmself in the nmjesty
of his position as Vashanka's loyal and duly initiated priest. Kadakithis nust
find his way to these forsaken quarters and endure themas the priests did if
Molin was to acquire better |odgings. The Prince was late - no doubt he'd got
| ost.

"My Lord Mblin?' a cheerful voice called fromthe antechanber. 'MWy Lord Molin?
Are you here?

‘I am ny Prince.'

Molin gestured to the nute who poured two goblets of fruit tea as the Prince
entered the room

"My Lord Mblin, your nessenger said you wi shed to see ne urgently on matters
concer ni ng Vashanka? This nust be true, isn't it, or you wouldn't have called ne
all the way out here. Were are we? No natter. Are there problens with the
tenple again? |I've told Zaibar to see to it that the conscripts performtheir
duties...'

"No, my Prince, there are no new problens with the tenple, and | have turned al
those matters over to the Hounds, as you suggested. W are, by the way, 1in the
outer wall of your palace -just upwind of the gallows. You can see them through
the window - if you'd like.'

The Prince preferred to sip his tea.

"My purpose in summpning you, ny Prince, has to do wth the upcomng
commenorati on of the Ten-Slaying to take place at the newnoon. | wi shed certain
privacy and discretion which, frankly, is not available in your own quarters.'

If the Prince was offended by Mdolin's insinuations he did not reveal it. 'Do |
have special duties then?" he asked eagerly.

Molin, sensing the lad' s excitenent, pressed his case all the harder. 'Extrenely
special ones, my Prince; ones not even your distinguished |ate Father, the
Enmperor, was honoured to perform As you are no doubt aware, Vashanka
mayH snamebe-prai sed - has concerned Hinself rather personally in the affairs of
this city of late. M augurists report that on no less than three separate
occasions since your arrival in this accursed place H's power has been
successfully invoked by one not of the tenple hierarchy."’

The Prince set down his goblet. 'You know of these things? he asked with open
-faced incredulity. 'You can tell when the god's used Hi s power?

‘"Yes, ny Prince," Mlin answered calmy. 'That is the general purpose of our
hi erarchy. Wrking through the mandated rituals and in partnership with our God
we incline Vashanka's blessings towards the loyal, righteous upholders of

tradition, and direct His wath towards those who would deny or harmthe
Empire.’

"l know of no traitors ..

... And neither do I, ny Prince,' MIlin said, though he had his suspicions,
"but | do know that our God, Vashanka - nmy-H snanebepraised - is showing H's
face with increasing fre-« quency and devastating effect in this town.'
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"Isn't that what he's supposed to do?

It was difficult to believe that the vigorous Inperial household had produced so
dense an heir; at such times as this Mlin alnost believed the runours that
circulated around the Prince. Sone said that he was at |east as clever and
anbitious as his brother's advisers feared; Kadakithis was deliberately botching
this gubernatorial appointment so he would have to be returned to the capital
before the Enpire faced rebellion. Unfortunately, Sanctuary was nore than equa
to the nost artfully contrived inconpetence

"My Prince,' Modlin began again, snapping his fingers to the nute who i medi ately
pushed a great-chair forward for the Prince to sit in. This was going to take
| onger than anticipated. "My Prince - a god, shall we say any god but nost
especially our own god Vashanka - mayHi snanebeprai sed - is an awesonely powerful
bei ng who, even though He nay beget nortal children on wlling or unwilling
worren, is quite unlike a nortal man.

"A nere man who runs rampant in the streets with his sword drawn and shouting
sedition would be an easy matter for the Hounds to control - assuming, of
course, they even noticed himin this town ...'

"Are you saying, nmy Lord Mlin, that such a vagrant is ploughing through mny
city? Is that why you've called ne here, really? Does ny suite harbour a
Vi perous traitor?

It must be an act, Mdblin decided. No one could attain physical maturity with
only Kadakithis's apparent intelligence to guide him He had attained maturity,
hadn't he? WMlin's plans demanded it. He was known to have concubines, but
perhaps he nerely talked themto sleep? It was tine for a change of tactics.

"My Dear Prince, as hierarchical superior here in Sanctuary | can flatly state
that the repeated incidents of divine intervention, unguided as they are by the
rituals performed according to tradition by nyself and nmy acol ytes, constitute a
severe threat to the well-being of your people and your mission to Sanctuary.
They nust be stopped by whatever nmeans are necessary!'

"Ch... oh!" the Prince's face brightened. 'l believe | understand. I'mto do
somet hing at next week's festival that will help you get control again. Do | get
to bed Azyuna?

The light in the young man's eyes reassured Molin that the Prince did understand
the purpose of a concubine. 'Indeed, ny Prince! But that is only a small part of
what we shall do next week. The Dance of Azyuna and the Divine Seduction are
performed at the festival each year. Many children are born of such unions, many
serve their ersatz-father with great dignity - | nmyself ama son of the Consort.
But, under extreme circunstances the Dance of Azyuna will be preceded by the
nost sacred recreation of the Ten-Slaying itself. Vashanka - mayH snanebeprai sed
- rediscovers His traitorous brothers plotting to overthrow the divine authority
of Savankal a, their father. He slays them on the spot and takes Azyuna, at her
i nsistence, to bed at once as his consort. The child of such a union - if there
were any - would be well-onened indeed.

"My Prince, the auguries indicate that such a child wll be born here in
Sanctuary - of all places - and our God's activity here would lend belief to
this. It is inperative that such a child be born within the strictures of the
tenple; it would be fitting if the child s natural father were you ...

The Prince turned the colour of the fruit tea, though his conplexion quickly
levell ed off at a unique shade of green. "But Mdlin, that's general's work

killing surrendered officers of the enemy. Mdlin, you don't expect me to kil
ten nmen, do you? Wy, there aren't nmore than ten Vashankan priests in this
whole city." 1'd have to kill you. |I couldn't do it, Mdlin - you mean too nuch
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"My Dear Prince," Mdlin poured another goblet of fruit tea and signalled the
mute to bring a stronger libation for the next round. 'My Dear Prince,
while | would never hesitate to lay down ny life for you or the Enpire shoul d,
gods forfend, the need ever arise -none the less, | assure you, | am not about
to make the suprenme sacrifice at this time. There is nothing in the nost
sacred tones of ritual dictating the nature or rank of the ten who nust be slain
-save that they nmust be undeformed and alive at the start.'

At that nonment there were shouts outside Mlin's |arger window and the all-too
fam liar sound of the gallow s rope snappi ng anot her neck

"Very sinply, nmy Prince, cancel these daily executions and by the Ten-Sl ayi ng
I"msure we'll have our quota.

The Prince blanched at the thought of Sanctuary denizens whose activities so
exceeded the norms of this none-too-civilized place that his judges would
condemm themto deat h.

' They woul d be bound and drugged, of course,’ Mdlin consoled his Prince, 'as is
part of custom if not tradition. Qur hierarchy has suffered the disconfort of
havi ng the wong man survive,' Mlin added quickly, w thout nentioning that they
had al so suffered the inconvenience of losing all eleven to their wounds before
the ritual could be conpleted. The hierarchy had acquired an i mense
practicality over the generations when its own interests were concerned.

Kadakithis stared blankly into the corners of the room he had stared briefly
out the window but the busy gall ows had not brought the peace of mind he sought.
Molin entertained hopes of getting new quarters in the near future. The mute
offered thema fresh goblet of the |local wine - a surprisingly potable beverage,
given its origins. But then the priorities of the populace were such that the
wi ne shoul d be far better than their cheese or bread. Mlin hinself offered the
strong drink to the Prince.

"Molin -1 cannot. If it were just the Dance... well, no, not even then.' The
Prince squared his shoul ders and sinulated a stance of firmresolve. 'Mlin, you
are wong - it would not be fitting for a Prince of the blood. | mean no slurs,

but | cannot be seen consorting with a tenple slave at a public festival.'

Mol in considered the refusal; considered taking Vashanka's role hinself- he'd
seen the tenple slave in question. But he had been honest with the Prince; it
was of the utnost inportance that the child be properly conceived.

"My Prince, | do not ask this lightly, any nore lightly than | infornmed ny
brethren in Ranke of ny decision in this matter. The slave is of the best
Northern stock; the rite is held in strictest nystery.

' The Hand of Vashanka rests heavily on your prefecture, ny Prince. You cannot
have failed to notice Hi s presence. The daily auguries show it plainly. Your own
Hel I Hounds, the very guardians of Inperial Order, are not inmune to the dangers
of Vashanka's unbridl ed presence!’

The High Priest paused, staring hard into Kadakithis's eyes, forcing the young
governor to acknowl edge the runours that flew freely and were never disputed.
Molin could trace his ancestry to the god in the tinme-honoured way, but what
about Tempus? The Hell Hound bore Vashanka's mark, but had been whel ped far
beyond the ken of the priesthood.

"Who are we to channel the powers of the gods?' the Prince responded, his gaze
unf ocused, his manner unconfortably evasive.

Molin drew hinself up to his full height, some finger-widths taller than the
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Prince. H's back straightened as if the beaten gold headdress of his office
bal anced on his brow 'My Prince, we are the channels, the only true channels.
Wthout the nediation of a duly consecrated hierarchy the bonds of tradition
whi ch nake Vashanka - mayH snanmebeprai sed - our God and us H s worshippers woul d
be irreparably sundered. The rituals of the tenple, whose origins are one wth
the God Hinself, are the balance between nortal and inmmortal. Anyone who
circumvents the rituals, for any reason however well-intentioned ... anyone who
does not hearken to the call of the hierarchy in its needs subverts the proper
rel ati onship of god and worshi pper to the daming harm of both!’

Again the experienced Inperial Hi erarch stared down on the young, awestruck
Prince. Molin was only half-conscious of overstating the case for stringent
observation of the rituals. Vashanka's displeasure when He was not properly
appeased was extensively docunented. The rituals were all intended to bind a
capricious and hungry deity.

The crowd outside Mlin's window raised its voice and shut down their
conversation; the day's verdicts were being proclained. There would be two nore
hangi ngs on the norrow. Kadakithis started when his nane was used to justify the
awf ul puni shnents the Enpire nmeted out to its crimnals. He shrank back fromthe
wi ndow as a huge black crow landed on the sill, swivelling its head in a
| opsided start of dark-curiosity. The Prince shooed it back to the gall ows.

"I will do what | can, Molin. | wll speak with ny advisers.
"My Dear Prince, in matters regarding the spiritual wel | - bei ng of the
I mperial Presence in Sanctuary, | amyour only trusted adviser.

Molin regretted his burst of tenper at once; though the Prince gave himsnooth
verbal assurances, the Vashankan priest was now certain that the Hound Tenpus
woul d know by sundown.

Tenpus: a plague, a thorn, a malignancy to the proper order of things. A son of
Vashanka, a true-son no doubt, and wutterly unfettered by the -constraints of
ritual and hierarchy. |1f even a fraction of the runours about him were to be
believed; if he had survived dissection on Kurd's tables ... It could not be
bel i eved. Tenpus could not be so far beyond the hierarchy's reach

Vell, Molin thought after a noment, I'ma true-son too. Let the Prince run to
himin sweating anxiety. Let himconsult with Tenpus; |let them conspire against
me - |I'Il still succeed.

Generations of priests had bred generations of true-sons to Vashanka. The god
was not quite the blood-drinker he once was.

Vashanka coul d be constrai ned and, after all, MIlin's side of the famly was far
bi gger than Tenpus's.

He watched the Prince |eave without feeling panic. The crow returned to the
wi ndow- | edge as was its daily custom The bird cawed inpatiently while Mlin and
the mute prepared its feast: |live nouse dipped in wine. The priest watched the
bird di sappear back to the Maze rooftops, staring after its flight Ilong after
his wife had begun to shout his nane.

4

Seyl al ha stood perfectly still while the dourfaced wonmen draped the sea-green
froth around her. The wonen would not hesitate to prick her sharply wth their
bodki ns and needl es, though they took the greatest of care with the silk. They
st epped back and signalled that she should spin on her toes for them

Deep folds of material billowed out into delicate clouds at her sl i ght est
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nmovement. The texture of the cloth against her skin was so unlike the heavy
tatters of her usual attire that for once she forgot to watch the intricate
dance- | anguage other instructors a; they discussed their creation

The tinme nust be drawi ng near; they would not dress her like this unless it was
almost tine for her marriage to the god. The noon above her <cell was a thin
crescent fading to bl ackness.

They got their instrunents and began to play. Wthout waiting for the sharp
report of the clatter-sticks, Seylal ha began to dance, letting the unhemmed ends
of the silk swirl out to acconpany her as she noved through the hundreds of
poses - each painfully inured in her nuscles. She flowed with the atonal nusic,
throwi ng her soul into each leap and turn, keenly aware that this neaningl ess
coll ection of novenents woul d becone her only, exquisite plea for freedom

Wien she settled into the final frantic nmonments of the dance the sea-green silk
was caught in her flying hair and lifted anay fromher body until it was
restrained only by the brooches at her neck and waist. As she fell into the
prostrate bow, the silk floated down, hiding the rhythmic heaving of her
exhausted lungs. The clatter-sticks were silent, w thout naggi ng corrections.

Seyl al ha separated her hair and stood up in one graceful novement. Her teachers
were notionless as well as speechless. Never again would she be the bullied
student. C apping her owmn hands at the quiet women, Seylal ha waited until the
nearest one crept forward to unpin the twisted silk and accompany her to her
bat h.

5

It was inky night and even the light of two dozen torches was insufficient to
guide the procession along the treacherous, rutted streets of Sanctuary in
safety. Mlin Torchhol der and five other ranking nenbers of the hierarchy had
excused thensel ves fromthe procession and waited in the relative confort of the
stone-porch of the still inconplete Tenple of Vashanka. Behind the priests a
great circular tent had been erected. The nute wonen could be heard tuning and
conversing with their instruments. As the bobbing torches rounded into the pl aza
the women were silenced and Mdlin, ever-careful with his elaborate headdress,
mounted a small dais on the porch.

The girl, Seylal ha, shrouded in a cloak of feathers and spun gold, clutched the
side-rail of the open platform as six bearers recruited fromthe garrison
struggled with the rough-hewn steps. She lurched violently to one side, spilling
the luxuriant cloth alnmbst to the ground, but her dancer's reflexes saved her
froman ill-onened tunble. Ten felons fromthe city dungeons, drugged into a
stupor, clanbered past - oblivious to the past and present as well as the
limted future. Their white robes were already soiled by numerous falls in the
muddy streets but none had seriously injured hinself.

At the rear of the procession, wearing another nask of hamrered gold and
obsidian, Prince KLadakithis groped his way to the tent. He glanced at Mol i n
as he passed though their masks nade subtle comruni cation inpossible. It was
enough, for Mlin's purposes, that the Prince hinself was entering the tent.
He tied the cloth-door of the tent closed and braced three crossed spears
against the lintel.

The Hell Hounds forned an outer perimeter - the Hell Hounds save for Tenmpus whom
Molin, wth self-congratulations, had had assigned to other duties in the
pal ace; the man mght not do as he was told, but he wouldn't be near this
ritual. The Hounds held their drawn swords before them they would adm nister
the coup de grace should anyone |eave or enter the tent before sunrise. Mlin
rem nded them of their obligations in a voice that carried well beyond the
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unfi ni shed wal | s.

' Those Ten whom Vashanka destroyed have been di sgraced and remain unworshi pped
to this day; their very nanes have been unlearned. But the waith of a god is
far stronger than the spirit of a nortal man. They will feel their deaths again
and converge upon this site seeking an unwitting or feeble nortal whomthey can
usurp and use against their brother. It is your duty to see that this does not
occur!'

Zai bar, captain of the Hell Hounds, bellowed his conprehension of Mlin's order

6

The wonen, and they were all dressed as wonen t hough Seyl al ha knew sone of them
were the eunuchs who routinely guarded her, crept forward to renove the heavy
cloak from her shoul ders. She shook the cranped silk and knotted her fingers in
anticipation. A partition of fine netting separated the nusicians fromthe other
participants in this drama, but their sounds were famliar and oddly soot hing.
The carpet on which she had al ways danced lay slightly to one side of the centre
of the tent and behind the carpet was a nound of pillows to which the burly
"wonen' directed her. The white-robed nen were invited to partake of a banquet
laid out on a lowtable and fell over each other rushing to the sunptuous
food. The nasked figure who stood apart from the rest and seened distinctly
unconfortabl e under his splendid robe was led to a separate table where only
stale bread and water had been laid and an ugly, heavy short-sword awaited him

So, that was the god, Seylal ha thought, as the mask was lifted fromhis face. He
was weak-chinned - but what civilized man did not show the stains of his rich
foods and soft bed? He was, at |east, a whole man. The man-god woul d not | ook at
her, preferring to watch the darkest, |east penetrable recesses of the tent.
Seyl al ha knew fear for his curiously absent passions. Sliding off the
cushions she struck the first position of her dance, expecting the nmnusicians
to lift their instruments.

But the nusicians reached for their clatter-sticks and the eunuchs guided her
rudely back to the cushions. She shook their hands away, aware that they
dared not hurt her, but then her attention, and the attention of everyone in the
tent, was riveted to a newconer, a nore appropriate man-god who had eased out
of the darkness and hel d an unsheat hed dagger in his |eft hand.

He was tall, nassive, etched with the harsh |ines of a rough and feral man. The
one whom she had mistaken for the man-god enbraced the newconer with hearty
famliarity. 'l was afraid you wouldn't show up, Tenpus.'

"Both you and He had my word. Torchholder 1is a canny nan; he distrusts ne
already -T could not walk in right behind you, ny Prince.'

"She is beautiful...' the Prince mused, glancing to Seylalha for the first
time. 'You' ve reconsidered? It would be for the best if you did ... even now.
Her beauty means nothing to ne. None of this neans anything to ne except

that it nmust be done and | nust do it.

"Yes, you're the one to do it... though she is nore tenpting than | would have
t hought possi bl e.

The chiefnost of the gowned eunuchs noved to separate the nen, giving the
interloper a stiff punch on the shoul der. Seylal ha, who could read the |anguage
of movenent, froze in terror as the feral stranger turned, hesitated and
pl unged the dagger deep into the eunuch's chest all within the space of a few
heartbeats. The other 'wonen' who saw little nore than a blur of npvenent,
wailed and groaned in terror as the dead eunuch collapsed to the rough
ground. Even the whi t e-robed feasters ceased their eating and becane a
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frightened knot of sheep-Ilike nen.

"It will be as | warned you, nmy Prince - not nerely the Ten but all the others.
If you've no taste for bloodshed it would be best if you depart now MW nen
await you. | will do ny father's work."'

"What of Zaibar? | knew nothing about that until Mdlin addressed them'
"They did not see ne; it is unlikely they will see you.'

The one who had been called the Prince slunk into the darkness. The other
retrieved his dagger fromthe corpse

"Qur Inperial Prince is not one for rituals of bloodshed and viol ence,’" he said
to everyone in the tent. 'He has asked ne to take the role of ny father in his
stead. Wuld any here gainsay ny right to act for Vashanka and ny Prince?

The question was purest rhetoric. The bloody corpse was testinony to the price
of gainsaying this intruder. Seylal ha wenched a heavy tassel fromone of the
pillows and shredded it behind her. She clung to the belief that her life had
been an arrow directed to this night, her dance would be her salvation; but that
bel i ef was shaken as the eunuchs who had ruled her for so many years cowered in
fear and the feasting men nmade a dooned attenpt to find hiding places.

Wth an wunpleasant smle the man-god strode to the table where he ripped a
mout hful of bread fromthe loaf, drained the beaker of salted water and lifted
the crude sword. He shifted it once or twice in his hand, his fingers adjusting
to its awkward balance. Wth the same smile still on his |ips he advanced
towards the terrified men in white.

Scream ng, despite the drugs, they raced through the tent as he w nnowed through
their nunbers. The wi sest, |east drugged, plunged through the netting into the
company of nusicians. The man-god stal ked his ersatz-brethren as if the darkness
did not exist and with a vicious determ nation that bespoke his acceptance
of the role. He shoved the shrieking women aside wth his free hand and
delivered the final strokes wth the bloody sword. The killing conpleted, he
set about gathering the heads of his enemes and placing themin a gory heap
on the banquet table -a task made no easier to do or watch by the edgel ess
sword he wi el ded

Still kneeling anong the pillows, Seylalha drew the sheer silk tightly around
herself, twisting the |oose ends about her arns until she had become a sea
-green statue, for the cloth did nothing to conceal her beauty and little to

conceal her pale, quivering fear. Wen the bl ood-sneared stranger who was nore
god than nan had placed the last trophy upon the table he vented his divine
vi ol ence on the woman-garbed eunuchs. Seylalha pulled the pins fromher hair;
the honey-brown cascade covered her eyes and hid her from the sight of the
guardi ans |1ying butchered on the ground. She took fistfuls of hair and pressed
them agai nst her ears, but that was not enough to bl ock the know edge of how the
hal f-nen had died. As she had done so many tines as a child and as a woman, she
began to rock back and forth, keening softly to gods whose nanes she had | ong
since forgotten.

"It is time, Azyuna.'

Hi s voice broke into her prayers. His hand clanped over her wist and drew her
i nexorably to her feet. Her legs shook and she could not remain upright except
through his hold on her. When he shook her slightly she only closed her eyes
tighter and swayed linply in his grasp

' Open your eyes, girl. It is tinel'

oedient to the outside will Seylalha opened her eyes and shook back her hair.

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]...d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f%20Sanctuary.txt (120 of 149) [8/27/03 10:33:35 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %20-%20T hi eves¥20Worl d%20-%2003%20-%20Shadows%200f %20Sanctuary .txt

The hand that gripped her was clean. The voice that conmmanded her had sonet hing
of that forgotten wild land of her birth init. H's hair was the same col our as
her own, but he was not a nan conme to claimhis bride. She hung fromhis grip as
mute and fearful as the qui et wonmen behind the torn netting.

"You are obviously the one to make Azyuna's pleas - however little you resenble

her. Do not force me to hurt you nmore than | nust already!' he whispered
urgently, leaning close to her ear, his breath as warmand thick as blood. 'O
have they not told you the whole |legend? | am nyself, | am Vashanka - we both

grow inpatient, girl. Dance because your |ife depends on it.'

He flicked her wist and sent her sprawling to the bl ood-danpened carpet. She
brushed her hair away with a forearmmade red fromhis grip. The man-god had
shed the sonbre clothing he had worn for the killing and stood near the pillows
in a clean gol d-worked tunic, but the crude sword still hung by his thigh - a
rusty blush on the white tunic to mark where its cleaning had not been conpl ete.
She read the tension in his legs, the mnute extension of his left hand towards
the sword-hilt, the slight |owering of one eyebrow and renmenbered that the dance
was her freedom

Seyl al ha brought one hand through the tangled nane of her hair, pointed two
fingers to her nusicians. They struck a ragged, jarring chord to mark their own
appr ehensi ons but the tam bourist found her throbbing drone and the dance began.

At first she felt the uneven ground beneath the rug and the danp spots upon it,
just as she saw those icy eyes and the outstretched fingers. Then there were
only the years of practice. the nusic and the desperation of the dance itself.
Three tinmes she felt herself collapse on a nisplaced foot; three tinmes the nusic
saved her and, withing, tw sting, she caught herself with will-driven nuscles
that dared not feel their torture

Her lungs were on fire, her heartbeat |ouder than the droning tanmbour and she
danced. She heard only the pounding rhythms of the nusic and her heart; she saw
Azyuna, dark and voluptuous, as she had first perforned it before her |ong
t oot hed, bl oodst ai ned brother.

The god Vashanka smled and Seylal ha, honey-hair and sea-green silk tw ned
toget her, began the dervish finale of the dance. There was a salt-netal taste in
her mouth when she doubled into a barely controlled collapse on the carpet,
linbs trenbling and glinmrering with sweat in the torchlight.

Dar kness hovered at the end of her thoughts, the total darkness of exhaustion
and death; a freedom she had not anticipated, but in the still-bright centre of
her thoughts she saw first the bloody god then the white-and-honey stranger,
both smiling, both walking slowy towards her. The sword was gone.

Strong arms parted the hair from her shoulders, lifted her effortlessly fromthe
carpet and held her close against cool, dry skin. A leaden arm shook off its
tiredness and found his shoulder to rest on. Had Azyuna |oved her brother so
deepl y?

'"Rel ease her! 1'mthe proper sister for your lusts.' A voice which was not
Seylalha's filled the tent with inages of fire and ice.

"Cine!' the white-and-honey man said while Seylal ha slid helplessly back to the
car pet.

"She is a slave, a tenple's pawn - their tool to capture you and Vashanka bot h!

"What brought you here?' the man's voice was filled with wonder as well as anger
and, perhaps, a trace of fear. 'You did not know ...'

"The snells of sorcery, priests and the tinely know edge of intrigue. I owe you
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this much. They nean to bind the God."'

"They meant to fill the lily-Prince with Vashanka and gain a Prince if not a
child. Their plans are sufficiently thwarted."'

Seylalha twisted slowy, raising an arm slightly to see past her hair to the
tall, slender woman with the steel-streaked hair. Her breath came easier now,
the dance had not killed her - only the god could give her freedom now

"Mortal flesh is no bond - as you well know. Vashanka's children bear a special
curse ...' the man-god said, taking a step towards the wonan.

"Then we'll conplete their sorry ritual and damm the curse. They'll kill the
sl ut when she bl eeds again and for us - who knows? A god's freedon?'

The woman, Cine, jerked the knot 1oose from her vest, revealing a body that
belied the steel in her hair. Seylalha felt the man step further away from her.
Cnme's words echoed nockingly in her ears. She had envisioned Vashanka falling
upon his dark sister, this man-god would do no Iless. And she, Seylal ha, would
lie wunbroken wuntil the full mon. While brother and sister advanced slowy
towards each other Seylalha' s toes closed over the hilt of the discarded sword

and dragged it into her reach. Wth serpentine swi ftness and silence she
shot bet ween the pair, facing the woman, breaking the spell that drew t hem
t oget her.

"He is mine!'" she screanmed in a voice so seldomused that it m ght have bel onged
to Azyuna herself. "He is mne to bring ny child, ny freedom' She held the
sword to the other woman's breast.

The sister stepped back; anger, thwarted desire and nore burned in her eyes, but
Seyl al ha saw the fear in her novenents and knew she had won. The man's fingers
wove through her honey hair, closing on the neck brooch that held the cloth at
her shoulder, ripping it fromthe soft silk.

"She's right, CGme. You can't lure me with Hs freedom |'ve felt it for too
long already. W'll play Torchholder's little gane to the end and |let the Face
of Chaos laugh at us. The girl's won her child. so leave - or I'Il let her use
the tent-peg on you.'

Cinme's face was fury unbounded, but Seyl al ha no | onger cared. The sword dropped
fromher fingers as soon as his arns lifted her a second tine and carried her,
without interruption, to the pillows. She grasped his tunic and tore it back
from his shoulders with a determnation equal to his ow. The nute wonen
gathered their instruments and found a conpelling harnony with which to fill the
tent.

Seyl al ha I ost herself with himuntil there was nothing beyond the pillows and
the nenory of the nusic. The torches were long since exhausted and in the
darkness her god-lover was neither awesone nor cruel. He might have intended
rape and pain, but her passion for a child and freedom consuned himand he |ay
asl eep across her breast. Her body curved against his and though she had not
meant it to happen, she fell asleep as well.

He grunted and jerked wupright, leaving her puzzlied and cold on the pillows.
Wariness tightened the muscles of his leg. She raised herself up on one el bow
wi t hout | earning the source of his sudden concern.

"Cover yourself,' he instructed, thrusting his torn tunic at her
L} \My?l
"There'll be a fire here,' he spoke as if repeating words that swamin his head

already. 'By Wigglies, Gnme or what... we're betrayed.
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He gripped her armand hauled her to her feet as the tent burst into flanes
around them Cdutching the tunic to her breast, Seylal ha noul ded hersel f agai nst
him He was notionless for less than a second; the fire swept through the roof
cloth and raced towards the carpet and pillows where they stood. Sparks junped
towards her long hair; she screaned and flailed at the flanes until he put them
out with his hands and hoisted her rudely in his arns.

The firelight |eeched all gentleness fromhis face, replacing it with pain and a
glint of vengeance. One of the beans that supported the tent cracked down before
them sending a blaze of fire up past his knees. He cursed nanes that neant
not hing to her as he wal ked t hrough the inferno.

They broke through the ring of flames into the predawn noist-ness of the port
city air. She coughed, realizing she had scarcely breathed since he had Ilifted
her. Wth the gasps of cool air she caught the bitter scents of singed hair and
charred fl esh.

"Your |egs? she whispered.
"They' || nend; they always do.'

"But you're hurt now,' she. protested. 'l can walk - there's no need to carry
ne. '

She twisted to be free of himbut his grip grewtighter and unfriendly. She
began to fear himagain as if their noments together in the tent had been a
dream The pinching fingers holding her arns and thighs could never have been
gentl e.

"I have not hurt you,'" he snarled. 'O nore wonen than | care to renenber you
al one had demands that would sate nme. You've got your freedomand |I've got rest
in awnan's arns. Wien it is safe I'l|l put you down, but not before.

He carried her past the scattered stones of the unfinished tenple and out into
the open land beyond the limts of Rankan Sanctuary towards the houses |eft
to ruins since |Ilsig abandoned the town. She shivered and shed quiet tears, but
clung tightly as he assaulted the uneven, overgrown fields in the grey

predawn |light. He stopped by a crunmbling wall and set her down upon it.

' The Hounds patrol here at dawn; they'll find you and bring you safely to the
Prince and Tor chhol der."'

She didn't ask to go with him holding the request firmly within herself. The
One for whom she had danced was gone, probably forever, and the one who renai ned
was not the sort a dancer slave would be wise to follow. And there was the child

to consider ... Still, she could not turn away fromhimas he glared at her. His
face softened slightly, as if her lover mght |I|ive sonewhere behind that grim
Vi sage.

"Tell me your name,' he denmanded in a voice hal f-gentle, half-nocking.

" Seyl al ha.'

"A Northern nanme, isn't it? A pretty name to renmenber.'

And he was gone, striding back across the fallow gardens to the town. She
wr apped the torn, scorched tunic around her bare shoul ders and wait ed.

7

Mol i n Torchhol der hurried down the polished stone corridors of the palace; his
new sandal s sl apped the soles of his feet and echoed in the enpty hallways. The
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sound rem nded himof his slaves' |eather-wapped sticks and that rem nded him
of how few slaves were left in the tenple since the nysterious fire had taken so
many |ives the night of the Ten-Slaying two weeks before.

He had sent a nessenger to the capita] the next day with a full report of the
events as he understood them He'd witten and sealed it hinself. The Prince
could not have sent word faster; no post could have returned in that tinme. There
was no reason to think that Kadakithis or the Enperor himself would be thinking
about Vashanka today. But the Prince's summons had been preenptive. so Mlin
hi ked the | ong, enpty corridors with a worried | ook on his face.

The Ten- Sl ayi ng had convinced himto take his Prince nore seriously. When the
charred tatters of <cloth and wood had cooled enough to Ilet the Hounds
investigate the blaze, they had found a heap of blackened skulls in one place
and the bodies of the ten felons scattered throughout the burned weckage. For
one who had expressed a distaste for bloodshed, Kadakithis had recreated
Vashanka's vengeance to the final letter of the legends - a precision not
required and which Mlin could not even remenber describing to the Prince.

Tenpus stood beside the Prince's throne, back in town after another unexpl ai ned
absence. The massive, cruel Hell Hound did not | ook happy - perhaps the strains
of the Sacred Brotherhood' s loyalty were beginning to show. Mlin wi shed, for
the last tine. that he knew why he had been summopned, then nodded to the herald
and heard hinsel f announced.

*Ah, Mlin, there you are. W'd been wondering what was keeping you,' the Prince
said with his usual charm

"My new quarters, while nmuch appreciated, seemto be several |eagues from here
I'"d never thought there could be so nuch corridor in a small pal ace.'

'The roons are adequate? The Lady Rosanda ..

"The girl who danced Azyuna's Dance - what has become of her?" Tenpus
interrupted and Molin turned his attention at once fromthe Prince to the Hel
Hound.

"A few burns,' he responded cautiously, seeing displeasure in Tenpus's eyes. The

Hound had called this interview, Molin no |longer doubted it. 'Mnor ones,' he
added. "What little disconfort she may have experienced seens to have passed
completely."'

"You' ve freed her, haven't you, MIlin? the Prince chined in nervously.

"As a matter of course, though it's too soon to tell if she'll bear a child. |
thought it best to take her survival as a sign of the god' s favour - in the
absence of any other information. You haven't renenbered anything yourself,
my Prince?” Mdlin faced the Prince but glanced at Tenpus. There was sonet hi ng
in the Hound's face whenever the Ten-Slaying was discussed, but Mdlin doubted
he'd ever get to the bottomof it. Kadakithis clainmed the god had so conpletely
possessed himthat he renenbered nothing fromthe nmonent the tent was seal ed
until sunrise when he found hinself in his own bed.

"If she is with child? Tempus conti nued.

"Then she wll live out her days at the tenple wth the full honours of a
freedwoman and the living consort of our god - as you know. Her power could
becone considerable - though only tine wll tell. It depends on her, and the

child - if there is a child.
"And if there is no child?

Molin shrugged. 'In many respects it wll be no different. It is not in the
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tenple's power to renove the honours we have bestowed. Vashanka saw fit to
remove her from the inferno.' |t was easier to inmagine Vashanka possessing
Tenpus than the Prince, but Mlin had not become High Priest by speaking his
m nd. 'We acknowl edge her as First Consort of Sanctuary. It would be best if she
had concei ved.'

Tempus nodded and | ooked away. It was the signal the Prince had been waiting
for. He had been even nore unconfortable at this interview than Mlin; MIlin was
used to hiding secrets. The Prince left the chanber without ritual, |eaving the
Hi gh Priest and the Hell Hound together for a nmoment.

"I've talked with her often these past few days. Remarkable, isn't it, to
di scover that a slave has a mnd?" Mlin said aloud to hinself but for Tenpus's
benefit. If the Hound had an interest in Seylalha the Priesthood wished to use

it. "She is convinced she . slept with the god - in all other respects she is
intelligent and not given to false beliefs, but her faith in her lover will not
be shaken. She dances for himstill, in silence. I've replaced the silks, but

worren and eunuchs nust cone fromthe capital and that will take tine.

"I watch her each evening at sunset; she doesn't seem to nind. She is very
beautiful, but sad and lonely as well - the dance has changed since the Ten
Sl ayi ng. You must cone and watch for yourself sonetine.'’

A MAN AND HI S GOCD
by Janet Morris
1

Sol stice storms and heat |ightning beat upon Sanctuary, washing the dust from
the gutters and fromthe faces of the mercenaries drifting through town on their
way north where (seers proclained and runmour corroborated) the Rankan Enpire
woul d soon be hiring nultitudes, readying for war

The storns doused cookfires west of town, where the canp followers and
artificers that Sanctuary's ranshackle facilities could not hold had overfl owed.
There squatted, wunder stinking ill-tanned hide pavilions, custom weaponers
catering to nmercenaries whose eyes were Kkeener than the nost carefully wax
forged iron and whose panoplies nust bespeak their whereabouts in battle to
their conrades; their deadly efficacy to strangers and conbatants; the dear cost
of their hire to prospective enployers. Fine corselets, cuirasses ancient and
modern, custom s best axes and swords, and helnmetry with crests dyed to order
could be had in Sanctuary that summer; but the downwi nd breeze had never snelled
foul er than after wending through their press.

Here and there anobng the steaming firepots siegecrafters and conmanders of
fortifications drilled their engineers, lest from idleness picked nen be
suborned by rival |eaders seeking to upgrade their corps. To keep order here,
the Enperor's haifbrother Kadakithis had only a handful of Rankan Hell Hounds in
his personal guard, and a |ocal garrison staffed by indigenous Ilsigs, conquered
but not assimlated. The Rankans <called the |Ilsigs 'Wigglies', and the
Wigglies called the Rankans naked barbarians and their wonen worse, and not
even the rain could cool the fires of that age-old rivalry.

On the landspit north of the lighthouse, rain had stopped work on Prince
Kadakithis's new palace. Only a man and horse, both bronze, both of heroic
proportions, rode the beach. Doom criers of Sanctuary, who once had proclained
their town 'just Ileft of heaven', had changed their tune: they had dubbed
Sanctuary Death's Gate and the one man, called Tenpus, Death Hinself.

He was not. He was a nercenary, envoy of a Rankan faction desirous of making a
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change in enperors; he was a Hell Hound, by Kadakithis's good offices; and
mar shal of pal ace security, because the prince, not neant to triunph in his
governorship exile, was understaffed. O late Tenpus had becone a roya
architect, for which he was as qualified as any nman about, having fortified nore
towns than K-adakithis had years. The prince had proposed the site; the soldier
examined it and found it good. Not satisfied, he had made it better, dredging
deep with oxen along the shore while his inported fortifications crews raised
double walls of baked brick filled with rubble and faced with stone. When

complete, these would be deeply crenellated for archers, studded with
gat ehouses, doubl e-gated and sheer. Even inconplete, the walls which barred the
folk from spit and |I|ighthouse grinned with a death's-head snirk towards the

town, enclosing granaries and stables and newy whil ed barracks and a spring for
fresh water: if War came hither, Tenpus proposed to make Hi m wel cone for a |ong
and arduous si ege.

The fey, god's-breath weather night have stopped work on the construction, but
Tempus worked without respite, always: it eased the soul of the man who could
not sleep and who had turned his back upon his god. This day, he awaited the
arrival of Kadakithis and that of his own anonynous Rankan contact, to introduce
em ssary to possible figurehead, to put the two together and see what night be
seen.

When he had arranged the neeting, he had yet walked in the shelter of the god
Vashanka's arm Now, things had changed for himand he no | onger cared to serve
Vashanka, the Storm God, who regulated kingship. If he could, he was going to
contrive to be relieved of his various comm ssions and of his honour bond to
Kadakithis, freed to go anong t he nmercenaries to whom hi s soul bel onged
(since he had it back) and put together a cohort to take north and lease to
the highest bidder. He wanted to wade thigh-deep in gore and guts and see if,
just by chance, he might nanage to find his way back through the shinmering
di mensi onal gate beyond which the god had |Iong ago thrust him back into the
world and into the age to which he was born

Si nce he knew the chances of that were | ess than Kadakithis becom ng Enperor of
Upper and Lower Ranke, and since the god's gloss of rationality was gone from
him leaving him in the enbrace of the curse, vyet lingering, which he had
originally become the god's suppliant to thwart, he would settle for a snmall
mercenary corps of his own choosing, fromwhich to begin building an arny that
woul d not be a puerile jest, as Kadakithis's forces were at present. For this he
had been contacted, to this he had agreed. It remained only to see to it that
Kadaki t hi s agr eed.

The nercenary who was a Hell Hound scolded the horse, who did not like its new
wei ght ed shoes or the water surging around its knees, white as its stockings.
Li ke the horse, Kadakithis was only potential in quest of actualization; |ike
the horse, Kadakithis feared the wong things, and placed his trust in hinself
only, an untenable arrogance in horse or man, when the horse must go to battle
and the man al so. Tenpus collected the horse up under him shifting his weight,
pul ling the red-bronze beast's head in against its chest, until the conbination
of his guidance and the toe-weights on its hooves and the waves' kiss showed the
horse what he wanted. Tenmpus could feel it in the stallion's gaits; he did not
need to see the result: like a dancer, the sorrel lifted each leg high. Then it
gave a quizzical snort as it sensed the power to be gained fromsuch a stride:
school was in session. Perhaps, despite the four white socks, the horse would
suit. He lifted it with a touch and a squeeze of his knees into a canter no
faster than another horse might wal k. 'Good, good,' he toldit, and fromthe
beach came the pat-pat of appl ause.

Clouds split; sunrays danced over the wack-strewn shore and over the bronze
stallion and its rider, stripped down to plated |oinguard, nmaking a rai nbow
about them Tenpus | ooked up, landward, to where a lone eunuch clapped pink
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palnrs together from one of Prince Kadakithis's chariots. The rai nbow
di sappeared, the <clouds suppressed the sun, and in a wap of shadowthe
enigmatic Hell Hound (whomthe eunuch knew from his own experience to be capable
of regenerating a severed linb and thus veritably eternal; and who was
i ndubitably deadlier than all the mercenaries descended on Sanctuary like flies
upon a day-old carcass) trotted the horse up the beach to where the eunuch in
the chariot was waiting on solid ground.

"What are you doing here, Sissy? Wiere is your |ord, Kada-kithis? Tempus
stopped his horse well back from the irascible pair of blacks in their traces.
Thi s eunuch was near their colour: a Wiggly. Cut young and deftly, his answer
came in a sweet alto: 'Lord Mar shal , nost daunting of Hel I  Hounds,
bring you H's Majesty's apologies, and true word, if you will heed it."'

The eunuch, no nore than seventeen, gazed at him longingly. Kadakithis had

accepted this fancy toy fromJubal, the slaver, despite the slavenaster's own
brand on its high runp, and the deeper dangers inplied by the identity of its
fashi oner. Tenpus had marked it, when first he heard its lilting voice in the

pal ace, for he had heard that voice before. Foolish, haughty, or nmerely pressed
beyond a bedwarner's ability to cope: no natter; this creature ofJubal's, he had
| ong wanted. Jubal and Tenpus had been nmaking private war, the nore fierce for
being undeclared, since Tenpus had first conme to Sanctuary and seen the
swaggering, masked killers Jubal kept on staff terrorizing whom they chose on
the town's west side. Tenpus had nade those nmsked nurderers his private gane
stock, the west end of Sanctuary his personal preserve, and the canpai gn was on.
Time and again, he had dispatched them But tactics change, and Jubal's had
becone too treacherous for Tenpus to endure, especially now wth the northern
insurrection half out of its egg of runobur. He said to the parted lips awaiting
his perm ssion to speak and to the deer-soft eyes doting on his every nove that
the eunuch might disnount the car, prostrate itself before him and from there
deliver its nessage

It did all of those, quivering with delight like a dog enraptured by the
smal | est attention, and said with its forehead to the sand: "My lord, the Prince
bids me say he has been detained by Certain Persons, and will be late, but
means to attend you. If you were to ask ne why that was, then | would have no
choice but to adnit to you that the three nost mighty magicians, those whose
nanes cannot be spoken, came down wupon the sumrer palace in bi |l ows of
bl ackest snmoke and foul odours, and that the fountains ran red and the
scul ptures wept and cried, and frogs junped upon ny lord in his bath, al
because the Hazards are afraid that you might nove to free the slayer-of
sorcerers called Cine before she cones to trial. Al though ny naster assured them
that you would not, that you had said nothing to himabout this woman, when |
left they still were not satisfied, but were shaking walls and raising shades
and doing all nmanner ofw zardly things to denonstrate their concern.'

The eunuch fell quiet, awaiting |leave to rise. For an instant there was tota
silence, then the sound of Tenpus's slithering dismunt. Then he said: 'Let us
see your brand, pretty one,' and with a wiggling of its upthrust runp the eunuch
hast ened to obey,

It took Tenpus longer than he had estimaited to west a confession fromthe
Wiggly, fromthe Ilsig who was the last of his Iine and at the end of his line.
It did not make cries of pleasure or betrayal or agony, but accepted its destiny
as good Wigglies always did, withing soundl essly. - '

When he let it go, though the blood was running down its legs and it saw the
intestine like wet parchment caught in his fingernails, it wept with relief,
promising to deliver his exhortation posthaste to Kadakithis. It kissed his
hand, pressing his palm against its beardless cheek, never realizing that it
was, itself, his nmessage, or that it would be dead before the sun set.
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Kneeling to wash his armin the surf, he found hinself singing a best-forgotten
funerary dirge in the ancient argot all mercenaries |eam But his voice was
gravelly and his nenories were treacherous thickets full of barbs, and he
stopped as soon as he realized that he sang. The eunuch would die because he
renenbered its voice fromthe workshop of despicable Kurd, the frail and filthy
vi visectionist, while he had been an experinmental aninal therein. He renenbered
other things, too: he renenbered the sear of the branding iron and the snmell of
fl esh burning and the voices of two fell ow guardsnen, the Hell Hounds Zai bar and
Razkul i, piercing the drug-mist through holes the pain poked in his stupor. And
he recalled a protracted and hurtful healing, shut away fromany who mght be
overawed to see a man regrow a |inb. Mending, he had brooded, seeking certainty,
sonme redress fit to his grievance. But he had not been sure enough to act. Now,
after hearing the eunuch's tale, he was certain. Wen Tenpus was certain.
Destiny got out its |edger.

But what to wite therein? Hs instinct told himit was Bl ack Jubal he wanted,
not the two Hell Hounds; that Razkuli was a nonentity and Zaibar, like a raw
horse, was nerely in need of schooling. Those two had single-handedly arranged
for Tenpus's snuff to be drugged, for himto be branded, his tongue cut out,
then sold off to wicked little Kurd, there to |anguish interm nably under the
knife? He could not credit it. Yet the eunuch had said - and in such straits no
one lies - that though Jubal had gone to Zaibar for help in dealing with Tenpus,
the slave trader had known nothing of what fate the Hell Hounds had in nind for
their colleague. Never mind it; Jubal's crinmes were volum nous. Tenpus would
take himfor espionage - that punishnent could only be adninistered once. Then
personal grudges nust be put aside: it is unseemly to hold feuds with the dead.

But if not Jubal, then who had witten Tenpus's itinerary for Hell? It sounded,
suspiciously, like the god's work. Since he had turned his back upon the god,
thi ngs had gone frombad to worse

And if Vashanka had not turned H's face away from Tenpus even while he |ay
hel pl ess, the god had not stirred to rescue him (though any linb | opped off him
still grew back, any wound he took healed relatively quickly, as nmen judge such
things). No, Vashanka, his tutelary, had not hastened to aid him The speed of
Tenpus's healing was always in direct proportion to the pleasure the god was
taking in His servant. Vashanka's terrible rebuke had nade the man wax terrible,
al so. Curses and unholy insults rang domm fromthe nmnd of the god and up from
the mind of the man who then had no tongue left with which to scream It had
taken Hanse the thief, young Shadowspawn, chancenet and hardly known, to
extricate himfrominterm nable torture. Now he owed nore debt than he liked to
Shadowspawn, and Shadowspawn knew nore about Tenpus than even that backstreeter
could want to know, so that the thief's eyes slid away, sick and mstrustful,
when Tenpus woul d chance upon himin the Maze.

But even then, Tenpus's break with divinity was not conplete. Hopefully, he
stood as Vashanka in the recreation of the Ten-Slayi ng and Seduction of Azyuna,
thinking to propitiate the god while saving face - to no avail. Soon after,
hearing that his sister, Cnme, had been apprehended slaying sorcerers wantonly
in their beds, he had thrown the amulet of Vashanka, which he had worn since
former tines, out to sea fromthis very shore - he had had no choice. Only so
much can be borne fromnen, so nuch from gods. Zaibar, had he the wit, would
have revelled in Tenpus's barely hidden reaction to his news that the fearsone
mage-killer was now in custody, her dianond rods |ocked away in the Hall of
Judgenent awaiting her disposition

He grow ed to hinsel f, thinking about her, her black hair winged with grey, in
Sanctuary's unsegregated dungeons where any syphilitic rapist could have her at
will, while he nust not touch her at all, or raise hand to help her |lest he
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start forces in notion he could not control. His break with the god stenmed from
her presence in Sanctuary, as his endless wandering as Vashanka's m nion had
stemmed froman altercation he had over her with a mage. If he went down into
the pits and took her, the god would be placated; he had no desire to reopen
relations with Vashanka, who had turned H's face away from His servant. If
Tenmpus brought her out under his own aegis, he would have the entire
Mageguild at his throat; he wanted no quarrel with the Adepts. He had told
her not to slay them here, where he must maintain order and the letter of the
| aw.

By the time Kadakithis arrived in that very same chariot, its braces sticky with
Wiggly blood, Tempus was in a hunmour darker than the drying clots, fully as
dark as the odd, round cloud comng fast fromthe northeast.

Kadaki t hi s's nobl e Rankan vi sage was suffused with rage, so that his skin was
darker than his pale hair: 'But whyt In the nane of all the gods, what did the
poor little creature ever do to you? You owe ne a eunuch, and an expl anati on.
He tapped his lacquered nails on the chariot's bronze rim

‘"Il have a perfect replacenent in mnd," smled Tenpus snmoothly, 'ny lord. As for
why... all eunuchs are duplicitous. This one was an information conduit to
Jubal . Unless you would like to invite the slaver to policy sessions and let him
stand behind those ivory screens where your favourites eavesdrop as they choose,
| have acted well within nmy prerogatives as marshal. If nmy nane is attached to
your pal ace security, then your palace will be secure.

'Bastard! How dare you even inply that / should apol ogi ze to you! When will you
treat me wth the proper amount of respect? You tell ne all eunuchs are
treacherous, the very breath after offering ne another one!’

"I amgiving you respect. Reverence | reserve for better nen than |. Wen you
have attained that dignity, we shall both knowit: you will not have to ask
Until then, either trust or discharge nme.' He waited, to see if the prince would
speak. Then he continued: 'As to the eunuch | offer as replacenent, | want you

to arrange for his training. You like Jubal's work; send to himsaying yours has
met with an accident and you w sh to tender another into his care to be
simlarly instructed. Tell himyou paid a |ot of noney for it, and you have high
hopes. '

'You have such a eunuch?'
"I wll have it.'

" And you expect nme to conscion your sending of an agent in there - aye, to aid
you - without knowi ng your plan, or even the specifics of the Wiggly's
conf essi on?'

" Shoul d you know, ny lord, you woul d have to approve, or disapprove. As it lies,
you are free of onus.'

The two nen regarded each other, checked hostility jumping between themlike
Vashanka's own lightning in the | ong, dangerous pause.

Kadakithis flicked his purple mantle over his shoul der. He squinted past Tenpus,
into the waning day. 'Wat kind of cloud is that?

Tenmpus swung around in his saddle, then back. 'That should be our friend from
Ranke. '

The prince nodded. 'Before he arrives, then, let wus discuss the matter of the
fermal e prisoner G ne.

Tenmpus's horse snorted and threwits head, dancing in place. 'There is nothing
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to discuss.'

"But... ? Why did you not conme to ne about it? | could have done sonething,
previously. Now, | cannot...'

"I did not ask you. I amnot asking you.' H's voice was a bl ade on whetstone, so
that Kadakithis pulled hinself up straight. "It is not for ne to take a hand.
"Your own sister? You will not intervene?

'Believe what you will, prince. I will not sift through gossip with any man, be

he prince or king.'

The prince lost hold, then, having been 'princed" too often back in Ranke, and
berated the Hel |l Hound.

The man sat quite still upon the horse the prince had given him garbed only in
his | oinguard though the day was fading, letting his gaze full of festering
shadows rest in the prince's until Kadakithis trailed off, saying, '... the

trouble with you is that anything they say about you could be true, so a man
knows not what to believe.

"Believe in accordance wth vyour heart,' the voice like grinding Stone
suggested, while the dark cloud came to hover over the beach.

It settled, seemngly, into the sand, and the horses shied back, necks
out stretched, nostrils huge. Tenmpus had his sorrel up al ongsi de t he
chariot teamand was |leaning down to take the |ead-horse's bridle when an
earsplitting clarion cane fromthe cloud's translucent centre.

The Hell Hound raised his head then, and Kadakithis saw himshiver, saw his brow
arch, saw a flicker of deepset eyes within their caves of bone and lid. Then
agai n Tenpus spoke to the chariot horses, who swivelled their ears towards him
and took his counsel, and he Ilet |oose the |lead-horse's bridle and spurred his
own between Kadakithis's chariot and what came out of the cinereous cloud which
had been so | ong descendi ng upon themin opposition to the prevailing w nd.

The man on the horse who could be seen within the cloud waved: a flash of
scarlet glove, a swirl of burgundy cloak. Behind his tasselled steed he |ed
another, and it was this second grey horse who again challenged the other
stallions on the beach, its eyes full of fire. Farther back within the cloud,
stonework could be seen, masonry like none in Sanctuary, a sky nore blue and
hills more virile than any Kadakithis knew.

The first horse, reins flapping, was energing, nose and neck casting shadows
upon solid Sanctuary sand; then its hooves scattered grains, and the whole of
the beast, and its rider, and the second horse he led on a long tether, stood
corporeal and notionless before the Hell Hound, while behind, the cloud whirled
in upon itself and was gone with an audible 'pop’

"Greetings, Riddler,' said the rider in burgundy and scarlet, as he doffed his
hel met with its blood-dark crest to Tenpus. '| did not expect you, Abarsis. Wat
could be so urgent?

"I heard about the Tros horse's death, so | thought to

bring you another, better auspiced, | hope. Since | was com ng anyway, our
friends suggested | bring what you require. | have |long wanted to neet you.'
Spurring his mount forward, he held out his hand. Red stallion and iron grey
snaked arched necks, thrusting forth clacking teeth, w de-gaped jaws emtting
squeals to go with flattened ears and rolling eyes. Above horse hostilities
coul d be heard snatches of | ow wordpl ay, parry and riposte: ' di sappoi nt ed
that you could not build the tenple' .'... welcone to take ny place here and
try. The foundations of the tenple grounds are defiled, the priest in charge
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more corrupt than even politics warrants. | wash ny hands ..."'"... with the
warring inmnent, how can you ... ?

' Theomachy is no | onger ny burden.’

' That cannot be so.'

hear about the insurrection, or take mny |eave!

H s name is unpronounceable, and that of his enpire, but I think we all

shall learn it so well we wll rmunble it in our sleep ..

"I don't sleep. It is a matter of the right field officers, and nmen young
enough not to have fought upcountry the last tine.'

"I amneeting sone Sacred Band nenbers here, my old team Can you provision
us?'

"Here? Well enough to get to thecapital and do it better. Let ne be the first
to ...'

Kadaki this, forgotten, cleared his throat.

Both nen stared at the prince severely, as if a child had interrupted adults.
Tenmpus bowed low in his saddle, arm out-swept. The rider in reds with the
burni shed cuirass tucked his helnet under his armand approached the chari ot,
handi ng the second horse's tether to Tenpus as he passed by.

"Abarsis, presently of Ranke,' said the dark, cultured voice of the arnoured
man, whose hair swung bl ack and gl ossy on a young bull's neck. H's |line was old,
one of court graces and bas-relief faces and upswept, regal eyes that were
di sconcertingly wise and as grey-blue as the huge horse Tenpus held with some
difficulty. Ignoring the squeals of just-nmet stallions, the man continued: 'Lord

Prince, may all be well wth you, wth your endeavours and your hol dings,
eternally. | bear reaffirmation of our bond to you.' He held out a purse, fat
with coin.

Tenpus wi nced, inperceptibly, and took waps of the grey horse's tether, draw ng
its head close with great care, until he could bring his fist down hard between
its ears to quiet it.

"What is this? There is enough noney here to raise an arny!' Scow ed Kadakithis,
tossing the pouch lightly in his palm

A polite and perfect smle lit the northern face, so warmy handsome, of the
Rankan enissary. 'Have you not told him then, O Riddler?

"No, | thought to, but got no opportunity. Also, | amnot sure whether we wll
raise it, or whether that is mny severance pay.' He threw a leg over the
sorrel's neck and slid down it, butt to horse, dropped its reins and wal ked
away down the beach with his new Tros horse in hand. The Rankan hooked his
hel met carefully on one of the saddle's silver rosettes. 'You two are not
getting on, | take it. Prince Kadakithis, you nmust be easy with him Treat him

as he does his horses; he needs a gentle hand.'

'He needs his coneuppance. He has becone insufferable! Wat is this noney? Has
he told you | amfor sale? | am not!

"He has turned his back on his god and the god is letting himrun. Wen he is

exhausted, the god wll take him back. You found him pleasant enough,
previously, | would wager. He has been set upon by your own staff, men to whom
he was sworn and who gave oaths to him Wat do you expect? He will not rest

easy until he has nmade that matter right.
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"What is this? My nen? You nmean that |ong unexpl ai ned absence of his? | adnmit he
i s changed. But how do you know what he would not tell me?
Asmle like sunrise |it the el egant face of the arnoured man.

"The god tells ne what | need to know. How would it be, for himto come running
to you with tales of feuding anong your ranks like a child to his father? His

honour precludes it. As for the ... funds ... you hold, when we Sent him here,
it was wth the wunderstanding that should he feel you would nake a king, he
would so informus. This, | was told you knew.'

"In principle. But | cannot take a gift so |arge.

'Take a |l oan, as others before you have had to do. There is no time now for
courtship. To be capabl e of becoming a king ensures no seat of kingship,
these days. A king nust be nore than a man, he nust be a hero. It takes
many men to nake a hero, and special tines. Qpportunities approach, wth the
up-country insurrection and a new enpire rising beyond the northern range. Wre
you to distinguish vyourself in conbat, or field an arny that did, we who
seek a change could rally around you publicly. You cannot do it wth what you
have, the Enperor has seen to that.'

"At what rate am| expected to pay back this | oan?

"Equal value, nothing nore. If the prince, ny lord, will have patience, | wll
explain all to Your Majesty's satisfaction. That, truly, is why | am cone.'

"Expl ain away, then.'

"First, one small digression, which touches a deeper truth. You nust have sone
i dea who and what the man you call Tenpus is. | amsure you have heard it from
your wi zards and fromhis enem es anong the officials of the Mageguild. Let ne
add to that this: Wiere he goes, the god scatters H's blessings. By the
cosmol ogical rules of state cult and kingship. He has invested this endeavour
with divine sanction by his presence. Though he and the god have their
differences, without himno chance remains that you might triunph. My father
found that out. Even sick wth his curse, he is too valuable to waste,
unappreciated. If you would rather remain a princeling forever, and Ilet the

enpire slide into ruin apace, just tell me and | wll take word honme. W will
forget this matter of the kingship and this corollary matter of a small standing
army, and | will release Tenpus. He would as soon it, | assure you.'

"Your father? Who in the God's Eye are you?

"Ah, ny arrogance is unforgivable; | thought you would know ne. W are all so
full of ourselves these days, it is no wonder events have cone to such a pass. 1
am Man of the God in Upper Ranke, Sole Friend to the Mercenaries, the Hero, Son
of the Defender, and so forth.'

"Hi gh Priest of Vashanka.'
"In the Upper Land.'

"My family and vyours thinned each other's line,' stated Kadakithis baldly, no
apol ogy, no regret in his words. Yet he |ooked differently upon the other,
thinking they were of an age, both wi el di ng wooden swords in shady courts while
the slaughter raged, far off at the fronts.

"Unto eradication,' remarked the dark young man. 'But we did not contest, and
now there is a different eneny, a common threat. It is enough.'

"And you and Tenpus have never met?
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"He knew ny father. And when | was ten, and ny father died and our armes were

di sbanded, he found a honme for nme. Later, when | cane to the god and the
mercenaries' guild, | tried to see him He would not neet with nme.' He
shrugged, |ooking over his shoul der at the man wal king the blue-grey horse
into blue-grey shadows falling over the blue-black sea. 'Everyone has his
hero, you know. A god is not enough for a whole man; he craves a fleshly
model . When he sent to nme for a horse, and the god approved it, | was el ated.
Now, perhaps, | can do nmore. The horse may not have died in vain, after all.

"I do not understand you. Priest.

"My Lord, do not nmake ne too holy. | am Vashanka's priest: | know nany requi ens
and oaths, and thirty-three ways to fire a warrior's bier. They call ne
Stepson, in the nercenaries' guild. I would be pleased if you would call ne

that, and let me talk to you at greater length about a future in which your
destiny and the wi shes of the Storm God, our Lord, could cone to be the sane.'

‘Il am not sure | can find room in ny heart for such a god; it is difficult
enough to pretend to piety,' grated Kadakithis, squinting after Tenpus in the
dusk.

"You will, you will," promsed the priest, and disnmounted from his horse to
approach Tenpus's ground-tied sorrel. Abarsis reached down, running his hand
along the beast's white-stocking'd leg. 'Look, Prince,' he said, craning his
neck up to see Kadakithis's face as his fingers tugged at the gold chain wedged
in the weight-cleat on the horse's shoe. At the end of the chain, sandy but
shining gold, was an anmulet. 'The god wants hi m back.

3

The nercenaries drifted into Sanctuary dusty from their westward trek or blue
lipped fromtheir rough sea passage and wherever they went they nade hellish
what before had been nerely dissolute. The Mize was no |longer safe for
pi ckpocket or pander; usurer and sorcerer scuttled in haste fromstreet to
doorway, where before they had swaggered virtually unchallenged, crine lords in
fear of nothing.

Now t he whores wal ked bow egged, dreany-eyed, parading their new finery in the
early hours of the norning while npbst nmercenaries slept; the taverns changed
shifts but feared to close their doors, lest a nercenary find that an excuse to
take offence. Even so early in the day, the inns were full of braws and the
gutters full of casualties. The garrison soldiers and the Hell Hounds could not
be omi present: wherever they were not, nmercenaries took sport, and they were
not in the Maze this norning.

Though Sanctuary had never been so prosperous, every guild and wunion and
citizens' group had sent representatives to the palace at sunrise to conplain.

Lastel, a.k.a. One-Thunb, could not understand why the Sanctuarites were so
unhappy. Lastel was very happy: he was alive and back at the Vulgar Unicorn
tending bar, and the Unicorn was nmaking noney, and noney nade Lastel happy,
always. Being alive was sonething Lastel had not fully appreciated unti

recently, when he had spent aeons dying a subjective death in thrall to a spel

he had paid to have laid upon his own person, a spell turned against himby the
sons of its deceased creator, Mzraith of the Hazard class, and dispelled by he
knew not whom Though every ni ght he expected his nmysterious benefactor to sidle
up to the bar and denmand paynent, no one ever cane and said: 'Lastel, | saved
you. | amthe one. Now show your gratitude.' But he knew very well that soneday
soon, soreone would. He did not let this irritation besmrch his happiness. He
had got a new shi pnent of Caronne krrf (black, pure drug, foil stanped, a ful
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wei ght of it, enough to set every nercenary in Sanctuary at the kill) and it was
so good that he considered refraining fromoffering it on the market. Having
considered, he decided to keep it all for hinself, and so was very happy
i ndeed, no nmatter how nany fistfights broke out in the bar, or how high the
sun was, these days, before he got to bed ..

Tempus, too, was happy that nmorning, wth the magnificent Tros horse under him
and signs of war all around him Despite the hour, he saw enough rough hoplites
and dour artillery fighters with their crank-bows (whose springs were plaited
fromwonen's hair) and their quarrels (barbed and poisoned) to let him know he
was not dreaming: these did not bestir thenselves from daydreans! The war was
real to them And any one of themcould be his. He felt his troop-Ilevy noney
cuddl ed tight against his groin, and he whistled tunelessly as the Tros horse
threaded his way towards the Vul gar Uni corn. One-Thumb was not going to be happy
much | onger. Tenpus left the Tros horse on its own recogni zance, dropping the
reins and telling it, 'Stay.' Anyone who thought it nerely ripe for stealing
would learn a |esson about the strain which is bred only in Syr from the
original line of Tros's.

There were a few locals in the Unicorn, npbst snoring over tables along with
ot her, bagged trash ready to be dragged out into the street.

One- Thunb was behind his bar, big shoul ders slunped, washi ng nugs whil e watching
everything through the bronze nmirror he had had installed over his stock

Tempus let his heels crack against the board and his armour clatter: he had
dressed for this, from a box he had thought he m ght never again open. The
westler's body which Lastel had built cane alert, pirouetted smoothly to face
him staring unabashedly at the nearly god-sized apparition in |eopard-skin
mantle and helnmet set wth boar's tusks, wearing an antique enanel | ed
breastpl ate and bearing a bow of ibex-horn norticed with a gol den grip.

"What in Azyuna's twat are you?' bel l oned One- Thunb, as every waking
custoner he had hastened to depart.

"I,'" said Tenpus, reaching the bar and removing his helnmet so that his
yarrow honey hair spilled forth, 'am Tenpus. W have not chanced to neet.' He
held out a hand whose wist bore a gol den bracer

"Marshal ,' acknow edged One- Thunmb, carefully, his pate creasing with his frown.
"It is good to know you are on our side. But you cannot conme in here ... My -'

‘I amhere, Lastel. Wiile you were so inexplicably absent, | was often here, and
received the courtesy of service without Charge. But now | amnot here to eat or
drink with those who recognize ne for one who is fully as corrupt as are they
thensel ves. There are those who know where you were, Lastel, and why -and one
who broke the curse that bound you. Truly, if you had cared, you could have
found out.' Twice, Tenpus called One-Thunb by his true nane, which no palace
personage or Maze-dwel |l er shoul d have known enough to do.

"Marshal, let us go to ny office.' Lastel fairly ranped behind his bar

"No time, krrf-dealer. Mzraith's sons, Stefab and Marype; Marknor: those three
and nore were slain by the wonan C nme who is in the pits awaiting sentence.
t hought that you should know. '

"What are you saying? You want ne to break her out? Do it yourself.'

"No one', said the Hell Hound, 'can break anyone out of the palace. | am in
charge of security there. If she were to escape, | would be very busy expl ai ni ng
to Kadakithis what went wong. And tonight | amhaving a reunion here with fifty
of ny old friends fromthe nercenaries' guild. | would not want anything to
spoil it. And, too, | ask no nman to take me on faith, or go where | have not
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been.' He grinned |ike the Destroyer, gesturing around. 'You had better order in
extra. And half a piece ofkrrf, your courtesy to ne, of course. Once you have
seen ny nmen when well in hand, you will be better able to conjecture what might
happen should they get out of hand, and weigh your alternatives. Mst nen
solicit find it to their benefit to work in accord with ne. Should you deemit
so for you, we will fix a time, and discuss it.'

Not the cipher's neaning, nor the plan it shrouded, nor the threat that gave

it teeth were lost on the man who did not like to be called 'Lastel' in
the Maze. He bellowed: 'You are addled. You cannot do this. | cannot do that!
As for krrf, | know nothing about... any ... krrf." But the man was gone,

and Lastel was trenbling with rage, thinking he had been in purgatory too |ong;
it .had eroded his nerves!

4

When the dusk cool ed the Maze, Shadowspawn ducked into the Unicorn. One-Thunb
was not in evidence; Two-Thunbs was behi nd the bar

He sat with the wall supporting him where the story-teller liked to sit, and
wat ched the door, waiting for the crowd to thicken, tongues to |oosen, sone
caravan driver to boast of his wares. The nercenaries were no boon to a thief,
but dangerous playmates, |ike Kadakithis's palace wonen. He did not want to
be i ntrigued; he was bei ng di stracted nmonent by monent . As a
consequence, he was very careful to keep his mnd on business, so that he would
not come up hungry next |l sday, when his funds, if not increased, would run out.

Shadowspawn was dark as iron and sharp |ike a hawk; a. cranked crosshow, | oaded
with cold bronze and quarrels to spare. He wore knives where a professiona
wears them and sapphire and gold and crinson to draw the eye fromhis treasured
bl ades.

Sanctuary had spawned him he was hers, and he had thought nothing she did could
surprise him But when the nmercenaries arrived as do clients to a strunpet's
house, he had been hurt like a whore's bastard when first he | earns how his
nmot her feeds him

It was better, now, he understood the new rul es.

One rule was: get up and give themyour seat. Hanse gave no one his seat. He
m ght recall pressi ng business el sewhere, or see soneone he just had to
hasten over to greet. Tonight, he renenbered nothing earlier forgotten; he
saw no one he cared to bestir hinself to neet. He prepared to defend his
pl ace as seven nercenf aries filled the doorway with plunes and pelts and hilts
and mail, and |ooked his way. But they went in a group to the bar, though
one, in a black mantle, wth iron at chest and head and wists, poi nt ed
directly to himlike a man sighting his arrow along an outstretched arm

The man talked to Two-Thunbs awhile, took off his helmet with its horsehair
crests that seemed blood-red, and approached Hanse's table alone. A shiver
coursed the thief's flesh, fromthe top of his black thatch to his toetips

The nercenary reached himin a dozen swinging strides, drawing a stabbing sword
as he canme on. If not for the fact that the other hand held a rmug, Shadowspawn
woul d have aired iron by the time the man (or youth from his snooth, heartshaped
face) spoke: 'Shadowspawn, called Hanse? | am Stepson, called Abarsis. | have
been hoping to find you." Wth a grin full of dazzling teeth, the mercenary put
the ivory-hiked sword flat in the wet-rings on the table, and sat, both hands
well in evidence. clasped under his chin.

Hanse gripped his beltknife tightly. Then the panic-flash receded, and tine
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passed, instead of piling all its instants terri-fyingly on top of one another
Hanse knew that he was no coward, that he was plagued by flashbacks fromthe two
times he had been tapped with the fearstick of Vashanka, but his chest was
heaving, and the nercenary mght see. He slunped back, for canouflage. The
mercenary with the expensive taste in accoutrenments could be no ol der than he.
And yet, only a king's son could afford such a blade as that before him He
reached out hesitantly to touch its silvered guard, its garnet ponmel, his gaze
locked in the sell-sword's soulless pale one, his hand slipping closer and
closer to the el egant sword of its own accord.

"Ah, you do like it then,' said Stepson. 'I was not sure. You will take it, I
hope. It is customary in my country, when neeting a nman who has perfornmed
heroical |y to the benefit of one's house, to give a small token.' He
withdrew a silver scabbard fromhis belt, laid it with the sword, which

Hanse put down as if burned.
"What did | ever do for you?
"Did you not rescue the Riddler fromgreat peril?

"Who?' The tanned face grinned ingenuously. "A truly brave man does not boast.

understand. O is it a deeper thing? That -' He |eaned forward; he snelled

sweet |ike new-mown hay '- is truly what | need to know. Do you conprehend me?

Hanse gave himan eagle's | ook, and shook his head slowy, his fingers flat on
the table, near the magnificent sword that the nercenary Stepson had offered to
give him The R ddler? He knew no one of that name. 'Are you protecting hinf
There is no need, not fromne. Tell me, Shadowspawn, are you and Tenpus
| overs?'

"Mother-!'" H's favourite knife leapt into his palm unbidden. He | ooked at it in
his own grasp in consternation, and dropped his other hand over it, and began
paring his nails. Tenpus! The Riddler? Hanse's eyes caressed the covetable

bl ade. 'I hel ped himout, once or twice, that's all.'

"That is good,' the youth across fromhim approved. 'Then we will not have to
fight over him And, too, we could work a certain bargain, service for service,
that woul d nake ne happy and you, | nopdestly estinmate, a gentleman of ease for

at least six nmonths.'

"I"'mlistening,' said Shadowspawn, taking a chance, commending his knife to its
sheat h. The short sword too, he handled, fitting it in the scabbard and draw ng
it out, fascinated by the alert scrutiny of Abarsis the Stepson's six
conpani ons.

When he began hearing the words 'dianond rods' and 'Hall of Judgenent' he waxed
uneasy. But by then, he could not sec any way that he could allow hinself to
appear less than heroic in the pale, blue-grey eyes of Stepson. Not when the
anmount of noney Stepson had offered hung in the balance, not when the nobly
fashi oned sword he had been given as if it were nerely serviceable proclained
the flashy nmercenary's ability to pay that anmount. But too, if he would pay
that, he would pay nore. Hanse was not so enthralled by the nercenaries
mystique to hasten into one's pay wthout sone good Sanctuary barter
Wat ching Stepson's six formidable conpanions, waiting |ike purebred hunting
dogs curried for show, he spied a certain |itheness about them an uncanny
cleanliness of linb and nearness of girded hips. O ose friends, these. Very
cl ose.

Abarsis's sonorous voice had ceased, waiting for Hanse's response. The
di sconcertingly pale eyes followed Hanse's stare, frank now, to his companions.

"WIl you say yea, then, friend of the Riddler? And becone ny friend, also?
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These other friends of nine await only your wllingness to enbrace you as a
brot her.'

"l own,' Hanse nuttered.

Abarsis rai sed one winged brow. 'So? They are nenbers of a Sacred Band, ny old
one; nost prized officers; heroes, every pair.' He judged Hanse's face. 'Can it
be you do not have the custom in the south? Fromyour men | nust believe it.

His voice was liquid, |ike deep running water. 'These nmen, to nme and to their
chosen partners, have sworn to forsake |ife before honour, to stand and never
retreat, to fall where they fight if need be, shoulder to shoulder. There is no
nmore hall owed tryst than theirs. Had | a thousand such, | would rule the earth.’

"Which one is yours?' Hanse tried not to sneer, to be conversational, unshaken,
but his eyes could find no confortable place to rest, so that at last he took up
the gift-sword and examined the hieratic witing on its bl ade.

"None. | left them |ong ago, when nmy partner went up to heaven. Now | have
hired them back, to serve a need. It is strictly a love of spirit, Hanse, that
is required. And only in Sacred Bands is a nercenary asked so nuch.

"Still, it's not ny style.'
" You sound di sappoi nted.'

"I am In your offer. Pay me twice that, and | will get the itens you desire. As
for your friends, | don't care if you bugger them each twice daily. Just as |ong
as it's not part of my job and no one thinks I amjoining any organizations.'
A swift, appreciative smle touched Abarsis. 'Twice, then. | amat your nercy'

'l stole those dianond rods once before, for Tem, for the Riddler. He'll j ust
give themback to her, after she does whatever it is she does for him | had
her once, and she did nothing for ne that any other whore would not do.

"You what? Ah, you do not know about them then? Their |egend, their curse?

'Legend? Curse? | knew she was a sorceress. Tell ne about it! AmIl in any
danger? You can forget the whole idea, about the rods. | keep shut of sorcery.'’
"Hardly sorcery, no need to worry. They cannot transmit any of it. Wen he

was young and she was a virgin, he was a prince and a fool of ideals. 1 heard
it that the god is his true father, and thus she is not his sibling, but you
know how |egends are. As a princess, her sire |ooked for an advantageous
marriage. An archmage of a power not seen anynore nade an offer, at about the
time the Ri ddl er renounced his claim to the throne and retired to a
phi | osopher's cave. She went to himbegging aid, sone way out of an unacceptable
situation, and convinced himthat should she be deflowered, the mage would not
want her, and of all nen the R ddler was the only one she trusted with the task;
anyone el se woul d despoil her. She seduced himeasily, for he had | oved her. all
his young life and that unacceptable attraction to flesh of his flesh was part
of what drove him fromhis prinogeniture. She |oved nothing but herself; sone
things never change. He was wi se enough to know he brought destruction upon
hinsel f, but nen are prone to ruin from wonen. In passion, he could not think
clearly; when it left himhe went to Vashanka's altar and threw hinself upon it,
consigning his fate to the god. The god took him up, and when the archmage
appeared with four eyes spitting fire and four nouths breathing fearful curses,
the god's aegis partly shielded him Yet, the curse holds. He wanders eternally
bringi ng death to whonever |oves himand being spurned by whonsoever he shal

| ove. She nust offer herself for pay to any coner, take no gift of kindness
on pain of showing all her awful years, incapable of giving |ove as she has
al ways been. So thus, the gods, too, are barred to her, and she is truly
damed. '
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Hanse just stared at Stepson, whose voice had grown husky in the telling, when
the mercenary left off.

"Now, will you help ne? Please. He would want it to be you.'
Hanse nmade a sign

" Wuld want it to be nme? the thief frowned. 'He does not know about this?
There canme the sound of Shadowspawn's bench scrapi ng back

Abarsis reached out to touch the thief's shoulder, a nove quick as |ightning and
soft as a butterfly's landing. 'One nust do for a friend what the friend cannot
do for hinself. Wth such a nman, opportunities of this sort cone seldom If
not for him or for vyour price, or for whatever you hold sacred, do this thing
for me, and | will be eternally in your debt."'

A sibilant sound, ©part inpatience, part exasperation, part irritation, cane
slidi ng down Shadowspawn's hawki sh nose.

' Hanse?'

"You are going to surprise himwth this deed, done? Wiat if he has no taste for
surprises? Wat if you are wong, and he refrains fromaiding her because he

prefers her right where she is? And besides, | amstaying away fromhimand his
affairs.’
"No surprise: | will tell himonce | have arranged it. | will nake you one nore

offer: Half again the doubled fee you suggested, to ease your doubts. But that
is ny final bid.'

Shadowspawn squinted at the heartshaped face of Stepson. Then, without a word,
he scooped up the short stabbing sword in its silver sheath, and found it a hone
in his belt. 'Done,' said Hanse.

'Good. Then, will you neet ny conpanions? The |ong-fingered, graceful hand of
Stepson, called Abarsis, nmade a gesture that brought them all smles and manly
wel cones, fromtheir exile by the bar

5

Kurd, the vivisectionist who had tried his skills on Tenpus, was found a fair
way from his adobe workshop, his gut stretched out for thirty feet before him
he had been dragged by the entrails; the hole cut in his belly to pull the
intestines out was nmade by an expert: a nercenary had to be at fault. But there
were so many nercenaries in Sanctuary, and so few friends of the vivisectionist,
that the matter was not pursued. The matter of the Hell Hound Razkuli's head,
however, was nuch nore serious. Zaibar (who knew why both had di ed and at
whose hands, and who feared for his own life) went to Kadakithis wth his
friend's staring eyes under one arm sick and still tasting vomt, and told the
prince how Tenpus had conme riding through the gates at dawn and called up to
hi m where he was checki ng pass-bys in the gatehouse: 'Zaibar, |I've a nessage for
you. '

"Yo!' Zaibar had waved. 'Catch,' Tenpus |aughed, and threw sonething up to him

while the grey horse reared, uttered a shrill, demonic scream and clattered
off by the time Zaibar's hand had said head: human; and his eyes had
said, head: Razkuli's and then begun to fill with tears.

Kadakithis listened to his story, |looking beyond him out of the w ndow the
entire tine. When Zai bar had finished, the prince said, "Well, | don't know what
you expected, trying to take himdown so clunsily.
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"But he said it was a nessage for ne,
tone, scow ed and straightened up

Zai bar entreated, caught his own pl eading

"Then take it to heart, man. | can't allow you two to continue feuding. If it is
anything other than sinple feuding, I do not want to know about it. Stepson,
called Abarsis, told me to expect sonething like this! | demand a stop to it!

"Stepson!' Tall, lank Zaibar snarled |like a man invoking a vengeful god in close

fighting. 'An ex-Sacred Bander |ooking for glory and death with honour, in no
particul ar order! Stepson told you? The Slaughter Priest? My lord prince, you
are keeping deadly conpany these days! Are all the gods of the armies in

Sanctuary, then, along with their famliars, the nmercenary hordes? | had wanted
to discuss with you what could be done to curb them

"Zai bar,' interrupted Kadakithis firmy. '"In the matter of gods, | hold firm |
do not believe in them In the matter of mercenaries, let them be. You broach
subj ects too sensitive for your station. In the matter of Tenpus, | will talk to
him You change your attitude. Now, if that is all... ?

It was all. It was nearly the end of Zaibar the Hell Hound's entire career; he
al nrost struck his comander-in-chief. But he refrained, though he could not
utter even a civil goodbye. He went to his billet and he went into the town, and
he worked wath out of hinmself, as best he could. The dregs he washed away wth
drink, and after that he went to visit Myrtis, the whorenistress of Aphrodisia
House who knew how to soothe him And she, seeing his heart breaking and his
fists shaking, asked him nothing about why he had cone, after staying away so
long, but took himto her breast and healed what she might of his hurts,
renenbering that all the protection he provided her and good he did for her, he
did because of a love spell she had bought and cast on himlong since. and thus
she owed himat |east one night to match his dreans.

6

Tenmpus had gone anbng his own kind, after he left the barracks. He had checked
in at the guild hostel north of the palace, once again in | eopard and bronze and
iron, and he was wel conme there.

Wiy he had kept himself fromit for so |long, he could not have reasoned, unless
it was that without these friends of fornmer tines the camaraderi e would not have
been as sweet.

He went to the sideboard and got hot nulled wine froma krater, sprinkling in
goat's cheese and grain, and took the posset to a corner, so the men could comne
to himas they woul d.

The problem of the eunuch was still unsolved: finding a suitable replacenment was
not going to be easy: there were not many eunuchs in the nercenaries' guild. The
clubroomwas red as dying day and dark as backlit mountains, and he felt better
for having cone. So, when Abarsis, high priest of Upper Ranke, left his

conpani ons and approached, but did not sit anong the nmercenaries Tenpus had
collected, he said to the nine that he would see themat the appointed tine, and
to the iron-cl ad one.

‘"Life to you. Stepson. Please join ne.'

'"Life to you, Riddler, and everlasting glory.'" Cup in hand, he sipped pure
wat er, eyes hardly darker never |eaving Tenpus's face. 'Is it Sanctuary that has
driven you to drink? He indicated the posset.

"The dry soul is wsest? Not at the Enpire' s anus, where the water is chancy.
Anyway, those things | said long ago and far away: do not hold ne to any of
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that.'

The snmooth cheek of Stepson ticced. 'l nust,' he nurnured. 'You are the man |
have emulated. Al ny life l have listened after word of you and collected
intelligence of you and studied what vyou left wus in |egend and stone in the
north. Listen: "War is sire of all and king of all, and some He has nade gods

and sone nmen, sonme bond and some free". Or: "WAr is ours in common; strife is
justice; all things come into being and pass away through strife". You see,
know your work, even those other names you have used. Do not make nme speak them
I would work with you, O Sleepless One. It will be the pinnacle of ny career.
He flashed Tenpus a bolt of naked entreaty, then his gaze flickered away and he
rushed on: 'You need ne. Wo else will suit? Wio else here has a brand and
gelding's scars? And time in the arena as a gladiator, |ike Jubal hinmself? Wo
could intrigue him much | ess seduce himanong these? And though | -'

Abarsis dug in his belt and tossed a golden anmulet on to the table. 'The god
will not give you up; this was caught in the sorrel's new shoe. That teacher of
m ne whom you renenber ...?'

"I know the man,' Tenpus said grimy.

"He thinks that Sanctuary is the endpoint of existence; that those who cone here
are damed beyond redenption; that Sanctuary is Hell.

"Then how is it. Stepson,' said Tenpus alnost kindly, '"that folk experience
fleshly death here? So far as | know, | am the only soul in Sanctuary who
suffers eternally, with the possible exception of ny sister, who may not have a
soul. Learn not to listen to what people say, priest. A man's own nistakes are
| oad enough, w thout adding others'.'

"Then let me be your choice! There is no tine to find sonme other eunuch.' He
said it flatly, without bitterness, a man fielding logic. 'I can also bring you
a few fighters whomyou m ght not know and who woul d not dare, on their own, to
approach you. My Sacred Band yearns to serve you. You di spense your favour to
provincials and foreigners who barely recognize their honour! Gve it to ne, who

craves little else ...! The prince who would be king will not expose e, but
pass me on to Jubal as an untrained boy. I ama Ilittle old for it, but in
Sanctuary, those niceties seem not to matter. | have increased your lot here.

You owe e this opportunity.’

Tenmpus stirred his cooling posset with a finger. "That prince... Changi ng t he
subject, he sighed glumMy, a sound Ilike rattling bones. "He wll never be a
Great King, such as your father. Can you tell nme why the god is taking such an
interest?

"The god will tell you, when you nake of the Tros horse a sacrifice. O sone
person. Then He will be nollified. You know the ritual. |If it be a man you
choose, | will gladly volunteer... Ah, you understand ne, now? | do not want to

frighten you ...

' Take no thought of it.

"Then... though | risk your displeasure, vyet | say it: |I love you. One night
with you would be a surfeit, to work under you is ny long-held dream Let me do
this, which none can do better, which no whole man can do for you at all!

"I cede you the privilege, since you value it so; but there is no telling what
Jubal 's hired hawk-nasks might do to the eunuch we send in there.'

"Wth your blessing and the god's, | amfearless. And you will be close by, busy
attacking Black Jubal's fortress. Wiile you arc arresting the slavenaster for
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his treasonous spyi ng, whosoever will make good the woman's escape. |
under stand your thought; | have arranged for the retrieval of her weapons.'
Tenmpus chuckled. 'I hardly know what to say.

"Say you | ook kindly upon me, that | amnore than a bad nmenory to you.

Shaki ng his head, Tenpus took the anmulet Abarsis held out to him 'Cone then
Stepson, we will see what part of your glorious expectations we can fulfil.'

7

It was said, ever after, that the Storm God took part in the sack of the
slaver's estate. Lightning craw ed along the gatehouses of its defensive wall
and rolled in balls through the inner court and turned the oaken gates to ash

The ground runbl ed and buckl ed and bucked and great crunbling cracks appeared in
its inner sanctum where the slaver dallied wth the glossy-haired eunuch
Kadakithis had just sent wup for training. It was profligate waste to nmake a
fancy boy out of such a slave: the arena had nuscled himup and tine had grown
hi mup, and to squeeze the two or three remaining years of that sort of pleasure
out of himseened to the slaver a pity. If truth be known, blood |like his cane
so rarely to the slavepens that gelding him was a sin against future
generations: had Jubal got himearly on - when the cuts had been nmde, at nine,
or ten - he would have raised himwith great pains and put himto stud. But his
brand and tawny skin smacked of northern nountains and hi gh w zards' keeps where
the wars had raged so savagely that no nan was proud to renenber what had been
done there, on either side.

Eventual ly, he left the eunuch chained by the neck to the foot of his bed and
went to see what the yelling and the shouting and the blue flashes and the
qui vering floorboards coul d possibly nean.

VWhat he saw from his threshold he did not understand, but he cane striding back,
stripping off his robe as he passed by the bed, rushing to armhinself and do
battl e against the infernal forces of this enemy, and, it seened, the whole of
the ni ght.

Naphtha fireballs canme shooting over his walls into the courtyard; naming arrows
torqued from spring-wound bows; javelins and swordplay glittered nastily,
singing as they slew in soft susurrusings Jubal had hoped never to hear there.

It was eerily quiet: no shouting, not from his hawk-masks, or the adversaries;
the fire crackled and the horses snorted and groaned 1like the nen where they
fell

Jubal recollected the sinking feeling he had had in his stomach when Zai bar had
confided to himthat the bell ows of anguish emanating fromthe vivisectionist's
wor kshop were the Hell Hound Tenpus's agonies, the forebodings he had endured
when a group of his bel eaguered sell-swords went after the man who killed those
who wore the mask of Jubal's service for sport, and failed to down him

That night, it was too late for thinking. There was time enough only for wading
into the thick of battle (if he could just find it: the attack was from every
side, out of darkness); hollering orders; nustering point |eaders (tw); and
appoi nting replacenents for the dead (three). Then he heard whoops and abysnal

screans and realized that someone had |l et the slaves out of their pens; those
who had nothing to |ose bore haphazard arns, but sought only death with
vengeance. Jubal, seei ng w de, white rimred eyes and nurderous nouths and

t he new eunuch from Kadaki t his's pal ace danci ng ahead of the pack of them
started to run. The key to its collar had been in his robe; he renenbered
discarding it, within the eunuch's reach

He ran in a private wash of terror, in a bubble through which other sounds
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hardly penetrated, but where his breathing reverberated stentorian, rasping, and
his heart gonged loud in his ears. He ran | ooki ng back over his shoul der, and he
saw sone | eopard-pelted apparition with a horn bow in hand cone sliding dow the
gatehouse wall. He ran wuntil he reached the stable, until he stunbled over a
dead hawk-mask, and then he heard everything, cacophonously, that had been so
mut ed before: swords rasping; panoplies rattling; bodies thudding and greaved
men runni ng; quarrels whispering bright death as they passed through the dark
press; javelins ringing as they struck helmor shield suddenly limed in lurid
fiery light.

Fire? Behind Jubal flame |icked out of the stable wi ndows and horses whistled
their death screans.

The heat was singeing. He drew his sword and turned in a fluid notion, judging
hi nsel f as he was wont to do when the crowds had been about himin appl audi ng
tiers and he nust kill to live to kill another day, and do so pl easingly.

He felt the thrill of it, the immediacy of it, the joy of the arena, and as the

pack of freed slaves cane shouting, he picked out the prince's eunuch and
reached to west a spear fromthe dead hawk-mask's grip. He hefted it, left
handed, to cast, just as the man in leopard pelt and cuirass and a dozen
nmercenari es canme between him and the slaves, cutting himoff fromhis fina
refuge, the stairs to the westward wal | .

Behind him the flanmes seened hotter, so that he was glad he had not stopped for
arnmour. He threw the spear, and it ramed home in the eunuch's gut. The
| eopard | eader came forward, alone, sword tip gesturing three tines, leftward

Was it Tempus, beneath that frightful arnour? Jubal raised his own blade to his
brow i n acceptance, and noved to where his antagoni st indicated, but the |eopard
| eader was talking over his shoulder to his front-line nercenaries, three of
whom were clustered around the downed eunuch. Then one archer came abreast of
the | eader, touched his leopard pelt. And that bowran kept a nocked arrow on
Jubal , while the | eader sheathed his sword and wal ked away, to join the little
knot around the eunuch.

Soneone had broken off the haft; Jubal heard the grunt and the snap of wood and
saw t he shaft discarded. Then arrows whizzed in quick succession into both his
knees and beyond the shattering pain he knew nothing nore.

8

Tenmpus knelt over Abarsis, bleeding out his life naked in the dirt. 'Get ne
light," he rasped. Tossing his helnet aside, he bent down until his cheek
touched Stepson's knotted, hairless belly. The whole bronze head of the spear,
barbs and all, was deep in him Under his |lowest rib, the shattered haft stuck

out, quivering as he breathed. The torch was brought; the better light told
Tenpus there was no use in cutting the spearhead | oose; one flange was up under
the low rib; vital fluids oozed out with the youth's blood. Qut of age-old
custom Tenpus laid his mouth upon the wound and sucked the blood and swall owed
it, then raised his head and shook it to those who waited with a hot blade and
hopeful, silent faces. 'Get himsone water, no wine. And give himsone air."'

They noved back and as the Sacred Bander who had been hol di ng Abarsis's head put
it down, the wounded one nurnured; he coughed, and his frane shuddered, one
hand clutching spasnodically at the spear. 'Rest now. Stepson. You have got
your wsh. You wll be ny sacrifice to the god.' He covered the youth's

nakedness with his mantle, taking the gory hand fromthe broken haft, letting it
fasten on his own.

Then the blue-grey eyes of Abarsis opened in a face pale wth pain, and
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sonmething else: 'l amnot frightened, with you and the god beside ne.'

Tempus put an armunder his head and gathered himup, pulling himacross his
| ap. ' Hush, now.'

' Soon, soon,' said the paling lips. 'l did well for you. Tell nme so ... that you
are content. O Riddler, so wll dol Ilove you, | go to ny god singing your
praises. Wen | neet ny father, | will tell him... I... fought beside you.

"GCo with nore than that. Stepson,' whispered Tenpus, and |eaned forward, and

ki ssed himgently on the nmouth, and Abarsis breathed out his soul while their
i ps yet touched.

9

Now, Hanse had got the rods with no difficulty, as Stepson had proni sed he woul d
be able to do, citing Tenpus's control of palace personnel as surety. And
afterwards, the young nercenary's invitation to cone and watch themfight up at
Jubal's rang in his head until, to banish it, he went out to take a | ook

He knew it was foolish to go, for it was foolish even to know, but he knew that
he wanted to be able to say, 'Yes, | saw. It was wonderful,' the next tine he
saw t he young nercenary, so he went very carefully and cautiously. If he were
stopped, he would have all of Stepson's Sacred Band as witnesses that he had
been at Jubal's, and nowhere near the palace and its Hall of Judgenent.

He knew t hose excuses were flinmsy, but he wanted to go, and he did not want to
delve into why: the lure of nercenary |ife was heady in his nostrils; if he
adm tted how sweet it seened, he mght be lost. If he went, perchance he would
see sonething not so sweet, or so intoxicating, something which would wash away
all this talk of friendship and honour. So he went, and hid on the roof of a
gat ehouse abandoned in the confusion. Thus he saw all that transpired.

When he could in safety leave his roost, he followed the pair of grey horses
bearing Tenpus and the corpse ridgeward, stealing the first nmount he cane to
that | ooked likely.

The sun was risen when Tenpus reached the ridgetop and called out behind:
"\Whoever you are, ride up,' and set about gathering branches to make a bier.

Hanse rode to the edge of the outcropping of rock on which Tenpus piled wood and
said: 'Well, accursed one, are you and your god replete? Stepson told ne al
about it.'

The man straightened up, eyes like flames, and put his hand to the small of his
back: 'What do you want, Shadowspawn? A man who is respectful does not sling
insults over the ears of the dead. If you are here for him then welcone. If you
are here for nme, | assure you, your timngisill.'

"I amhere for him friend. Wat think you, that | would come here to console
you in your grief when it was his Ilove for you that he died of? He asked ne,’
Hanse continued, not dismunting, 'to get these. He was going to give them to
you.' He reached for the dianond rods, wapped in hide, he had stolen

"Stay your hand, and your feelings. Both are msplaced. Do not judge what you do
not understand. As for the rods, Abarsis was nistaken as to what | wanted done
with them |If you are finishing your first nercenary's comm ssion, then give
them to One-Thunb. Tell him they are for his benefactor. Then it is done.
Soneone of the Sacred Band will seek you out and pay you. Do not worry about
that. Now, if you would honour Abarsis, disnount.' The struggle obvious in
Tenpus's face for control was chilling, where nothing unintentioned was ever
seen. 'O herw se, please |leave now, friend, while we are yet friends. | amin no
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mood for living boys today."'

So Hanse slid from the horse and stal ked over to the corpse stage-whispering,
"Mouth ne no swill, Doonface. If this is howyour friends fare, 1'd as soon be
relieved of the honour,' and flipped back the shroud. 'H's eyes are open.'
Shadowspawn reached out to close them 'Don't. Let him see where he goes.'

They glared a tine at each other above the staring corpse while a red-tailed
hawk circled overhead, its shadow caressing the pale, dead face

Then Hanse knelt stiffly, took a coin fromhis belt, slid it betwen Stepson's
slightly parted lips, and nurmured sonething |low. Rising, he turned and strode
to his stolen horse and scranbled clunsily astride, reining it round and away
wi t hout a single backward gl ance.

When Tenpus had the bier all nade, and Abarsis arranged on it to the last glossy
hair, and a spark nursed to consuning flanme, he stood with clenched fists and
watering eyes in the billows of smoke. And through his tears, he saw the boy's
father, fighting oblivious fromhis car, his charioteer fallen between his |egs,
that time Tenpus had hacked off an eneny's armto save him fromthe axe it
swung; he saw the witchbitch of a sorceress the king had wed in the black hills
to nmake alliance with what could not be had by force; he sawthe aftermath of
that, when the wld woman's spawn was out other and every |oyal general took a
hand in her murder before she laid their commander out in state. He saw the
boy, wi zard-haired and w se, running to Tenpus's chariot for a ride, grasping
hi s neck, laughing, kissing like the northern boys had no shame to do; all
this before the Geat K-ing discharged his arnmies and retired home to peace, and
Tempus rode south to Ranke, an enpire hardly whel ped and shaky on its prodigious
feet. And Tenmpus saw the field he had taken against a mnonarch, once his |iege:
Masters change. He had not been there when they had got the Great King,
dragged himdown fromhis car and begun the Unending Deaths that proved the
Rankans barbarians second to none. It was said by those who were there that he
stood it well enough until his son was castrated before his eyes, given off to
a slaver with ready collar ... Wen he had heard, Tenpus had gone searching
anong the sacked towns of the north, where Ranke wought infanmy into exanple,
| egends better than sharp javelins at discouraging resistance. And he saw
Abarsis in the slaver's kennel, the boy's ook of horror that a man of the
arm es woul d see what had been done to him No glimrer of joy invaded the gaunt
child' s face turned up to him No eager hands outflung to their redeener; a
smal |, spent hero shuffled across soiled straw to nmeet him slave's eyes gaugi ng
wi t hout fear just what he nmight expect from this man, who had once been anong
his father's nost valued, but was now only one nmore Rankan eneny. Tenpus
remenbered picking the child up in his arms, hating howlittle he weighed, how
sharp his bones were; and that monent when Abarsis at |ast believed he was safe.
About a boy's tears, Abarsis had sworn Tenpus to secrecy. About the rest, the
| ess said, the better. He had found himfoster parents, in the rocky west by the
sea temples where Tenpus hinself was born, and where the gods still made
m racl es upon occasion. He had hoped somehow t he gods woul d heal what |ove could
not. Now, they had done it.

He nodded, havi ng passed recollection |like poison, watching the fire burn down.
Then, for the sake of the soul of Stepson, called Abarsis, and under the aegis
of his flesh, Tenpus hunbled hinself before Vashanka and came again into the
service of his god

10
Hanse, hidden below on a shelf, listening and partaking of the funeral of his

own fashion, upon realizing what he was overhearing, spurred the horse out of
there as if the very god whose thunderous voice he had heard were after him
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He did not stop until he reached the Vulgar Unicorn. There he shot off the horse
in a dismount which was a fall disguised as a vault, slapped the beast smartly
away, telling it hissingly to go home, and slipped inside with such relief as
his favourite knife nust feel when he sheathed it.

' One- Thumb, ' Hanse called out, making for the bar, 'what is going on out there?
There had been soldierly conmtion at the Common Gate.

"You haven't heard?' scoffed the night-tuned-day barman. ' Sone prisoners escaped
from the palace dungeon, certain articles were thieved from the Hall of
Judgenent, and none of the regular security officers were around to get their
scol di ngs. '

Looking at the mirror behind the bar, Hanse saw the ugly man grin wthout
hurmour. Gaze | ocked to mirror-gaze, Hanse drew the hide-w apped bundle from his
tunic. 'These are for you. You are supposed to give themto your benefactor.' He
shrugged to the mrror

One- Thunb turned and wi ped the dishrag along the shining bar and when the rag
was gone, the small bundle was gone, also. 'Now, what do you want to get

involved in something like this for? You think you're noving up? You re not.
Next time, when it's this sort of thing, come round the back. O, better, don't
come at all. | thought you had nore sense.

Hanse's hand snmacked flat and | oud upon the bar. 'I have taken enough offal for

one day, cup-bearer. Now | tell you what you do, Wde-Belly: You take what I
brought you and your sage counsel, and you wap it all together, and then you

squat on it!’ And stiff-kneed as a roused cat, Shadowspawn stal ked away,
towards the door, saying over his shoul der: 'As for sense, | thought you had
nore.'

"l have nmy business to think of,' called out One-Thumb, too boldly for a
whi ne. ' Ah, yes! So have |, so have I.

11

Lavender and |enon dawn |ight bedizened the white-washed barracks' walls and
col oured the pal ace parade grounds.

Tempus had been working all night, out at Jubal's estate where he was quartering
his mercenaries away fromtown and Hell Hounds and Ilsig garrison personnel. He
had fifty there, but twenty of themwere paired nenbers of three different
Sacred Bands: Stepson's legacy to him The twenty had convinced the thirty
nonal | i ed operatives that 'Stepsons' would be a good nane for their squadron,
and for the cohort it would eventually command should things go as everyone
hoped.

He woul d keep the Sacred Band teans and spread the rest throughout the regular
armmy, and throughout the prince's domain. They would find what clay they chose,
and nould a division fromit of which the spirit of Abarsis, if it were not too
busy fighting theomachy's battles in heaven, could | ook upon with pride. The nen
had done Tenpus proud, already, that night at

Jubal's, and thereafter; and this evening when he had turned the coner round the

sl ave barracks the nen were refitting for |ivestock, there it had been, a |ove
note witten in lanb's bl ood two cubits high on the encircling protective wall
"War is all and king of all, and all things cone into being out of strife.

Al beit they had not got it exactly right, he had smiled, for though the world
and t he boyhood from out of which he had said such audaci ous things was gone to
time. Stepson, called Abarsis, and his | egacy of example and followers made
Tempus think that perhaos (oh just perhaps) he, Tenpus, had not been so
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young, or so foolish, as he had Ilately cone to think that he had been. And
, if thus the man, then his epoch, too, was freed of nenory's hindsightfu
taint.

And the god and he were reconciled: This pushed away his curse and the shadow of
distress it cast ever before him Hs troubles with the prince had subsided.
Zai bar had cone through his test of fire and returned to stand his duty,
t hi nki ng deeply, wal king quietly. H's courage woul d mend. Tenpus knew his sort.

Jubal's disposition he had | eft to Kadakithis. He had wanted to take the fanous
ex-gladiator's nmeasure in single conbat, but there was no fitness in it now,
since the man woul d never be quick on his feet, should he live to regain the use
of them

Not that the world was as ridiculously beautiful as was the arrogant summrer
nmor ni ng which did not understand that it was a Sanctuary norning and therefore
shoul d at | east be gory, garish or full of flies buzzing about his head. No, one
could find a few thorns in one's path, still. There was Shadowspawn, call ed
Hanse, exhibiting unseemy and proprietary grief over Abarsis whenever it served
him vyet not taking a billet anbng the Stepsons that Tenpus had offered.
Privately, Tenpus thought he might yet come to it, that he was trying to step
twice into the sanme river. Wen his feet chilled enough, he would step out on to
t he banks of manhood. |f he could sit a horse better, perhaps his pride would
let himjoin in where now, because of that, he could only sneer

Hanse, too, must find his owm path. He was not Tenpus's problem though Tenpus
woul d gladly take on that burden shoul d Shadowspawn ever indicate a desire to
have help toting it.

His sister, Cine, however, was his problem his alone, and the enormity of that
conundrum had hi m casting about for any possible solution, taking pat answers up
and putting themdown I|ike gods nove seeds fromfield to field. He could kil
her, rape her, deport her; he could not ignore her, forget her, or suffer
al ong wi thout confronting her

That she and One- Thunb had become enanopured of one another was sonething he had
not counted on. Such a thing had never occurred to him

Tempus felt the god rustling around in him the deep cavernous sensing in his
most private skull that told him the deity was going to speak. Silently! he
war ned the god. They were uneasy with each other, yet, like two lovers after a
trial separation.

W can take her, mldly, and then she will |eave. You cannot tolerate her
presence. Drive her off. I will help thee, spake Vashanka

'Must you be so predictable, Pillager? Tenpus nmunbl ed under his breath, so that
Abarsis's Tros horse swivelled its ears