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AFTERMATH
Dramati s Personae
The Townspeopl e
AHDI OVI ZUN; AHDI OVERVI Z; AHDI O- Proprietor of Sly's Place, a |legend- ary dive within the Mze.

AYE- GOPHLAN- Capt ai n of the pal ace guard before the arrival of Prince Kadakithis. Now he is one of
three nen charged with keeping the peace in Sanctuary.

LALO THE LI MNER- Street artist gifted with magi ¢ he does not fully un- derstand.
G LLA-H s indonitable wife.

GANNER- Their mi ddl e son, slain during the False Plague riots of the previous w nter which signal ed
the end of severe civil unrest in Sanctuary.

VANDA- Thei r daughter, enployed as nursenmaid to the Beysib at the pal ace.

HAKI EM Storytel l er and confidant extraordi naire. HORT-Son of a fisherman and now Haki eni's sonetine
apprentice.

JUBAL- Prematurely aged forner gladiator. Once he openly ran Sanc- tuary's nost visible crinnal
organi zati on, the hawkmasks; now he wor ks behi nd the scenes.

MASHA ZI L- | NEEL- M dwi f e whose invol venent in the destruction of the Purple Mage enabled her to
move fromthe Maze to respectability up- town.

MELI LOT- Owner of a scriptoriumwhere letters can be witten or trans- |ated.

MRADHON vi s- Ni si bi si adventurer and sonetime spy. He has betrayed al nost everyone and been
betrayed in return, but he is a consummate survivor.

MYRTI S- Madam of the Aphrodisia House.

SHAFRALAI N- Sanct uary nobl eman who can trace his |lineage and his noney back to the days ofllsig's
gl ory.

ESARI A- Hi s nubi | e daughter.
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EXPIMLIA-H s wife.
CUSHARLAI N- Hi s cousin. A custons inspector and investigator.

SNAPPER JO-A friend who survived the destruction of nagic in Sanctu- ary. Now enpl oyed as a
bartender in the Vul gar Unicorn.

ZIP-Bitter young terrorist. Leader of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Sanctuary (PFLS).
Now he and his remaining fighters have been designated as officials responsible for peace in the
city.

The S' danzo
| LLYRA- Hal f-bl ood S danzo seeress with True Sight. Wunded by PFLS in the Fal se Plague Riots.

DUBRO Bazaar bl acksmith and husband to Illyra. ARTON Their son, nmarked by the gods as part of the
emerging diety known as the Stornthildren. He was sent to the Bandaran Islands for his education
and safety-and to renove him from Sanctuary.

LI LLI S-Their daughter, slain in the Fal se Plague riots. TREVYA-A newborn orphan girl placed in
their care by Walegrin.

MOONFLOVER- S' danzo seeress of remarkabl e obesity who was slain by Beysib guards who had m stakenly
attacked her husband.

THE TERMAGANT- O dest of the S danzo wonen practicing her craft in Sanctuary.
The Magi ci ans
ENAS YORL- Quasi-inmmortal nage cursed with eternal |ife and a con- stantly changi ng physical form

| SCHADE- Necr omancer and thief. Her curse is passed to her lovers who die fromit. Her rivalry with
Roxane drew her into the nmurky real mof Sanctuary's politics fromwhich she has yet to extricate
hersel f.

ROXANE; DEATH S QUEEN- Ni si bi si witch. Nearly destroyed when Storm bringer purged magic from
Sanctuary, she is trapped inside a warded house and a dead nman's body.

HAUGHT- One-ti me apprentice ofl schade who betrayed her and is now trapped w th Roxane.

TASFALEN- The di ssol ute Rankan nobl eman, one ofl schade's | ov- ers, whose body has becone Roxane's
prison.

STRI CK; TORAZELAN STRI CK TI FI RAQA- Wite Mage who has made Sanctuary his hone. He will hel p anyone
who cones to him but there is always a Price, sonetines trivial and sonetines not, for his aid.

AVENESTRA; AVNEH Once a preteen preal coholic barfly at Sly's

Pl ace. Now Strick's very young receptionist with a sweet tooth. FRAX-Forner pal ace guardsman, now
Strick's fiercely |oyal guard.

W NTSENAY; W NTS- A down-and-out young |lsig whose |ife has inproved i measurably since he began
wor ki ng for Strick.

AFTERVATH
Visitors in Sanctuary

JARVEENA- A wormran, once Melilot's apprentice, who. with Enas Tori's help, unveiled a plot to
assassi nate Prince Kadakithis shortly after his arrival in Sanctuary. In the intervening years she
has been enployed as Melilot's trading agent, and her many hi deous scars have been slowy fading.

SAMLOR HI L SAMI, Trader fromthe north. His sister died in Sanctuary and his business sonetines
brings himback to the city.
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STAR-Hi s seven-year-old niece. A single lock of white grows am d her black hair. The Beysibs claim
this is the mark of the favor of their gods and the child does seemto have sone strange
abilities.

The Rankans Living in Sanctuary

CHENAYA; DAUCGHTER OF THE SUN-~ beautiful and powerful young woman who is fated never to lose a
fight. She is the prince's cousin and is working to raise an arny of gladiators which will place
himon the inperial throne.

PRI NCE KADAKI THI S- Chari smatic but sonewhat naive hal f-brother of the assassinated enperor,
Abaki t hi s.

KAMA; JES- Tenpus's daughter. 3rd Comando assassin. Sonetine |over of Critias. Zip, and Mdlin
Tor chhol der.

MOLI N TORCHHOLDER; TORCH Archpri est of Sanctuary's wargod (whichever deity that is at the nonent).
Architect for the rebuilt walls of Sanctuary. Supreme bureaucratic adm nistrator of the city.

RANKAN 3RD COVMANDO- Mer cenary conpany founded by
Tenpus Thal es and noted for its brutal efficiency.
GAYLE- A nenber of that conpany.

STEPSONS; SACRED BANDERS- Menbers of a mercenary unit loyal to Tenpus. Their years in Sanctuary
have been anpbng the worst in their history and they are eager to | eave for anywhere el se.

DRANMATI S PERSONAE

CRITIAS; CRIT-Longtinme nmercenary in the conpany. An intelli- gence gatherer and assistant to
Tenpus. Also the partner of Straton, though that pairing has been in disarray for sone tine now.

STRATON; STRAT; ACE-Partner of Critias. Injured by the PELS at the start of the Fal se Pl ague
riots. He has been Ischade's |over and though her curse has not killed him nost of his forner
associ ates count hi manong Sanctuary's damed.

TEMPUS THALES; THE RI DDLER-Nearly imortal nercenary, a partner of Vashanka before that god's
dem se; conmander of the Stepsons; cursed with a fatal inability to give or receive |ove.

WALEGRI N- Rankan arny officer assigned to the Sanctuary garri son where his father had been slain by
the S danzo many years before. He is now one of three officers responsible for the peace in
Sanctuary. He is also Illyra's half-brother

The Beysib

SHUPANSEA; SHU- SEA- Head of the Beysib exiles in Sanctuary; nortal avatar of the Beysib nother
goddess. Lover of Prince Kadakithis whom she wi shes to marry.

CHABOSTU; CHA- BOS- A daughter born before Shupansea was driven into exile
| NTRODUCTI ON
Robert Lynn Asprin

Mlitary units have never been noted for their punctuality, and the Stepsons were no exception
Even though their departure was originally planned for shortly after dawn, it was nearly noon
before the first pair actually swng aboard their horses and headed off ami d waves and good-
natured catcalls fromtheir conrades. This was not a regular arny unit, but a free conpany of
mercenaries, so the formations and col utms one m ght expect in a troop relocation were nowhere in
evidence. Rather, the nmen set out on their journey in pairs or small groups as they were ready,
with no thought to waiting for the others. Indeed, it was doubtful they would even all take the
same route to their new posting. However disor- ganized or leisurely their departure m ght be
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t hough, one thing was clear. The Stepsons were | eaving Sanctuary.

Rel atively few townspeopl e had gathered to witness their passing, but the first pair waved at them
anyway as they set off. No one returned their salutation.

O the watchers, two nen were notable if only fromthe diversity of the pair. One was old, his
hair nore silver-white than gray, while the other was a youth barely out of his teens. The younger
was dressed in the hunble garb of the town's lower class, while the elder man's finery marked him
as one who noved in richer, perhaps even royal, circles, That they were together, however, was
never in question. Not sinply because they stood together and exchanged comments, though that
Woul d have been sufficient evidence for nbst. Even nore apparent was their nmanner. Wile they
conversed freely, their eyes never net, but instead remained focused on what was goi ng on around
them Cl ose attention was paid to the departing pair of Stepsons as if attenpting to nmenorize
their appearance and gear, then sw tched once nore to the preparation of the remaining
nmercenari es.

Were they not so open in their scrutiny, the two mght be mstaken for spies. As it was, they were
i gnored, for neither was unknown around the city. The younger was Hort, a lowy storyteller; the
ol der, Hakiem once a tal espinner hinmself and nentor to Hort, was now adviser to the ruler of the
Beysi b.

"Well, it actually |ooks like they're going."
"Of course," Hakiemreplied without |looking at his friend. "Did you doubt it?"

"Yes, and so did you." Hort snmiled. "But that didn't keep us from being out here at dawn. W
shoul d have known that even if anything happened, it wouldn't happen until later."

"True enough. Still, if we had slept in and they had decided to get underway on tine, we would
have missed it conpletely."”

The younger nman snuck a sideways gl ance at Haki em

"I can see where that would affect nme," he said, "but why should it nake any difference to you?
Your storytelling days are behind you now. "

"Call it habit," the old man grunted. "Besides, an adviser needs infor- mation as nuch as a
storyteller, and the best information is still that which you gather yourself."

The men fell silent as another pair of Stepsons rode by
"Well, it actually looks like they' re going," Hort repeated, alnobst to hinself.
Haki em hawked and spat noisily in the dust.

"Good riddance!" he declared with sudden vehenence. "The sooner they're clear of the town, the
better it will be for all of us! There has been nothing but chaos and death in the city since they
arrived. Maybe now things will return to normal!"

Hort struggled, but lost his brief bout with silence-

"As | recall, Hakiem there was chaos and death in Sanctuary |ong before the Stepsons put in their
appearance. | don't see where they' ve been any worse than Jubal's hawkmasks used to be ... or your
pet fish- eyed friends for that matter- It's wong to try to blane the Stepsons for all our
problems . . . and dangerous to think things will return to nor- nal when they've left. | don't

think I even know what normal is any- nore."
Haki em turned away, his eyes avoiding both Hort and the departing Stepsons.

"You're right, of course,"” he adnmitted. "Though the Beysib have been far gentler with our town
than the Stepsons, who were supposed to be guarding it. Water does not flow upstream nor does
time run backward. Sanctuary will never be what it was. Hawknmasks, Stepsons, Beysib - . . they've
all had their inpact on the town, and their presence will never be conpletely renoved. Even the
new | aborers who are here to work on the walls will change our lives, though in what ways we have
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yet to find out. Al we can do is what we've always done: watch. \Watch and hope."

" Speaki ng of the new | aborers,"” Hort said with an al nost forced casu- ainess, "have you heard
anyt hi ng of peopl e di sappeari ng?"

"1 assune you nmean dropping out of sight without turning up dead later,"” Hakiemretorted drily.

"That's right." The youth nodded. "Abl e-bodied nmen you'd think would be able to take care of
t henmsel ves. |'ve heard of three so far."

"I't's news to ne. Still, I'Il keep ny ears open.”
A group of Stepsons wal ked their horses by, not even |ooking at the assenbl ed watchers.

Though he would never adnit it openly, the withdrawal of the Step- sons as well as the Rankan 3rd
Commando from Sanctuary concerned Haki em nuch nore than the di sappearance of a few conmon

| aborers. He wondered how nuch of what was happening in town Hort was aware of and sinply not
conmenti ng on and how nuch he was actually oblivi- ous to.

There was a fight brewing. A contest of wills, if not swords, between the town and the Rankan
Enpire. He did not for a nonent believe that it was coincidence that the Stepsons were being
pul l ed out of town just when the tax issue was reaching a head. The question was, would they be
back? If the enpire tried to enforce its orders by force, would the Step- sons be the whip for the
enpire or the shield for the town? O would they stay away, maintaining a nmercenaries' neutrality,
and not return until the matter was resolved ... if they returned at all?

The ol d man studied faces, but could not find a clue to the future witten anywhere: neither a
hint of the future in the faces of the nmerce- naries, nor a glinmer of realization of the stakes
that were being played for in those of the townsfolk.

CADE
Mark C. Perry

In another time, in another place, he could have been sonething el se. He could have been a hero,
or a general, a pnest, or a king But he was born in Sanctuary and that nade hima killer.

Cade stood on a low hill 1ooking down on the city. Sanctuary. He turned his head and spat
Sanctuary, the capital of hell He had left the city el even years ago, after killing a man, his
first Now he was back, to kill again Sonewhere in that cesspit his brother's body lay rotting, al

hi s bones cracked by sonme torturer It was that soneone whom Cade was going to kil

The wind shifted and the stench of the city assaulted himAfter the | ong nde through the clean
desert the snell was a physical force, full of wet decay, the snmell of man at his worst. Victim
and hunter were all the sane in Sanctuary The evil of his birthplace was alive, active, infecting
everything that came into contact with it.

The sun was goi ng down, dusk slowy covered the decrepitude of the city's ancient buildings, but
the shadows could not hide it all, even fromthis distance. Cade was surprised to see a new wal |
going up around the town but it hardly hel ped the view, for surely that wall was not so much to
keep enem es out as the inhabitants in. Even a nadman woul d see there was no gain to be had by
conquering Sanctuary

Cade smiled to hinmself at the thought Attack Sanctuary-better to fight for a beggar's bow He
turned to face west. A house or sonething burned sullenly there, ignored by the inhabitants of
Downwi nd, the worst part of the whole place. Downwi nd .

And that, he told hinself, is a place and a name you prom sed never to have anything to do with
agai n But of course he knew proni ses neant nothing m hel

I f Sanctuary could be called the place of his birth, it was Downw nd that had created hi m There he
had |ived between the age of six and sixteen There he had | earned about the world, the real world,
the truth behind all the lies that men blind thenselves with He had | earned about fear, fear in
his poor brother's eyes, who had always tried to protect his younger sibling, even though it was
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Cade who was the real protector He | earned of despair, as the noney becane scarcer and the food
rarer, and their nother did anything, anything, so that she could keep her little fam |y together

He renenbered her tears when she heard he'd joined the gang, she was dead by the tinme he becane
their warlord His tine with the Denons taught himthe nost val uabl e | esson of Sanctuary He | earned
about bl ood, and death

Cade was so talented then, talented in the harsh passion of the violent The street brought out the
blood in all its miserable inhabitants, but sone |ike Cade were born for blood and shed it and
lost it with equal calm

He called it the waterfall, though he was ei ghteen before he ever saw a real one. It was the
nmonent when you either let go and hit until you fell or you were pulled off and fear never entered
intoit at all That was the mark of the talent, because some could do it when they were backed in
a coner, all could do it sonetines, but Cade would do it every tine

He wondered if any of the Denbns were still there probably not, they were either dead, or they had
gotten out and woul d never cone back What did it matter™ They were all punks anyway Still, sone of
them m ght renmenber him

He | aughed thinking about it, but there was no hunor mthat sound Wuldn't they be surprised to
see hi magam The | ocal boy cone back in triunph He had nade good by Sanctuary standards He was
nch beyond nost nen's inagination, and powerful, very powerful

He had turned his talent into a very profitable art The art of death. For a fee he killed He was
nore than an assassin and less than d nur- derer. For he did kill with passion, but never pleasure
He killed in the nane of nankind to free his victins fromlies

For Sanctuary had taught Cade the nost valuable of all lessons, it had taught himthe truth In al
its pain and agony, poverty and despair, was witten the LAW in ironclad runes of bl ood

And the LAWwas one sinple word Hel

For the world was not a hell, he knew that, it was the hell, the only true hell Aman lived a life
of pain, no matter who or what he was, the punishment was daily When he died, he either went
somewhere better, or his spirit was annihilated for all time. It was sinple really: the good, they
went to their just desserts; the evil could sink no further, so they were destroyed.

Al this ran through his thoughts as he stared down at the place he hated nost. He was little

concerned. He believed he had only killed the genuinely good or the genuinely evil, never those in-
bet ween. Now he was going to kill his brother's nmurderer and he was worried. Wat if the killer

was neither good nor evil? Wiat if he had not nade the final choice -could Cade kill himthen?
After all, he was no soldier Iike his unknown father, butchering because soneone told himto. He
was very careful in accepting contracts, very careful in his death-dealing that whonever he

brought the final nonment to was either good or evil, either free or dooned. What if

"Enough!" he cried out |oud. Sonmewhere in the Maze TerreFs family waited in fear, in fear for
their lives and in agony over the dead man they had | oved so nuch. Cade would protect them Terre
woul d have wanted that, but Cade would do nore; he would use them as he had al ways used anyone he
needed. Use themto find the nurderer and for the first tinme in his long career he would not kill
cleanly or quickly. No matter who had to die, or why, this time Cade woul d have vengeance!

He knelt down and cleared a space on the ground at his feet. He withdrew a dagger and began to
make nmarks in the dirt. Here a slash for Tenpus; there a curve for |schade, others for Mlin

Tor chhol der, Jubal, Chenaya, the Stepsons, the PFLS, the Rankan 3rd Commrando, Enas Yorl ... He had
run out of room Sanctuary had managed to become the npbst dangerous place in the enmpire. It was
truly hell's own capital. And all its denon princes were fighting for its bitter rule.

H s informati on was inconplete. He could barely believe Tenpus would stay here with the whol e
enpire falling apart around him And if Tenpus went ... he scratched out the marks for the Rankan
3rd Com nmando, and the Stepsons. He shook his head; it hel ped, but not by nuch.

Then he scratched in a fish eye. Beysibs. Now what the hell were they? Were they |ike other nen?
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What happened when they di ed? Too, too nmany questions.

If it had been just magic, or nen ... but there were gods here now. Al sorts of godly

mani f estati ons had taken place here, though his people had clained that things had qui eted down of
late. Hardly a conforting thought- He gripped the handl e of the dagger tightly. It was all too
uncl ear, too many random factors. Even Cade coul d not keep hinmself hidden fromthe gods, frauds
though they were. Still, part of himhoped the trail would |l ead to one of these gods- He had only
ever killed one obscure dem god.

To cast down one of the great ones, those nasters of the great lie, ah, now that woul d nearly nake
Terrel's horrid death worthwhile.

There was no point in going in quietly; this towm was a catastrophe just waiting to happen. Wy,
any of these-he ground his foot into the dirt erasing the names-could be his target. O all of
them Many of them would have the ability to find him some would certainly know his name, others
woul d be intelligent enough to make the connection between himand Terrel. No, he would sinply
advertise his presence and let the killers cone to him or others approach himw th information
He stood up

"This is going to be nessy," he said to the enpty land around him But he would slip into the city
| ater tonight and check in with his people before he reveal ed hinsel f.

"I'"'mconm ng home," he whi spered.

Cade took another sip of the wine, his black eyes searching the face of the man across from him at
the oaken table. Targ was a good man. He had never failed a mission, but he was dangerous. Cade
woul d have to be very careful how he used this one, very careful

"So," Cade said, "I was right about Tenpus and the others. Still, there are quite a few with power
remai ni ng. "

"The streets are safer than even a few nonths ago," Targ answered, his thick hand digging in his
beard. 'The coalition seens to be holding, at |east for now "

Just then the door to the house was opened. A young wonan dressed in a fine gown and a dark shaw
wal ked i n.

"I told you not to go out at night," Targ said, though his voice carried no concern.

"I was just checking on Sarah," she answered, staring unabashedly at Cade, who sinply stared back
Targ waved a hand at Cade.

"Qur enployer," he said. Marissa stood by the door, a little unsure of how to react.

"Sit," Cade said, watching as the worman seated herself, near Targ, but not too near. So, Cade
thought to hinself, she fears him | wonder how nuch she knows. "Targ," he said al oud, "says you
have done well. My brother's wife trusts you."

"Yes." She nodded. "She and | have becone friends, lord." Cade smiled slightly at the title but he
didn't correct her

"She doesn't know that you work for ne.
"No, lord, she waits for you, knowi ng that you will, ah, help."

"Understand one thing." Cade's voice was harsh. "I have conme for “enge, nothing nore."
"I think Sarah understands, lord."
"And tell me how does it feel to be the Lady Marissa?"

"Better"-she smiled-"than it did to be the slave girl Donan." Cade did not answer her snile
Di sgui sed as an old nmerchant, he had bought the girl's freedom Then two nonths ago he had sent
her here with Targ to set up a base for him It was no accident that the house next to this was
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his sister-in-law Sarah's

He tasted the wine while the other two waited for himto speak. Cade nodded his head once. Good,
they had done well, the girl in particular- She hardly resenbled the anenic creature he had freed
so many nmonths ago. She had been a find, that one. Able to speak court Rankene, and read and
wite: a rare find

And she was strong. He could sense that in people. After what this girl had been through it was

surprising she retai ned her sanity. Cade had seen the scars that covered her back and thighs. He
i ked her; she was good and if he didn't need her he would free her fromlife's black curse, but
first

"Sone here might still know ne," he said. "Terrel did not hide the fact that it was | who bought
his house, and his shop." He stood up. "There- fore | see no reason for further subterfuge on ny

part." He picked up his sword belt and buckled it about his waist.

"Tonorrow," he addressed the two, "I will ride into town at dawn. | will go straight to Terrel's
hone. Let those who might care know that | am here. You two nust remenber: You do not know ne,

do not know you. Since Lady Marissa is a friend of Sarah's, and | will be staying at her house, we

will have plenty of opportunity to get to know one another."

He smiled and turned to go.

"Ah, one last thing, Targ." The nercenary just |ooked up. "Tonor- row, go to the guild. Get a few
guards for this house, especially a good bowran. From now on | want both houses under constant
surveil l ance. "

"You expect soneone to nake a nove?" Targ asked. Cade shrugged.

"If they do not, | will." And with that he was gone- Targ got up and |ocked the door. He could see
no trace of Cade in the night, and if he couldn't, no one he knew coul d.

"Well, what do you think?" he said.

"I don't know. He's strange," Marissa answered, "scary." Targ snorted. "He is a fanatic, a
madnman. " Targ sat down and reached for the wine. "And probably the nost dangerous nan | have ever
met." There was fear in Targ's gray eyes, and that made Marissa shiver. Wat- ever could scare the
strange mercenary was not hing she wanted to deal with. Wiat had that old nerchant Rotten her

i nvol ved in?

Targ opened the trapdoor to the roof, clinmbing up the ladder with silent agility. H's sensitive
nose wel coned the fresh air. The roof was flat, and a thin three-foot wall surrounded it. Targ
moved to the wall, peering over at the house next door. The two-story building was cl oaked in shad-
ows; no light showed from behind the thickly shuttered wi ndows. Targ stared at the dark shape for
along tine, trying to spot any figures that m ght be conceal ed in the shadows, but he could

det ect not hi ng.

His thick hands fondl ed the ponmel of his sword. His eyes burned red in the night. Even if Cade
was hi dden sonewhere in those shadows, Targ knew from | ong experience that he woul d be invisible.
Cade. He swore under his breath. Cade.

He knew Cade was unconfortable with this job; it wasn't their usual sort of job. This wasn't for
nmoney, or for the great war he al ways spoke about; this was for Cade. Targ | ooked over the roofs
of the town; sone- where out there a nurderer, a torturer was hiding, but it wouldn't do any good:
Cade would find himand Targ refused to even try to inmagi ne what that madman's vengeance woul d be

No, this wasn't their usual sort of job at all

Targ shifted nervously, sniffing at the wind. The air carried its own nessages, its own secrets,
and the scents spoke to Targ, as they never could to an ordinary man-

Sonetimes Targ wondered if Cade was a nman. Wat really went on in his mind? Wi could say? Only
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Cade, and he wasn't talking.

But together the two had shared much. If killing and bl ood coul d be considered sharing. How nmany
had the two killed? Ten? Twenty? A hundred? Targ had quit counting | ong ago.

Cade hated this place, hated Sanctuary. Only his brother's death coul d have brought him back. Targ
knew Terrel had been the only person Cade really cared about and now he was dead

"CGods," Targ nouthed. He heard a cry. It sounded |ike a woman. The |onely sound was |lost in the
wind. Was it fear in that sound, or nadness? In Sanctuary it was hard to tell the two apart.

Per haps he should go and see, perhaps . . . but no. Hs illusions of being the great hero were
I ong gone, lost in that same night that had taken his ordinary nortality away.

He woul d hel p Cade as he always did. First because Cade only asked himto help kill those who
deserved it, the real bastards. And second because Cade knew, knew of his curse and never showed
fear, or disgust ... or nmuch of anything.

How coul d he explain to Cade that he |iked Sanctuary? There was sonet hi ng here, sonething that

soot hed and cal ned the curse. He had only needed to kill tw ce since he came here. For two nonths
he had lived with the slave girl and successfully hidden the truth fromher. And both of the kills
had been ones who deserved it ... Targ grow ed softly In his throat, renenbering the screans and

the bl ood. Murderers and rapists both, they had deserved it. They had.

He had heard there was a vanpire here, Ischade. A vanpire. In all the years he had been fighting
the great war, never had he net a real vam pire, or for that matter a real werewol f.

Cade watched the sun rise slowy, its light defining the harsh edge of Sanctuary. He reached back

and slowy braided his long hair. It was an Ilsigi warbraid, sonmething not seen in Sanctuary in a

long tine, sonme- thing Cade had to do. He was returning, but he wouldn't do it quietly, or sinply.

He was back and the braid was his way of making one thing clear: No one and nothing would make him
bow. He was not the sanme boy who had run away so long ago; run with the bl ood of a nerchant on his
hands, bl ood he had never meant to shed. But one thing was still the sane. He had left as a killer
and he was returning as one.

He gently stroked his horse on the nose, smiling as it tried to take a nip at his new braid, then
lifted hinmself snoothly into the saddl e and took a monment to settle his weapons.

He was no warrior, not in the normal sense- He did not fight in great battles, riding for honor
and glory. He'd just as soon use a knife or a garrote in the dark as swing a sword, but that
didn't nean he wasn't a dangerous swordsman. Indeed, only the best could match himin bl adework,
and even fewer were as adept with no weapons at all

He had al ways known he woul d cone back, though until this nmoment he had denied it. He had taken
the gifts of Sanctuary and now he woul d bring them back .

He ki cked the horse, heading it toward the main gate that pierced the half-finished wall. He sat
straight in the saddle, confortable with the gait of the horse. Hs cloak was thrown back to
reveal the rich arnor beneath. Hs sword al one was worth nore noney than nost Sanctuarites coul d
ever hope to see in their lives.

He smiled- It appealed to him comng back like this, flaunting his wealth and his scars. The
scars covered his hands, crisscrossed his fea- tures. H s face was snoot h-shaven; his hard smile
enphasi zed the strong chin. The horse's steady pace brought himcloser to the wall

It 1 oomed above him beckoning himon, down the road into the ugly maw of hell. The other
passengers of the road made room for himto pass. They knew trouble when they sawit. Maybe it was
the tight mus- cles they sensed nmoving beneath the arnor, or the sharp weapons that he carried.

But naybe it was something el se.

He had come hone, to Sanctuary. He is Cade, here to return the city's gifts. He is Cade and he is
riding into hell, with death his only foll ower.

Sarah wal ked about the main roomin ainless circles. Her hand darted out to touch a chest here, a
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wal I hangi ng there. There was no thought behind her notion; she tried not to think too rmuch. She
stopped, staring at a blank wall, fighting the urge to just cry-no, not cry but shout, scream
pound, and break things.

He' s gone

That was what it always led to, the thinking, that he was gone. Terrel, her husband, her | ove,
Terrel, he's gone . . . She always tried to stop it there, but it continued, relentlessly, the
menories still so fresh after al- nost half a year

They had killed himright here in this room while she slept. She heard nothi ng, nothing- Wking
up, he wasn't beside her and she was always up first. Small annoyance, wal ki ng about, the children

still asleep, going downstairs. Gods, she'd al nost wal ked right past it. Even with all the bl ood.
Hi s bl ood.
It had covered everything, the wall, the floor, even the ceiling and there in the mddle, his skin

so pale. H s naked body looking tiny in that imensity of red horror. Spread out, bent at odd
angl es, the bones; the enbal mer said they had broken all his bones. Al his bones. How coul d they
do that? There were so nany bones. How could they break themall?

He's gone

Those dark eyes, so kind, so full of pain. H's gentle touch, warm breath on her neck. He's gone
and she didn't even know why they had killed him

"Gods, have nercy," but there were no tears to punctuate her plea. They had dried up in the horror
of the last nonths. If he had fallen, or gotten sick, if he had even just died, but this
t hat pal e body. Sarah knew the nenmory woul d never |eave her

"He's gone," she said aloud, slunping down in a cool coner. Thank the All-Mther for the Lady
Mari ssa. She had taken the children to the Bazaar with her. If they saw their nother like this .

She shook her head violently. If it would just go away for a while. The harsh visions scarring
her menory |ike blood staining the walls, drying slowy, cover- uig everything, everywhere

Sarah was startled by the loud thunp thunp of someone bangi ng on the door- She got up, adjusting
her clothes. But it wouldn't be Marissa; ” had just left. Carefully she opened the door

The sun was bright that norning and it streaned through the door- way, |leaving her visitor in

backlit shadow. He was tall, with broad shoul - ders, his arnor glinting. For a minute she thought
it was the guard captain Walegrin. He had actually been kind to her, alnobst gentle. Her thoughts
junped. News, did they have news? Who did it . . . ? But no, Walegrin was even larger than this

man, taller, nore nuscul ar

"Sarah," he said, and his voice was full of strange enotions. But there was somnething about him
Sonet hi ng. He stepped farther out of the shadows and she felt a sharp pain.

Terrel, she alnost said. It was there in his face, though Terrel had never had such scars. This
man's skin was tanned, weathered, hard like his arnmor and body.

"Cade," she whispered. He had conme. He was here. For a nonent he seenmed at a | oss- He seened to
retreat into shadow, but there was the nenory of Terrel in that face.

"I wish to cone in," Cade said.

"Ch, of course, please come in. I'msorry, | was so startled, | nean, please conme in." He noved
past her, his weapons and armor jingling slightly.

"You should | ook to see who is at the door before you open it," he said.

"Yes, | should, | suppose, | nean. Do you want anything? To drink, or Her voice trailed

of f, her confusion overwhelmng her. He turned to | ook at her

She was attractive in a way. Her face was round, but thin. Her features seemed sonehow di sj oi nt ed,
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as if a thin veil covered them Her eyes darted about, not neeting his gaze. But they were her
best feature. Brown in an ordinary way, now filled with know edge and taut pain. She was pretty,
her bare shoul der showi ng in the disarrayed dress. She was pretty. The thought surprised him It
was the sadness, always the sad- ness- Wen he saw it in wonen he could never turn fromit, never
ignore it; it always nade them so pretty. He hoped his vengeance woul d cause her no nore .
sadness.

"I"'msorry," he said quietly. They both knew what he neant.

"W ne?" she asked, letting the noment pass.

"Wne." He followed her into the dining area, seating hinself at the scarred wooden table. She
handed him a goblet, the best she had. He poured the w ne; the sound of the goblet filling
reverberated loudly in the room He put the decanter down, not |ooking at her, not touching the
drink.

"You said in your letter," his voice was husky, "you said that Terrel was involved with the PFLS."

"I, Terrel . . ." She bowed her head. "I, yes. He ... helped.”

" Money?"

"Alittle. He didn't |ike the Rankans"-her voice got softer-"but he wasn't really involved, not in
a ... he didn't deserve . . ." but it was too nuch and she could say no nore.

"I"'msorry," he said again. "Neither of us |ike Rankans. Mdther al- ways said they killed our

father. He wore this."-he touched his war- braid-"ny father did."

"Cade." She dared to | ook up, but couldn't neet his steady gaze. "Terrel, he-" She stopped. Could
you talk of love to such a nman?

Cade stood up. "I will get ny things. You have a room for me?" She just nodded. "CGood. Sarah, we
will talk later. I amhere. | cannot take away what has happened, but | am here. You need never
fear." Wth that he was gone. She sat there staring at the goblet. She should get up, show himthe
room the room she had prepared, prepared nonths ago, but he would find it, know it was for him

The dimlight fromthe window glinted off the enanel overlay of the goblet. He was . . . Terre
had never said much about Cade, not Cade as a man. He was full of stories of their childhood, of
the slow decline into poverty, of the famly holding itself together fiercely, as all around them
melted into the grayness of despair. Terrel had said that Cade was the stronger. A fighter
Not hi ng coul d beat Cade.

But who was this man, this man with his weapons and arnor clanking about him his ridicul ous

war br ai d-who wore those anynore? She knew so little of him Terrel had said he was some sort of
warrior, but rich. She knew that. He had set Terrel up in business, bought this house. Money, yes,
but ... a shiver caught her by surprise.

Hi s eyes, that's what it was. Not the scars of the sword, or even his strange way of talking. It
was his eyes. She could see themclearly, re- flected in the odd Iight of the goblet, franed by
the hard lined face, the thick heavy brows, the inpossibly black hair. H s eyes. They were bl ack
bl ack like Terrel's, but

She reached out and grabbed the goblet. His eyes, they were |ike weap- ons, spearing her

attacki ng everything they focused on, jabbing about, terrifying. She put the goblet down in front
of her. It was bent, inprinted by his fingers when he had crushed it, unknow ng. But Sarah did not
see that. Al she could see were those two bl ack eyes.

Several days later Cade sat on a stone bench in the small courtyard behind Terrel's house

shar pening his sword. Wth one hand he steadied the blade while with the other he held the
whet stone, slowly snmoothing out the mnor inperfections in the razor-sharp edge. The sunli ght
danced across the blade, hurting Cade's eyes, but he ignored the disconfort. The slow, grating
scrape of the whetstone on the bl ade punctuated his thoughts.
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Things were a |lot nore conplicated than they had appeared on the surface.
Scr ape.

Terrel must have been nuch nore involved in the PFLS than Sarah thought.
Scr ape.

He had been killed, tortured because of this.

Scr ape.

Sormehow, Terrel had crossed soneone in a mgjor way.

Scr ape.

Dam them al I'!

Cade threw the whetstone across the courtyard, against the far wall.
Damm. Why hadn't he cone to ne?

And that was what kept eating at him demandi ng an answer. Wy hadn't Terrel asked Cade for hel p?
He knew what his younger brother was, what he did. Cade had al ways protected Terrel, but this tinme
Terrel had chosen to do it on his owm. And he'd paid the price. Whom had he crossed and how?

Cade ran over the information he'd uncovered so far- Terrel had stayed late at his pottery shop
remai ning after his workers had left. He had done that for three nonths before his death. Why?

Then there were the shop accounts-confusing. During the worst pe- riod of chaos in the history of
a town always on the edge of collapse, Terrel had shown a profit. By selling pottery? It nade no
sense.

Why did he stay |ate? What had he been doing? Cade reached into his tunic, pulling out severa
recei pts. There was sonething el se that both- ered himabout them Al the buyers had cone to pick
up their pottery at the shop, no deliveries. Fine. The orders had increased last fall. Terre
naturally ordered nore clay. Everything had been paid on time, all for the proper price. Damm, it
was here somewhere, he knewit; it had to be. Wiy had he been staying so |ate?

Cade mul I ed over the receipts for another half hour, getting nore exasperated by the minute. He
knew t he answer was here, not on the streets. Targ had covered Sanctuary up and down, Cade had
followed in the last five days retracing all the likely leads- Al had | ed nowhere. Terrel was

i ked, respected, not known by anyone who shouldn't know him H's work was good. People were
satisfied. None of it nmade any sense. Even with Terrel giving noney to the PFLS, he hadn't given
enough to make a real difference. Half the town had been contributing to one faction or another at
that time, although not always voluntarily. So why pick on Terrel? An exanple? Not likely; a

bi gger target woul d have served better. Besides, the nmurder had hardly been public. No, sonething
el se .

Why had he been staying | ate? How had he been nmeking a profit? How nuch noney coul d he have given?
Money. Late. Money. Late.

That's it. Terrel had been working to make nore noney. No. Sone- thing else. If it was to increase
profits, why had he let the workers | eave? Wiy not have themwork with hin? What had he been doing
that he didn't want the others to know about ?

Cade rifled through the receipts again, singling out the purchases.

"You fool," he said al oud, but whether he nmeant hinself by it, or Terrel, even he didn't know It
was all right there. TerreFs orders for clay had increased, but sone of the clay was cheaper, much
cheaper than that he usually used. And Cade was sure that when he checked on it, he would find the
new clay totally inappropriate for naking good pottery. Something not made to |ast, sonething nmade
to break easily, something nmade for one purpose only: to concea
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What was it, Terrel? he thought. Wat was it you were hiding for your zeal ots? \WWapons? Mney?
Drugs? Al three? Wiat went through your head, brother, staying in that little shop, everyone
gone/the light fading, the wheel spinning, your deforned hands form ng the cheap clay, changing
it. What was it you nmade-fal se bottons, sides? Probably bottons.

You little fool, did you think you were going to change things? Bring about a new Sanctuary, a new
wor |l d? Make things better? Depose the Rankans you al ways despi sed so much? Ah, Terrel, don't you
know, revo- lutions always fail in hell.

Cade stood up, sheathing his sword. He had the scent now. All he and Targ had to do was ask a few
di screet questions, drop a few coins into sweaty palnms. This trail would lead themto the truth,
to the reason behind Terrel's horrid end. This would lead themto his brother's nur- derer

Cade sm | ed. He had them now.

Sarah sat on the same bench Cade had used earlier that day. She watched the shadows sliding down
the wall as the sun set and Sanctuary began its nightly ritual of madness. It was tine to go
inside, bolt the doors, lock the shutters. But why bother? That hadn't saved Terrel. In Sanctuary
death foll owed you wherever you tried to hide. If it weren't for the children -

Toth was a good boy; he tried. He understood what had happened and tried to help. Little Dru had

no i dea what was goi ng on. She was al ways aski ng where Da was, and no matter how many tines Sarah
had ex- plained to her that her father wasn't comi ng back, she refused to under- stand. And now,

with Cade in the house, they were that rmuch nore confused. He had turned their |ives upside down.
Sarah coul dn't deci de whether she hated or feared Cade or if it was both.

He ordered everyone around |ike he owned them Sarah still shook with anger when she recalled
catching himteaching the children to fight with a knife.

CGods, they were still her babies.

Cade had accused her of coddling and snothering them He had called her a fool and said that
fighting was the only way to stay alive in a cesspool |ike Sanctuary.

But how could she explain it to hin? Terrel was his brother-surely Cade knew about his brother's
crippl ed hands. How coul d Cade forget? How could he continue to enbrace viol ence? She and Terre
had con- sciously rejected it, and rejected it for their children

She wasn't stupid, though. She knew he continued to teach Toth when- ever she wasn't around. The
bast ard.

Tot h worshi ped Cade. For him his uncle was a great warrior fromone of the tales he'd once heard
Hakiemtell in the Bazaar. But Sarah knew better. She had an idea now what Terrel had neant when
he'd said Cade wasn't really a warrior. The man was a killer as sure as the sea is bl ue.

It was all so confusing. As much as Cade scared her, still he was kind in his own way, but not as
Terrel had been. It wasn't gentleness; he was always grim But he seemed so sad. Last night Dru
had cried in her sleep calling for her Da; and when Sarah had gone to check on her she found Cade
there soothing the child. He had held her, cooing soft words, unintelligible, but they calned the
child. She fell asleep in Cade's scar- ridden arns.

The door behind Sarah burst open and Toth ran into the courtyard.

"Ma, Marissa's here," he gasped out. Sarah |ooked at himfor a nmo- nent. He wasn't tall, but his
shoul ders were begi nning to broaden out. He had the Ilsigi hair and eyes of his father's famly,
but it was her nose and chin that denned his features. The boy shook the hair away fromhis eyes
and beaned at his nmother. She snmiled back faintly. This |last week he actually seened happier; Cade
at | east seened good for the children, for sone strange reason.

"Tell her to conme out here," Sarah answered.
"Qut here? But it's dark. Cade says-"

"Never mind what Cade says," she interrupted. "Tell the Lady Marissa to cone out here."
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He shrugged and did as he was told.

Mari ssa came out noments later, holding a lantern and a gobl et of w ne. She handed Sarah the
dri nk.

"I thought you could use it," Marissa said in her soft voice. Sarah smled. Marissa was so
thoughtful. At first Sarah had been put off by the other's title and |light, Rankan good | ooks. Now
she wondered if she could have made it this far wi thout her friend.

"Thank you, Marissa. | think you're right." She took a sip of wine, letting the liquid nunmb her
nmout h, enjoying the sensation of it sliding down her throat.

"Cade's really getting to you, huh?" Marissa said with a raised eye- brow.
"Ch, that man. | don't understand him" Sarah's voice dropped to a whisper. "He frightens ne."

Mari ssa | aughed. "He frightens everyone," she answered, "even Targ."

"I can't believe that." Sarah considered the notion that anyone or anything could frighten
Mari ssa's strange nercenary and found it ludi- crous. As ludicrous as, well, as thinking anything
scared Cade.

"Oh, it's true," Marissa said. "Targ snorts and struts around every tinme Cade wal ks into a room"
She sm | ed though Sarah thought it looked a little strained. "I swear his hair stands orTend."
Sarah | aughed at that. Targ's excessive hairiness had been a running'joke between the two for sone
tinme. The thought of all that red hair standing up straight was anusing. "Just like a little
porcupi ne," she said, and the two | aughed agai n.

"Marissa," Sarah said, her voice losing all trace of amusenent, "why have you hired nore

mercenari es?" Marissa was quiet. She hated this. She |liked Sarah and | onged to tell her the truth,
all of it. The lies between the two of them kept them apart, but she owed peopl e and she had

al ways pai d her debts.

"Well, 1'Il tell you, Sarah," she said. "This town, it is so dangerous, | just feel safer- Cods
know | have the noney to spare.”

"How nany did you hire?"

"Three, not counting Targ, of course.” Marissa bit her lip. "I'Il tell you a secret."” She | ooked
around- "I've told themto keep an eye out on your house, too. So that . . ." She left the rest
unfini shed. Sarah | ooked away, but her hand patted her friend' s knee briefly.

"Thank you, Marissa." She turned back. "But | don't think anyone is going to bother us with Cade
around." She took a large swall ow of wine. "You know why Cade is here, don't you." It was a
statement, not a question. Again Sarah was struck by Marissa's odd unease at her words. Marissa
was hi di ng sonmething, but Sarah did not intend to pry, respect- ing the other's private pain.

"Yes," Marissa said, "yes, he's here to find Terrel's, uh, nurderer."
"He is going to kill whoever is responsible, Mrissa."
"Well, Terrel was his brother."

"I know, but it all seens"-Sarah shrugged-"so dramatic." Marissa |aughed. "Ch, really, Sarah, that

sounds so silly." "No, I"'mserious." Sarah turned to her friend. "Six nonths ago | was the w fe of
a potter. | had"-she swept her armin an arc behind her-"a nice house, nice things, two wonderfu
children, and a man | loved dearly," Marissa laid a hand on her friend' s shoul der. "And now - "

Sarah shook her head. "Now | don't know.

"My husband has been nurdered, tortured to death in that sane house, while ny children and

slept. Wy? | don't even know. Then this man shows up. This strange man. My husband's brother, but
the two are not anything alike. My nysterious brother-in-law shows up. Wth his words and his
arnmor, his dark | ooks, and dark ways. Suddenly, suddenly | find nyself in the mddle of a
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conspiracy, a piper's tale of murder and revenge." Sarah drank deeply again fromthe wi ne cup. "I
don't under- stand anything anynore, Marissa, and |'mtired of being afraid."

Mari ssa had no answer for her. No words of confort to offer. She knew all too well what it was
like to fear, what it was like to have the world change overnight; to go froma warm safe place
to a world of sudden threats and shadows. Wat could she say to this woman? Wat confort coul d she
gi ve, she who had no confort in her own life?

"Sarah," she said aloud, "Sarah. | don't know what anyone can say or do to help. But I'll tell you
one thing." She alnobst flinched when Sarah turned to face her with those dark, sad eyes. "I think
there is nore of Terrel in Cade than you think. No matter what happens, he will do everything he
can to help you and | don't think it's only because his brother would have wanted himto."

It was cold confort, but in this newworld it was often the only hope
Sarah was al | oned.

It took two nore days for Targ and Cade to put the rest of the pieces together. That Terrel had
been running sonething for the PFLS was definite; what he had been running was another thing. Wy
was still a nystery. But Cade now had the nbst inportant answer. The contact was in Downw nd.
Downwi nd-the one place in Sanctuary Cade had avoi ded, though in his heart he had known, fromthe
begi nning, that it would be his destination

But first he nust talk to Sarah again. He wasn't |ooking forward to this conversation. The woman
was half terrified, half fascinated by him He was afraid he would have to reveal too nuch to her
There were things he night have to say, show, things he could never take back. But he had to find
out what she knew. Accordingly, after dinner he ordered the chil- dren to bed. This earned hima
dark | ook fromthe woman, but he ig- nored it. He faced his brother's wife across a table stil
covered with the remmants of the neal

"Sarah, we nust talk."

"I ndeed we nust." Her voice was firm "You can't order nmy children around like that. You have to-"

Cade interrupted. "No, Sarah, not now. W have to talk about Terrel." She grew quiet at that.
"Sarah, Terrel was involved much nore deeply with the PFLS than you thought."

"What do you nean?"
"He was running contraband for them?"
"1 know he gave them sone noney, but everybody was supporting one group or another."

"He was doing nore than contributing a few spare coins." Cade sighed, his hand drummi ng agai nst
the tabl e edge. "Wen Terrel stayed |ate, he was making pots, special pots."

"Cade, that is what he did for a living."

"l know that." Cade |eaned over the table. "But these pots were built to hide things."
"What sort of things?"

"Who knows?" Cade shrugged. "Wapons, nopbney, nessages, even drugs, whatever it was doesn't matter
now. What nmatters is that he did it for the PFLS. He was not just paying them he was one of
them"

"l don't believe it."

"Believe it." Cade | eaned back, staring at her. "l1've discovered a whol e underground organi zation
very well coordinated, slipping all sorts of things through the different control zones of the
town. Terrel was part of it, and it's because of that he was killed."

n \N]y?"
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"I"'mstill not entirely sure. Could have been a | ot of reasons-one of the other factions found
out, one of his own people betrayed him per- haps even the PFLS thenselves were the killers."

"But why? If he was hel ping them why would they kill hin®"

"Lots of reasons: a shipnment got lost, an internal upheaval."” Hi s voice was bitter. "Sarah, this
town was a ness, insane. No one knew who was in charge of what. The control areas changed daily,
hourly. Sonehow, soneone deci ded Terrel had broken a rule, and they nade himpay." Sarah's face
was pale and her lips trenbled, but she could think of noth- ing to say.

"Well." he continued, "there are a few things we can infer." He waited but she was still silent.

"Ckay, they didn't torture himfor information."
"How do you know?"

"Because he was killed here, while you were sl eeping. Yet you and the children never woke. Wy?
Magi c- possi bly. A sleeping draught-less likely. No one, anywhere, heard a sound the whole tine
Terrel was dying. | think nmagic, a spell to contain any sound he or his torturers nade." He shook
his head. "A lot of effort. Wiy not just kidnap him take him sonewhere else, interrogate him
there? But, no, they did it here, there- fore it had to be for one of two reasons: to set an
exanpl e, or to exact revenge. Probably revenge."

"l don't understand."

"I'f he was killed as an exanple, well, there were other ways they could have done it, |ess

hazar dous ways, and nore obvi ous ones. Besides, as | said, lots of people were doing what Terre

did. He wasn't a big enough fish to go to such lengths for. No, it has to be vengeance." Cade

ground his teeth together, the skin of his face pulled tight, naking his scars stand out in high

relief. "They broke every bone in his body, Sarah. Think about it. That's not a normal torture,

and as far as | can discover no one el se has been killed this way. He was killed that way because
be- cause soneone knew. "

"About what happened, his hands," she said.

Cade | ooked surprised. So Terrel had told her. "Yes." He said no nore.

The two sat, lost in their nenories. She recalled a warm night, a stormcoming in, her new husband
sitting on the bed telling her the tale of his deformity in a nonotone. He, his nother, and Cade
had come to Down- wind; forced there because, with the death of their father there was no noney,
and there was no famly to help them Terrel's nother found what work she could, buying Terrel a
slate, working hard to find the chalk. It had made it all livable for him given hima hope for
anot her way of life.

Then one day, four years after they had noved, a gang junped him breaking the slate, the chalk
and the fingers that loved to draw, maiming himfor life, so he could never be the artist he
dreanmed about

But Cade had other nenories. "Sarah." She | ooked up at him now with a tear in her eye. "Terre
told you what happened. Do you know the rest?"

"The rest?"

So, Cade thought, he never knew. Well, that's sonmething, | guess. Cade had never told anyone
before, kept it to hinself. Now he could not hold it in, though he could see no purpose in his
honesty.

Hi s voice was harsh. "He cane honme that night, his lip cut where he'd bitten it through, trying to
hol d back his cries. H s hands-if he had cone honme sooner, maybe we could have set them | don't
know. They were ruined." He | ooked away fromher. "He was in such pain.

"Mot her-" He sighed. "Mdther tried to heal those hands. Every night she held him crying on the
bent fingers, as if her tears could really take the pain away." He could still see them Lying on
the cot, the ragged cloth that divided their one-roomshack tattered and frayed, not hiding the
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scene from his young eyes. She had rocked Terrel to sleep every night. He slept with her because
of the nightmares, about the sound of the snap of bones that just wouldn't go away.

"I had nothing, we had nothing to give him" Then Cade turned to her, his eyes so fierce she

| ooked away. "But then, | knew, | had one gift . . . Sarah, | had vengeance." Hi s voice shook as
he relived that tine. He told her how he had found the rope in an alley full of mud and refuse,
how he had pulled the brick fromone of the few real buildings in Dowm- w nd. How he tied the
brick to the rope and then waited.

"For three nights | waited,"-he stood up, his nuscles taut with the nenory-"until they went to

sl eep. Then |I took my rope and brick, and one by one I found those who had done it." H's eyes were
wild., "I found them" He sighed. "I caught themand | smashed themw th the brick." H's hand
pounded the air. "I snmashed them over and”over and over." He took a deep breath, then stood still.

"I found them | didn't kill them | found them and afterwards they never drew either." He sat
down, not |ooking at her. "Terrel was thir- teen. | was el even . "

The room was quiet. Sarah stared at Cade, but he would not | ook at her. She realized he was
enbarrassed. He had told her sonething that he hadn't had to, at |east not that way. He had showed
her his secret. In it she knew was the real Cade, the answer to all his riddles, but she could not
see it. Al she could think of was Cade. He had only been about Toth's age

"Sarah-" Now his voice was soft, and he hadn't used that tone with her before. "Woever killed him
knew, knew what had happened to him knew of his fears."

"He still had nightmares," she answered.

"I thought so. They knew, Sarah, and | don't know how. But | do know the answer is in Downw nd.
And it's there | have to go . "

Cade stood at the end of the decrepit bridge. Across its rotting length |ay his goal - Downwi nd.

The snell fromthe slow noving Wiite Foal River was noxious, full of refuse and dead things. Cade
ignored it. After all, it should snmell like hone to him

He wore old riding |leathers with a weather-stained cloak thrown over them He carried his sword
openly, though several other weapons were conceal ed about his body. He | ooked |ike a down-and-out
mercenary, between jobs, but one who knew his business well. Tough enough | ooking that the dregs
of Downwi nd woul d | eave hi m al one, obscure enough not to draw attention, except fromthose who
noti ced the warbraid and knew what it neant.

The answer was here in Downwi nd. At first Cade thought he would have to find Zip, the | eader of
PFLS, and now apparently one of the mlitary officers of Sanctuary. Cade didn't want to deal with
the powers of Sanctuary if he could help it. There were several he'd rather not have to tangle
with if possible. Take that nadworman Chenaya, building an arny of gladiators. He smled at the
thought. d adiators! d adiators nmade poor soldiers, and were hardly equi pped for the streets of
Sanctu- ary. Everybody was insane here .

It seened Zip had nade several mstakes, and the PFLS had fractured into at |least three

recogni zabl e factions. The hard-core stayed loyal to their charismatic | eader, but sone of the

| ess patriotic and nore power- minded had gone their own way. Cade followed the trail that led to
nmoney, and in a town |ike Sanctuary there were three quick ways of making noney; prostitution,
drugs, and slavery. The whorehouses were well controlled here. They were an inportant part of
Sanctuary's econ- ony. And the slavery, well it seened Jubal used to control that, probably still
did, but there were runors on the streets of a new organi zation

But whoever they were, they weren't in business yet when Terrel was caught, so the answer was
drugs. That's where the faint trail becane as clear as a paved road. Whatever Terrel had run
first, he had ended up running drugs, sonething Cade doubted his brother had been too pleased
about. That didn't fit into his inmage of a revolution. But the goals of the revol ution had been
revi sed, and the new rul es were nmade here, in Down- w nd.

The many gangs of Downwi nd had beconme nore entrenched in the |last few years, less |ike youth gangs
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and nore |ike organized crime fanm - lies. The largest, next to the beggar king's, was a gang
called the Sharp Side. A gang that ran a good portion of Downw nd, a gang that con- trolled Cade's
old turf and it seened, nmuch nore. A gang that had originally been part of the PFLS, but had re-
formed in the last nmonths, re-forned to take control of sone of the contacts once run by Zip. A
gang that now ran a third of the drug trade in Sanctuary.

So. It had all been there, easy to read, once you saw the pattern. Now Cade had to find the Sharp
Side, and find out who had given the orders. Wiy they'd given them And then he'd nake them pay.

Casual ly he strolled across the bridge, giving no outward sign of the fast beating of his heart,
hi s di sgust and agony, his despair

Slowy he headed toward his old house, his innpbst self creating an ineffective shield against the
worl d that passed before his eyes. Down- wind was pain, for its inhabitants and for any with the
eyes to see. All about him as he wound his way through the filth-strewn streets, the nightmare
was acted out. The adults were enpty husks of aimess no- tion, the children dirty and nean. The
t oddl ers pl odded about, un- watched, their distended stonachs seemng to | ead them about in their
desperate search for anything renotely edible.

But that wasn't the worst. There were the carcasses of shacks, |ike deconposing animals, in which
the inhabitants played out their desperate lives. The little girls, and boys, offering their

bodi es for a piece of bread. And of course the bl ood. Everywhere apparent, drying on the walls,
spilling fresh fromragged wounds, and behind the eyes of every poor bastard who wal ked the enpty
streets. Every one of themseenmed to carry an ugly scar, a reminder of sone tine when a bl ade mnet
their flesh ... or a throwm rock ... or a fist.

He shuddered. Wrse? Wiat was worse? The term was mneani ngl ess. The bl ood? The hunger? No, the
di sease ... the corruption in every- one's veins. Scales and shingles covering thin |inbs. Eyes
oozi ng nucus, coughs racking whole frames. Their slow descent toward uncaring death.

That was it, of course, the heart and soul of Downwi nd. Death. Com ing at them from so nany
angl es, attacking them and they had no chance to defend thensel ves. Like his nmother: the hard
work she'd en- dured, the food she'd denied herself so that her children could have one nore
mout hful . What was it that finally killed her? Was it one of the many di seases ravagi ng her? \Was
it the fear? No, she was past that in the end. Past desperation. Past hope

For her, as for so many, it had been the humiliation. The constant unending shane of being
trapped, of having failed. The self-hatred for all those things she'd had to do just to survive
Cade still renenbered the first night she had sold herself to a man. How she had bathed afterward
in a decrepit washtub borrowed froma nore fortunate nei ghbor. How he had stunbl ed upon her naked.
The water red with her blood as she scrubbed and scrubbed, her skin floating like bits of dried

| eaves in the soft pink water

He sobbed once at that nmenory, but he didn't cry. He had only cried twice in his lifetinme. The
first time when poor Terrel came hone with his broken fingers, the pieces of his slate clanped
bet ween two swol I en and usel ess hands. The second tine .

Hi s not her had been thirty-one when she died. She had | ooked nmuch A der. He could renmenber it so
well. Her once thick black hair was gray Sod thin, the skin winkled with grinme caught in the
folds, her eyes dull and enpty as they had never been in |ife. He remenbered the hollow t hump as
her hardened corpse was tunbled into the shall ow pauper's grave. He heard the sound all the tineg,
every day-thunp-thunmp-thunp -as he waded through hell, his hands red with the blood of those he
set free, to one fate or another

It was agony to renmenber it all. H's sensitive nose twitched at the famliar hateful snells. The
harsh odor of human waste warnming in the sun, the tang of sweat and urine, the thick reek of
corruption. The sights, the snells, even the sounds. They built up about him surrounding himlike
a vast sea of nud.

He nmoved through Downwi nd |ike a great black shark, sw nming through the slinme and seaweed of an
ocean floor. About himwere the remains of a thousand dark neals, bits of flesh and bone, floating
inthe silt-filled waters. Cccasionally he bunped into a half-eaten corpse. And all around him
were the unvoiced cries of the damed.
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Finally he came to the end of his nightmare, to where it all began. He stood before a broken wall
four feet high. It outlined the remains of a building, the nmud bricks cracked and decaying in the
sun. This had been his honme, so long ago. The hone he still dreaned about at night, in the dark
al one. This pathetic shell was all that was |left of the passion and terror of his chil dhood.

He wal ked t hrough what had once been the doorway, though there had never been a door, just a
ragged pi ece of blanket. Standing in the mddle of the roomhe was surprised to see how snall it
was. The house had been a single room a shack. But it had seened | arger sonehow.

There had been no wi ndows; the heat of the sunmer had been a living thing, latching on to him
drawi ng his strength out in a shuddering gasp. The winters were cold. He renmenbered choking from
the snmoke that never seened to find its way out of the hole cut in the canvas roof. Wat nonster
concei ved this? What had nman ever done to earn such a pay- nent? How coul d there be any being
alive that enjoyed such perverse cruelty! Was there no one he could nmake pay for this? Nothing, no
one he could attack? Must this sickening non-life be reenacted for eternity?

"Hey mister, you all right?" a voice intruded, calling himback. Cade was surprised to find that
his two hands were hel d hi gh above his head, making futile grasping notions in the air

searching for a neck to grasp? Or begging for relief frompain? He couldn't understand what his
actions nmeant. He didn't care, not anynore. He dropped his arnms to his sides and turned to face
t he speaker.

It was a boy, young, barely into his teens. He wore little nore than a stained loincloth. His ribs
were sticking out, though he had | arge shoul - ders, and his legs were well-nuscled. He also wore a
wi cked-1 ooki ng knife at his side.

"What do you want ?" Cade asked. It cane as another shock to realize he had been wanderi ng about
for several hours, his mnd caught in its mad reverie, a dangerous thing to do in Sanctuary.

"I, I just wanted to know if you were all right," the boy answered. Cade | ooked at himagain. He
was |lsigi, dark, dark. His thin chest had several scars, but he seemed in good health, if
underfed. And he nmet Cade's eyes.

"Ki ndness?" Cade asked. "O are you | ooking for sonething, boy?"

"Nei ther, who knows. Just asked." The boy's voice turned hard. "Sorry |I bothered you, pud,” and he
moved away, not quite showi ng his back to Cade

"Wait!" Cade said. "Wait." He noved to catch up to the boy, but the youth kept his distance. "Who
are you?"

"What's it to you?" The boy crouched a bit, his body tense. Not wor- ried yet, but definitely
wary. Cade threw the boy a silver piece which the | ad caught deftly.

"I don't sel! nyself, pud," he said.

"l don't want your body," Cade answered. He pointed at his head. "I want information." The boy
| ooked interested. He bit the coin with stained teeth and then nade it di sappear

"Some information costs nore than others. What did you want to buy, pud?”
"How rmuch can | buy about the Sharp Side?"
"Shal pa's cloak,"” the boy swore, "you trying to get killed, friend?"

"You wear no colors, you're an independent,"” Cade said. "You nust have been smart to survive that
way. You have to know things. | want to know t hose things."

" \My?"

"Because they killed nmy brother." Cade knew he should have |lied, but he could always kill the boy
| ater. The boy was dead neat anyway; an independent woul dn't last very long around here.
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"My nane's Raif," the boy answered. He | ooked Cade up and down. "Can you use that sword?" he asked
skeptically. Cade reached down, searched the floor for a nmonent, then pulled up a small piece of
wood four inches long, half an inch wide. He handed it to the boy.

"Hold it out." Raif did so, holding it in his right hand. Miking no sign of his intention Cade
drew his blade right-handed and cut the wood in half; sinultaneously his left hand withdrew a

hi dden knife and threwit- all at a blinding speed. The knife pinned the two-inch piece of wood to
the ground. Raif just stared at the other half in his hand. Cade sm |l ed.

"I do all right."

"Shit." Raif shook his head. "I'Il tell you what | know, if you pay ne another silver, then keep
your nouth shut that | helped."

"Gve me what | want, boy, and I'Il put you under ny protection.” It was a lie, of course, but the
boy's | ook was so open, so full of hope, and fear of that hope. Cade alnobst felt guilty about it.

"Follow nme," Raif said. "I'll take you to a place we can talk." Cade followed, shaking his head at
the lad's foolishness. Soneone was bound to see the two of themtogether and Raif would pay for
Cade's revenge. The boy was truly desperate. Maybe he could use him He shook his head again. No,
the boy was a dead man. O course, it could be a trap, but not likely. Cade silently padded after
Rai f. He kept his thoughts off his face: a dead-eyed shark in the sea of hell

Rai f noved fast, avoiding all contact with anyone on the street. He |l ed Cade through a series of
wi ndi ng al | eys and unused paths. Eventually he stopped at a bl ackened wall at the end of a blind
alley. Qickly he scam pered over the wall. Cade followed warily.

On the other side, Cade found hinself in a walled space about ten feet |long and three wide. Raif
went to his knees and dug through the garbage, revealing a snmall passageway. The two wor ked
through the rank-smelling tunnel. Cade realized it was the remains of sone sewer lines built in
better times. For about ten minutes they craw ed through the nud, tak- ing several turns along the
way. Finally Raif called a halt. There was a burst of |ight.

The light came fromthe sun. Cade was in a snall brick-lined room Raif had renoved one of the
bricks to let in a shaft of sunlight. The place snelled Iike a rotting corpse.

"This is ny best hideout," Raif said. Cade smled, acknow edging that the boy neant this as a
gesture of trust. He | ooked Raif over again. The boy's face was |ost in shadow but sonehow t hose
dark eyes gave the inpression of giving off light, a silver light.

"Way do you hate the Sharp Side?" Cade asked. "What nmakes you think | hate those punks?" Raif
answered, but he couldn't hide his surprise at Cade's question.

"You want to help me, not just because you might get sonething out of me. You want to hurt the
Sharp Side." Cade squatted down; the boy nmimcked his novenment slowly. "Besides, you' re not
stupid. People would have seen us together. If | hurt the Sharp Side they'll know | talked to you
They' || get to you." Again Cade surprised hinself. Wiy was he being so honest? Raif was quiet for
a nmonent, digesting Cade's words.

"You, do you know Downwi nd?" Raif asked, playing with his knife
"I grew up here.”

Rai f nodded his head. "You have the look." The boy shifted uncom fortably. "You can tell, the
ones who don't know, but those who've been here, lived here, it marks you. Can't ever hide it."
Cade just waited.

"Born here," Raif grunted, |ooking past Cade's shoulder. "Father's a drunk, nother's a drunk. They
sold ny sister to a caravan |ast year. Father hits nmother, raped ny sister. Momw Il do anything
for another drink. Sometines works at Mama Becho's. But ny brother " Raif said no nore.

Cade understood. H's famly, destroyed by Downwi nd. He was an i ndependent in nore ways than one.
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He wasn't beat yet. And . . ."

"What of your brother?"

"ddllsigi famly." Raif's voice was quiet and small. The place, his "best" hideout, was cool
but Cade could snell the sweat on the boy. "That's why | talked to you.” A pale hand waved in the
strange light of the room 'The warbraid, | knowit. | renenber what it neans. Not many |left who

do. "

"Your brother."

"PFLS. Thought, well, we're an old famly." The boy shrugged. "He beat up my father real bad when
they sold nmy sister. He and |I left. He didn't make anything fighting, but we were fed. | ran
errands. We worked Downwi nd, but ny brother was due for a pronotion." The light reflected off the
boy's knife as he shifted to nake hinself nore confortable.

"The Sharp Side broke off when the Rankan god-warrior pressured Zip. Things split. My brother
stayed loyal. Sharp Side slit his throat." He | eaned back on the wall behind himand waited.

Cade could think of nothing to say. How old was this boy? Fourteen? Fifteen? They aged fast in
Downwi nd; Cade knew that well enough. His whole story told in quick, short sentences. No
expl anati on, no anger, no nothing. Just a story. The same story as always. The tale of the dammed.

"What was your brother's nane?"

"No nanme. They're all dead." And Cade knew that the boy included all his family in his statenent.
Cade sat unnovi ng. Behind himhe heard the slow drip of water, the sound | oud and nopnot onous.
Time. It was time. Melting this pathetic refuge away. Until the boy was |left standing in the
sunlight. Alone. Sacrificed to the madness men thought of as life.

"Have you killed?" he asked.
"No. "

"Have you raped?"

"No. "

"Have you tortured?"

No answer. So there were things here, deeds here. Cruelty. If he killed the boy would he free hin?
O consign himto annihilation? Cade watched himfor a noment. A choice nust be nade. It was so
hard with the young. Kill themin their innocence and they are freed. Or are they? |Is innocence

i gnorance? Mustn't they be given the chance to decide, to choose their path and therefore their
destiny? Cade felt sorry for the boy, but then again he felt sorry for all nen.

But this one had no chance. And he was so nmuch like . . . but leave that thought. Still, one day
Cade woul d die. Who woul d take up the war then? Who would defy the lords of hell when Cade finally
felt and went to the enptiness? For of course Cade knew that there would be no better world for
him Madness can be a fine thing. Cade knew he was evil.

Still, he could give the boy the chance.
"Raif," his voice soft, "this is hell, do you understand?"
The boy just stared.

"“I'n hell, all choices are hard." He took a deep breath. "W will sit here, you and |, in your best
hi deout. We will sit here and you will tell nme of the Sharp Side. Then we shall |eave together
And together we shall kill themall."

IIAI I ?II

"All. W might kill those we shouldn't, but we nust kill themall, or they will retaliate, against
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you, against nme. The burden is mne. | ex- ceeded ny allowed debt |ong ago. You shall have a
chance." And then he | aughed. Laughed truly. For Cade would do it. He would free this boy of
Sanctuary's chains, let himroamand fight hell on his owmn ternms. Gve hima chance to be a hero
as poor Targ was always dreaming of. Yes, that was it. He would do this as so |long ago at the sane
age he dreaned of soneone saving him And Cade | aughed harder. The sound reverberated in the dank
tunnel s, but sonehow it was a conforting sound. It had power, and passion. But it was a gentle
sound.

"Now'- Cade' s | aughter ended abruptly-"tell ne of our enemies, young warrior."

It took nearly a week to set up. Raif acted as internediary. They accepted that- Targ acted as the
buyer, Raif his connection. Cade wan- dered about, following ainless |eads to throw off any
interested parties. The final act was al nost ready to begin. He had the | ong-sought answers.

The why? Sinple. The Sharp Side took over nmany of the operations of the PFLS, including Terrel's.
It had taken Terrel a while to figure it out. Wen he did he had tried to warn Zip. The Sharp Side
had caught him

Who? Well, one of them was known as "The Beast," an interrogator for the PFLS, now for the Sharp
Side. A nmysterious man, little was known about him But it was runored he was so unmanageabl e Zip
was glad to see himgone. A man who enjoyed his work. A psychopath. He was the one who woui d have
broken Terrel's bones.

Then there was Anuuth. The brain. The one who ran the gang, gave the orders. Born in Downw nd,
barely thirty, Anuuth had worked his way up through the ranks. Cruel, hard, unconprom sing, and
known to be arbitrary in his decisions. This man was the nost feared man in Downw nd. And his
hands were broken.

Cade couldn't be sure. but it nmade sense. This man knew of Terrel's fear, because he was one of
the original causes. He hadn't nade an examt ple of Terrel. Hs position was too unstable for him
to go public. No, he didn't nake sure Terrel died of his worst fear for political reasons. He did
it for his own pleasure. For fun .

There were seven other hard-core nenbers, good fighters all. Twenty auxiliaries rounded out the
gang, but only three of these were so | oyal that Cade would have to kill them Twelve. Twelve
lives for Terrel's. It wouldn't even begin to bal ance the scal es.

Cade, Raif, and Targ sat at the table in Marissa's House. The guards were on the roof. Marissa was
with Sarah. The sun had set. One hour and it would be over. Terrel's death woul d be avenged-

"Are you sure the whole gang will be at the neet?" Cade asked.

"They always do it that way," Raif answered. "All nine of the insiders at a buy." The boy's voice
was happy, and who could blane hinP Cer- tainly not Cade. This had been the best week of Raif's
short life. Money to have good quarters in Downw nd (and to buy his first wonan, though he hid
that from Cade), all the food he could eat, sword practice with Targ in the hot sun. Gods, his own
sword. Though he didn't wear it. Cade and Targ had nade it clear he would not be allowed to wear
the sword until he knew howto use it. It was all like a dreamto Raif, and even all this talk of
mur der and revenge nade no dent in his new world.

Targ wat ched the youngster, keeping back a frowm. Raif was a good boy, and damed smart. But he
her o- wor shi ped Cade, |ike Toth did. Targ couldn't understand it. Children never feared Cade,

al ways reacted well to him They m ssed the nmadness there, and the years of killing. But then
agai n, whatever Targ thought of Cade, he knew one thing Cade didn't know about hinself: for al
hi s sel f-aggrandi zing i ntrospecti on, Cade had never and would never kill a child.

"I still think I should go with you," Targ said al oud, though he did not |ook at Cade.

"No." The only light in the roomcane fromthe single lantern |lying between them Cade stared at
the | arge shadow Targ cast on the wall behind him like a giant |eaning over to listen to their
conversation. "You nust get the other three. Al nust die tonight."

"They' re expecting ne to be there. The deal is with ne. If they see you, they'|ll know what's up."
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"They won't see ne"-Cade's voice was firm"not until | want themto."

"There's nine," Targ insisted, but Cade only answered with a shrug. Targ could think of nothing
el se to say. Cade insisted on taking on the gang alone. The nercenary didn't like it. But there it
was. Cade woul d do what he wanted, and he expl ained hinself to no one.

"Why not take me?" Raif piped up. Targ just reached for the wine. He knew what Cade's reaction to
that woul d be. "You' ve seen how good | amw th the knife," he insisted. "They expect nme to be
there, too." His voice trailed off at Cade's dark | ook

"Raif, killing a man is not so easy."
"They killed nmy brother, too, danm them | want ny revenge."

Cade' s hand banged on the table. "You're talking like a fool. Do you think this is one of your
daydreans? Riding up on a white horse, saving the city to the cheers of nmen and wonen alike?
Revenge is bitter, boy, and far renpved fromjustice."

"But-" Raif started again, but this time he shut up when he saw the flash in Cade's eyes.

"You' ve had your revenge, boy. Your information, your help has set this thing up. Now leave it to
us to finish it." He turned to Targ, but the mercenary just nodded. Cade coul d handl e hinself, and
Targ's prey, well, they were as good as dead. Targ could live with this. Cade never asked himto
do sonet hing his conscience would forbid. Targ's honor would not suffer fromthis.

Unconsciously, he bared his teeth, the sharp edges of his canines al- ready beginning to show. Too
bad it couldn't be a cleaner fight. But he hadn't succunbed to his particular curse in so |ong,
and this night-well, these bastards deserved it.

Cade stood up. He wore | eather arnor stained black, a bow in one hand, various other weapons
strapped on tightly. Targ pushed his chair back and faced the other. He wore only an old faded
kilt, his sword strapped to his back. The two cl asped ar ns.

"I''"ll take the others out," Targ said. "None will escape." Cade gave hima hard smle.

"Good hunting," he said softly. Targ's face twisted for a nonent at Cade's choice of words, but

t he bl oodl ust was on himand he was eager to go. Neither said anything to Raif as Cade opened the
door and they noved into the night. Raif stared at the open doorway for several min- utes. Then
he, too, got up and wal ked into the night's enbrace.

Cade noved through the shadows to the waterfront district, taking care that no one foll owed him
The nmeeting was set up in a large ware- house there. The streets were quiet tonight. The nobon was
wani ng and a light cloud cover shielded the starlight- It was a perfect night for death.

There were four of the Sharp Side on outside guard duty, one on the roof, two in front, and one in
the back. They were well hidden, but they noved about a lot. Sloppy. They were getting arrogant in
their success. It was only a matter of time until sonmeone took them out.

The one on the roof was first and easiest. An arrow through the eye killed himinstantly. No one
heard the body fall. Cade noved to the roof, |ooking down on the dark sil houettes of the two
guards in front. Another bolt, through the neck, and one was down. The second heard sonething. He
didn't nove. Smart.

Cade silently clinbed down the side of the building until he was ten feet above his prey. He

| eaped. The guard was fast,”but caught by sur- prise. Even as he reached for his weapon. Cade drew
a "knife across his throat. Cade stared down at the crunpled body, watching the bl ood punp from
the neck, staining the ground liquid black. He shook his head; a waste of talent. This man had
once been very good.

The guard in back was carel ess. Cade dropped a rope fromthe roof, caught the nan around the
throat, and lifted himup. H s neck broke in the first five feet. Cade anchored himto the
bui | di ng. The body dangled ten feet off the ground. Cade was naki ng an exanpl e.
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He noved to the inside, through a trap door. The warehouse was full of boxes and crates, which
surprised Cade. Since when did Sanctuary do enough business to fill a warehouse? There were things
in town he did not know and coul d not understand. Silently he reconnoitered the building.

There were five left. Two with bows watched the renmaining three. Amuuth, the Beast, and anot her
waited at a table in the nmddle of the warehouse, a snmall lanp on the table giving the only Iight
inthe building. It took Cade ten minutes to kill both the bowren; the others were not alerted.

Cade lay on top of several crates, next to the body of the second bowran. Fromthis vantage point
he studied the remaining targets.

Anmuuth sat at the table, facing the front entrance. His clothes were Sue though dirty. H's two
gharl ed hands ceasel essly played with the long face he wore. Hi s black hair was worn short, in
Rankan fashion; his ward was well trimed. Cade could not see his eyes.

To the left of his | eader stood the |ast of the regular gang nenbers. He was a |arge man, big-
boned and heavily muscl ed. He wore an expensive chainmail corset and carried a two-handed sword.
From hi s hiding place Cade could see the blue eyes reflect the light of the lanp. No Ilsigi this
one. Hired help, and by all appearances well worth whatever his pay was.

The I ast of the three stood to the right of Amuuth. Cade was surprised at how snall the feared
Beast was. A little man, all huddled in his stained cloak. The torturer's face was hi dden by a
cow; a knife glinted in his pale hands. The Beast ignored the others, his attention on sonething
el se. As Cade watched, the torturer began to humto himself and slowy rock fromside to side.
Anuut h gave his servant a dirty | ook, but said nothing.

It was time to nove. Cade rolled away fromthe | edge. From a | eather sheath on his side he pulled
out three thin black cylinders. Deftly he put the three together, formng one tube six feet |ong
He placed the object on his right. Reaching into a pouch at his belt he withdrew a three-inch
needle. He twisted a bit of fleece about one end of the needle, then laid it beside the tube.

He rolled onto his back and slowy drew his sword, meking sure those bel ow hi mcould see no gl eam
of f the blade. Then he checked his bow, placing it and the sword on his right. Once again he noved
to the edge of the crates.

He was about eight feet above the men, fifteen feet away. An easy shot. He held the tube to his
lips, carefully balancing it. No one noticed the |ong tube sticking over the edge of a crate. Cade
took the fleece side of the needle in his nouth, took a deep breath, and spat the needle through

t he tube.

The noi se he made was covered by Anuuth's reaction. He swatted at his neck, tried to rise, went
rigid, and fell over, chair and all. The Beast just stared. The guard turned quickly to his
enpl oyer then spun to face the sound of the bl owgun | andi ng behind him

The nmercenary turned at just the right time for Cade's shot to catch himfull in the neck
severing the jugular vein. Cade had tine to feel a quick stab of renorse at this. It was no way to
kill a warrior. Even as he thought it, he was |eaping down off the crates, his sword now i n hand.

The Beast hopped fromone foot to the other, apparently at a loss as to what to do. Amuuth |ay
huddl ed, unnovi ng; the guard was dead. \Wat was he supposed to do? He | ooked at the grinning Cade,
tall in the lanplight, his sword held steady and pointing at the Sharp Side's tor- turer

"Uh," he said, "uh, guards!" He shouted, "CGuards! Attack! Mirder! Guards!" Cade let himgo on for
a while, smling the whole tine, the "The guards are all dead," he said finally. The Beast stood
to his full height, swinging his thin shoul ders back. Cade could still not see his face.

"So," the torturer said, "so. Al gone, ah, well."” He did alittle dance, then noved closer. "All
dead. Well, dead.”" On the second "dead," he moved quickly and a knife appeared out of his |long

sl eeves and spun toward Cade. But Cade was ready and knocked the weapon out of the air with his
sword. The Beast just stood there, his other knife still dancing in his hands.

"Uh, so," he said. "Who are you?" he shout ed.
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"I am Cade."
"So. "
"Terrel was ny brother."
"Uh, so."

"Terrel was the man you tortured, the man whose bones you broke. Al of them" The other was
silent for a nonent, digesting the inforna- tion. Then he | aughed, a high-pitched squeal

"Ch, yes. Lovely bit of work, that." The nadman's head noved to a song only he heard. "Yes, oh
yes. Too bad, though. Only for fun, you realize. There was no infornation to get or

anything/Still, nice bit of work. Spell was a nice touch, | thought." The Beast sniled, show ng
crooked and browning teeth. "He screaned and screaned, but the sound didn't carry don't you know.
Magi c." He snapped his fingers. "Yes, well, you know"

But Cade could hear no nore. Wth a roar he |eaped at the torturer. The other's knife tried to
parry his blade, but it was shoved aside by the power behind Cade's swing. The sword crashed into
the Beast's head, cutting deep into the skull, splitting it nearly in tw. The Beast crashed to

t he ground, dead.

Cade noved closer to see the face. It was hard to distinguish among tfie purplish-red remins. The
face was split to the nose. Cade made out watery brown eyes, quickly filmng over, and the face of
an old man. He | ooked like soneone's grandfather, the silver-white hair now dyed with red streaks.
Cade spat on the corpse. This |ooked like no beast. Hell was a funny place.

Cade heard the noise behind him though few others would have. He spun in a crouch, his sword held
before him a throwi ng dagger already in the palmof the other hand. Wo? Al nine were taken care
of. Slowy, a slight formnoved out of the shadows and Cade rel axed-

"I told you to stay away, Raif."

"I thought you m ght need sone help," the boy answered, |ooking around. He grinned at Cade, though
his face was pale. "l guess you Hadn't."

"This is no place for you." Raif bit his lip, darting glinpses at the bodies around him He slowy
sheat hed his knife.

"You said you would teach ne to be a warrior,'
seen death before. Cade.”

he said. He gestured at the dead mercenary. "l've

Cade's eyes went dark. He grabbed the boy and pushed himto the ground by the corpse of the Beast.
G abbing the old man's collar, he pulled the corpse up to face the boy.

"This is death," he said, ignoring the still warmfluids sliding down his wist. "Look at it, boy,
see it for what it is." Raif tried to pull away but Cade held himfirm The snell of the blood was
covered by the horrid stench of the corpse. The bl adder and bowel s had enptied at death, and their
horrid mxture slowy | eaked toward Raif's sandaled feet. The split face sniled at him its dul
eyes seemng to search himout.

"No," Raif gasped, pulling away. He got two steps before he vonited. Cade held the boy while Raif
enptied his stonmach

"The life of a warrior is the path of death," Cade whispered in Raif's ear. "This is the truth of
it, boy: old nen's brains spilling at your feet." He turned Raif to face the dead nercenary. Cade
pointed. "That's where it ends, boy. An arrow in the dark in a dirty warehouse, in a town al

decent peopl e have | ong ago forgotten about. What is so noble, boy, what is so grand about being a
warri or?"

"But you're a warrior."
"No, boy, | amno warrior, because | choose not to be. | kill those who need it, or those who

deserve it. | kill those | choose, not those others tell me to. People pay ne to kill, Raif. Pay

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Aspirin,%20Rob...0-%20Thieves%20World%2010%20-%20Aftermath. TXT (25 of 135) [8/27/03 10:31:58 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Aspirin,%20Robert%20L ynn%620-%20T hieves¥%20Worl d%20109%620-%20Aftermath. TXT

me to do what | was born to do. But don't you realize that | know that | |ost ny soul because of
it?"

Rai f said nothing, his voice lost in sobs he tried to hold in. Cade clasped the boy to himfor a
nmonment, then let go.

"I will teach you to fight, to protect yourself, nothing nore. You needn't see this ever again. |
will give you the chance to be free of hell forever." This was the nonment: kill the boy now and he
woul d be free. He would find that warm safe world that Cade's nother now danced in. Free him Free
him his mind chanted.

But Cade could not. It wasn't the risk of being wong about Raif; he knew the boy was good. It was
sonmet hing el se. A chance. G ve the boy a chance to lead a |ife Cade coul d never have had. The life
Targ dreamed of, but his curse kept himfrom It was a hard thing to live in hell and dream of

her oes.

"Ah, the gentle sounds of |overs' passion," a voice said. Raif |eaped and drew his bl ade but Cade
showed no alarm He wal ked over to Amuuth and bent down on one knee.

"So," he said, "starting to conme out of it?" He rifled through the other's clothes.
Amuut h gl ared up at him
"What did you do to ne?"

"Thommeft," Cade answered. "Paralyzes you for about ten mnutes." Cade withdrew a knife fromthe
other's clothes. The bl ade was doubl e- edged and sharp. The handle was abnornally thick, allow ng
the gang | eader to wield the weapon with his crippled fingers. Cade picked up the chair and lifted
Amuut h onto it. He noved across the table to stand by Raif.

"You'l | conme out of it in a nonent."

"Why didn't you just kill me?" Amuuth hissed. His face showed no fear. Wth the black eyes and
hawk nose, he | ooked fierce. Cade could see why this one was the | eader

"I wanted to talk to you."

"About your brother?" came the quick answer. Cade just lifted an eyebrow. "Ch, | know of you
Cade. The |ocal boy nmade good. | was warned you were dangerous. | msjudged you. | didnH think
you' d nake the connection between-"

"Between you and Terrel," Cade finished.

"Precisely."” Amuuth shifted his shoul ders; feeling was beginning to come back, but it was painful
He woul d not show that. He had lived with the pain in his hands all these years.

"So you've cone to avenge your brother?"
"Why did you break his bones?" Cade replied.

"1 thought | would finish the job | started so many years ago." Amuuth kept watching the other's
eyes; the boy was no threat. Surely sonme of his own people nust still be about. They woul d hear
He held onto that hope; he knew it was his only chance.

That's why | didn't kill you."

"What ?"

"I wanted to finish the job | started so |ong ago."
Amuut h gasped. He could not help it. Cade couldn't mean-

"I't was me, Amuuth. Sixteen years ago | hunted you and the other three, with my brick and rope."
Cade shrugged. "I don't know which one you were. Wen | caught you, | guess | should have killed
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you.

"You," Amuuth shouted, "you did this!" He held out his hands, trying to stand up, but his |egs
woul dn't nove yet. Cade sniled. "The |egs take |onger."

Amuut h sai d nothing. He knew there would be no help, no rescue. He was dead. He | ooked up at Cade,
his eyes burning with hate. This is the plan. The shadow he still woke up scream ng from The
shadow from that night. Unseen, unheard. The whistling noise, the agony in his side, in his head,
his legs, and finally his fingers. He wondered that he, hinself, had not nade the connection
between his pain and Terrel's.

"I'"'mglad then," he hissed, "I'mglad | nade himpay."

"No, Amuuth, you did not nmake him pay. You tortured himout of spite, because even with his ruined
hands he nmade it out. Made a life. That's why you did it, for petty reasons. For envy. | have
known evil in many faces, Amuuth, but | have never seen it so pathetic."

Amuut h sputtered, his mnd refusing to give himwrds to match his outrage. This one, gods, al
al ong. He could have had himlong ago, had his revenge. But now . -

Cade noved around the table toward him |ike a great black cat, and he was the nouse. There was
not hi ng definable in Cade's eyes or face. Anuuth had no i dea how he would finally die.

"Finish the job," Cade whispered, nmoving closer, taking his time. Amuuth shuddered. He was frozen
could not nove, and it wasn't the drug that was holding himnow H s broken |eft hand reached for
the right. For the snake ring. Htting a latch, Iong fangs extending. Could he get Cade with his

own poison? Not likely ... he could kill hinself, before the pain started. O

Anuut h | ooked over at Raif. The boy stared at Cade, his face blood- |less, his eyes wide. Amuuth
renenbered Raif's brother-he had feared that one. He had tried to entice Raif into the gang,
hopi ng he could nold himas the ol der boy could not be nol ded. The boy coul d be dangerous. Amuuth
was struck by a nmenory. Cade had run a gang for a while: the Denons. They had been terrible,

viol ent, dangerous. They only ran a block and a half but they owned it. And Raif | ooked, |ooks, so
much |ike the young gang | eader Cade had once been

Anmuut h under st ood. Cade saw hinmself in the boy. Wanted to hel p. Change it. Vengeance can be sweet -
Amuut h tugged the ring off and | ooked at Raif.

"I'" m dead, boy,
coul d react.

he said. "You might as well have this ring." He threwit to Raif before Cade

"No!" Cade shouted and |unged, but he was too |late. Raif caught the ring, dropping it inmediately
when he felt a double sting in one of his fingers.

"What ?" he said, but even as he lifted the hand to | ook, he stunbled, the air thick, too thick to
breathe. The fl oor rose up to neet him He panicked. He could not breathe. He was surrounded by
stone, encased in it.

Cade reached himin time to stop the fall. But he could feel Raif's flesh already puffing up, the
linmbs getting rigid. He spun to face Amuuth, his eyes pinning the gang | eader to his chair.

"The antidote!" he yelled.

"None." Amuuth's voice was harsh. "None. A gift fromthe finger of a dead fish-eye." Cade said
not hi ng, not taking his eyes off his enenmy. Hs hand reached down to touch the boy. He was al ready
dead. Al hope dies in hell's capital, in Sanctuary.

Cade was still for a nonment, then slowy he tipped his head back until he stared at the ceiling.

"Mother!" he cried. He was on his feet, his sword cutting the air before he knew what was
happeni ng. The sword sliced through Amuuth's neck, the head spinning away. It was so fast that the
bl ood geysered up from between his shoul ders.
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Cade | eaped at the body, chopping and cutting, screaning all the while. Hs yell was incoherent,
but any who heard that sound woul d never forget the nadness in it. Eventually he quit chopping the
body, but only when it was no | onger recogni zably human. For a nonent | onger Cade stared down. Hi s
sword dropped fromthe red hand.

He col | apsed next to Raif, holding the boy's head in his lap, but he could think of nothing. There
was nothing to say, nothing to do. He sat, gently rocking the corpse in the warehouse full of
corpses, the rats in the shadows the only witnesses to his agony. Rocking back and forth, the vast
enptiness around himstill seenmed to echo with his cries.

Targ went to Sarah's house; he knew Marissa would still be there. The bl ood was off him He had
swmin the bay to get rid of its sight and scent. But it was bad. The curse had raged through his
veins, alive with its deadly passions. Now it was all through, all done. If only the second one
hadn't begged so nuch, if only he hadn't cried .

I nside the house Sarah and Marissa sat in the main roomas if waiting. He guessed that Marissa
must have told her friend that this was the night of Cade's vengeance. It didn't matter. He sat
next to them thankful for their silence, their lack of questions.

Cade cane in an hour later. They were all shaken fromtheir private thoughts by the sound of his
fist on the door. Sarah went to the door and | ooked through the grate, her face turning white at
what she saw on the other side. She unbarred the door to | et her brother-in-iaw enter

The snell of the corpse wafted in with the wind. Targ grow ed at the scent but he said nothing.
Sarah stood to one side of the door. The other two sat facing it silently. Facing Cade.

He stood there, holding Raif's body. Behind himthe gray night Withed, outlining his powerfu
form along with his pitiful burden. The light was not bright, but it was bright enough to show
hi s bl oodst ai ned cl othes. Bright enough to show the one tear winding its way through the scars and
drying bl ood on his face.

Cade had only cried twice before in his life. This, he swore, was the last tine he would, ever

"I''"'m hone. "
WAKE OF THE RI DDLER
Janet Mons

Tenpus was gone from Sanctuary, taking his Stepsons and the Rankan 3rd Commando with him | eaving
only outcasts and dross behi nd.

In the wake of the Riddler's passing, the town seened nore changed than it should have been
because one man (called variously Tenpus, the Ri ddler, the Black, and nore scatal ogica
apel | ati ons) had gathered his private arny of |ess than a hundred and departed. Sanctuary seened
enptied, drained, frightened, and confused.

It cowered like a snow rabbit run to barren ground and surrounded by wolves. It shivered and
sniffed the breeze, as if undecided as to which way to run. It hunkered in desperate paral ysis,
seeming to dream of better days while the cold spring wind bl ew wet promises of life inland from
the sea and the wol ves skul ked closer, red tongues lolling in slaver- ing jaws.

Anong fetid streets on this spring evening in question, nilitias are keeping order, stanping round
comers with deliberate tread. Whores whi sper rather than croon in their doorways. Drunks slither

al ong white- washed walls, afraid to stagger boldly in gutters where beggars lurk wth ready

bl ades. And the wind cones in off the uneasy ocean with a chuckle on its breath; Tenpus, his

St epsons, and the 3rd Conmando have left the town to its fate, ridden off in disgust to new
adventures capabl e of resolu- tion, wars w nnable, and glory attainable. Sanctuary is not only
doored. but shunned by its | ast best hope, the Riddler and his fighters.

The wi nd thinks nothing of whipping the town vacant, of chilling its nobles to the bone, of
| ocking the neutered sorcerers in the Mageguild and the inpotent soldiers in their barracks. The
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wind is Sanctuary's own, wi nd of chaos, gale of gloom

Spring has never felt so ominous in the Maze as it does this season, where the first rough gusts
bl ow nore detritus than rotting rinds and di scarded rags through the streets. The sea wind rattles
agai nst the plate arnor of the Rankan arny regulars, clustered in fours as they police what can't
be policed. It flaps the dark cl oaks of Jubal the ex-slaver's beggars, his private force of cold
enforcers who sell protection now at stalls and bars where Stepsons used to trade. It keens toward
upt own and beats on the barred wi ndows of the Mageguild where necromancers fear the unl eashing of
their dead now that nagic has lost its power, nore even than they fear the wath of whores whose
yout h- and- beauty spells have worn away.

And the wi nd sneaks uptown, where what is left in Sanctuary that is noble tries to carry on, have
its parties am dst the rubble left by warring factions of the various mlitias, by wtches and
war | ocks, vanpires and zonbi es, ghosts and denbns, worshipers and gods.

This wind is of the sort you may remenber, coming out of a gray wet sky which makes an end to
boundari es and hides horizons. Sounds seemto cone from nowhere, go nowhere. There is no distance
and no proxim ity, no future and no past. There is no warmh, even fromthe one beside you. Wen
you reach out to take a hand for confort, that hand is clanmy as the grave. And the stirring of
life these gusts portend is only |egend, on such a day, as if the wind itself is here to
reconnoiter the very earth and then decide if the world deserves another spring.

O not.

Down by the docks, alone, Critias ponders that question. Do the beg- gar arnmies deserve the warm
sun on their face? Do the vanpire's undead, over in Shanbles Cross, need the kiss of sunlight? Can
there be a bright norning for the nmages, barricaded inside their fortress where dusk al- ways
reigns? WIlIl Zip and his nightcrawl ers anong the Peoples Front for the Liberation of Sanctuary tip
the bal ance for or against the seasons' change? And does it matter if spring ever comes to this
blighted thieves' world again?

For Tenpus has gone, turned his back on everything and everyone. No nore el oquent an onen coul d be
taken froma dozen slaughtered |anbs with jaundiced livers or the birth of twins joined at the
I'ips.

CGone and left . . . what? Left Crit, is what-Crit, in putative charge of the ungovernable, so that
Crit's partner, Straton, had turned and wal ked away w thout a word. Gone sonewhere was Strat, and
not to the departed armes, either. No, Strat hadn't gone upcountry with the Rid- dier, west to
meet Ni ko and then enmbark on a secret sortie for Theron, enperor of Ranke. Strat, Crit was sure,
had gone another way: down to enbrace the darkness that was his |over, Ischade the vanpire who
hel d sway in Shanbles Cross, down to the Wiite Foal River where corpses floated till they waked.
Down into hell and this tinme it wasn't Crit's fault, but Tenpus's, who usually had nore concern
for the faring of his nen.

But there'd been no reasoning with Tenpus, who'd pulled the Stepsons out en nmasse, and the 3rd
Conmando with them leaving the town to its own devices.

Leaving Crit to take responsibility for fair and all. For unfair and all. So there was a new
pecki ng order in bel eaguered Sanctuary, and one which was fair only to the extent that it insulted
and inperiled everyone, while satisfying no one.

Put it down, Crit told hinself, to the foul hunor that caused Tenpus to be called "the Bl ack."
Crit had the rest of the year to nmeet Theron's decree of a unified, pacified Sanctuary. If he
couldn't manage it, Theron had prom sed to send the Rankan army here in force, a soldier in every
hut and a fist in every face.

Not that Crit cared about the town per se. No, he didn't. But he cared about his reputation, about
not failing, about always doi ng what he was charged to do.

Even though for the first tine in his |[ife he'd truly argued, threatened to quit, to nmutiny, to
bolt, when Tenpus had charged himw th i nposing order where order had never been, Critias couldn't
turn away froma job unfinished. No matter what it cost.
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In short order it had cost himhis only friends here: Straton, his right- side partner and Sacred
Band brother; Kama, the Riddler's daughter, abandoned in Sanctuary along with those others who had
nmost di s- pleased her father; Marc, the weaponsmth who' d been his liaison with townies such as
Zip; and Zip hinself, the PFLS | eader and third-shift commander, who now | ooked on Crit as the
eneny because Crit was at the top of Sanctuary's reporting chain.

Where he'd never craved to be, and where Strat had struggled so hard to | and.

Shaki ng his head, Crit started as noisture that had condensed on his unkenpt hair spattered his
brow and cheeks. I n nondescript dockside garb, he was waiting for a contact. Doing what he knew
how to do because Crit was a shadow nover, not an enpire shaker. Tenmpus had left himwth a
shattered infrastructure he needed to fuse, sonehow, into a working whole. O lose. Fail. Crit
knew how to do everything required of a soldier but that-he didn't know how to fail. He'd never
| earned. Was constitutionally incapable of learning, Strat used to say.

I Crit mssed Strat |ike food and water. He mi ssed Kama | ess, but still loved her. And stil
hated the guttersline she'd taken up with: MIlin Torchholder, the politicized priest of a pantheon
unnatural to this Ilsig soil.

Al the Rankan conquerors of this Ilsigi town of Sanctuary, and the Beysib invaders who had cone
after and nade an uneasy alliance by marriage with the Rankan governor, Prince Kadakithis, m stook
the townspeople here for the sort that were governable. And now Crit was responsible to see that
at | east the appearance of governance was instilled and mai ntained here, where the bal ance between
gods and magi ¢ had suddenly crunbled and all that was left to do was rule Sanctuary by force of

ar ns.

As commander-in-chief of the policing forces, he was responsible to the prince/governor

Kadaki t his, who was answerable to Theron and might |ose nmore than his palace if the enperor's
demands weren't met; responsible to Kadakithis's Beysib consort, Shupansea, who wasn't even human,
but some sort of fish-wonman from across a forbidden sea; respon- sible to Kama because she was the
Ri ddl er' s daughter and, by all the gods that |loved the armes, Crit's wonan nore than Molin's.

Kama had conceived a child with Crit and they'd lost it on a battle- field. Since then, she'd
found what ever man she could to sleep with who'd be nmost hurtful to Crit when he found out. Wich
he always did, because she was her father's daughter and thought that women's ways were for |esser
creatures, the way her father thought that nen's linmts applied only to his enem es.

Crit wanted nore than anything to find Strat and sinply |l eave, go up to Ranke and pl ead his case
to Theron, get a new comm ssion fromthe enperor. He was wasted here. Only Tenpus knew what he'd
done to deserve it.

But here he was, with the rest of the unloved, unvalued, and unwanted -with Strat; with Kana; with
Randal , a warrior-nage who was the | esser half of a broken Sacred Band pair; with Gayle, the only
3rd Com mando Tenpus had told to tarry.

And with those they'd hoped to | eave behind: Ischade, the vanpire; Janni the Stepson's half-
reconstituted ghost; Snapper Jo, the fiend who had tended bar at the Vul gar Unicorn; and, uptown
somewhere anong the hellish ruins of last winter's inconprehensible war of magic, whatever was

| eft of Haught, the N sibisi mageling, and of Roxane, the N sibisi witch

Strat had said-the only thing he had said about the matter-that Tenpus had flat run out of nerve,
turned tail and fled, leaving Crit hold- ing the bag. The very bag that Strat wanted so badly in
his grip, Crit had thought but hadn't said.

Waiting alone, with no backup (because with Strat gone to |Ischade there wasn't a single man he'd
trust at his back), down on the slippery docksi de hoping his contact would show soon, Crit had had
too nmuch time to brood.

He knew it; he knew hinself. For the kind of subterranean work he was trained to do, self-

knowl edge was a prerequisite. If it weren't, his distress over Strat and the horrid triangle of
the two of themand the vanpire m ght well have killed himbefore this. Mght kill himyet, if he
becanme too distracted by it.
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He had a job to do. Lots of jobs. He'd nmade sure of that. He couldn't afford too nmuch tine for
reflection. This task before himwasn't going to be sinple, but he needed to occupy his nmind with
somet hi ng besi des the conundrum of his partner. Tonight, it was finding and restoring Tasfal en
whose entire noble famly was m ssing and had been mssing far too | ong. Torchhol der wanted the
popi njay found. O wanted Crit killed in the finding, so that there'd be no rival of consequence
for Kamm's affections by the time Mlin did whatever he was planning about his current wife.

Crit wasn't mstaking Mdlin Torchholder: in the priest's mnd, this was a suicide nmission he'd
forced on Crit, knowing Crit wouldn't dele- gate this sort of task to what nen he had avail abl e.
Zip's half-tame mlitia wasn't good for nuch but swaggering and street fights on their night
shift; Walegrin's barracks of day-soldiers soldiered well enough, but knew nothing of covert
means; and Crit wouldn't ask at the Mageguil d-even with the Stepsons' mage, Randal, there, the
price of magical aid in Sanc- tuary was always too high

So that left only Jubal's thugs, one of whom Crit awaited. Jubal's facel ess horde of enforcers
woul d spit out one with a face tonight, and that one would lead Crit to Tasfal en

Once Crit had verified the continued existence of the noble (or lack of ft-a corpse would do), he
could get Torchhol der off his back. And see Kama. For Crit was about ready to force an end to that
particul ar prob- Iem either bring Kama back with himfromthe palace, to take up her rightfu

pl ace in what was |eft of the Stepsons' barracks, or use her affair with Molin to blackmail the
priest.

He wasn't sure which he liked better, but he liked both alternatives dough to bare his teeth in a
hunorl ess snmile as he waited.

And waited. And waited. He stood. He sat. He paced. He | eaned. He heard his horse nickering, then
pawi ng the cobbles. He checked its tack, Stroked its nose. Strat's bay horse woul d have evoked the
ni cker he'd heard, but Crit didn't see the bay horse anywhere.

Just as well; the bay made hi m nervous. Made everybody nervous who didn't |ike reincarnated horses
with spots on their withers through which a man could glinpse hell itself if the light was right.

Because of the nicker, Crit realized he didn't want to see Strat right now. Not until he'd sol ved
the probl em of Kana and Torchhol der. Not now, when the gray sky and the gray buil dings and the
gray dockside nel ded with the gray horse Tenpus had left him to take the sting out of deserting
hi m

The gray was a prize, one of the best fromthe Stepsons' stock farmup at Wzardwall. Wrth nore
than a bl ock of the Maze, contents included. Wrth nore than the whole town, to sonme nmen's way of
t hi nki ng.

But Crit would have given it to Strat gladly if Strat would only re- nounce the ghost-horse and
the vanpire wonman who'd conjured it for him. -

"Psst," said a voice frombehind himand Crit refused to flinch, or junp, or betray the heart-
stoppi ng urgency within himthat counseled a dive for cover, a drawn sword.

He turned slowy and said, "You're |ate, hawkmask."

"We aren't hawknasks any longer," said an oddly accented voice fromunder a shadow ng hooded
cloak. "And | never was. W're just free- lancing, we are. Just workin' for pay. You like neres,
bein' you was one." A | anguorous, professional lilt in a northern-accented voice that never-
thel ess had a deadly, nervous edge to it.

Crit squinted into the gloombut the only thing he saw better for his trouble was the rigging of a
smal | fishing boat bobbing behind the stranger, nuch farther down the quaysi de than the cl oaked
nman.

Was it a masking spell, or a trick of the light that veiled this face in gloon? The fell ow was out
of reach, but just barely. And famliar, but so was half of Sanctuary. Soneone he'd rousted |ong
ago, Crit's mnd said, and started spinning through the years, seeking to match a face to the
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voi ce he recogni zed

Crit asked, to hear the voice again, "Wat do you want, honest work? There isn't any, not here.
Prefer nmy service to Jubal's? Is that what you're getting at?"

"Yours? You've got a service, now? That's how cone the black man sent ne to help you out ?"

The hooded man's ~'s were sibilantly northern and the tension underly- ing his words was full of
satisfaction.

Sonebody they'd done sonething to once, for sure. Sonebody the Sacred Band hadn't treated with
softest gl oves. Sonebody who was en- joying this nmore than he ought, because he feared Crit and
his kind nore than he'd adnmit.

"CGot a nane, friend?" Crit said easily, shifting enough that he could slide his hand onto his belt
and his fingers toward his knife's hilt without being either too obvious or too surreptitious. It
wasn't a threat so much as a punctuation mark.

The contact saw, and tossed his head. "Vis. Ring a bell. Comrander?"
Commander. Crit still couldn't get used to it, not in Sanctuary, not in this context, not with al
its current connotations. Did Tenpus still hold Crit's affair with Kama agai nst himso venonously

that he'd sentence himto years of hard | abor here with violent death at the end of it?

For Crit renmenbered this "Vis" now, and what he recalled didn't put himat ease. Madhon Vis, a
northerner- Thief, nmalefactor, one-tinme part- ner-in-crime of the Nisibisi nmageling, Haught. And
gods knew of whom or what el se. They'd beaten infornmation out of Vis nore than once, when the

St epsons were fighting the Nisibisi witch here. Strat, the Stepsons' chief interrogator, had. Crit
had been in comrand of the intelligence unit then. They'd brought this fool up to the Shanbl es
saf e house, drawn the iron shutters, and taught himthe sort of respect that turns to hatred if

| eft untended.

There were dozens, perhaps scores, of Vises he and Strat had made in Sanctuary. If Crit lived |ong

enough, one of themwas going to try to kill him Perhaps this one. Perhaps tonight.
"Vis," he repeated, his voice low. "Right, | renmenber. Well, let's go, Vis. Let's see what you've
got."

"My pl easure. Commander," said the nercenary, and chuckled nas- tily. "If you'll follow nme into
those shadows there, the worst is yet to cone."

"I"'mtelling you," whispered Kana intently to Straton over her beer, "Zip's noving the altar
stones uptown to the Street of Tenpl es-noving them and what they housed."

Fi ni shed, she sat back, eyeing the other patrons of the Vulgar Unicorn surreptitiously. No one had
heard, she was certain. She'd been careful of her volune, as well as the drunken slur in her

voi ce. No one human, that is. The fiend who was tending bar |late tonight had great gray ears and
eyes that | ooked every which way. H s warty countenance was averted, but that neant nothing. In
the bronze mirror behind the bar he could be watching them.

"So what ?" Strat grow ed, truculent, one arm absently rubbing his damaged shoul der. Perhaps once
the best nan with weapons anong the Stepsons, Strat was doubly wounded now. |schade either
couldn't, or Wuuldn't, heal his shoulder and there were no Stepsons here for himto be Mong.

"So, we've got to stop it," she said. Her heart ached for Strat, and for themall, |eft here where
not hi ng of consequence renmined in the wake of er father's |eave-taking. She and Strat had
sonething in common now anething nmore than Crit. They had to shore up the saggi ng bul wark of
ommand because Tenmpus might be testing them None of the others salized it, but Kama did. If her
father rode into town of a norning, sady to wel cone them back to the fold if only they' d put the
town to ights, Kama didn't want to be found wanting.

But the big Stepson was too drunk, or too deeply hurt, to understand that she neant. "Stop it?
Why? So Zip's found sone sort of pet demon r minor deity-some Ilsig spirit to worship. What
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di fference does it nake? The gods fare no better here than magic-or fighters."

Strat believed only in the nagic of |schade, Kama knew. He'd seen too nuch, too many dead reborn
too many undead abroad in the streets at light. Strat had seen his doom and enbraced it: he was as
much the '"anpire's creature as any of her slaves.

"C nmon, Straton," she insisted blearily, tugging on the Stepson's |leeve. "Cone with ne. |I'll show
you. "

"You and your lovers," Strat grunbled over the screech of his stool's egs on sawdusted board,
"What the frog you wanna do about it if you ind himlickin' his denon's feet?"

"Ssh." Kama warned, and put her small hand to the flat of Strat's back, pushing himtoward the
door like a wife who'd nade a nightly trip o the Unicorn to bring her drunken husband hone to bed.
Snapper Jo aluted her with his raffish inhuman grin, dipping his bristly chinin a ;esture of
respect.

Great. Homage froma fiend, friends in high places, estranged fromher real friends because of
that: because of Mdlin, who had another wife, Crit ind Gayl e and Randal avoided her |ike the

pl ague. Only Straton, in linilar circunstances, of all the nmen she'd canpaigned with in the Wz-
ird Wars, acknow edged her. And Zip .

As Strat had jibed, Zip was another of her | overs. Men used their nuscle and their sex for
intimdation, and no one thought ill of themfor t. Kanma was a different sort of operator, but
used what she had to. Whatever worked to do the job. It stung her to the quick the way the nen
she' d fought beside treated her now, sinply because she'd let the high priest wield his influence
to help her. If her father had had a dozen |l overs, or a hundred victims of his holy aping nenber,
no Sanctuarite woul d have snickered or presuned to criticize. Maybe she should strip her next bed
partner at knifepoint, prove herself her father's daughter to one and all. Maybe then Crit would
stop | ooki ng past her when they net

Strat stunbled in the doorway, bel ched, and staggered down the stairs to the street. The bay horse
whi ckered, its ears pricked. Kama shivered. The dammed thing was dead as a doornail, just didn't
know it. Strat didn't seemto know it either: he funbled in his pouch, cane up with a chunk of
sugarbeet, and held it out on an open palm

The ghost-horse's velvet lips delicately snatched the treat, and it snorted in pleasure.

Vel 1, maybe not quite as dead as a doornail. But unnatural as hell. Unnatural as Sanctuary, a

pl ace Kama was determined to | eave com pletely out of the history she was witing of her father's
expl oits. Sanctu- ary deserved no chronicler, as it deserved nothing nore than the oblitera- tion
it was so obviously seeking.

The town had its own genius, Kana was sure, an Ilsig spirit that had finally had its fill of
interlopers and was nudging the place itself toward oblivion's precipice. She wanted only to be
quit of it before Sanctuary was razed to the ground by Rankans, gutted and left to rot by Beysibs,
or torn stone fromoff of stone by internal strife.

A historian, Kama knew all the signs of a town dying. Sanctuary didn't lack a one: its gods were
inpotent; its magic had lost its power; its popul ace was pol ari zed by generations of hatred; its
children wanted only to destroy.

"What, Strat?" she said, startled by words undeci phered but still ring- ing in her ears. She
| ooked up. The big Stepson was already nounted, reins in his right hand, his left armcarefully
resting on one thigh

"I said, finding Zip should be easy-it's his shift, the dead of night. You want him let's go up
to the conmand guardpost.”

She shook her head- "Told you, he's noving those damed stones. And the porking whatever that
lives in '"em tonight. Heard it froma reliable source." The guardpost was safe for Strat, this
time of night-Crit had the day shift; Strat's erstwhile partner spent his evenings in an old Sham
bl es Cross safe house the Stepsons used to run
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"So where?" Strat's voice was suddenly uneasy.

"Down to the river, soldier. If you can handle it-the Wite Foal's banks, | nean, so close to
I schade's. "
"Pork what | can handle, woman," said Strat, the booze getting to his tongue. "I've picked that

snipe up by his collar nore than he's picked up your skirts. You wanted hel p, you' ve got it. You
change your mind, that's fine, too. But we can't just sit here.”

She got her horse, her neck hot though the night was chill with the bone-deep cold of a
recalcitrant spring. Her fingers were nunb on her slick reins and the roan she rode bucked and
danced under her. The wong horse for this job, too skittish, too green. But the Stepsons had
taken their string, leaving only what wasn't held in common. Except, of course, for the single
Tros-bred that should have been hers, but had gone to Critias because Tenpos wasn't above that
sort of insult.

It wasn't fair, but her father had never been. Didn't want a daughter, didn't care however rmuch
Kama tried to nake him A wonan wasn't consequential, not to him And her affair wth Torchhol der
had made thi ngs worse, not better

Was Tenpus trying to tell her, by giving Crit the horse and forcing Crit to stay on along with her
here, that if she went back with Crit, he'd forgive themboth? Was Crit being singled out as an
acceptabl e choice? O did Tenpus just not give a frog's fart?

The latter, nost likely. She was going to try to do the same. Try not to care. Try to understand
and overcone the trial that was Sanctuary, the punishnent of being stationed here. But because she
was stationed here, assigned |like any of his nen to onerous duty, she hadn't had the heart to
refuse to tarry. That woul d have been playing on her blood relationship, asking special favors,
adnmitting that she, a woman, couldn't handle hard duty Iike the nen.

Hel p the garrison commander and the hierarchy restore some order here, that's your job. You're a
good intelligence collector. Collect, her fa- ther had said to her, but nothing nore. Nothing
personal , nothing be- yond what was said in that neeting where the rear guard was singled out.

And Crit had stared boldly at her across the table in the safe house, know ng al ready whom Tenpus
was intending to name as comuander- in-chief of Sanctuary's disparate arned forces. Know ng she'd
have to cone to him be under his command

It stank. She kicked her roan and slapped its poll and, under diverse and punitive instruction, it
settled down. Joggi ng beside the half-drunken Straton toward the river, she w shed she was
anywhere el se, doing any- thing else. Trying to keep Zip frommaking this sort of m stake wasn't
her job, but Crit's.

Straton knew that, too, but hadn't voiced it. Crit was head of the conbined mlitias, including
the fifty grunts that nmade up Walegrin's regular army barracks, but Zip, |ike Aye-CGophlan, was an
undercom rmander, responsible for the second and third shifts each day.

Only Crit, or soneone fromthe palace hierarchy, could tell Zip to | eave the riverside altar be
and nake it stick.

But Kana woul d die before she went to Crit and asked himto solve a problem she couldn't. Bringing
Strat into it nade the nessage she was sending the nore clear: W who |ove you won't be treated
this way. You've snubbed us both for your precious conmand, now live with it. But don't expect us
to bow and scrape.

Strat had wanted Sanctuary's conm ssion, should have had it. Crit couldn't have wanted it less, so
he got it. And that kept the vanpire with her hidden agenda out of things, but at a personal cost
only Tenpus coul d have decreed. Only Tenpus, who had no conscience, could split a Sacred Band pair
like he'd split the |ove-match that had once been Kama and Criti as.

Suddenly, she found her eyes blurry. She swiped inpatiently at themw th the back of her forearm
She couldn't afford enotion now, it clouded her judgnent. Her anticipation of nen was generally

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Aspirin,%20Rob...0-%20Thieves%20World%2010%20-%20Aftermath. TXT (34 of 135) [8/27/03 10:31:58 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Aspirin,%20Robert%20L ynn%20-%20T hieves¥20Worl d%2010%20-%20A ftermath. TXT
good. O Critias, it was woefully inadequate.

O Strat, her forewarning was little better. O naybe it was just the fact that Strat was drunk
and his horse a num nous creature that caused themto take a shortcut over the Wite Foal Bridge
and down a road | eadi ng past |schade's Foal si de hone.

Zip was transported, in an altered state where every night noi se was new and hostile, down by the
White Foal's edge where he could barely see the eerie lights fromlschade's house up the bank. He
had a wheel bar- row and, at the bank's crest, a wagon. He had three of his mlitia guard- ing the
wagon, but he'd permitted none to cone down here. Not to the shrine.

No one should touch the piled stones but him the thing he served had told him As it had told him
to bring it blood, and worse, it had decreed the tinme and manner of its uptown nmove. It wanted to
live on the Street of Tenples, with the gods. Zip had found it a place, an alley behind the Rankan
Storm CGod's tenple, and there it swore it would be content to stay.

And he'd found it a new sacrifice, a special gift that one of his girls had brought him The girl
wanted a job on the Street of Lanterns and deliver- ance fromRatfall. In exchange for what she'd
found on the Downwi nd beach, Zip was happy to oblige. The red-eyed thing that |ived inside the
stones would tike its new gift, Zip was sure.

He hunkered down besi de the knee-high pile and said, "Look here, Lord, |'ve got a present for you
when we're noved. But now |'ve got to start on the stones, by nyself if you won't let ny boys
hel p."

He waited for a reply, but only a glinpse of a burning red eye and a sound |ike shifting weight
canme to himin response

What was it he served here? Mst tines, it didn't speak. He was pronpted w thout words to do this
or that. He'd get a feeling of a pres- ence, and the things he brought it-pieces of human flesh,
ski ns of warm bl ood, precious baubl es-woul d di sappear. Was it ininical only to Rankans, or to
everyone? He wanted it to be his friend. He wanted it to be the Ilsigs' friend, guardian of the
revol uti on, since he was bound to have one.

He wanted it to show itself, magnificent and powerful, and help bring down Zip's enenmies. So far
all it had done was take the sacrifices, give himbad dreans, and let himknow it wanted to nove
upt own.

So did they all. So did all of Zip's Ratfall novers, everyone trapped in the Maze and policed to
wits* end. So did the twelve-year-old nothers and one-legged fathers of Zip's revolution, which
he'd never wanted. He m ght have di savowed the struggle if Tempus hadn't tagged him But Tenpus
had.

Zip didn't understand why the Rankan powers wanted Zip's help, or the PFLS on its side. The
Rankans woul dn't believe that there really wasn 't a PFLS when he tried to explain that a score of
gang nenbers with lanmb's bl ood and paintbrushes didn't nake a political novenent.

But since his thieves and nendi cants woul d receive the protection of what police Crit had in
Sanctuary if they took the night shift, and Zip took responsibility, his entry into the power
structure and polite . . . society . . . had just happened.

It wasn't being co-opted by the eneny that bothered himthe nost. Wat bothered himthe nost was
that his bad boys and girls were doing exactly what they'd done before-extort, blackmail, roust
and rough- house, bum and plunder-and doing it now with the protection and for the benefit of the
state.

It didn't make any sense, until it made all the sense in the world. And when Zip realized what
Tenpus had done to him it had been too late. Zip was already part of the establishment, a hated
enforcer, a dog with a Rankan collar, and his mlitia no better than any of the cannon fodder in
Wal egrin's denoralized arny. They hadn't triunphed over the opposi- tion, they had becone it.

They weren't the revolution, they were the sustaining force behind the injustice that had created
t hem
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When he'd said that-shouted it, actually-to Crit in fury, the cynical Stepson had flashed white
teeth and said, "The nore things change, pud, the nore they stay the sane. Wat's your problenf
Not having fun now that you're legal? It's all your type knows how to do, and this way you won't
end up handi ess or headl ess because of it. You're talent, and we're the talent scouts. Thank your
slime gods you' ve been discovered and put to work before you ended up greasi ng sone slaver's wagon
wheel s. "

That was another thing that bothered Zip: Critias seened to know nore about Zip's affairs than
anybody could. "Slime gods" was an obvi- ous reference to the altar. And as for the slavers

Zip had sold nore than one soul down that river of sighs, to finance the revolution. But then it
had been a matter of conscience. Now it was a godsdammed state business, for pork's sake.

Gayl e, the 3rd conmando |iaison man, had told himnot to mind it, just make his list of
expendabl es. He hated hinself these days, as much as he hated Kama, the twit who had gotten him
mxed up in all this, and her dammed 3rd Conmando et hos that excused the foul est m sdeeds as

exi genci es. "Watever works" nmight work for the Riddler's daughter and her | ot of death deal ers,
but it didn't work for Zip.

Especially when, if he wasn't careful, he was going to beconme just like them So here he had this
altar, this god or whatever it was, this eater of sacrifices that never exactly said it could
expiate his sins, wipe himclean, but surely nust nmean it. It was the thing in the altar with its
red eyes that was maki ng himbelieve there was sone nethod to all his madness. It had a plan. It
wanted Zip to infiltrate the Rankans and the Beysibs, to | eam how to conmand and the weaknesses of
their joint enemes. It was a living thing in there-or at least a real thing, which other gods
weren't, as far as Zip could tell. It had wants and needs.

It wanted flesh and it needed blood and it wanted to nove uptown and it needed Zip to be the
mlitia commander to serve it.'He had to serve sonething. He couldn't justify what he and his
little band of rebels were doing otherwise. He had to have a Cause and the red eyes in the altar
the slurping sound of fresh bl ood being drunk and the godli ke bel ches after- wards, these were his
Cause.

And only the river god knew what it wanted of Zip, but it did want him Nobody had ever wanted him
before. Then cane, all at once, Kama and the Riddler and the river god and . . . No, Kana had cone
before the god, but that didn't nmatter

It mattered that he got the stones uptown. Wth a quill he marked each stone as he lifted it from
the pile into his wheel barrow. Wen the barrow was full, he could al nbst see into the heart of the
al tar.

But then he had to wheel the barrow up the slope, no easy task, and when he'd done that and given
the stones to his boys to |load on their ass- drawn wagon, soneone cane out of the gl oomand hail ed
hi m

"Yo," he called back, while nmotioning his boys to cover the stones in the wagon. "Wo conmes?"

One horse, out of the gloom a single rider. He wal ked toward it, hand on his beltknife, his neck
aprickle, back stiff.

Finally the rider answered, "Zip, it's ne."

"Frog," Zip cursed under his breath. "Kanmm, stay there. The footing's tricky. I'Il come up." He
turned his head and said to his rebels, "Get down there, |oad the rest of the stones, take 'em
where | told you. Careful to mark them and put them back just like they were. I'll catch up.”

But he knew he wouldn't. And he knew the god was going to be angry, augh he didn't know what form
the god's wath mght take. But then he thought he did: Kana was beautiful, sliding off her horse
the diffuse light of a hidden noon. She always hit himthat way, no atter how he told hinself he
didn't need the kind of trouble she repre- nted.

And she was trouble, in doeskin boots and | eggings, snelling |like new own hay with trail dust in
her hair. And all about her person, as clear her velvet thighs and firmbreasts as in her face or
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her sweet breath, ere the indications of her class: her speech, her bearing, the gulf that as
bet ween t hem and never could be bridged, no matter how he tried. And he tried then again,
wor dl essly and desperately, as if laying her on her back in the nud was sonehow going to do it.
But it didn't. It never had, never woul d.

She | aughed softly and acconmodated hi muntil urgency overtook her, but it was always the high-
born girl with the velvet skin who was hunm ng, who found himexciting for all the wong reasons,
who played with him casually when touching her was probably worth his life if Crit Mlin found

t hem

So when she said, as she quivered, her nouth to his ear, "Strat's here with ne, sonewhere back
there. Don't panic, just be quick," all his passion threatened to ebb, then expl oded when her
nails ran down his back

"Damm you, "'
| ate.

he said, rolling over and off her, the best rejection he could nanage and far too

"Stand in line for that," she chuckled, her fingers reaching for him railing along him tapping

himintrusively wi th unspeakable truths. "It's been too long since we've done this."
He was staring up at the clouds which hid the noon like a translucent city wall. "Not |ong enough
by half. Not when you're sleeping in with priests and conmanders-in-chief. I'ma oWy watch

officer, remenber? |I'mgettin' over you. CGot something of nmy own now. "

Li ke he hadn't, before. He bit his Iip and al nost | ooked away from her. But he couldn't. It was
her dammed body that did this to themboth, every tine. Riddler's daughter, eneny of the bl ood,
twice his experience ind probably twice his brains. What did he think he was doi ng?

Then he thought he knew what she was doing: "Zip," she said in a ieductive tone he wished he'd
heard long mnutes earlier, "don't nove that pile of stones. You don't know what you're
di sturbing. None of us to."

He sat bolt upright. "Now | get it. You ask nice, and Strat's along to ask nasty if | don't agree,
right? Well, it's none of your business, Rankan whore." He jerked to his feet, funbling with his
pants. He couldn't see his fingers clearly and blinked fiercely, trying to |lace hinself together.
"Don't conme around me no nore, hear? Not on your father's business or because one of your
boyfriends thinks I need it. |I don't. And I never will, not this way."

She was up, too, calling his name. He couldn't run fromher, not froma wonan where sonme of his
boys nmight see. He renenbered the time she'd nursed himback fromthe grave's edge, and the way
she'd started all this, kissing himwhen he was too weak to do the sensible thing and bolt.

She liked 'em hel pl ess, hurt, battle-scarred and war-weary, he knew. He couldn't figure what Mlin
had, but power was a | egendary aphrodis- iac. And like her father, she spread it around.

He couldn't handle her. He kept wanting to treat her like a Ratfall girl -claimher, claim
exclusivity with her. He had a comical vision of him self sitting at sone strategy table with
her, all silked and | eathered and shiny brass-plated i n Ranke where her kind noved jade pieces
represent- ing armes on marble mapboards. And janmed his hands in his pockets, wal king hurriedly
away.

"Zip," she called, catching up, reaching out, and he couldn't seemto jerk his el bow anay. "W
need you. /need you. And you owe me this-"

He stopped. He should have known it would cone to that- "Right, we're all working together now and
anyway, one time you saved nmy ass so |'myours to command? No chance, |ady. These're llsig
matters, and you ain't one. Understand, or do | have to say it in Rankene?"

"I understand that you found sone sort of talisman on the beach and that if you give it to that
thing . . . you' ve been feeding human flesh to, you nmight not be able to finish what you
start. If you've got to nove the stones, |I'Il make a deal with you."

He crossed his arns and | ooked down at her. At |east he had that advantage: he was taller. He
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said; "Go on, let's hear it."

"I won't tell anyone about the altar, or what's in it, as long as no perceptible trouble cones

fromit, if you'll give me the talisman you were going to give to it."
"How do you find this crap out?" he blurted. "lIs it Randal, your pet nmge? You been follow ng nme?
What ?"

She just |ooked up at him her eyes full of a surety and power that her little, fenale body
shoul dn't have been able to contain, let alone radiate. It was Tenpus's blood in her, sonme nore-
t han- human attri bute, he was certain.

He said then, "No. I'mnot doing anything like that. Wiy should 1?" and turned to go back down the
hill.

And Straton was there, on that freakish bay horse everybody knew about, come from nowhere, out of
not hi ng, |eaning on his saddl ehorn, meaning his thunbnail with a glittering blade. There, right
between Zip and the path down to the riverbank

"Goi ng sonmewhere, pud?" said Strat.

"Strat," said Kana, "I can handle this."

"I was just leaving," Zip replied.

"No you can't," said Strat to both of them Then: "Zip, what she wants, you give her. \Wat she
ordered, you do. O deal with me. Kama, there's sonething nore inportant than piffles going on out
there. Finish with your boy toy and let's get going."

Kama wi nced but held out her hand steadily and said to Zip, "Either give ne the talisnman, or Strat
and | are going down there and crush five or six of those stones. Do you want to risk that, and
what will followif the three of us have a falling-out?"

Zip | ooked fromthe big fighter to the slight wonan and saw a shared purpose there; an inplacabl e,
uncaring deadl i ness comon anong those ure that their Cause was worth serving. He had to leamto
match their pirit. Until then, he'd never w n against them

He reached into his beltpouch and handed her the object a girl had bund in the seawack. It hardly
glittered. It wasn't even gold, just bronze. "Here, take it. And take out your |ust sonewhere
else, fromnow on. | don't want to nmess with you no nore."

He heard Strat's raw titter as he stal ked away, and it scratched blood fromhis soul- He wondered
if the thing in the altar would consider the extenuating circunstances under which he'd lost its
gift.

And what woul d happen if it did not.

I schade' s Foal side home was dimy lit, num nous. \When they got there, Kanma recognized Crit's gray
horse and squeezed her eyes shut. No wonder Strat had come running to get her: Crit at Ischade's
was naphtha too close to a torch.

"Gods, Strat, we both still love him you know?"

"I figure," Strat agreed in an odd tone. "But he doesn't love us. Get himout of there, Kana. I|f |
goin, it's just nmore trouble. She isn't going to take kindly to himsticking his nose in where it
doesn't belong."

Kama was al ready off her horse, handing Strat its reins. "I know. You stay here, there's no use of
you two getting into a brawl over this." Poised to sprint for the door, she turned back: "Strat,
we have to get used to things the way ny father left them It hurts all of us. Crit didn't want
this command. Not this way."

"That and a soldat will still get you laid at Myrtis's."
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Bi tterness unanswerabl e. Kama sprinted for the door she'd always shunned, behind which was
sonet hi ng she didn't want anything to do with: |schade.

Through the gate, up the steps, and stop, hearing your own breathing, wondering what you'll do if
she's hurt him ensorcelled him gotten her claws into himlike Strat, and Janni, and Stilcho and
the rest . |,

Knocki ng with your heart pounding | ouder, suddenly aware of nore than one nale in there behind
t hat forbidding door, and hoping those other voices aren't undead voices. You' ve only seen the
undeads at a di stance, and even the menory raises gooseflesh . . . "Ah, Madane |Is- chade, |I'mhere
for Crit." Blurted like a fool in a voice higher than you' ve heard yourself use since school days.

I nky eyes deeper than any uncursed well, a pale face whose features are sonehow i ndiscernible, and
a hand col d as anything Kama coul d renenber touching.

"CGood, " nodded the creature in her cowl. Behind her were colors, rioting jewel tones, but Ischade
was all white and bl ack. Black. "Conme in." Black eyes, so deep you could sleep in them -

Don't fall into any trap. Don't look at her too long. "Crit?" On tiptoes. "Crit?" The swat hed
shape nmoves away. "C/ 7Y?"

There he is, with two nen she recogni zed: Vis, and a beggar with a stutter, a creature called Mr-
am Wong conpany, wong place, wong sonething going down here.

Kama shivered and feit throwing stars she'd gotten from N ko nestled in her belt. Could you kil
anything here? Wuld it stay dead? Coul d she take out the beggar, the nere, and Ischade if Crit
needed that much hel p?

She could try, couldn't do less. But then Crit canme slowy to the door, his gait telegraphing
annoyance, but nothing worse. "Good evening," he said and Kama coul dn't figure where the vanmpire
had di sappeared to. "Wat brings you here, Kama?"

He sonehow shoul dered her outside and then the door was closed, his hands on her shoul ders, tight
and hard, digging. "Fool," Crit whispered, "don't mix in this. |I've got enough troubles." H s lips
hardly noved when he spoke; the hollows under his cheeks were too deep; his whol e bearing was
wong and she was terrified.

"Crit, gods, whatever it is, you can't do it alone. Strat's with ne, we're here to-"

"Strat? Wth you? He bunks here, Kama. Sl eeps here. Does whatever he does here. For her. Not us.
Go away. |'mfinding sonmeone for Torchhol der. Special orders."

She tried to shake off his grip. It wouldn't shake. She said defiantly, "Watever you're doing,
I''m doi ng. Special orders."

He couldn't verify that, not wi thout going to Randal. And Randal might lie for Kama, m ght say
Tenpus had sent a nessage

The touch of himnade her ache and she suddenly wondered whether if, for just one night, every
|l over in Sanctuary could be in the right bed, things mght straighten out.

Critias's usually handsome Syrese face had none of its gentility tonight; it was a fright nask,
just shields for eyes and a slash where his nmouth should be- He tucked in his chin, bowed his head
to stare into her face, then shook his head infinitesimally: "You want in, fine. W're going up-
town to the ruined blocks, see if we can't find Tasfalen in one of the houses |eft standing there.
That's where she says to | ook. Me, the two backstreeters she owns, and you. But no Strat."

"Crit, he-"

"Can't be trusted. Too nuch her creature. Tell himto back off, out of sight till | |eave. Tel
himif he wants to talk to nme, get rid of the horse as a sign of good faith. O of returning

sanity. | don't need a ghost horse, or a ghost rider, which is what he's becom ng. Go on. Tel

him Then nmeet ne at the gate.™
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He gave her a little push and she wished he felt so strongly about her, even if those feelings
were as hard and fierce as what he felt for Strat.

Li ke a page in court, she ran back to Strat's horse and said, '"He says he's going uptown to find
Tasfal en for Torchhol der. Doesn't want you involved. W'Il| talk to you iater. You stay with

I schade. If this goes wong, we need soneone on the outside who knows where we went and what
happened. And we nmay need | schade' s-your hel p."

"He didn't say that."

"No, he didn't. I'"'mgoing with him and I"msaying it."

"1l come-"

"He did say that, Strat. He wants you here, just in case . . ." It sounded like what it was, a
whi t ewash.

Strat's horse backed a few steps and fromthere she heard Straton say, "Go on, then. Ischade's
warned himoff, told himsonething. I'lIl find out what. You need help, you'll get it." H's voice
was t hick.

She was glad she couldn't see his face. She ran blindly to her horse, grabbed a handful of mane,
vaulted to its back, and urged the skittish roan toward the iron gate where weird fl owers bl ooned.
In her belt, the talisman she'd taken from Zi p seened hot against her |eathers, hot enough to nake
her sweat .

It was the proximty to Ischade's wards, she told herself- Nothing to fret over. She had plenty to
worry about wi thout adding the talisman into the bargain.

Crit crossed one leg over his saddle's pommel and lit a snpbke, staring at the building across the
street. No sign on its steps or to either side of the rubble they'd passed getting here, of the
whirlwi nds and firestorm of destruction that had ravaged Tasfal en's ancestral hone.

This building was intact, its shutters drawn. The vanpire had been certain of where to | ook, but
uncertain that |ooking was w se

"She said,"” Crit told Kama, "that Tasfalen's in there, with Haught. You renmenber Haught."
"I remenber," Kama said through cl enched teeth.

Mor-am and Vis were off to one side, ordered to acconpany them by |Ischade, who evidently was in
charge of nore than her Foal side cottage. Damm Tenpus, for putting Crit between sorcerous rocks
and political hard places. Vis had brought himto Mr-am who'd grinned and brought himto |schade
with nmore satisfaction than Crit |iked.

And the vanpire had been civil. Both of them had kept Strat's nane out of the conversation. "Qur
mutual friend" was what they called Straton, and because of that friend, Ischade was willing to
tell Crit where to | ook

And to warn him "There is nore, Critias, in that home than just two nen in a house. Do not go
i nside, but nerely open the doors-if you can."

This was said for Strat's sake, Crit knew, not his own. He unclenched a fist with difficulty and
found he'd dug his nails into his palm that his fingers were stiff fromthe clench. "She said,"
he told Kama, "you'd have the right key for this |lock."

"Excuse me?" The woman on the roan kneed her nount cl oser
"You heard ne. Got anything on you that might do the trick?"
"You're sure she didn't nmean that netaphorically?"

And Crit knew what Kama was alluding to: Tenmpus and an i nhuman sprite had coupled before a
megi cal |y | ocked door uptown, and things had happened.
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"I don't care what she neant, we're not trying anything like that. Wat have you got that m ght
wor k?"

"Keys," said Kanma wi th nmaddeni ng common sense. "Lots of keys. To ny place, the guardhouse, the
Shanbl es safe house, Mlin's-"

"Spare ne the list. Let's try sone." He swng first one leg and then the other over his gray's
wi t hers, reaching for his crossbow as soon as his feet hit the ground. A bolt night smash the
lock, even if it were a stout one.

They drop-tied the horses without a word, a sign both of themwere thinking this mght not be
survivable. Crit cast a | ook at Kama, wonder- ing how she'd managed to insinuate herself into this
so fast, so deftly. And admitting he was glad to have sonmeone there. He was a Sacred Bander
trained to depend on a partner. He wouldn't have tried this alone, and Vis wasn't the sort of nan
you coul d trust your right side to.

Not that Kama was any sort of nan at all

Havi ng crossed the street, Crit | ooked back once because he'd heard Vis's voice-not words, just a
tone. And saw a wave of farewell so elo- quently hostile and so gloating that he al nost shot the
nmere there and then.

But Kama read his mind and touched his arm "They're |schade's.

They' Il wait. They'll run back with word if we don't conme out. W need that."
"Crap," Crit said.

"Agreed," Kama said with a ghost of her father's snile

Then they clinbed the steps and Crit put his back agai nst the stone, crossbow ready, attenpting to
cover every avenue of attack while Kama tried key after key and cursed like a Nisibisi freeman.

Finally she said, "No luck. Nothing works." And sl unped agai nst the doorjanb.

They | ooked at each other too long, and Crit had to look away. It was in that silence that they
heard sonet hi ng nove inside, behind the stout wood of the door

Then they | ooked at each other again,

"Want to knock?" Kamm said lightly.

"I don't think so," Crit replied in the sane tone. "W could start digging at the wood w th-"
"Wait," said Kanma, sinultaneously digging in her belt. "This, naybe."

She held out a piece of bronze about half the I ength of her hand and shaped |ike a knobbed bar or
rod.

"Never fit," he said critically, still holding his crossbow at the ready, still glancing from
shadow t o shadow down the quiet street. Still watch- ing Vis and Mor-am as best he coul d.
"M ght not have to. It washed up on the beach. | heard about it fromsonme of ny ... people. Turned

a gold coin to |l ead, and copper to clay, in the finder's purse.”
" So?"
"So, let's see if it'll do sonething to that netal."

"We're here." Crit shrugged, trying to ignore the inplications. Kama wasn't the finder. Kama had
appropriated this thing from soneone, for her own purposes- And she'd heard about it through sone
i nformer of whom Crit was totally ignorant. Nothing was going to work right in Sanctuary unl ess
they all started pulling together. But what he wanted to do to Kama right then wouldn't facilitate
anyt hing of the sort.
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She shrugged, too, added a sour twist of her thin lips, and bent to the door. He didn't dare | ook
away to watch, but he heard her tap bronze agai nst bronze. And curse. And tap again, and chortle

"So?" he said when she stood up and carefully put the talisnman back in her belt.
"So, do we want to be polite, now that the | ock's no probl en?"

He took one hand away fromthe crossbow and, balancing it on his hip, felt for the lock. It was
gooey. He brought his fingers to his lips and snelled Wiite Foal nud, rank with rot. He swore and
asked her to explain herself.

"I heard," she said, "it might be something like this. That's all."

"Great." He spat over his shoulder. "Next tinme you 'hear' of some- thing like this, you cone to ne
withit."

"l did."

"Beforehand,” he said, just as there was a scuffling sound and then a draggi ng noi se behind the
door and he and Kama junped back in unison

The door opened like a casket's top. And there, behind it, stood sone- thing very much like
Tasfal en, the popinjay noble who'd been nmissing so long. "Yessss," said the noble in an entirely
horri bl e voice, a voice that seemed not to have been used for a thousand years.

And behind this shape, Crit could see another: Haught.

And over those two inages, he saw superinposed the gl ow ng counte- nance of |schade, a slight
crease between her eyes, and |Ischade was shaking her head, her lips form ng a word.

And that word was "Run.” In his inner ear, he heard it again; Run, if you value your soul

"Come on, Kama. Sorry to disturb you, Tasfalen," said Crit as he backed down the stairs, Kama's
armin a deathgrip and still holding the | oaded crossbow one-handed. "W just needed to verify
your where- abouts. Stop by the pal ace when you can- Ml in Torchhol der wants to see you."

By the tine he'd finished saying alt of that, he'd dragged Kana half- way to the street and she
was whi spering urgently, "Wat's the matter with you? Lost your nind? Your nerve?"

"Finished, that's all. W're finished here. | have no reason to arrest that nan. | only had to
find him" H s voice was shaki ng and Kana heard it.

He didn't look at her as they nade for their horses. He couldn't stand to see scorn in her eyes.
But he saw it in the eyes of Ischade's two waiting minions, and it burned like hellfire.

"What's the matter, Stepson, Tenpus take your balls upcountry?" Vis shouted froma safe distance
as Crit nounted up.

He got off one quarrel, but his aimwas half-hearted. It smashed harm |essly against the brick
besi de Vis's head.

And then there was Kama to deal with, slouched in her saddle, frown- ing.
He said, "W have to report this to Torchholder. | need you. Let's go."
She reined her horse after his, either unwilling to dispute his statement or unable.

One way or the other, he'd let the matter of the talisman go if she'd just give hima chance. How
he was going to keep Kama with himtonight, Cit couldn't fathom but he was going to give it a
try. Torchhol der would have to nake do with a witten report. It was just too damed cold in
Sanctuary to sl eep al one tonight.

The sky was beginning to lighten, turning regal above the tenple tops. Zip's black sweatband was
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soppi ng though the waning night was as chill on the Street of Tenples as it had been at the Wite
Foal ' s edge.

He straightened up fromthe piled stones in the alleyway, hand to the small of his back. He was
al one now. He'd sent his boys scurrying with a flurry of invective when he'd realized what they'd
done.

O what he'd let themdo. They'd touched the stones, because of Kama and Strat. Wrse, they'd
m smar ked the ones they' d touched.

Zip had spent the rest of the night trying to sort out the ness. And all he had to show for his
| abors was an enpty pile of stones that wouldn't sit exactly right, wouldn't formthe beehive
shape they'd had down at the riverbank

One nore tine, he put the stones he was sure of-the top three-in place. And one nore tine they
fell inward, toppled others, and ended in a junmble in the alley beside the Storm God of Ranke's

tenpl e.

And again, as the stones rolled and at |last cane to rest, the ground beneath Zip's feet seened to
trenble. This tinme, he hardly noticed the earth's trenors over his own.

The rivergod wasn't pleased, he could feel it. Maybe it was gone, or just wouldn't come here
because he'd botched it, but Zip had an awful feeling that the red-eyed thing was nore than a
little mffed about the disarrayed condition of its hone. Wrse, he wasn't sure any nore whet her
this site was good enough, being not quite on the Street of Tem ples, but sonewhat off the

t hor oughf ar e.

If only his boys had marked the stones. If only Kana and Strat hadn't interfered. If only the day
woul d stay its coming a little while longer. Zip had been in tight spots before. Gven tine and
calm he could sort the matter out.

There were thirty-three stones in all. Sone of themhad Zip's careful marks. It couldn't be
i mpossible to figure out which stones nust com prise the bottomrow.

But it was. He couldn't do it. He'd tried four times. And now the dawn was threatening to break
First the sky would regain its blueness, eating up the stars. Then royal purple would creep al ong
the tenples' walls, then gouts of red and orange flane to eat the darkness. And when the cel adon
and rose of true dawn cane, with them would cone the priests and acol ytes, padding toward their
nor ni ng duti es.

Zip woul d be discovered where Ilsigs feared to tread, in the reaches of a Rankan tenple. And then
the rivergod woul d have its revenge.

He knew it was that. He was shaking all over, anguished and weak. Too weak to run, too tired to
hide. It was as if all his spirit had | eeched away with the darkness, as if his soul was as
di smantl ed as the hone of stone he couldn't rebuild.

He squatted down beside the tunbl ed bl ocks of half-dressed |linmestone, nearly in tears. He wanted
to make anends, he hadn't nmeant to let the unclean hands of his rebels desecrate the rivergod's
tenple. He'd tried to do the right thing ..

And, in extrems like so many nen before hi mover thousands of years, Zip began to pray: Lord, he
asked wordl essly, eyes closed, hands upon the stone he'd narked hinself, the capstone of this
puzzl e he couldn't solve, 0 Lord, forgive thy servant. Evildoing has befallen ne. In ny fool -

i shness, | have sinned agai nst thee. Forgive thy servant and help me to nake things right. Help
thy servant to make thy tenple and | will bring the blood of a virgin under twelve, the eyes of an
ox, the penis of a Rankan nobl e-whatever thy desire is, just make it known to me and f will do
that thing. But help me not fail in the making of thy tenple, and give me a sign that this place
is acceptable to thee. Before | get my ass hauled off to jail in the bargain, he added, stil
silent, eyes yet closed.

For he'd heard a sound that stiffened himas if he were turned to stone as unyielding as the
bl ocks over which he | abored: the click of a horse's hoof against a pebble, the scrape of an iron
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shoe on cobbl e.

Hol ding his breath, he heard nore: the swish of a long tail, the creak of |eather, the jingle of
harness. Frog, |'m porked for good and all

Cbviously, he told hinself, this was the god's wath come upon him He was going to open his eyes,
turn around, and there would be sone pal ace hotshot, some regular armnmy nover, sone Beysib | ady
fighter, wait- ing to take himoff to the Hall of Justice for screwi ng around on the grounds of
the Storm God's tenple. Not even his conmmi ssion as watch officer could save himnow. Not fromthe
penalty for desecrating holy ground when that ground was holy to Rankans.

He opened his eyes and | ooked strai ght ahead, at the junble of altar stones. WlII|, he'd tried. He
wonder ed what was going to happen to the altar stones, to the god's home, and to the god hinself.
Wuld it nagi- cally get itself and its stones back to the river where it was safe? And if it
couldn't, what would then befall poor Zip, who'd managed to pork up a god's life as well as his
own?

He bit his tip and then, decided, turned fromthe waist to face his fate. There, behind him was a
singl e horseman. The horse |l oonmed in the gloom its great dark chest seeming to stare at Zip with
a panther's eyes, a panther's gaping, toothsone jaws.

Zip blinked, and realized that what faced himwas no creature half cat, half horse, but a warhorse
wearing a pant herskin shabraque. And the panther who had given its skin to blanket this horse had
been large, with gl owing eyes, and so magnificent that its head had been not nerely skinned, but
stuffed so that gl assy eyes stared at Zip as angrily as living eyes m ght have.

The horse was the color of Wiite Foal clay, its mane and tail and stockings black. Its bridle and
reins were of woven stuff |ike swanpgrass, and fromit wafted a marshy odor. It pawed the ground,
neck arched, and only then was Zip's attention drawn to the rider, who was dis- mounting.

Zip never remenbered scranbling to his feet, only the swing of the rider fromhis saddle, the
cl oak as dark as the predawn sky, and the feathered helmthat inclined toward himas the rider
sai d, "Wat have we here?"

"Uh, I'mjust trying to put this back like it ought to be." Zip waved vaguely behind him toward
the altar stones tunbled there, trying to protect the unassenbled shrine with his body.

The rider's helnet turned slowy. H's visor was down. He was arnored in browns; bronze or hardened
| eat her or some conbination, Zip couldn't tell. But arnored in the way of well-to-do

prof essionals: arnms free and bare but for wist braces, cuirass and |oinguard, greaves bel ow his
knees, and all of it fitted customto his body. Slung at his hip was a cavalryman's sword and

equi pnent belt. Behind, on the saddle, Zip could see two shields, long and short, and a bow and
quiver, but in the rider's hand was only a spear

Comi ng toward hi mwi t hout another word, the man used the spear as a staff, digging the ground with
its butt. And then, when this facel ess apparition was nearly upon himand Zip was beginning to
wonder if there were really eyes behind the frightful visor, he finally spoke again: "I see your
probl em "

And he wal ked right by Zip, whose nose was winkled at the salty snell of marsh emanating from
him and on toward the pile of stones.

"No, don't! Please! Nobody's supposed to touch-" Zip lunged un- thinkingly toward the arnored man
and the horse behind himscreanmed and reared, hooves flailing.

Zip threw up his arms and dived to the dirt as the horse stal ked up- right toward him

At the sane tine, the arnored man turned slowy, fromthe waist, and held up his spear. The horse
cane down on all fours and bowed its head, snorting.

Zip scrambled to his feet. "Look, like | said, nobody's supposed to touch-"

The arnored man's head swi vel ed toward hi mand the voice from behind the visor said, "This one

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Aspirin,%20Rob...0-%20Thieves%20World%2010%20-%20Aftermath. TXT (44 of 135) [8/27/03 10:31:58 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Aspirin,%20Robert%20L ynn%620-%20T hieves¥%20Worl d%20109%620-%20Aftermath. TXT

first." His spear pointed to a certain stone, then jabbed toward it commuandingly when Zip only
stared. "This one. Now. "

Zip found his hands on the stone. And then on another, the one that the spear touched next. And
anot her, and another. Zip | abored there, under the direction of that spear, until the sky was red
and gold and he held the final stone in both his hands, chest heaving.

Poi sed over the pile, afraid that attenpting to place the |ast stone would tunble all the others.
Zip blurted breathlessly, "You're sure?"

The hel met ed head nodded once, up and down, and the spear jabbed forward conmandi ngly.

Zip placed the stone atop all the other stones and a spark seened to jump fromthe rocks. It bit
his hand, crawled up his wist. It hurt like fire.

He staggered back, squinting at the stones suddenly too bright, as if they'd ignited. He shiel ded
his eyes fromthe glare. Atrick of the dawn light, he told hinmself when he opened his eyes again
and the pile was still there, neither burning nor singed, not even srmudged, but squat and sturdy.

Squat! Sturdy! A rough beehive of stones, solid as the tenple wall in whose shadow it rested.
Success! Relief flooded Zip. Before he knew it, he was on his knees at the | ow openi ng, peering
inward, trying to see if the rivergod was there

And he saw sonething, red and glowing, restless in its appointed dark. And reached out to touch
the stones, which were cool and real and snug in place.

He pushed on one. It didn't shift. He pushed on two. They didn't budge. He chuckled and then he
grinned. He put his cheek to the cool stone, knowi ng now that the spark that had seened to bite
hi m was just some phosphorescent insect and the rest had been illusion, a monent of Waking dream

Because the god was not angry at himit had cone to abide in the tenple he had built it!

He gave a wordl ess shout and then renenbered the arnored man. He got up fromthe altar, hand
al ready outstretched to thank the stranger, but there was no one there. No man in fighter's garb
No horse in pantherskin shabraque with panther feet dangling fromits back

Not hi ng but increasing daylight in an alley where no Ilsig dared be caught, not even Zip, the
third shift watch officer of Sanctuary.

"Cotta go, but I'Il be back. Lord," he nuttered, giving the shrine a final pat before he fled.
"Il be back."

Kama' s roan had bolted during the night, found sone way to slip its harness and nake away. " She
does it all the time," Kama said to Crit, who was sure sonmeone had gotten into the barn and stol en
the mare. "There's no door that beast can't open, no knot she can't chew through. She'll be out at
the Stepsons' barracks, mark my words."

And that stopped all conjecture about the horse, and Kama's attenpt to lighten Crit's nood. It
wasn't the Stepsons' barracks any longer, not with so few Stepsons | eft. Nobody stayed there now.
It was too lonely. The place was used for storage of gear and extra horses, but Crit stayed here,
at the Shanbl es safe house; Strat stayed . . . where Strat stayed. Randal, who could have cl ai ned
the right, was sleeping in the Mageguild, and Kana herself preferred any nunber of beds with nen
inthemto a solitary one full of unhappy nenori es.

"1"I'l go out and check," she said lanely. "You ve got to go to work, anyway. See you toni- |ater?"

"Tonight's fine with me," said Crit gently, and then with nore fire in him "If you want to join
me over at Ischade's-I can't let this thing with Strat go on like this. 1've got to get himout of
there.”

"Why?" Strat had been there for them in his way. When they'd cone back to the guardpost to wite
their report he'd been waiting, full of I|Ischade's warnings and a nore honest concern. But Crit
couldn't un- bend, wouldn't let Strat have an opening so that anmends coul d be nmade.
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"She says," Strat had offered, using the unadorned pronoun, as they always did, to represent
I schade; "that there's nmore trouble com ng out of that house than you or youi's can handl e. Leave
it tous, all right?"

Crit hadn't said a word to that at first, just stared at Strat in that way he had that nade you
want to sink into the earth right there and then. And after too |ong a pause, he'd said what Kama
hoped he woul dn't:

"Us, is it? You and her, you nean? O sone of your soulless zonbies under nutual command?"

Strat had been braced for it, by then. Kana wanted to crawl under the table, pretend she didn't
under st and what was happeni ng and suggest they all go to breakfast-anything but sit there, a nute
witness to the rending of a Sacred Band oat h.

Strat had said only, "Crit, | signed off" on your paperwork, what nore do you want? You can't
handle this. W won't tell anyone if you don't. Tasfalen's . . . our business. So's Haught. Keep
your people away fromthem that's all I'msaying." And with that, Strat had left.

There was a tine Kama woul d have taken Crit to her bosomon this son of rebound and felt I|ike
she'd won sonething. But the confort he needed wasn't hers, and all the acrobatics he'd put both

of themthrough so that he could finally fall into an exhausted sleep didn't help what was ailing
Critias.
O didn't help enough. Still, she said, "Wait for ne tonight," and left him thinking that, if

things were going frombad to worse with Strat, Cit mght really need her help. He needed
sonmeone's. And Kama knew that, no matter what trouble it caused with MIlin or anybody el se, what-
ever Crit needed, she had to try to give him

Love tends to be like that, even in Sanctuary.

Alone in his office, Critias pretended to work on the duty roster until his eyes started to sting.
Then he gave it up, having made little progress, and began to put his papers away, thinking that
he'd go down to Caravan Square and see if he could find Kama anot her horse.

But as he was leaving, Gayle came in, nuttering that there was "sone porker outside you' d better
take a | ook at, sir-personal like."

"I"'mnot in the mood," Crit snapped, then said: "Sorry, Gayle, it's not you. It's that damed Zip.
Anybody report anything odd | ast night?"

It was Zip's shift, so as to whatever had happened about the stone shrine, Crit didn't expect
anything like an honest report fromthe watch officer. Wuldn't have, even if Zip could wite nore
than his nane.

"That's what |'msayin'. Commander: you'd better cone have a |l ook at this guy, cane in last night
to the meres* hostel, clainng all sorts of privilege.-Now he's |ookin'" for Tenpus." Gayle
shrugged and grimaced, anticipating Crit's next question. "Didn't tell himanything, either way."

""Just where 'outside' is this fell ow?"

"Down at the StormGod's tenple, like he owned it. Nice horse, nice gear, lots of |oose change."

"Right. 1'"'mon ny way." They all knew the type-they were the type, before Tenpus had wel ded t hem
i nto sonething nore usabl e by Enpire.

Gayl e was still hovering and Crit understood why: "Sonebody's got to watch the shop, friend."

Gayl e screwed up his face. "Forking waste, all this porked-up paper work's sonethin' any porkin'
fool can do."

"Not when it's nmine, it isn't. Mdlin cones by, keep himhere, tell himwe' re naki ng copies and
need his signature on sonething-anything. Try to find out what he's up to on this Tasfalen matter
And | et himknow that, far as we're concerned, it's closed: we found the man in question, he's not
accused of anything, there's nothing nore we can do."
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Gayl e was nodding intently, trying to nenorize all of that, as Crit |eft.

H s gray horse was still where Crit had tethered it, Enlil be praised. If that one di sappeared,
then it was going to becone police business, and fast. But it hadn't. He rubbed its nose and it
whi ckered softly as he mounted up and headed off into the early norning sunlight.

The worst thing about this new duty was getting used to sleeping at night, working in the daytine.
For Crit's noney, sunlight was sonething you left to the cattle. In Sanctuary, |ike nost other
venues he'd worked, what was worth doi ng got done at night.

But conmand made its demands, and when he got to the Storm God's tenple he w shed he'd conmanded
his mage, Randal, to conme to the Street of Tenples with him

The horse that was tied in front of the tenple screamed noney and power from every trapping and
t he pantherskin shabraque it wore was of a style and quality Crit had never seen before.

"Where's the owner of this horse?" he denanded of the tenple acolyte who'd obviously been paid to
wat ch over it and was doing that froma distance: the shabraque wasn't the only part of this beast
with teeth.

"I'n back, Commander, down that alley." The acolyte rolled its eunuch's eyes heavenward as if to
say. Don't ask ne why these warriors do what they do

Crit looked at the tethered warhorse, whose saddl e had hung on it both a large and small shield,
and other inplenents of close and reginented fighting, and blew out a |ong, slow breath.

Crit's dues to the nercenary's guild were still paid up. He rode, rather than wal ked, down the
alley on the southwest side of the StormGod's tenple until he cane to a man eating a skewer of
| anb and drinking froma w neskin, |eaning up against the tenple wall near a pile of stones.

"Life to you," Crit said cautiously, keeping rein contact with his horse's mouth with one hand and
his other on the crossbow he coul d shoot wi thout disengaging fromits saddl e hook

"And the rest, as follows," said the other nan whose helnet, on the pile of stones, was of an
ancient style fromfar to the west. "I'm|l ooking for Tempus."

"You've found his first officer." Od habits died hard. "I'mholding the bag here till he
returns." Everything about this fighter screaned trouble; the fact that he was | ooking for the
Riddler didn't mtigate that: whoever Tenpus wanted for his sortie, he'd already contacted.

"You'll do, then."
"Thanks. Do for what?"

"I'moffering nmy services- Tenpus needs a little help here, | was told." The man was Crit's height
but somewhat heavier, in his mddle years, scarred enough by war and wi nd and sun to prove him
mortal. Hi s head was broad and strong and resenbl ed, nore than anything el se, a human version of
the helmet he'd set on the piled stones. The red-brown eyes in that face held Crit's inplacably,
and the Stepson had the unm stakabl e i npression that he was bei ng judged.

"He's not here, | said.”
"But the problens are, and you're short-handed, so they say up at the guild hostel."

"Who sent you?" Bluntly put. If this fighter was a nere, as he said, the guild records could tell
hi m sonet hi ng about the nan he was |looking at -if Crit needed to know any nore.

A quirked smile that showed no teeth. "Your need, for certain-and the Riddler's. The Storm God, if
you |ike."

Crit hated this sort of innuendo- The nman he was | ooking at was of a fighting class not usually
under his command, and if the newconer was staying in Sanctuary, some acconmodati on between them
woul d have to be nmade. The last thing he needed was a man |like this working against him And if he
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was what he seened-an acquai ntance of Tenpus-then he might represent a light at the end of Crit's
personal tunnel

The man | eaning against the wall merely chewed on his stick of Iamb chunks and eyed Crit and the
gray horse until Critias knew he nust disnobunt or create an eneny,

When he'd done that, the newconmer threw away his stick of lanb and canme toward him Wen he
reached the pile of stones, he put one foot up on it and retrieved his helnmet. "I'm known as
Shepherd," he said, and held out his hand.

"I bet you are," Crit replied, taking it. Between themwas the pile of stones and, sonehow, Crit
didn't want to touch it. He renmenbered what Kama had said about Zip and the stones, but it didn't
seem anywhere Bear as inportant as the man before him "Well, Shepherd, |I'mnot using niy war nane
here, so it's just Critias." He disengaged his hand and unconsciously wi ped it against his hip.

Behind Crit, his horse snorted. Duly pronpted, the Stepson said, "W've got plenty of work for the
right sort of man, but what kind depends on how |l ong you' re staying. And what sort of references
you can produce. Mre, | hope, than just evidence of the Storm God's favor."

"More than gods' favor, yes," said Shepherd, tapping his foot on the pile of stones. "Gods: can't
live with "em can't shoot 'em" He shook his head in nock disgust, to nake it clear that the
remark was a joke, but it seenmed strange to Crit, as strange as this Shepherd cone to Sanctuary in
the wake of the Riddler.

I NHERI TOR

Davi d Dr ake

"You need a dagger, caravan master," said the stranger to Sam or hi) Sanmt as he began to bring a
weapon slowy out from under his cloak

The man hadn't spoken |oudly, but there were key words which rang in the air of the Vul gar

Uni corn. Weapon words were alnost as sure a way to get attention in this bar as the nention of
noney. Conversation stopped or dropped into a | ower key; eyes shifted over beer nugs and dice
cups.

Sam or was already in the state of tension which gripped any sane man when he wal ked into this bar
in the heart of Sanctuary's Maze district. Mire than the word "dagger" shocked hi mnow, so that
his right hand slipped to the brass ponmel and hilt-of nondescript hardwood, plain and serviceabl e
like the man who carried it-of the long fighting knife in his belt sheath.

At the sane tine, Samor's left arm swept behind himto |ocate and hold his seven-year-old niece
Star. She was with himin this place because there was no place in the world safer for her than
besi de her mother's brother . . . which was al nost another way of saying that there was no safety
at all inthis life.

Al nost, because for forty-three years, Samor hil Samt had managed to do what he thought he had to
do, be dammed to the price he paid or the cost to whatever stood between himand duty.

The stranger shouldn't have called him "caravan naster." That's what he was, what he had been ever
since he had determined to lift his family from poverty, despite the scorn all his kin heaped on
hi m for di shonoring Ordonian nobility by going into trade. But no one in Sanctuary shoul d have
recogni zed Samor; and if they did, he and Star were in trouble mich deeper than the genera

m asma of danger perneating this place. There were people in Sanctuary who actively wi shed Sanm or
dead. That was unusual; not because he'd lived a life free fromdeadly enenies, but because fate
or the Cirdonian caravan nmaster hinself had carried off nobst of those direct threats already.

When he bedded his canels at night on the trail, Sam or wal ked the circuit of the |aager prodding
crevices and holes with a cornel -wood staff flexible enough to reach an arm's |ength down a
circui tous burrow.
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If there were a hiss or an angry jarring of fangs on the staff, he either bl ocked the hole or, as
the nood struck him teased the snake into the open to be finished with a whip-swift flick of the
staff. That was the only way to prevent beasts and nen from being bitten when they rolled in their
sl eep onto vipers sheltering agai nst manmmal i an warnth

The caravan routes were a hard school, but applying the | essons he | earned there to hunan enem es
had kept Sam or alive |onger than would otherw se have been the case.

Sanctuary, though, was a probl em better avoi ded than sol ved-and i nsol ubl e besi des. Sanl or had no
intention of seeing and snelling the foul ness of this place ever again, until the nessenger
arrived with the letter from Sanl ane.

It could have been a forgery, though the Cirdonian script on the strip of bark-pul p paper was
illegible until it had been wound onto a nessage staff of the precise length and dianeter of the
ones Samor's fam |y had adopted when they were ennobl ed seventeen generations before. But the
hand was right; the nessage had the right aura of terse presunption that Sam or would do his
sister's will inthis matter

And t he paper was browned enough with age, despite having been | ocked in a banker's strong room
that the docunent mght well have been witten before Sam ane died with her brother's knife
t hrough her belly and through the thing she carried in her wonb.

Sam or couldn't inmmgi ne what inheritance could be worth the risk of bringing Star back to
Sanctuary, but his sister had been foolishly destruc- tive only of herself. If the | egacy which
woul d corme to Star at age seven were that inportant, then it was Samor's duty as the child's
uncle to see that she received it.

It was his duty as the father as well, but that was something he thought about only when he
awakened in the bl eak darkness.

So he was in Sanctuary again, where no one was safe; and a man he didn't know had just identified
hi m

Star put a hand on her uncle's elbow, to reassure himw th her pres- ence and the fact she
under st ood the tension

The trio of punks by the door glanced sidelong with greasy eyes. They were street toughs, too
young to have an identity beyond the gang nem bership they proclained with matching yell ow
bandannas and hi gh boots that made sense only for horsenen. They were dangerous, the gods knew,
the way a troop of baboons was dangerous. Like baboons, they stank, yanmered, and | et vicious
hostility to outsiders serve in situations where humans woul d have found intelligence to be
usef ul .

Four soldiers, out of uniformbut obvious fromthe way their hair was cut short to fit beneath a
hel met, sat at a table near the bar with a pinp and a wonman. The pinp gave Sanl or and the
situation an appraising | ook. The woran eyed the caravan naster blearily, because he happened to
be standi ng where her eyes were nore or |ess focused.

And the soldiers, after nonmentary alertness to the possibility of a braw, resuned their
negoti ations regarding a price for the woman to go down on all four of themin the alley outside

There were a dozen other people in the tavern, besides the slope-shoul - dered tapster and the

bar mai d-t he only other woman present-who slid between tables, too tired to slap at the hands that
groped her and too jaded to care. The drinkers, solitary or in pairs, were nondescript though
clothed within a fair range of wealth and national origin. They could be identified as crininals
only because they chose to gather here.

"I don't need a dagger," said Sam or, releasing Star to free his left hand as his right lifted the
wedge of his own belt knife a fewinches up in its sheath. "I have ny own."

There was not hing fancy about Sam or's weapon. The bl ade was a foot long with two straight edges.
The metal had no ornanmentation beyond the unsharpened relief cuts which would pernit the user to
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short-grip the weapon with an index finger over the crosshilt. It was forged of a good grade of
st eel -t hough, again, nothing exceptional

Recently, a few blades of Enlibar steel had appeared. These were forged fromiron alloyed with a
bl ue-green ore of copper which had been cursed by earth spirits, kobolds. The ore could be snelted
only by magi- cal neans, and it was said to give an exceptional toughness to sword bl ades.

Sam or had been interested in the reports, but he'd survived as long as he had by sticking to what
he was sure would work. He left the experi- ments with kobold steel to others.

"You'll want this anyway," said the stranger, lifting his dagger by its crosshilt so that the
ponmel was toward Samni or.

Not a threat, only a man with sonething to sell, thought the G rdonian s he sidled anay fromthe
stranger to get to the bar. Harm ess, alnpbst certainly-but Sam or noved to his left, guiding Star
ahead of himso that his body was between her and the weapon that the other nan in- sisted on

di spl aying. The fellow had sized up Sam or as he entered the Vul gar Unicorn, guessing his
occupation fromhis appearance. A con man's trick, perhaps, but not an assassin's.

There was no reason to take chances.

"When are we going to sleep, uncle?" asked Star with a thin whine on the |ast syllables which
meant she was really getting tired. That was understandable, but it meant she was likely to balk
when she needed to obey- She m ght even call him"Uncle Sam or" despite having been warned that
Sam or's real nane woul d nake both of themtargets.

Star was an unusual child, but she was a child nonet hel ess.

"Two mugs of blue John," said the G rdonian, |oudly enough for the tapster halfway down the bar to
hear him They already had the attention of the fellow, an athlete gone to fat but still powerful.
He was bal ding, and his scars showed that he had been doing this work or work equally rough for
many years.

If sonething had cost himhis left thunb during that tine-he was still the one wal king around to
tell the tale, wasn't he?

"I want-" Star piped up-

"And two beers to wash it down," Sam or said loudly, cutting her off. As his left hand reached
down for his belt purse, he let it linger for a nonment where Star's hood covered the whorl of
white hair that was the source of her name. She quieted for the noment, though the touch was
gentle.

Star's nother had i nmersed herself in arts that had ultimately killed her-or had | ed her to need
to die. Her child had terrifying powers when necessity and circunstances conbined to bring them
out.

But Samior hil Sant had no need of magic to frighten anyone who knew himas well as the child did.
He woul d not cuff her across the roony not here, not ever. Hs rage was as real as the rock
glowing white in the bowels of a volcano. The Ci rdoni an's anger bubbl ed beneath -a crust of
control that split only when he chose that it should, and he would never release its destruction
on his kin, blood of his blood ... his seed.

Star was ol d enough to recognize the fury, and wi se enough to avoid it even when she was fatigued.
She patted her protector's hip.

The coin Sam or held between the middle and index finger of his |eft hand was physically snmall but
mnted fromgold. It was an indication to the sharp-eyed tapster that his custoner wanted nore
than drink, and a pronise that he would pay well for the additional service. The man behind the
bar nodded as he scooped cl abbered mlk froma stoneware jug under the bar

There was no drink nore refreshing than blue John to a dusty traveler, tired and hungry but too
dry to bolt solid food. It was a caravaner's drink -and Sam or was a caravaner, obvious to anyone,
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even before he or- dered. He shouldn't have been surprised at the way a stranger had ad- dressed
hi m

Sam or wore a cloak, pinned up nowto half-length as he would wear it for riding. Wen he slept or
stood in a chili breeze, it could cover himhead to toe. The fleece fromwhich it was tightly
woven had a natural blue-black color, but it had never been washed or dyed. Lanolin remain- ing in
the wool made the garnment al nobst waterproof.

The tunic he wore beneath the cloak was wool al so, but dyed a neutral russet color. Starting out
bef ore dawn on the caravan road, Sam or would wear as nmany as three simlar tunics over this one,
stripping themoff and binding themto his saddle as the sun brightened dazzlingly on the high
passes.

The bottom | ayer against his skin was of silk, the only luxury Sam or allowed hinself or even
desired while he was on the road.

He was a broad-shoul dered, deep-chested man even without the added bul k of his cloak, but his
wists woul d have been thick on a man of half again his size. The skin of his hands and face was
roughened by a thou- sand storns whipping sand or ice crystals across the plains, and it was
darkened to an angry red that mmcked the tan his Cirdonian genes did not have the pignent to
support.

When Sam or sniled, as he did occasionally, the expression flitted across his face with the
diffidence of a visitor sure he's knocking at the wong address. Wen he barked orders, whether to

men or beasts, his features stayed neutral and nothing but assurance rang in his chill, crisp
t ones.
When Sam or hil Samt was angry enough to kill, he spoke in soft, bantering tones. The nuscles

stretched across his cheekbones and pulled thenselves into a visage very different fromhis norna
appear ance; a visage not altogether hunan.

He rarely becane that angry; and he was not angry now, only cautious and in need of information
before he could lead Star and her |egacy out of this dammable city.

The cl abbered nmilk was served in masars, wooden cups darkened by the sweaty pal ns of hundreds of
previ ous users. As the tapster paused, mi dway between reaching for the coin now or draw ng the
beer first, Samor said, "I'mtrying to find a man in this town, and |I'm hoping that you m ght be
able to hel p ne. Business, but not . . . serious business."

That was true, though neither the tapster nor any other man in this dive was likely to believe it.

Not that they'd care, either, so long as they'd been paid in honest coin. "A regular?" asked the
bal di ng man softly as his hand did, after all, cover the gold which Sam or was not yet willing to
rel ease.

"I doubt it," said the Grdonian with a false, fleeting smle. "H s nane's Setios. A businessnan,
per haps, a banker, as like as not. O just possibly, he might be, you know, . , sonmeone who deal s
with magic. | was told he keeps a denon inprisoned in a crystal bottle."

You could never tell how nention of sorcery or a wizard was going to strike people. Sone very
tough nen woul d bl anch and draw away-or try to slit your throat so that they wouldn't have to
listen to nore.

The tapster only smled and said, "Sonebody may know him ['Il ask around." He turned. The coin
di sappeared into a pocket of his apron

"Uncle, | don't Iike-'

"And the beers, friend," Samor called in a slightly |ouder voice. There was little for a child to
drink in a place like this. Star didn't have decades of caravan life behind her, the days when
anyt hing wet was better than the smle of a goddess- The beer was a better bet than what- ever
passed for wine, and either would be safer than the water. "This is a very special knife," said a
voi ce at Saml or's shoulder. The Cirdonian turned, face flat. He was alnpst willing to disbelieve
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the senses that told himthat the stranger was pursuing his attenpt to sell a dagger. In this
pl ace, a tavern where unwanted persistence generally |led to sonebody being kill ed.

"Cet away fromne," Samor said in a clear, clipped voice, "or I'll put you through a w ndow. "

He nodded toward the wall facing the street, where wicker lattices screened the |arge openings to
either side of the door. The sides of the roomwere ventilated by high, horizontal slits that
opened onto alleys even nore fetid than the interior of the tavern

Sam or neant exactly what he said, though it would cause trouble that he'd really rather avoid.

Star wasn't the only one whom fatigue had left with a hair trigger. The man wasn't a threatening
figure, only an irritating one. He was shorter than Sam or by an inch or two and fine-boned to an
al nost fem nine degree. He wore a white linen kilt with a scarlet hem cinched up on a slant by a
belt of gorgeous gold brocade. His thigh-length cape was of a thick, soft, blue fabric, but his
torso was bare beneath that garnent. The skin was coppery brown, and his chest, though hairless,
was flat-nuscled and clearly nale.

The stranger blinked above his smle and backed a half step. Sam or caught the beers that the
tapster glided to himacross the surface of the bar, "Here, Star," said the Crdoni an, handi ng one
of the containers down to his charge. "It's what there is, so don't conplain. W'll do better

anot her tine, all right?"

The beer was in leathern jacks, and the tar used to seal the | eather becanme a nmjor conponent of
the liquid s flavor. It was an acquired taste -and not one Sam or, nuch |ess his niece, had ever
bothered to acquire. At that, the snoky flavor of the tar might be | ess unpleasant than the way
the brew here would taste without it.

The tapster had crooked a finger toward a dun-colored man at a conmer table. Sam or would not have
noti ced the sumons had he not been sure it was coming, but the two nen began to talk in | ow
voi ces at the far end of the bar

The tavern was lighted by a lantern behind the bar and a trio of |anps hanging froma hoop in the
center of the room The terra-cotta |anps had been nolded for good |uck into the shape of penises.

There was no sign that the clientele of this place was particularly fortunate, and the gods knew
they were not well lighted. The cheap lanp oil gave off as much snoke as flanme, so that the tavern
drifted in a haze as bitter as the faces of its denizens.

"Really, Master Samor," said the stranger, "you nust |ook at this dagger."

The Cirdonian's nanme made tine freeze for him though no one else in the Vul gar Uni corn appeared
to take undue notice. The flat of the weapon was toward Sam or. The slimman held the hilt between
thunb and forefinger and bal anced the | ower edge of the blade near the tip of his other forefinger-
not even a razor will cut with no nore force than gravity driving it.

Sam or's own belt knife was clear of its sheath, drawn by reflex w thout need for his conscious
mnd to reach to the danger. But the stranger was sniling and i nmobile, and the dagger he held

The dagger was very interesting at that.

Its ponmmel was faceted with the ruddy |uster of copper. The butt itself was flat and narrow,
angling wider for a finger's breadth toward the hilt and narrowing again in a snmooth concave arc
The effect was that of a coffin, narrow for the corpse's head and wider for his shoulders until it
tapered toward his feet again.

The hilt was unusual and perhaps not attractive, but the true wonder of the weapon was its bl ade

Steel becones nore brittle as it becones harder. The greatest nystery of the swordsmth's art is
the tenpering that permits blades to strike without shattering while remaining hard enough to
cl eave arnmor or an Opponent's weapon.

A way around the problemis to weld a billet of soft iron to a billet of steel hardened with the
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hi ghest possi bl e carbon content. The fused bar can then be hammered flat and fol ded back on
itself, the process repeated until iron and steel are intermngled in thousands of |ayers thinner
than the edge of a razor

Done correctly, the result is a blade whose hardness is sandwi ched within nalleable | ayers that
absorb shock and give the whole resilience; but the operation requires the flats to be cl eaned
before each refol ding, |est oxide scale weaken the core and cause it to split on inpact like a
wand of whal ebone. Few sniths had the skill and patience to forge such bl ades; few purchasers had
the wealth to pay for so nuch expert | abor

But this stranger seenmed to think Samlor fell into the latter category- as the caravan naster
i ndeed did, if he wanted a thing badly enough-

The bl ade was beautiful. It was doubl e-edged and a foot long, with the sharpened surfaces
describing flat curves instead of being straight tapers |like those of the knife in Sam or's hand.
The bl ade sl oped toward either edge fromthe deep keel in the center which gave it stiffness-and
all along the flat, the surface danced and shimrered with the polished, acid- etched whorls of the
dissimlar netals which conprised it

Because of their nultiple hamrered refoldings, the join lines between layers of iron and stee
were as conplex as the sutures of a human skull. After the bar had been forged and ground into a
bl ade, the smith pol- ished it and dipped it into strong acid which he quickly flushed away.

The steel resisted the biting fluid, but some of the softer iron was eaten by even the bri ef
touch. The iron becane a shadow of incredible delicacy agai nst which the ripples of bright stee
stood out |ike sunlight on nmoun- tain rapids. Even without its functional purpose, the waternmarked
bl ade woul d have commanded a high price for its appearance.

Sam or's eyes stung. He blinked, because in the wavering |anplight the spidery lines of iron
agai nst steel |ooked Iike witing.

The stranger sniled nore broadly.
"Unc-" began Star with a tug on the caravan master's |eft sleeve.

The iron shadows in the heart of the blade read "He will attack"” in Crdonian script. A nonment
before they had been only swirls of netal

The stranger's hand slid fully onto the hilt he had been pinching to display. He twisted it in a
sl ashing stroke toward Sam or's eyes.

Sam or didn't believe the words witten on steel. He didn't even believe he had seen them But
part of his nervous system"nind" would be too formal a termfor reflex at so primtive a |evel -
reacted to the strangeness w th explosive activity.

The Cirdonian's |left hand shot out and crushed the stranger's fingers against the grip of his
weapon, easily turning the stroke into a harm ess upward sweep- The netal that Sam or touched-the
copper buttcap and the tang to which scales of dark wood were pinned to conplete the hilt- were
cooler than air tenperature despite having been carried beneath the stranger's cape.

Sam or's right hand slamed his own dagger up and through the stranger's ribcage till the
crosshilt stopped at the breastbone. The cara- van master could have disarnmed his opponent w thout
putting a foot of steel through his chest, but reflex didn't know that and instinct didn't care.

The stranger-the dead man, now, with steel fromhis diaphragmto the back of his throat-lifted at
the short, powerful blow Hi s head snapped back-his nmouth was still smling-and hamrered the hoop
whi ch suspended the | anps. They sl oshed and went out as the heavy oil doused their wi cks.

"Star, keep behind-" Sam or ordered as the light dimmed and his right hand jerked down to clear
his weapon fromthe torso in which he had just inmbedded it. The stranger flopped forward | oosely,
but the bl ade remai ned st uck.

Sonebody' s hurl ed beer nmug snmashed the | antern behind the bar. The Vul gar Unicorn was as dark as
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the bowel s of hell

Sam or ducked and hunched back agai nst the bar while he tugged at his knife hilt wi th enough
strength to have forced a canel to its knees.

There was a grunt and an oak-topped table crashed over. Sonebody screaned as if he were being
opened fromgroin to gullet-as my have been the case. Darkness in a place like this was both an
opportunity and a source of panic. Either could |ead to slaughter

Sam or's dagger woul dn't cone free. He hadn't felt it grate bone as it went in, and it didn't fee
now as if the top were caught on ribs or the stranger's vertebrae. The blade didn't flex at all
the way it should have done if it were held at one point. It was nore as if Sam or had thrust the
steel into fresh concrete and were com ng back a day later in a vain attenpt to withdrawit.

One advantage to winning a knife fight is that you have the choice of your opponent's weapon if
sonet hi ng' s happened to yours. The Cirdoni- an's |left hand snatched the hilt fromthe unresisting
fingers of the man he had just killed, while his right arm swept behind himto gather up his

ni ece.

A thrown weapon plucked his sl eeve nuch the way the child had done a nonent before. The point was
too blunt to stick in the bar panel against which it crashed |ike a crossbow bolt.

Star wasn't there. She wasn't anywhere within the sweep of Samlor's arm and there was no response
when he desperately called the child' s nane.

Steel hit steel across the roomwith a clang and a shower of angry orange sparks. Someone outside
the tavern called a warning, but there was already a murderous scuffle blocking the only door to
the street.

That left the door to the alley on the opposite side of the tavern; stairs to the upper floor-

whi ch Sam or couldn't locate in the dark and which were probably worth his life to attenpt anyway;
and a third option which was faster and safer than the other two, though it was neither fast nor
safe on any sane scal e.

Sam or gripped the body of his victimbeneath both arnpits and rushed forward, using the corpse as
a shield and a battering ram

Hi s niece mght still be inside the Vulgar Unicorn, but he couldn't find her in the darkness if
she didn't-or couldn't-answer his call. Star was a | evel -headed girl who m ght have screaned but
woul dn't have pani cked to silence when Sam or shouted for her.

He was much nore concerned that she had bolted for the door the instant the lights went out, and
that she was now in the arnms of soneone with a good idea of the price a virgin of her age woul d
fetch in this hellhole-

Sonmebody brushed Sam or from the side-backed into himand caronmed off, wailing in terror. Sam or
did not cut with his new dagger at the contact because Star could still be within reach of his
blade . . . He was willing to be stabbed hinself to avoid making that sort of m stake.

Sam or stunbled on an outstretched |inmb which gave but did not twitch beneath his boot. Then the
corpse hit the screen to the right of the door and the Cirdonian used all the strength of his back
and shoul ders to smash the w ckerwork out into the street.

The screen was dry with age, and many of the individuals withies were already splitting away from
the tiny trenails that pinned themto the frane. The wi cker still retained a springy strength
greater than that of thin board shutters, and Saml or felt a hint of infuriating backthrust against
hi s push.

The frame snapped away fromthe sash, letting the corpse carry the collapsing w ckerwork ahead of
it into the street.

There was enough haze to hide the stars and silver noon, but the sky gl ow was enough to fill the
wi ndow sash after the lattice had been torn away. Sam or dived over the sill, keeping his body as
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| ow as possible. He could have boosted hinself with his enmpty right hand so that he |anded feet
first instead of slanming the street with his shoul der

But if he had done that, the knife that flicked through the air above his rolling body woul d
i nstead have punched between his shoul der bl ades.

Sone braw ers, like sharks in a feeding frenzy, don't need a reason to kill; only a target.

"Star!" the caravan master bellowed as he hit, the shock of inpact turning the word into nore of a
gasp than he had expected. His cloak and shoul der nuscles had to break the fall, because his left
hand, the downsi de hand, held the long knife that could be the margin of survival in the next

i nstants.

The door of the tavern beside Sam or was bl ocked by two nen, the larger holding the smaller and
stabbing with mndless repetition. The only sound the victimmade now was the squel ch of his flesh
parting before the steel.

A wat chman had stepped froma door down the street. The lantern he raised did not illum nate
figures, but its light wavered fromnetal in the hands of half a dozen nen scurrying toward the
al tercation.

Sam or had heard that there were local nmilitias raised fromevery few blocks of the AOd Cty. They
differed fromstreet gangs in their expressed deternination to keep order and protect their

encl aves-but that didn't nean it would be healthy for an outsider to fall into their hands after
starting a brawl on their turf. Mlitiamen rarely saw the need for a trial when there was already
a rope or a sword handy.

The squad marching toward the noise fromthe other direction was paid to enforce the law, but the
priorities of the nmen conprising the unit tended to be nore personal - They were regul ar arny, and
the quicker they silenced the trouble, the quicker they could get the fuck back to the patro
station where they didn't have to worry about showers of bricks and roofing tiles.

I One of the soldiers carried a lantern on a pole. The glazing was pro- tected by wire nesh, and
simlar nmetal curtains depended stiffly fromthe brins of the squad's dented helnets. They carried
pol e arnms, hal berds, and short pikes, and they shuffled forward with such noi sy deliberation that
it was obvious they hoped the problemwould go away wi thout any need for themto deal with it.

Sam or was wilting enough to do that. The problemwas how Star wasn't in the street and wasn't
answering him He'd find her if he ad to wash Sanctuary away in the blood of its denizens, but
first he had to get clear of this ness into which Fate seened to have dropped himtirough no fault
of his own.

Way had that clumsy, suicidal stranger attacked hin? Wiy had the silow even accosted hin? But
first, survival

Sam or switched the dagger to his right, nmaster hand, and dodged into an alley nearest him

The passageway was scarcely the width of his shoul ders, but a door- strapped and studded with
nmet al -gave onto it fromthe building on the other side. The G rdonian sl apped the panel as he
dodged past it. Had it opened, he would have dived in and dealt with those inside in whatever
fashi on seened advi sabl e.

But he didn't expect that; and, as he expected, the door was as solid as the stone to either side
of it,

The alley jogged, though Sam or didn't recall an angle frominside the Vulgar Unicorn's taproom
He slid past the facet of masonry, into an instant of pitch darkness before sonmeone within the
tavern reignited a | anp.

There were two slit windows serving this side of the taproom The grating still covered one, but
the light silhouetted the crisp rectangle of the other fromwhich the wi ckerwork had been torn
since the caravan naster last saw it inside- Even so, the opening was too narrow to pass an adult.
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Sam or's mouth opened to call, but the child in the nmidst of four nmen was already screaning
"Uncl e Sam or\"

There were three of them between himand Star, packed into the pas- sageway so that the child's
dust -whitened garments were only a shimrer past their [egs. They were the punks fromthe table by
the door. Beyond themwas a fourth man, tall and hooded, closing Star's escape route.

Li ght in the passageway was only the ghost filtering through the tavern wi ndows and reflected from
the filth-blackened wall opposite, but it was enough for Sam or's business. He drew the push
dagger fromits sheath under the back of his collar and held it so that its narrow point jutted
out between the fourth and mddle fingers of his left hand.

Bef ore the caravan naster could lunge into action, the hooded nman stepped past the cringing Star
and held his staff vertically to confront the trio of toughs. Either the hood was flapping | oose
or something tiny capered on the fellow s shoul der.

"What are you doing with this child?" he denanded in a clear voice. "Begone!"
"Hey," said the nearest thug, doubtful enough to step back and jostle a conpanion

The staff gl owed pal e blue, a hazy color which seened to hang in the air as the object trenbl ed.
The face beneath the hood was set with deter- mnation which controlled but did not elininate the
underlying fear. The staff shook because the nman holding it was terrified.

Reasonabl y enough

Sam or paused. |f the toughs did turn away in fear of what confronted them he didn't want to be
| aunched into an attack intended for their backs.

He didn't know what was going on. Sonetines you had to act anyway -but just now, Star was out of
i medi at e danger, so there was no point in going off half-cocked.

Sonet hi ng-a man, there was no dammed doubt about it, but he was only a hand span tall-stood on the
right shoulder of the man with the glowing staff. The little fell ow hopped up and down, then
pi ped, "Do not be afraid to do that in which you are right!"

A thug swore and swng his weapon at the staff.

I nstead of blades or ordinary clubs, this trio of street toughs carried weighted chai ns which

Sam or had mistaken in the tavern for itens of arnmor or adornnment when they were coiled through an
epaul ette | oop on each youth's shoul der. Each chain was about a yard |long, made up of fine links
whi ch slipped over one another like drops of water. They were polished gl ass-snooth and then

pl ated for | ooks-silver for two of the thugs, gold for the third who now swing his weapon in a
glittering arc.

Both ends of the chain were weighted by | ead knobs the size of large walnuts, arned with stee

spi kes. The knobs were heavy enough to stun or kill but still so Iight that they could be directed
handily and with blinding speed. A skilled man in the right situation could pulp an oppos- ing
knife artist, and he could do so with the sort of flashy display which on the street counted for
nmore t han success.

It was the wrong weapon for an alleyway which even at its w dest point was straighter than the
span of the chain fully extended, but the hooded man seened to have no idea of how to defend
hi nsel f. The wei ghted end of the chain wapped itself tight against the staff-it clacked |like
wood, despite the gl ow which suggested it was of some eerie material-and the tough jerked it
toward him

The hoppi ng mani ki n di sappeared wi th a high-pitched shriek of terror. The hooded man staggered
forward, managing to keep a hold on his staff only by lurching toward the punk whose weapon had
snatched it. The blue gl ow was snuffed out as if the gold-plated chain had strangled the life from
t he wood.

The hooded man was a magi cian, had to be with his staff and capering mani kin. Sam or-and probably
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the street toughs as well, though psy- chotic pride ruled the actions of their |eader-expected
magi cal retribu- tion for the attack. A thunderbolt night shatter them or icy needles from
nowhere mght |ace their bodies into bl oody sieves.

Not hi ng happened except that the |eading thug gripped his opponent by the throat and shouted,
"Finish "im dungbrains!™ to his fellows as the victimstruggled to free his chai n-wapped staff.

The caravan naster waded in to do the job that nagic wouldn't take care of after all.

One of the three youths hung a half step behind his fellows. Sam or punched the base of his skul
| eft-handed. The steel cap conceal ed be- neath the bright bandanna rapped the knuckl e of the
Cirdonian's index finger, but the bodkin point of Sam or's push dagger plunged in to its ful

| engt h.

The youth turned and cried out, pulling clear of the two-inch blade that left a trickle of gore
craw ing toward the collar of his studded vest. He'd been spinning his chain between the thunb and
i ndex finger of his right hand, waiting for an opening to slap the weight into the hooded nan. One
of the balls gouged Sam or's thigh, but that was accident rather than deliberate counterattack

The youth dropped his weapon and stunbled off down the all eyway, kicked in passing by the nman
still struggling for his staff- Star flattened herself against the wall to let himgo. Her eyes
and the white swirl in her hair were pools of reflected |ight as she stared at her uncle.

Saml or cut at the neck of the next thug with the waternarked dagger while drops of blood stil
winked in the air as they flew fromthe neck of his first target. The hilt of the unfaniliar
weapon was slimmer in his hand than the knife he'd left in the corpse, but the blade's relative
poi nt - heavi ness gave heft to the slashing bl ow The youth got his left armup in tinme to bl ock
the edge with his forearmwhile his | eader sprayed curses and tried to clear his chain fromthe
staff which now held it rather than the reverse

There wasn't enough hilt for Sam or's hands. The shock threatened to jar the knife away fromhim
as the bl ade sank deep into the | eading arnbone and cracked it through as the G rdonian tw sted.
The youth squeal ed i n hopel ess panic, but luck or practice spun one end of his weighted chainin a
| oop around the weapon that had crippled him

Sam or punched the tough in the chest |ef Manded, then jerked down on the butt of his coffin-hiked
dagger. The youth's |eather vest was sewn with flat nmetal washers; the narrow point in Sam or's

| eft hand scratched across the face of one before it sank deep enough into unprotected flesh to
prick a lung.

Whet her or not the metal in the dagger bl ade had spelled Saml or a warning, it served well enough
for a fighting knife. At the Crdonian's swift tug, the edges sawed through the silvered chain and
freed them selves. The severed knob spun to the nmuck on the alley's cobblestones with its bit of
attached chain twitching like a lizard's tail

The thug lost his footing and fell backward. He should have tangled hinself with his | eader, but
the youth with the gilded chain danced cl ear

On his toes, buttocks flattening against the tavern wall as his fellow spraw ed beneath him he
whirled a spiked knob at Samlor in a dowmn- ward arc that split the difference between vertical and
hori zont al

The stranger's hood had fl opped back and his cape was twi sted so that its broach cl osure was at
his |l eft shoulder instead of his throat. Wen the street tough dropped himto deal with Sam or

the man rai sed a hand and began to stutter words in a | anguage the caravan nmaster did not know. As
the spike chain spun at Samor's skull in a curve as dangerous as a sword stroke, the stranger
stopped tal king and prodded the youth be- tween the shoulders with his staff-

Sam or dodged back to avoid the spikes, forgetting the bulge in the wall behind that rocked himto
a halt. The knob sparked across the stone and tore the Cirdonian's |left ear as the youth tried to
recover fromthe push that sent himoff bal ance

He didn't get the chance,
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The youth wore a necklace strung with the protective charns of at |east a dozen faiths, and the
front of his vest was strengthened with gilt and silvered studs. None of that hel ped hi mwhen
Sam or stabbed up- ward fromthe groin level. Wiile the punk thrashed |ike a gigged frog on the
twel ve-i nch bl ade, the caravan naster punched himrepeatedly with the push dagger, aining at the
base of the jaw just bel ow the bandanna and the steel cap it covered.

The youth collapsed. H s eyes were open and his lungs were still work- ing well enough to form
bubbles in the blood that drooled fromthe comer of his nouth. A nmixture of body fluids and

di gestive products followed the blade of the long knife as Samor withdrewit. Their foetor was
briefly noticeable even in this alley.

He was probably fourteen years old or so. He | ooked younger, but bad diet pinched and stunted the
faces of those bomhere into permanent chil dhood,

"Now the others," chirped a little voice. "Do not kill a snake and |leave its tail!"

The caravan nmaster was on his knees. He did not recall closing his eyes, but he opened them now.
The man with the staff was on his feet again and straightening his disordered cape. The nani kin
was back on his shoulder, strutting proudly with hands on hi ps.

"You," said Sam or very distinctly. "Shit it in or you'll join 'em?"
The little figure yel ped and di sappeared again

Sam or, Star, and the stranger were alone with the dying youth. The other two toughs had

di sappeared down the alley, and no one el se seened to have entered the passage behind the caravan
master. There were voices fromw thin the taproom deep and hectoring, but Sam or didn't care
enough to try to understand the words.

Hi s niece, shivering also, mnced over to himwi thout |ooking down and put her arns around
Sam or's shoulder. "lI'msorry you hurt your ear, uncle," she said in a voice that trenbled with
the child' s attenpts to control it. "I shouldn't have-"

She hugged him harder. "But | thought | could clinb up fromthe bench when it was dark and | didn
"t know where you were-" Her words tunbled out like flotsamin the current of the sobs wacking
her little body.

"-and the, those men cane and | couldn't do anything!"

"You did fine, darling,"” the Cirdonian nmuttered. He encircled the child with his left arm carefu
that the point of his push dagger was turned outward. He couldn't put it away until he cleaned it,
the way his right hand was w ping the watered steel of the Ionger knife on the pantal oons of the
boy whose breathing had ceased in a pair of great shudders. "But you've gotta listen to ne, or
real ly bad things could happen."”

The bl ade of the |ong dagger showed a nick m dway up one edge, but it had come through the
struggle at |east as well as any other knife was likely to have done. Samor tried to sheathe it
and found the new bl ade was a trifle too broad near the tip to fit the scabbard neant for the
knife it replaced.

He slid it beneath his belt instead; w ped the push dagger; and rose with that miniature weapon in
his right hand while his left arm guided Star behind hi magain.

"Who woul d you be, ny friend?" Sam or asked the man who was fingering his staff now that his cape
was rearranged.

"My name is Khamnas," the fellow said in a cultured voice that tried to be calm The peak of his
hood nust have added several inches to his height, because he was clearly shorter than the caravan
master as well as nuch nore slightly built. "I'ma stranger here in your city."

The mani kin silently reappeared on Khamwas's shoul der. The tiny features were unreadable in the
dimlight, but the figure's pose was appre- hensive.
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"Did you have a friend in that tavern?" asked the caravan master softly. Wen his right thunb
turned to indicate the wall of the Vulgar Unicorn, the point of the push dagger w nked know ngly
toward Khammas's eyes. There was an ethnic if not fanmilial resenblance be- tween this nan and the
one who had died in the Vulgar Unicorn

"I don't know anyone in this city," Khamwas said with cautious dig- nity. "I'ma scholar froma
far country, and |I've cone to ask a favor here froma nan naned Setios."

"Uncle, that's-" blurted Star, catching herself before Samor's free hand coul d waggl e a war ni ng.

"A bird who flies to the nest of another,"” chirped the manikin senten- tiously, "will lose a
feather."
"What in hell is that?" asked the caravan master deliberately, pointing at the manikin with his

right index finger. The bodki n-bl aded push dag- ger paralleled the gesturing finger as if by
chance.

The mani ki n eeped and cowered. Khammas reached across to his right shoulder with his cupped right
hand, as if to shield and stroke the little creature sinultaneously.

"He does no harm sir," the self-styled scholar replied calmy. "I- when | was younger, you
under st and-prayed to certain powers for wis- dom They sent ne this little fellowinstead. H s
name is Tjainufi.”

The mani kin stared bal efully at Khamnas, but his own armreached out to pat the hand protecting
him "A fool who wants to go with a wise nman," he said, "is a goose who wants to go with the
sl aughter knife."

Sam or blinked. He was confused, but that probably didn't matter, not conpared to a dozen ot her
things. "You know nmy nane, then?" he said, harshly again, sure that Khamwas had to have sone
connection with the stranger in the tavern. A sorcerer who knew your nane had the first knot in a
rope of power to bind you

"Sir, | know no one in your city," Khammas repeated, drawi ng hinmself up and planting the staff
firmy before himwith his hands linked on it. "I have a daughter the age of your niece, so |-
tried, | should say, to intervene when she seened to be in difficulties.”

He paused. For an instant his staff flowed again. The grain of the wood nade ripples in the
phosphorescence, and a haze of |ight wapped Khamwas's hands |ike a real fog.

Star reached past her uncle and touched the staff.

The glow flicked out as Khamwas started, but a tinge of blue clung to the child's fingers as she
wi thdrew them Sam or did not swear, because words had power-especially at tinmes |like these. H's
| eft hand caressed his niece's hair, offering human contact when he coul d not be sure what help
if any, the child required.

| f Khammas's toying had done any harm he would be fed his liver on the point of a knife.

Star giggled while both nen watched her with fear born of uncertainty. She opened her fingers
slowy and the glow between their tips grew and paled |like the sheen of an expandi ng soap bubbl e.
Then it popped as if it had never been

Khammvas | et out his breath abruptly. "Sir," he said to the caravan master, "I didn't realize.
Forgive ne for intruding in your affairs.”

Tjainufi, who had di sappeared when Star lifted light fromthe staff, now waggled an arm at Khamnas
and said, "Do not say, *I amlearned.' Set yourself to becone wse."

Khammvas woul d have stepped by and continued up the alley, but Sam or restrained himwith a gesture
that woul d have becone contact if the scholar had not halted, "You saved Star froma bad tine
before | got here," he said. "And likely you saved me, besides distracting the little bastards. M
nane's Sam or hil Samt." He sheathed the little dagger behind his collar. "You and | need to

tal k. "
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"Al'l right. Master Saml or," agreed the other man, though the way his |ips pursed showed that the
suggesti on was not one he would have nade hinmself. He gestured up the passageway, the direction

fromwhi ch the Crdoni an had cone, and added, 'There are nore suitable places to discuss natters
than here, |I'mcertain."

"No," said Samor flatly, "there's not."

It wasn't worth his tine to explain that the direction in which Khamnvas was headed woul d be a no-
go area for at |east the next hour. The passageway was narrow enough to be defended by one man
and both flanks were protected by masonry that would require siege equip- nment to breach. If their
luck were really out, they could be attacked fromboth directions simultaneously, but that risk
was better than being trapped in a cul-de-sac with no bolthole.

G ven the nature of Sanctuary, this was probably the safest place within a | eague in any
direction.

"What do you know about Setios?" the caravan master denmanded, no nore threatening than was
inmplicit in the fact that he had already dem onstrated his willingness and ability to kill,

Star was squatting, her skirts lifted and wapped around her thighs to keep the hemfromlying in
the muck. A tiny glow spun within the gl obe of her hands as she cooed. Its color was nore nearly
yell ow than the blue which had washed Khamwas's staff.

The glow was reflected faintly by the eyes of the dead youth.

Khamwas' s face worked in sonmething between a grinace and a nmoue of enbarrassnent as he watched the
child. "Ah," he said to Samor. "That is, ah-are you . . . ?"

The caravan master shook his head, glad to find that the question anused hi mrather than arousing
any of the other possible enptions. "On a good day," he said, "I mght be able to recite a spel

wi t hout stunbling over the syllables-if sonebody wote 'emout for ne really careful." That was an
exaggeration, though not a great one.

"My sister, though," he added, enbarrassed hinself for reasons the other nman should not be able to
fathom "that was nore her line.’

To the extent that anything besides sex was Sam ane's I|ine.

"I see," said Khamwas, and he continued to glance down at the child even as he returned to the
earlier question. "I don't know Setios at all," he explained, "but I knowl've been told by, well-

He shrugged. Sam or nodded grimy; but if this fellow called hinself scholar rather than w zard,
he at | east recognized that the latter was a term of reproach to decent nen.

"Serve your god, that he may guard you," said Tjainufi, stroking his nmaster's-could Khamnas be
called that?-right ear

"He has," Khammas went on after the awkward pause, "a stele fromny own | and, from Napata-"
"OfF course," Samlor interrupted, placing the stranger at last. "The Land of the River."

"The river," Khamnas agreed with a nod of approval, "and of the desert. And in the desert, many
monunments of forner times"-he paused again, gave a gentle smile-"greater tines for nmy people, sone
woul d say, though | nyself am content."

"You want to ... retrieve," said Sam or, avoiding the question of neans, "a nonument that this
Setios has. |Is he a magician?"

"I don't know," said Khammas wi th another shrug. "And | don't need the stele, only a chance to
|l ook at it. And, ah, Sam or-?"

The caravan master nodded curtly to indicate that he would not take offense at what he assuned
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woul d be a tense question

"I will pay himwell for the look," the Napatan said. "It's of no value to himnot for the purpose
I intend it-without other information. It will give ne the location of a particular tonb, which is
significant to ne for other reasons."

The light in Star's hands was growi ng brighter, throwing the nen's shadows onto the wall of the
al l ey. Khamwas's face | ooked denoni cally inhuman because it was illuninated from bel ow

Sanl or touched his niece's head. "Not so nmuch, dearest,’
noticing us here if we can help it."

he mur- mured. "We don't want anybody

"But-" Star began shrilly. She | ooked up and net her uncle's eyes. The light shrank to the size of
a large pearl, too dimto show anything but itself.

"She didn't know how to do that before," said Sam or, as nuch an explanation to hinself as one
directed toward the other man. "She picks things up."”

"I see," said Khamwas, and maybe he did. "Well."

He shook hinmself, to settle his cape and to settle hinself in his resolve. "Wll, Master Samtor,"
t he Napatan continued, "I nust be on." He nodded past Sam or toward the head of the alley.

"Not that way," said the caravan master wyly, though he did not nove again to bl ock the other
nman.

"Yes, it is," Khammvas replied with a touch of astringence. He stiffened to his full height. The
mani ki n on his shoul der m m cked the posture, perhaps in irony. 'The direction of Setios's house
is precisely"-he ex- tended his armat an angle toward Sam or; hesitated with his eyes turned
inward; and corrected the line a little further to the right-"this way. And this passage is the
nearest route to the way | need to follow"

"Do not do a thing you have not first considered carefully," Tjainufi suddenly warned.

The caravan naster began to chuckle. He clapped a hand in a friendly fashion on Khamwas's | eft
shoul der. "Nearest route to having your head stuck on a pole, I'd judge," he said. The Napatan
felt as fine-boned as he | ooked, but there was a decent |ayer of nuscle between the skel eton and
the soft fabric of his cape.

"Look," Sam or continued, "d' ye nean to tell nme you don't know where in the city Setios lives,
you're just wal king through the place in the straightest line your . . . friends, | suppose, tell
you is the way to Se- tios? Are these the sane friends who gave you wi sdon?" The caravan naster
nodded toward Tjai nufi.

"I think that's my affair. Master Sam or," said Khanwas. He strode forward, gripping his staff
vertically before him H's knuckles were white.

The mani ki n sai d, "What he does insults nme,' says the fool when a wise man instructs him™"

Khamnas hal ted. Sam or | ooked at the little figure with a frown of new surmi se. There was no bad
advi ce-only advice that was wong for a given set of circunstances. And, just possibly, Tjainufi's
advice was nore appropriate than the G rdonian had guessed.

"Al'l I neant, friend," Sam or said, touching and then renoving his hand fromthe other nman's
shoul der, "was that maybe there aren't any good districts in Sanctuary-but your straight line's
sure as death taking you through the m ddle of the worst of what there is."

Star had stood up when Khamwas started to wal k away. The |ight which now clung to her left palm
had put out tendrils and was fluctuat- ing through a series of pastels paler than the colors of a

noontime rain- bow. |npulsively, she hugged the Napatan's leg and said, "lIsn't it pretty? Ch,
t hank you!"
"I't's only a-little thing," Khamwnas expl ai ned apol ogetically to the child s uncle. "It-1 don't

know how she learned it fromseeing what | did."
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Sam or noticed that the staff gl owed only when Khamnas could con- centrate on it, but that the
phosphorescence in Star's hand continued its conpl ex evolutions of shape and col or even while his
ni ece was hugging and sniling brightly at the other nan

The light glinted on the bare blade of his new dagger, harder in reflec- tion than the source
hanging in the air seened.

The caravan master blinked, touched his tunic over the silver nedal- lion of the goddess Heqt on
his breast, and only then slid the weapon back fromits tenporary resting place in his belt. The
twi sting phospho- rescence gave the markings a false hint of notion; but they were only swirls of
metal, not the script he thought he had again seen

Khamwvas wat ched with controll ed apprehension. Deciding that it was better to go on with his
proposal than to wonder why Saml or was staring at the knife whose guard still bore dark stains,
the Napatan said. "Master Sam or, you understand this city as | do not. And you're clearly able to
deal with, ah, with violence, should any be offered. Could | prevail on you to acconpany ne to the
house of Setios? I'll pay you well."

"Do not wal k the road without a stick in your hand," Tjainufi said approvingly.

"We need to find Setios, Uncle Sam or," said the child in a voice rising toward shrill. She
rel eased Khamwas and instead tugged insistently on the el bow of her uncle's right sleeve. "Please
can we? He's nice."

Col d steel cannot flow, tw st, parse out words, thought the caravan naster. The nick in the edge
was bright and real: this was no thing of enchantnment, only a dagger with an awkward hilt and a
very good bl ade.

Star pulled at Samor's armwith nost of her weight. He did not |ook down at her, nor did his hand
drop. That arm had dragged a donkey back up to the trail fromwhich it had stunbled into a gulley
a hundred feet deep.

"Pl ease," said the child.

"Friend Sam or?" said the Napatan doubtfully. The knife was only that, a knife, so far as he could
see.

Go with him spelled the rippling steel at which Sam or stared.
The words faded as the glowin Star's hand shrank to a point and di sappear ed.
"I was ready." said the caravan nmaster slowy, "to find a guide in there."

He did not gesture toward the tavern. He was speaking to hinself, not to the pair of |iving humans
with himin the alleyway. They stared at Sam or, his niece, and the stranger, as they would have
stared at a pet |ion who suddenly began to act oddly.

"So | guess,"” Samor continued, "we'll find Setios together. After all" -he tapped the bl ade of
the coflin-hilted dagger with a fingernail; the metal gave off a nusical ping-"we're all four
agreed, aren't we?"

Star | eaned toward her uncle and hugged his powerful thigh, but she would not neet his eyes again
or look at the knife in his hand. Khamwas nodded cauti ously.

"We'll circle out of the Maze, then," said Sam or matter-of-factly. "Cone on."
The way down the alley neant stepping over the body of the youth he had just killed.
This was Sanctuary. It wouldn't be the |last corpse they saw

The body sprawl ed just inside the alley would have passed for a corpse if you didn't listen
carefully-or didn't recognize the ragged susurrus of a man breathing while his face |ay agai nst
sliny cobbl estones.
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"Mnd this," said Sam or, touching first Star, then Khamwas, so that they would notice his gesture
toward the obstacle. Hunan eyes could adapt to scant illumnation, but at this end of the alley
the dying man's breath was all that made it possible to |ocate him

The mani kin on Khamwas' s shoul der nust have been able to sense the situation, because he said,
"There is no one who does not die." Tjainufi's voice was as high as a bird's; but, also like a
bird's, it had consi derable volune behind it.

The Napatan "schol ar” reached toward his shoulder with his free hand, a gesture m ngled of
af fection and warning. "Tjainufi," he nut- tered, "not now -

Sam or doubted that Khamwas had any nore control over the mani- kin than a camel driver did over a
pet mouse which lived in a fold of his cloak. O, for that matter, than Sam or hinself had over
hi s niece, who was bright enough to understand any instructions he gave her-but whose response was
as likely to be willful as that of any other seven-year- old.

Now, for instance, a ball of phosphorescence bl oomed in the cup of the child' s hand, lighting her
way past the dying man despite the caravan master's warning that illum nation-nagical or otherw se-
woul d be nore risk to themthan benefit, at least until they got out of the Maze.

Star put a foot down daintily, just short of the victims outflung arm then skipped by in a
motion that by its incongruity made the scene all the nore horrible. The ball of |ight she had
fornmed drifted behind her for a monent. Its core shrank and brightened-fromw ll-0'-the-wisp to
firefly intensity-while the whirling periphery forned tendrils like the whorl of silver-white hair
on Star's head.

The child turned back, saw the set expression on Samor's face, and jerked away as if he had
sl apped her physically. The spin of light blanked as if it had never been

"I's he ... ?" asked Khamwas as he stepped over his mnd s inmage of where the body lay. "One of
those we ... nmet a noment ago?"

"The gang who cane after us with chains, sure," said the caravan naster as he followed with a | ong
stride. The passageway was w de enough for himto spread his arnms w thout quite touching the walls
to either side; in the Maze, that nade it a street. It held only the nornmal sounds of fera

ani mal s goi ng about their business and, from behind shut- ters, bestial humans. "They're all dead,
the two who ran off as sure as the one who didn't. Turn left here."

"The House of Setios is nore to the-"
"Turn fucking left,"” Sam or whispered in a voice |ike stones rubbing.

"Do not be a hindrance, |est you be cursed,"” said Tjainufi on the Napatan's shoul der. The manikin
bowed toward Sam or, but the caravan naster was too angry to approve of anything.

Mostly he was angry at hinmself, because he'd killed often enough dur- ing his life to know that he
really didn't like killing. Especially not kids, even punk kids who'd have caved his skull in with
wei ghted chains and raped Star until they sold her to a brothel for the" price of a skin of w ne

Sanctuary m ght be increnentally better off without that particular trio; but Sam or hil Sant
wasn't Justice, wasn't responsible to his god for the cleansing of this hellhole.

They got out of the Maze with no probl emworse than a pair of thugs -who fled in terror as
Khamwvas's staff sent a manli ke phantasm of |ight staggering down the street toward them Broader
pavermrents nmade wal k- ing easier, and many housefronts were lighted by lanterns in barred niches.

The lanterns weren't an act of charity toward travelers. They were intended to drive |urking
f oot pads i nto sonebody el se's doorway.

Khamvas paused, then directed themup one armof a five-way inter- section, past a patrol station
The gate to the internal courtyard was |ighted by flaring sconces, and there was a squad on guard
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outside. An officer took a step into the street as if to halt the trio, but he changed his mnind
after a pause.

They were in the neighborhood of the palace now, a better section of the city. The residents here
stole large sums with parchment and whis- pered words instead of cutting wayfarers' throats for a
few coins.

And the residents expected protection fromtheir |esser brethren in crine. The troops here would
check a pair of men, detain themif they had no satisfactory account of their business; kill them
i f any resistance were offered.

But two nen carrying a young child were unlikely burglars- Mst probably, they were part of the
service industry catering to Sanctuary's wealthy and powerful . . . and the rich did not care to
have their night- tinme sports del ayed by uniforned officiousness. Sam or had no need for the bribe-
or the knife-he had ready.

"We're getting close, | think," Khamvas remarked. He lifted his head as if to sniff the air which
even here woul d have been inproved by a cloudburst to rameffluviumfromthe street down into the
har bor .

Sam or grimaced and | ooked around him He wanted to know how Khanwas found his directions ... but
he didn't want to ask; and any- way, he wouldn't understand if the schol ar/ magician took the tine
to expl ain.

Wrse, Star |ikely would understand.

"1 wonder what Setios is keeping for her," the caravan naster whis- pered, so softly that the
child could not hear even though Sam or's |ips brushed her fine hair as he spoke.

"Is it going to rain?" Star asked sleepily fromthe cradle of Samor's arm

The caravan naster glanced at the sky. There were stars, but a scud of high clouds bl ocked and

cl eared streaks across themat rapid intervals. There was an edge in the air which might well be
har bi nger of a storm poised to sweep fromthe hills to the west of town and wash the air at |east
briefly clean.

"Perhaps, dearest," the Cirdonian said. "But we'll be all right."

They' d be under cover, he hoped; or, better yet, back in a bolted cham ber of the caravansary on
the Wiite Foal River before the storm broke.

Khamwvas began to nmutter sonething with his fingers interlaced on the top of his staff. Star shook
hersel f into supple al ertness and hopped off her uncle's supporting arm She did not touch the
Napat an, but she watched his face closely as he nouthed words in a | anguage the caravan nmaster did
not recogni ze.

Left to his own devices-unwilling to consider what his niece was teaching herself now, and barely
unwilling to order her to turn away- Saml or surveyed the houses in their inmedi ate nei ghborhood.

It was an old section of the city, but wealthy and fashi onabl e enough that there had been
considerable rebuilding to nodify the original Ilsigi character. Directly across from Samor's
vant age place, the front of a house had been denvolished and was bei ng repl aced by a two-story por-
tico with colums of colored marble. A lanmp burned brightly on a shack am d the construction
rubbl e, and a watchman's eyes peered toward the trio fromits unglazed w ndow.

The ot her houses were quiet, though all save the one against which Samor's party sheltered
guarded their facades with lanplight. At this hour, business was nost likely to be carried on

t hrough back entrances or trap doors to tunnels that were older than the Ilsigs . . . and possibly
ol der than humanity.

It might be a bad time to neet Setios; but again, it night not. He'd been an associate of Star's
nmot her, which nmeant at the | east that he was used to strange hours and unusual denands.

He'd see them now, provide the child with her legacy-if it were here. If it were portable. If
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Setios were willing to neet the terns of an agree- nent made with a worman now | ong dead.

Sam or swore, daming his sister Saml ane to a hell beneath all the hells; and knowi ng as he
recited the words under his breath that any afterlife in which Sam ane found herself was certain
to be worse than her brother coul d inmagine.

"This is the house,"” said Khanwas with a note of wonder in his voice. He and the child turned to
| ook at the facade of the buil ding agai nst which the caravan naster |eaned while he surveyed the
rest of the neigh- borhood.

"Looks pretty quiet," said Sam or. The words were | ess an understate- nent than a conversationa
pl acehol der while the Cirdoni an consi dered what might be a real problem

The building didn't | ook quiet. It |ooked abandoned.

It was a bl ank-faced structure. Its second floor was corbeled out a foot or so but there was no
real front overhang to match those of the houses to either side. The stone ashlars had been worn
smoot h by decades or nmore of sidewalk traffic brushing against them the nortar binding them could
have used tuck pointing, but that was nore a matter of aesthetics than structural necessity.

The only ground-fl oor wi ndow facing the street was a narrow slit be- side the iron-bound door
There was a grate-protected niche for a lantern on the other side of the door alcove; the stones
were bl ackened by carbon fromthe flame, but the lanp within was cold and dark. It had not been
lighted this night, and perhaps not for weeks past.

There was no sign of life through the slit intended to give a guard inside a | ook at whoever was
cal l'i ng.

"Perhaps |'mwong," said Khamnas uncertainly. "This should be the house of Setios, but I-1 can't
be sure I"'mright."

He nade as if to bend over his staff again, then straightened and said decisively, "No, |'msure
it nmust be the house-but perhaps he doesn't live here anynore." The Napatan stepped to the street-
| evel door and raised his staff to rap on the panel

"Ah . . ." said Sani or.

The caravan master held the I ong dagger he had taken fromthe man he killed in the Vul gar Unicorn.
The weapon bel onged in his hand when they prowl ed through the Maze, but it wasn't normal practice
to knock on a stranger's door with steel bare in your hand.

On the other hand, this was Sanctuary; and anyway, the new knife didn't fit in the sheath of the
one Sam or had left in the corpse.

"Go ahead," he said to Khamnas. The Napatan was poi sed, watching the caravan nmaster and waiting
for a suggestion to replace his own intent.

Khamvas nodded, Star mirroring his notion as if hypnotized by tired- ness. He rapped twice on the
door panel. The sound of wood on wood was sharp and soul | ess.

"Wn't be anybody there,"” said Samior. H s own eyes were drawn to the waternarked bl ade of the
knife. Hi s knife, now, the owner wasn't going to claimit with a foot of steel through his chest.
The whorls of blended netals, iron black agai nst polished steel, were only nenories in the distant
| ampl i ght. There was no way Sam or could see themnow, even if they began to spell words as he had
wat ched them do-in defiance of reason-tw ce before.

The caravan naster shook hinself out of the clouded reverie into which fatigue was easing him He
needed rest as badly as his niece did, and it | ooked as though there was no way he was going to
cl ear up his business tonight anyway.

"Look," he said, irritated because Khamwas still faced the door as if there were a chance it would
open. "There's nobody here, and-"

Met al cl anked as the bar closing the door frominside was withdrawmn fromits staples. The door
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| eaf opened inward, squealing on bronze pivots set into the lintel and transominstead of hangi ng
from strap hinges.

"No one will see you," said the voice of the figure standing in the doorway. \Watever else the
door keeper might be, it was not hunman.

The creature was shorter than Star. Fur clothed its body and long tail in ashen luster, but the
frame beneath was skeletally thin. Its features had the pointed sharpness of a fox's muzzle, and
there was no intelligence whatever in its beady eyes.

"Wait," said Samlor hil Sant as the doorkeeper began to close the portal again. He set his boot
agai nst the iron-strapped | ower edge of the door. "Your master holds a trust f-for ny niece Star."

"No one will see you," the creature repeated. Behind it was another set of door |eaves, reinforced
like the first, conbining to forma cl oset-sized anteroom which could probably be flooded with
anything fromboiling water to nolten | ead.

If there were anyone alive in the house to do so. The doorkeeper spoke in a thin, breathy voice,
but its chest did not rise and fall.

"It isn't real," Khamwas was saying in a universe in which Sam or was not focused in terrified
determ nati on on the unhuman-unalive-door- keeper of this house. "It's a simulacrumlike the-"

"No one will see you," the doorkeeper repeated w thout enphasis. It swng the panel shut,
thrusting Sam or violently backward even though he tried to brace hinself by stiffening his
supporting | eg behind him

"I will have Star's legacy!" the caravan naster shouted as he hurled hinself back against the
door, slamrng into it with the neat of his |left shoul der

The panel thunped but did not rebound. The bar crashed into place.
"I will!" Sam or cried again, "Depend on it!"
Hi s voi ce echoed, but there was no sound at all fromw thin the house.

"It wasn't really present," said Khamwas, touching the other man's shoul der to cal m him

"I't's there enough for ne," said Sam or grimy, nassaging his bruised shoulder with the faceted
knife hilt. "Mght've tried t' stop a landslide for all | could do to keep it fromslanming the
door. "

At a venture, he poked his dagger blade through the slit beside the door, in and out quickly Iike
a snake licking the air. Nothing touched the netal, nor was there any other response. "He who
shakes the stone," said-warned?-Tjainufi, "will have it fall on his foot."

"I mean," said Khamwas hastily to deflect possible wath fromhis manikin, "that it's no nore than
a part of the door. A trick only, without volition or consciousness. It's carrying out the |ast
order it was given, the way a bolt lies in its groove when the naster releases it. No one nay be
present."

"I'f we go in there," said Star distinctly, pointing at the door, "we'll be . . . krrk." The child
cocked her head up as if her neck had been wrung. "Like chickens," she added as she rel axed,
gri nni ng.

Sam or's breath wheezed out. He had thought

"Well, Star," said the Napatan scholar, "I mght be able to keep the waith fromnoving for a
tinme, long enough for us to get past the - . . zone of which it's a part. | mght. But | think
we' d best not go in by this door until Setios pernits us to pass.”

The two of them smiled knowi ngly at one anot her.

Sam or restrained his inpulse to do sonething pointlessly violent. He | ooked at the blade of his
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knife instead of glaring at his conpanions and began in a very reasonable tone, "In that case,
we' d best get sone sleep and-"

"Actual ly," said Khamwas, not so nmuch interrupting as speaking w thout being aware that Sanl or was
inthe mddle of a statenent, "nei- ther of us have business with Setios hinself, only with itens
in his posses- sion. | wonder "

"I want my gift now, " said Star, her face set in the slanting lines of temper. Either she tossed
her head slightly, or the whorl of white strands in her curly black hair noved on its own.

Go IN NOWread the iron letters on the blade at which Sam or stared in anger. There was too little
light for the markings to be visible, but he saw t hem nonet hel ess.

"Heqt take you all to the waters beneath the earth!" shouted the Cir- donian in fury. He sl ashed
the air with his dagger as if to wipe away the nessage crawling there in the netal. "I'mnot a
burglar, and coming to this dammed city doesn't nmake ne one."

"When you are hungry, eat what you despise,"” said the mani kin on Khamwas's shoul der. "When you are
full, despise it."

"Anyway," said Star, "ifs going to rain. Uncle Sam or." She | ooked snmug at the unanswerable truth
other | atest argument. The caravan mas- ter began to | augh.

Khamvas bl inked, as frightened by the apparent hunor as he had been by the anger that preceded it.
Enoti onal outbursts by a man as danger- ous as the caravan master were |ike creakings fromthe
di ke hol di ng back fl ood waters.

"Well," the Napatan said cautiously, "l suppose the situation nay change for the better by
daylight. Though of course neither of us were considering theft. | want to |l ook at a slab of
engraved stone, and you sinply wish to retrieve your niece's legacy fromits caretaker-who seens
to be absent.”

"W don't know what it is." said Star. "My gift."

"Ah," said Khamwas, speaking to the girl but with an eye cocked toward her uncle. "That shoul dn't
be an insurnmountable problem If we're inside"-he nodded toward the door-"and the object is there
al so, | should be able to locate it for you."

"WIIl you show ne how?" Star begged, clasping her hands together in a m xture of pleading and
premature delight.

"Ah . . ." repeated the Napatan scholar. "1 think that depends on what your uncle says, ny dear.”

"Her uncle says that we're not inside yet,"'
see about getting there."

Sam or stated w thout particular enphasis. "And he'll

Wt hout speaking further to his conpanions, the Cirdonian wal ked to the conmer of the building.

Setios's house was two feet away fromthe building beside it. There were no ground-fl oor w ndows
in the sidewall either, but the second story was ventilated by barred openi ngs.

Sam or stepped through the gap, too narrow to be called an alley anywhere but in the Maze. He
i gnored his conpani ons, though they followed himgingerly in lieu of any other directions.

The vertical bars of the wi ndow above hi mwere thunbthick and set with scarcely nore roomthan
that between them Star mnight have been able to reach through one of the spaces, but the caravan
master was quite certain that his own big hands would not fit.

"Are there going to be things |ike that door-nonkey waiting by the wi ndows?" Saml or asked the
other man quietly. He nodded upward to indicate the opening he had studied.

Khamvas shrugged in darkness relieved only by the strip of clouded sky above them "I woul d expect
human servants if anything," he said. "They're . . . nore trustworthy, in many ways. And from what
|'ve gathered, Setios is a collector the way I'ma scholar. Neither of us, you understand, are
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magi ci ans of real power."

He paused and tucked his lip under his front teeth in doubt, then added, "The way your niece here
appears to be, Master Sanmlor."

"Yeah," said the caravan nmaster without enption. Hs left hand tou- sled Star's hair gently, but
he did not | ook down at the child. "And he collected a denon in a bottle, anong other things."

Sam or grinmaced, then went on, "Let's get out t' the street again. You wait, and I'Il go talk to
the fell ow across the way there.”

"Ah, Samlor . . . ?" Khamwas sai d.

"Just wait here," the Cirdonian repeated. "I'mgoing across the street to talk with the wat chman
there." He nodded toward the guard shack on the construction site opposite.

"Yes, of course,” Khammas said with enough disinterest to hint at irritation. "But what | wanted
to say was-Setios, you see, nay not be avoiding you. There's been a recent upheaval in the
structure of, you see, nmagic. He nmay have beconme frightened and fled fromthat."

The Napatan grinned. "He'll have left behind the stele | want to read, surely. Probably his whole
collection, if that fear is why he left. And, as for this child' s | egacy"-he touched Star's cheek
affectionately-"if we don't find it here, I'lIl help you locate it. Because you've hel ped ne. And

because | am honored to hel p sonmeone as tal ented as your niece."

"The plans of gods are one thing," said the mani kin on his shoul der. "The thoughts of nmen are
anot her . "

"Yeah, well," said the caravan naster, then strode across the street with a swaggering assurance
which imredi ately set himapart in a city where | one nen habitually slunk. The wat chman edged back
fromhis wi ndow so that his eyes no |longer reflected |ight.

It took five pieces of Rankan gold and ten mnutes cajoling the nervous watchman at the
construction site before Sam or returned to his conpan- ions with the house jack he had borrowed.

"Khamvas," he said gruffly, "come help me with the w ndow. "

Star was curled in the coner of the door alcove, dozing with the Napatan's cape for a pillow
Khamwvas stood in front of her, watching the street as well as the caravan naster. He was very slim
wit hout the bulk of the outer garment, and his bare chest was no garb for this night.

"I, ah," he said, |ooking down at the child. "I thought it would be good if she got sone rest, so -
- - She's very like ny own daughter, you know. "

"Wsh | had nore talent for what she needs," said the caravan naster quietly, staring at the child
al so. "Wsh |I knew what she needs, what any kid needs. But you do what you can."

He grimaced again. "Bring '"er along, will you? | need you at the side to hand nme this jack when
I"'mready for it"-he fluffed his cloak open to display the tool-"and | don't want her in plain
sight on the street, even though it neans getting her up again."”

The sky had cl osed in above the passage between the two buildings. It was as dark as a narrow
cave, and for the time being the air was as notionless as that of a cavern mles bel ow the ground.
Sam or found his | ocation by subconscious nenory of the six cautious paces which had brought him
beneat h t he wi ndow when he could see it.

Sam or clinmbed to the wi ndow by bracing his hands and feet against the closely adjacent buil dings.
That wasn't hard, but he alnost fell when he bent to take the jack which Khamwvas raised to him He
was tired, and it was affecting him

Al r eady.

The wi ndow grate m ght have withstood a battering ram The screw jack, butted against the stone
sash, exerted its pressure sideways across the bars and their frane. The grating crunbled as the
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Cirdoni an inexora- bly levered the jack through it, ignoring what the effort was doing to his
fati gued nuscl es.

Wth the last of his strength, Sam or |urched through the opening he had just torn and spraw ed
onto the floor of the room beyond.

"Praised be Heqt in whomthe world lives," nurnmured Sanml or as his senses returned himto the world
beyond his own effort and necessities. The nmarble floor beneath himwas cold and slick with water
The gl azed wi ndows had not been closed the last tine it rained; and that, fromidle chatter
overheard at the caravansary, had been nore than a week ago.

Khamwvas called fromthe alley, his words blurred but the worry in themclear

"It's all right,” the caravan master said, then realized that he wasn't sure he coul d understand
the croaked words hinself. He gripped the wi ndow | edge, fragnents of the grate chimng around his
knees.

"It's all right," he repeated, |eaning back through the opening by which he had entered. "Just a
mnute and 1'll find"-his hand brushed a tapestry beside the w ndow "yeah, just a second and I|'|
have sone- thing for yout' clinmb by."

He ripped the hangi ngs down and dangled them fromthe w ndow for his conpanions. Sanml or no | onger
cared what danage they did to this place-so long as they got out of it soon

The wi ndow was scarcely visible as a rectangle, and the still air snelled of storm

There was a di scussion below. Star came up the tapestry, flailing her legs angrily behind her
There was a pout in her voice as she demanded, "What is this old place? | don't like it."

Maybe she felt sonething about the house-and maybe she was an overtired sever-year-old and
t her ef ore cranky.

There wasn't time to worry about it. The caravan master gripped the child beneath the shoul ders
with his left armand lifted her into the room Star yel ped as her head brushed the transom but
she shoul d' ve had sense enough to duck

"My staff. Master Sam or," said Khamnas.

The Cirdoni an | eaned forward and caught the vague notion that proved to be the end of an ordinary
wooden staff when his fingers en- closed it. Behind him the roomlighted vaguely with paste
bl ue.

Star shouldn't have done it w thout asking; but they needed light, and a child wasn't a
responsi bl e adult. Samor slid the staff behind himwith his | eft hand while supporting the
tapestry with his right hand and his full weight to pin the end to the floor.

The Napatan schol ar nounted gracefully and used Samor's armlike the bar of a trapeze to swing
himsel f over the lintel. Only then did the caravan naster turn to see where they were and what his
ni ece was doi ng.

Star had set swinming through the air a trio of miniature octopuses nade of |ight. A blue one
drifted beneath the ceiling frescoed with scenes of anthroponorphic deities; a yell ow one prow ed
beneath the legs of a witing table sunptuous wi th nother-of-pearl inlays.

The third miniature octopus was of an indigo so pale that it barely showed up against the carven
door agai nst which it bobbed feebly.

"Were's . Saml or said as he | ooked narrowmy at Khammas. "You know, your little friend?"

Tj ai nufi reappeared on the Napatan's right shoulder. The mani kin nmoved with the silent suddenness
of an inmage in an angled nmirror, now here and now not, as the tilt changes. "The warp does not
stray far fromthe woof," he said in cheerful satisfaction

"Khamnvas, " the Ci rdoni an added as he | ooked around them "if you can |locate what we're after, then
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get toit. | really don't want t' spend any

| onger here than | need to."

"Look, uncle," Star squeal ed as she pranced over to the witing desk

"Momy' s box!"

Sam or's speed and refl exes were in proper formafter his exertions, but his judgment was off. He
attenpted to spring for the desk before Star got there, and his boots skidded out from under him
on the wet nmarble. Because he'd swept the |ong dagger fromhis belt as part of the same unthinking
maneuver, he had only his left palmto break his fall. The shock nmade the back of his hand tingle
and the pal m bum

Khammvas had retrieved his staff. He stopped nuttering to it when the Cirdonian sl apped the fl oor
hard enough to make the | oose bars roll and jingle anong thenselves. "Are you . . . ?" he began
offering a hand to the spraw i ng bi gger nman

"See, Uncle Sam or?" said the child, returning to the caravan master with an ivory box in her
hands. "It's got nmomy's mark on it."

"No, go on with your business,"” said Samor calmy to the Napatan. He felt the prickly warnth of
enmbarrassnment painting his skin, but he wouldn't have survived this long if he |lashed out in anger
every time he'd nmade a public fool of himself. "Find the stele you're after, and then we'll see
what Star's got here."

He took the box fromthe child as quickly as he could without letting it slip fromhis nunbed
fingers. Even if it were just what it seemed-a casket of Sanlane's big enough to hold a pair of
armets-it could be extrenely dangerous.

Much of what Sam or's sister had owned, and had known, fell into that category, one way or
anot her .

Khamnas' s face showed the concern which any sane man woul d feel under the circunstances, but he
resumed his neditation on-or prayers to-his staff.

Star's pal msized creatures of light continued their slow patrol of the room The caravan naster
seened to have broken into a large study. There was a couch to one side of the door and on the
other the witing desk with matching chair. The chair lay on its back, as if its |ast occupant had
junped up hastily.

"Qpen it, uncle'" Star denanded.

Khamvas still nurnmured over his staff, so the caravan master got up with caution born of
experi ence and wal ked over to the witing desk. A triple-wicked oil lanp hung froma crane
attached to the desk top. It promised real illumnation when Samor lit it with the brass fire-

piston in his wallet.

"There's no oil, Uncle Samor," said Star with the satisfaction of a child who knows nore than an
adult. She cupped her hand again and turned it up with a saffron glowin the palm The creatures
of light still drifting about the room di nmed by conparison. "See?"

The bowl of the lanmp was enpty except for a sheen in its center, oil beyond the touch of the

wi cks. Only one of the three wicks had been lighted at the lanp's |ast use. Wen the flanme had
consuned all the oil, it reduced the twist of cotton to ash. The other w cks were sharply divided
into black and white, ready to function if the fuel supply were renewed.

Setios had really left in a hurry.

"Fine, hold the Iight were it is, darling,” Samor said to his niece as calmy as if he were
aski ng her to pass the bread at table. The casket wasn't anything which the G rdoni an renenbered
fromhis youth, but the famly crest-the ranmpant wyvern of the House of Kodrix-was enanel ed on the
lid. Beneath it was carved in Cirdonian script the notto Sam or's parents had never forgiven him
for running high-risk, high- profit caravans |ike a commoner instead of vegetating in noble
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poverty. But they'd lived well-drunk well, at |least-on the flies he snatched for them and the
nmoney Sani or provi ded had bought his sister a nmarriage with a Rankan nobl e.

Whi ch couldn't save Saml ane from herself, but was the best effort possible for a brother who
didn't claimto be a god.

The Iid did not rise under gentle pressure fromhis left thunb. There was no visible catch or
keyhol e, but the little object had to be a box-it didn't weigh enough for a block of solid ivory.
Sam or put his dagger down on the desk to free his right hand

And read the superscription on the piece of parchnment there, a letter barely begun
"To Master Samor hi! Sam |f you are well. it is good. | also amwell.
| enclose w.........

The script was Cirdonian, and the final letter trailed off in a sweep of ink across the parchnent.
Fol  owi ng the curve of that notion, Sam or saw a delicate silver pen on the marble floor a few
feet to the side of the desk

Saml or set down the ivory box, and he very deliberately kept the weapon in his hand. Fromthe | ook
of matters, Setios m ght have been better off if he'd been holding a blade and not a pen a week or
so earlier. Instinctively, the caravan naster's left armencircled Star, locating the child while
he turned and said, "Khamnas. This is inportant. | think I've been doing Setios an injustice,

t hi nking he'd ducked out to avoid ne."

The other man was so still that not even his chest noved with the process of breathing. The

absol ute stillness was canouflaged for a nb- nent by the fact that the octopuses threw slow, vague
shadows as they circled the room The mani kin on Khammas's shoul der was executing sonme sort of
awkward dance with his legs stiff and his arm aki nbo.

"Khamnas!" the caravan nmaster repeated sharply. "I think we need to get outta here now "
Tjainufi said, "Do not say, 'l will undertake the matter,' if you will not."

Al nost sinul taneously, the Napatan shook hinself like a diver surfac- ing after a deep plunge and
opened his eyes. He stood, wobbling a little and using the staff for support. H s face broadened
with a snmile of bright relief.

"Sam or," he said, obviously ignorant of anything that had happened around hi m since he dropped
into a trance. "I've found it-or at |east we need to go down."

"W need to-" began the caravan master angrily. Tjainufi was watch- ing him The manikin's
features were too small to have readable expres- sion in this light, but the creature nust think
t hat

"Look," Sam or resuned, speaking to-at-Tjainufi, "I don't nmean | want to get out because we found
what / wanted, | nmean-"

"Ch!" said Star. There was a nmild inmplosion, air rushing to fill a small void. "There's nothing

i nside.”

She' d opened the box, Sam or saw as he turned. H s enotions had gone flat-they'd only be in the
way just nowand his senses gave him frozen i nages of his surroundings in greater detail than he
woul d be able to i nagi ne when he wasn't geared to kill or run

A narrow plate on the front of the ivory box slid sideways to expose a spring catch. Wen the
child pressed that-the scale of the mechanismwas so small that Sam or woul d have had to work it
with a knifepoint- the lid popped up.

To display the inner surfaces of the ivory as highly polished as the exterior; and nothing
what ever within.

Star was | ooking up at himw th a pout of disappointnment. She held the box in both hands and the
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ball of light, detached fromher palm was shrinking in on itself and dimming as its color slipped
down t hrough the spectrum

For an instant-for a tineless period, because the vision was unreal and therefore nothing his eyes
coul d have taken in-Sam or saw blue- white |ight through a gap in the cosnmos where the whorl of
white hair on Star's head should have been. It was like looking into the heart of the thunderbolt

And it wasn't there, in the roomor his daughter's face-for Star was that, dam Samnl ane as she
surely was dammed-or even as an afterimage on Samor's retinas when he blinked. So it hadn't
really been there, and the caravan nmaster was back in the world where he had pronised to help
Khamwas find a stele in exchange for help locating Star's | egacy.

Which it appeared they had yet to do, but he'd fulfill his obligations to the Napatan. He
shoul dn't have needed a remi nder from Tjainufi of that.

"Friend Khamwvas," Sam or said, "we'll go downstairs if you want that. But"-his left index finger
made an arc fromthe parchnent toward the fallen silver pen-"sonething took Setios away rea
sudden, and | wouldn't bet it's not still here."

Khammvas caught his lower |ip between his front teeth. He was wearing his cape again, but the
caravan master renmenbered how frail the Napatan had | ooked without it.

"The man who | ooks in front of him does not stunble and fall," said the manikin with his usua

preternatural clarity of voice

"Sam or," said the Napatan, "l appreciate what you say ... but what | seek is here, and |'ve nmde
a very long-"

"Sure," the caravan master interrupted. "l just nean we be careful, all right?

"And you, child," Sam or added in a voice as soft as a cat's claws extending. He knelt so that
Star could nmeet his eyes w thout |ooking up. "You don't touch anything, do anything. Do you
under st and? Because if the only way to keep you safe is to tie you up and carry you like a sack of
flour-that's what 'l do."

Star nodded, her face scrunched up on the verge of tears. The drifting gl ows dw ndl ed noticeably.

"Everything's going to be fine, dearest,"’
af fectionate pat as he rose.

the caravan naster said, giv- ing the child an

It bothered himto have to scare his niece in order to get her to obey- while she renenbered- but
she scared himevery tine she did sonething i nnocently dangerous, |ike opening the ivory box.
Better she be fright- ened than that she swing fromhis arm trussed |like a hog.

Because Saml or didn't threaten in bluff.

Khammvas sai d sonet hing under his breath. Hs staff clothed itself in the bluish phosphorescence it
hel d when the caravan master first net himin an alley. Wth the staff's unshod ferule, the
Napat an prodded the study door, lifting the bronze |atch. Wen nothing further happened, he pulled
the door open with his free hand and preceded Sam or and Star into the hall beyond.

Sam or touched the latch as he stepped past it. Not a particularly sturdy piece-typical for an
i nsi de door, when the occupant is nore concerned with privacy than protection. But it had been
| ocked, which neant somebody had paused in the hallway to do so with a key after he closed the
door.

O herwi se, it would have to have been | ocked fromthe inside by some- body who wasn't there any
nor e.

In the old Ilsigi fashion, a balustraded hallway encircled a reception room which pierced the
second fl oor. There was a solid roof overhead rather than the skylight which would have graced a
Rankan dwel ling of simlar quality.
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The stairwell to the ground floor was in the corner to the left of the study door. Khamwas's
staff, pale enough to be a revenant floating at its own direction, swirled in that direction

"The, ah," Sam or said, trying to look in all directions and unable to see anything nore than a
few i nches beyond the phosphorescent staff. "The doorkeeper. It's not ... ?"

"W wouldn't neet it even if we opened the front door ourselves fromwthin," said Khamwas as he
stepped briskly down the helical staircase. "It isn't, you see, a thing. It's a set of
circunst ances which have to fit as precisely as the wards of a | ock

"Though it wouldn't,"” he added a few steps later, "be a good idea for anyone to force the door
fromthe outside. Even if they were a nuch greater scholar than |I. Ah, Setios collected sonme .
artifacts . . . that he mght nore wisely have |left behind."

The reception roomwas chilly. Sam or thought it might have some- thing to do with the gl ass-
snoot h ornanental pond in the nmiddle of the room He tested the water with his boot toe and found
it, as expected, no nore than an inch deep. It would be fed by rainwater piped fromthe roof
gutters. Barely visible in the shadow beneath the coaming were the flat slots fromwhich overfl ow
drained in turn into a cistern

Except for the pond, the big roomwas antiseptically bare. The walls between top and bottom
nol di ngs were painted in vertical pastel waves remi niscent of a kelp forest, and the floor was a
geonetric pattern in varicol ored marble.

"Wel |, which way now?" the caravan naster demanded brusquely, his eyes on the doorway to the rear
hal f of the house. Star was shivering despite wapping her cloak tighter with both hands, and
Samlor didn't like the feel of the rooma bit either.

"Down still," said Khamwas in puzzlenent. He rapped the ferule of his staff on the floor, a sharp
sound that contained no information useful -at least-to the caravan naster. Perhaps it just seened
like the right thing to do.

"There'll be a cistern below " said Sam or, gesturing with a dripping boot toe toward the pond.
"The access hatch'd be in the kitchen, nost likely. Not in this room"

He started for a door, ill at ease and angry at hinself for that feeling of undirected fear. Part
of his mnd yammered that the Napatan was a fool who again mstook a direction for a pathway .
and Sam or had to avoid that, avoid picking excuses to snarl at those closest to himin order to
conceal fears he was enbarrassed to adnit.

Star poked a hand between the edges other cloak. She did not |ook up; but when her finger cocked,
a bright spark swamrapidly fromit and began coasting the |ower wall noldings.

"D-dearest,"” said the caravan master, glancing at the wi thdrawn, ms- erable-Iooking face of his
ni ece, then back to the |light source. Star said nothing.

The droplet of light was white and intense by contrast with the vague gl ows that both-he had to
admt the fact-nmagicians had created earlier in the evening. It mght even have | ooked bri ght

besi de a candle, but Sam or had difficulty remenbering anything as normal as candlelight while he
stood in this chill, stone room

Pul se and pause; pul se and pause; pulse . . . He' d thought that the creature of light was a
m nnow, or perhaps no nore than a daub of illum nation, a cold flame that did not counterfeit
life.

But it surely did. A squid rather than a fish, too small to see but identifiable fromthe way it
jetted forward with rhythm c contractions of its mantle.

The marble floor was so highly polished that it mirrored the creature's passage with nearly
perfect fidelity, catching even the wi spy shadows between the tightly clasped tentacles of |ight
trailing behind. The colors and patterning of the stone segnments created the illusion that the
reflec- tion really swamthrough water.
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"Star," the caravan master denanded in a restrained voice. "Wy are you-"

The reflection blurred into a soft ball of light on a slab of black marble, though the tiny
creature jetted above it in crystalline purity. The squid pul sed forward and hung nmonentarily over
a wedge of travertine whose dark bands seened to enfold the sharp outline.

Then source and reflection disappeared as abruptly as they had spurted fromthe child' s gesture.

"What ?" said Star, shivering fiercely. She scrunched her eyes shut so that her uncle thought she
was about to cry. "Wiat happened?”

Sam or patted her, blinking both at the sudden return of darkness and his realization of what he
had just seen. Star mght not know what she had done or why, but the caravan master did.

"Khamvas, cone over here, will you?" he said, anused at the elation he heard in his voice as he
strode to the sidewall where the thing of I[ight had di sappeared. "You know, |'d about decided we
were going t' have t* give up or conme back with a real wecking crew"

"A hundred nen are slain through one nonent of discouragenent,” said the mani kin on Khamwas's

shoul der.

"In this town," the caravan master responded sourly, "you can be slain for less reason 'n that."

"I, ah," said the Napatan scholar. "Wat would you like me to do?"

"Star, cone closer, sweetest," Saml or cajoled when he realized his niece had not followed him
Sonet hi ng was wong with her, or else she was reacting strongly to the nalaise of this house-which
affected even the relatively insensitive caravan master.

She obeyed his voice with the halting nervousness of a frequently whi pped dog. Her hands were
hi dden again wi thin her cloak

Saml or put his arm around her shoulders, all he could do until they'd left this accursed pl ace,
and said to the other man, "Can you neke it |ighter down here? By the wall ?"

Khamwas squatted and held his staff parallel with the edge nol ding. The phosphorescence was
scarcely any light at all to eyes which had adapted to the spark from Star's finger, but it was
suf ficient to distinguish the square of black marble fromthe pieces of travertine to either side
of it in the intaglio flooring.

Sam or could not discern a difference in the polish of the black marble fromthat of the rest, but
the way it blurred the Iight which the others had mirrored proved what woul d have been uncertain
under any ot her conditions.

He tried the stone with the tip of his right little finger; the rest of the hand continued to grip
the hilt of his long knife. The block didn't give to |ight pressure, neither downward nor on
either of its horizontal axes, but it didn't seemto be as solid as stone cenented to a firm base
ought to be.

"I's there sonething the matter with the floor, here?" asked Khamnas, resting easily on his
haunches.

Sam or woul d rather that the Napatan keep an eye out behind them but perhaps he couldn't do that
and al so hold the staff where it was useful. The gl ow was better than nothing.

Besi des, he doubted that any danger they faced would be as sinple as a man creeping upon them from
t he dar kness.

"This block doesn't have the same sheen as the others," explained Sam or as he stood up slowy.
"I't's not on any path, particularly, so nmaybe it's been sliding or, well, sonething different to
the rest.”

He stepped gingerly on the block, which was only slightly longer in either dinension than his
foot. By shifting his weight fromtoes to heel and then to the edge of his boot, the caravan
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mast er hoped he could induce the marble to pivot on a hidden pin. He was poised to junp clear at
the first sign of novenent,

There was none.
Well, then ... if he pressed the block toward the wall -

Sam or's hobnails skidded, then bit into the marble epough to grip as he increased the weight on
them The bl ack stone slipped under the molding with the silent grace of nmercury fl ow ng.

There was a sigh frombehind them The two nmen jerked around and saw that the ornanmental pond was
lifting onto one end. The water, which had danpened Sam or's boot a nonment before, did not spil
though it hung on edge in the air

There was a | adder |eading down into the opening the pond had cov- ered.

"Col l ector, you called him" said the caravan master grimy as he watched the reflection in the
vertical sheet of water.

"A good trick," responded Khamnas, nettled at the hinted contrast of his knowl edge agai nst that of
the m ssing Seti os.

The Napatan stood and began nuttering in earnest concentration to his staff. Sam or assuned the
i ncantation nmust have sone direct connec- tion with their task and their safety.

When t he phosphorescent staff floated out of Khammas's hands, dip- ping but not quite falling to
the ground, the Cirdonian realized that it was nerely a trick-a denonstration to prove that
Khammas was no | ess of a nmgician than the owner of the house,

It was the sort of boyish silliness that got people killed when things were as tense as they were
j ust now.

Apparently Tjainufi thought the sane thing, because he turned and said acidly into the scholar's
ear, "There is a running to which sitting is preferable.”

Star's hands wavered briefly fromthe folds of her cloak; Sam or could not be sure whether or not
the child nmunbl ed sonething as well. Flecks of light shot fromher fingers. They grew as they

shi nmered around the room gaining definition as they lost intensity-jellyfish of pastel I|ight,
and one mauve sea urchin, picking its glow ng, transparent way spine by spine across a "bottont
two feet above the marble floor

The staff clattered and |l ost its phosphorescence as it fell. Sam or snatched it before it cane to
rest on the stone. He handed it back to his nmale conpanion. "Let's take a | ook, shall we?" he
said, nodding to the |adder. "Guess I'Il go first."

"No, | think | should |lead," said Khamwas. "I-"

He net the caravan naster's eyes. "Master Samior, | apologize. It'll be safer for me to go first,
and |I'Il spend ny efforts on naking it safe.”
The multicolored jellyfish made the reception roomlook as if it were illum nated through stained

gl ass. The sea urchin trundled its way for- ward to the opening in the mddle of the floor, then
continued downward at the same staccato pace as if the plane on which its spines rested lay in a
uni verse in which sideways was up

That m ght be the case.
The two nmen wal ked to the opening and | ooked down while Star hugged herself in silence.

The room beneath the floor was a cube or sonething near it, ten feet in each dinmension. Muuve
light filled the volune surprisingly well, though the simulated urchin did not itself seem bright
enough to do so. The floor shone with a sullen |ambency.
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The furnishings were sinple. A netal reading stand, high enough for use by a standing nan and
enpty now, waited near the center of the room

To its right stood an el aborate bronze firebox on four clawed | egs, a censer rather than a heating
device. The flat sides of the box were covered by colums of incised swirls, nmore likely a script
unknown to the caravan master than nere decoration. The top was snooth except for a trio of
depressions-an inch, three inches, and six inches in diameter. Aromatics could be placed there to
be rel eased by the heat of charcoal burning in the firebox beneath.

At each corner of the top was a decorative casting. They were mnia- ture beasts of the sort which
in larger scale could have nodel ed the censer's terrible clawed | egs. The creatures had catlike
heads, the bodies of toads with triangular plates rising along the spine for protection, and the
forel egs of birds of prey. Serpent tails curled up behind them sug- gesting the creatures were

i ntended as handl es for the censer; but anyone who attenpted to put themto that purpose would
have his hands pierced by the hair-thin spikes with which the tails ended.

There was no other furniture in the room but a pentacle several feet in diameter was painted or
inlaid on the concrete floor to the reading stand's left. It was enpty. The floor and white-
stuccoed walls were other- w se unmarked.

Khamnas's |i ps pursed.
"Go ahead," said Sam or with a shrug. "Maybe your stone's on the ceiling where we can't see it."
"Yes," said the Napatan, though there was doubt rather than hope in his tone.

Khamwas thrust his staff as far into the mauve light as it would go while his hand on the tip
remai ned above floor I|evel.

Not hi ng happened, but Sam or was not foo! enough to think it had been a pointless exercise. Hs
conpani on was doi ng what he had prom ised, concentrating his talents-better, his know edge-on the
task at hand.

Still holding the staff out in his direction of travel, Khamwas backed awkwardly down the | adder.
The ferul e banged accidentally on the cen- ser as he turned. It made Khamwas junp back but did not
concern Sam or, who saw what was about to happen

But the crash and shattering glass fromupstairs spun the caravan naster, his teeth bared and his
I eft hand groping for the throwing knife in his boot sheath.

"The wind," nmurnured Star, the first words she had spoken since the three of themleft the study
upstairs. She wasn't [ooking at her uncle or at anything in particular

But she was right. A door banged shut, nuting a further tinkle of glass. One of the w ndow sashes
had not been secured properly. A gust had slamed it fiercely enough to shatter the gl ass.

"Are you all right?"called Khamas.

The question inpressed Sam or, for it sounded sincere-and in similar circunstances, he hinself
woul d have been worried nore about his own situation than that of his conpanions.

"We're going to get drenched when we | eave here,
good. Any luck yoursel f?"

the caravan nmaster said. "Leaving'll still fee

The Napatan grinmaced. "The room s enpty," he said. "The brazier's as clean as if it was never

used. I'mnot sure it's here at all."

"Do not ask advice of a god and then ignore what he says,
tiny face on his shoulder like a bird preen- ing.

snapped Tjainufi, who was rubbing his

"Step back," said Samor. "I'm com ng down."

He turned to his niece and said, "Star, dearest7 Honey? WII| you be all right for a m nute9"
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She nodded, though nothing in her face suggested that she was listen- ing

The qui cker they found what Khamnas needed, the quicker they- Saml or-could sort out his niece's
probl em He junped into the cubical roomwi thout touching the |adder

Sam or | anded in perfect bal ance, feet spread and his |l eft hand ex- tended slightly farther than
the right so that | everage matched the weight of his |ong dagger Despite Samor's care, his
hobnai | s ski dded and m ght have let himfall if Khamwas hadn't clutched the Ordonun's shoul der The
floor was dusted with sparkly stuff, alnpst as slick as a coat of oi

Junpi ng m ght not have been the brightest notion, but the caravan master hadn't |iked the idea of
doi ng exactly what an intruder was ex- pected to do.

The conceal ed room had an underwat er anbi ance which wasn't wholly an effect of the gl ow ng sea
urchin trundling across an invisible bottomat waist height The nmauve light had ripples in it, but
neither the furniture nor the two nmen cast distinct shadows on the walls.

"What does your"-Sanl or said, making a | eft-handed gesture to indi- cate either Khamnas's staff or
nothing at all-"your fnend say about what you're |ooking for9"

"That |'ve found it," Khamwas replied, turning his head to view sur- roundi ngs which were no | ess
void on this perusal than on earlier ones.

Sam or stanped his foot. Sparkling dust quivered, but the concrete was as solid as the bedrock on
which it was probably laid. Then he kicked the nearest wall

Stucco blasted away fromthe hobnails as they raked four short, paral- |el paths and squeal ed on
t he stone beneat h.

"Well, | think we know where t' | ook," said the Crdonian in satisfac- tion

The stucco his boot had scraped was covering two distinct blocks of stone-a slab of polished red
granite, and another of marble shadowed with faint streaks of gray. Both stones were inscribed,
t hough on the softer marbl e the marki ngs had been weat hered and were further defaced by Samor's
boot

He brushed at the stucco with his left hand, flaking away a patch his kick had | oosened The
writing on the granite slab was Rankan but of a formso old that the doubl ed consonants and vanant
orthography made all but a few words unintelligible to the caravan master

"Why, this is wonderful, ny friend," said the Napatan with a smle brighter than the mauve gl ow as
he bent over the cleared patch

Tj ai nufi beaned and added, "There is no good deed save a good deed done for one who has need of
it."

"We're not outta the woods yet," said Samlor with a dour glance at the walls around themIf they
had to clear all the stucco-or even half, if their luck were average-which it probably woul dn't be-
it was going to take a lot longer than the caravan master wanted to spend in this place

"No, that's all right," explained the Napatan with the uneasy hint of m ndreadng whi ch he had
di spl ayed before. "I'Il use a spell of release and the covering will cone away at once He nust use
the ancient wit- ings because they focus the power with which the years have inbued them™"

Maybe that was what Setios used to do with them Sam or thought as his conpanion knelt before his
upri ght staff again, but he'd bet Setios hadn't rmuch use for themor anything else in the world
j ust now.

Khammvas was whi spering to hinself and his gods Sam or | ooked at him | ooked at the dagger-saw that
the watered steel blade was only that, only nmetal, probably all it ever was, except in his mnd

"Star?" he called toward the rectangul ar opening. "You all right, sweetest?"

He could barely hear the reply, "All right . . ," but a couple of the pastel jellyfish were
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drifting over himin placid unconcern. She'd be fine, Star would.
If any of them were, she'd be fine.

Sam or squatted and squeezed up dust fromthe floor on the tip of his left index finger It was
colorless (save for the mauve light it reflected) and nmuch too finely ground for himto be able to
tell the shape of the individual crystals

A caravan master has plenty of opportunity to exami ne decorative stones, jewels and bits of glass
cut and stained to ook like Jewels in the dimlight of a bazaar The dust coul d be anything,
powder ed di anond even, but nost |ikely quartz, spread in a snooth |ayer across all the flat
surfaces in the room.

Except for streaks-shadows, alnpbst-stretching fromthe reading stand and the | egs of the bronze
censer. The dust seened to have been sprayed violently fromthe direction of the pentacle in which
Khamvas was al nost standi ng

"K-" Sam or began in sudden surmni se

The Napatan had been whi spering, but now his voice rose in a cre- scendo Khamnas's eyes lifted
al so, they were w de open but obviously not fixed on anything in the room

Stucco shattered away on all sides, raining over Khamnas and the caravan nmaster who reached for
the ladder with his |eft hand and swung his bl ade at anything which m ght have slipped behind him
as he crouched.

Not hi ng had. The choking flood of sand and lime dust filling the air as the walls cleared
t hemsel ves made Sanl or pause where the attack he feared would only have driven himto swifter
not i on.

The slow tunble of the nauve |ight source continued, though the mineral-laden air absorbed the
illumnation. A ball a few feet in dianeter glowed in place of the urchin's sharply |imed spines
and carapace. As dust settled out, the glow spread and paled while the features of the source at
its heart slowy regained definition

"Khamvas," said the caravan master. H s eyes were slitted and a fold of his cloak covered his
mout h and nose, a response nade refl exive by years of dry storms whi ppi ng across his caravan
routes. "Wiere did Setios keep his denmon in a crystal bottle?"

"The gods preserve nme from such know edge, friend!" said the Napatan as his eyes swept the upper
| evel s of the walls which could already be viewed with sufficient clarity. He filtered the air
through his cape; a desert-dweller hinself, Khamwas nust have nore experience with dust storns
than Sam or did. "Believe nme, Setios was mad to keep such a thing by himand you and | woul d be
even nadder to carry it off ourselves.”

"That's not what | nean," the caravan master said. He raised his voice so that it could be heard
through the nuffling cl oth-and because he was at a desperate |oss to know what he should do next.
He woul d have clinmbed out of this place at once, except for his fear of what mght follow himto
where Star stood shivering

No wonder the child had been terrified into a near coma. She nust have known .

"Here it is!" cried Khamwas, brushing the reading stand as he swept closer to a wall. "Here it
is!" he repeated, then sneezed.

The walls of the sunken roomwere fornmed entirely of inscribed stones, but the pieces had little
comnal ity beyond that. Some were squared colums, set with one face flush and the other three
hi dden even now t hat the stucco had fallen away.

A few bore synbols which were not witing at all. One of themwas a small block of peridotite.
pol i shed snooth before a single diagonal was cut across its coarse crystals. The bl ock had marked
the victims place in a tenple of Dyareela. Saml or could not imagi ne anyone renoving it fromits
original location-or being willing to have it close to himthereafter
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The Napatan was brushing his left palmacross the face of a slab of gray granite, cleaning it of
dust that had settled there after the spell of release. The stele was about three feet high and
hal f that across. Figures -presunably gods-filled the upper portion, and there were about twenty
vertical lines of script beneath them

"-to the blessings of Harsaphes," Khamwas sai d, his index finger pausing m dway down one of the
| ater columms. "Harsaphes. not Somptu as |'d al ways assunmed, and the ruins of the tenple of Har-"

"Khamwas, listen to nme!"™ Sam or shouted. He gripped the scholar with his | eft hand, though that
meant dropping his cloak while there was still dust in the air. "You say sonethi ng happened to
magic a little bit ago. Wuld that have broken the crystal that held Setios's denon?"

"The townsman,"” said the nmani kin who was not in the |least affected by the choki ng at nosphere, "is

not the one who is eaten by the croco- dile."

And nmen who | eave mmgi c al one, translated Sam or as he whirled toward glinpsed notion, aren't
destroyed by its creatures.

A hand was energing froma slab of linmestone on the far wall. It was tenuous enough that the
settling dust coexisted with the linb, which was so thin that it would have been skeletal were it
not for the gleamof a scaly integunent.

The three fingers each bore a claw an inch |Iong and sharp as shattered gl ass.

"Get up the ladder!" Sam or shouted as he | eaped for the apparition behind the watered steel blade
of his dagger. The hilt was adequate for his big hand when he slashed with it, though it was

shaped wrong and woul d have been unconfortably short had he chosen to thrust . . . Wich would
have done as nuch good; as nuch, and no nore. The clawed hand twisted to grip the blade while an
armas wire-thin as the hand continued to extend fromthe wall. Steel parted the linmb |ike snoke,

and the claws slipped through the whisking dagger as if it in turn had no substance.

Anot her hand was reachi ng through the stone beside the first. The blur above and between t hem was
growing into a narrow reptilian face.

"Get out!" the caravan naster shouted again when a glance toward the | adder showed hi mthat
Khammvas stood where he had. He had crossed the top of his staff with his left forearm

"No, run!" Khamwas replied. He had been chanting under his breath, and his face spasned with the

effort of breaking back into normal speech. "I released it again, but | can hold it for |ong
enough. "
The denon's head and torso had energed fromthe wall. One leg was striding forward in slow notion

The creature was half again as tall as Samor, and it was thinner than anything could be and I|ive.

One hand shot out and snatched the sea urchin which shattered be- neath the claws into a cascade
of mauve sparks. As the denobn's armw thdrew, the sparks fornmed again into their original shape.
The creature of light continued to pick its way through the air. Saml or was quite sure that if the
claws closed on his niece, their effect voul d be permanent.

"Run. Star!" he shouted, afraid to turn fromthe denon. It continued to pull itself fromthe
st one.

Khammvas hadn't noved, though his nouth resumed its unheard chanting. Maybe Sam or could jump for
the | adder hinself since the fool Napatan refused to do so. Slamthe |lid back over this hellish
roomif the lid would close without a search for another mechanism Run out the front door with
Star in his arnms, praying that he could work the bolts swiftly enough . . . praying that the
door keeper would ignore themas they left, the way Khammvas had said it would .

Sam or stepped forward and swung at the denpon again. He wasn't going to abandon Khammas to the
creature unless there were no other choice.

He chopped for a wist. Instead of slipping through Iike light in nist, the caravan naster's stee
cl anged as nunbingly as if he had slashed an anvil. The denon seized the bl ade and began to
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chitter in high-pitched | aughter

Al of the denon but its right leg had pulled free of the wall. That leg was still snokily

i nsubstantial, but the claws of the left foot cut triple furrows in the concrete as they strained
to drag the creature wholly out of the stone. The |eft hand-forepawwas reaching for Samor's face
while the right gripped his knife.

Sam or's nouth had dropped open as he breathed through it, oblivious of the dust that woul d have
made hi m cough another tine. He jerked straight down on the dagger hilt, ducking fromthe sw pe
that started slowy as a boulder rolling, then conpleted its arc at blinding speed.

The bl ade screeched clear. If a man had held it, his fingers would have been on the floor or
dangling fromtw sts of skin.

The denon's paw was uninjured, and its claws had streaked the flat of the bl ade against which they
were set.

Sam or caught the throat-clasp of his cloak. He could throw the gar- nent |ike a net over the
creature and-

-and watch the claws shred it as the denon, steel strong and nore than iron hard, |eaped free to
di spose of the nen before it. The creature's eyes had no pupils and gl owed orange, a color which
owed nothing to the urchin which still tunbled innocently around the room

"Khamnas!" the caravan naster shouted, because the denmon was al- ready in the air and perhaps
Khamvas coul d get up the | adder while the Cirdonian occupied the creature with the process of
bei ng sl augh- tered

The denon halted in mdair, its left foot above the concrete and its right |leg, spindly and
terrible as that of a giant spider, lifting to deliver a kick that woul d di senbowel Sanl or. Dust
settled and the urchin of light rolled jerkily forward, one spine at a time, but the creature hung
frozen like an idol of ravening destruction

Its eyes were as bright as tunnels to hell

Sam or started another cut at the denmon. Light reflecting fromthe triple scratch on his bl ade
rem nded hi m how usel ess that would be. so he turned i nstead to Khamwas.

Who had not noved since |last Samlor had | eisure to glance at him

Khamvas hunched slightly forward, his left forearmcrossing the top of his staff and his eyes
fixed on the denon with a reptile's intensity. Tjainufi still perched on his shoul der.

The Napatan's |ips had been noving soundl essly, but now he said in a cracked whisper, "Go on ..
qui ckly. "

The denon was not quite frozen. The novenents the creature began before Khamwas's spell took
effect were still going on. The leg that stretched toward Sam or at a gl aci al pace qui ckened
noti ceably when t he Napatan spoke, and the denon's nouth gaped slowy to display arrays of
interlocked teeth like needles in the upper and | ower jaws.

"But how can you-" the caravan nmaster began as he slipped a step back, beyond the present arc of
the claws. The denpn bent at its girl-slimwaist as it |eaped, because otherwise its flat skul
woul d have banged the ten-foot ceiling.

"Sam or," said the Napatan scholar, "get out! | brought you here!"

The denon had trenbl ed back to near stasis for a noment. Now it lurched far enough forward in its
unsupported notion that it was clear one hand was reaching for Khamwas's head even as the kick
extended toward the Ci rdoni an

"There i s none who abandons his traveling compani on whomthe gods do not call to account for it,"
said Tjainufi.
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"Fuck your gods," said Sam or, who was already sliding the knife back under his belt to free his
hands. He encircled the Napatan's wai st, under- neath the cape for a firmer grip, with his left
arm

"No-" sai d Khamwvas desperately.

"Do yowjob," Sam or snarled back as he lifted the snaller man. The air swirled with the denon's
renewed novenent, but the claws now behind the caravan nmaster did not rend himas he stepped with
regal determination to the |adder

Focusing on the creature fromthe stone was for Khamwas. Sam or hil Sant had the responsibility of
getting them both back up the | adder while his conpanion did that job, eyes, arm and staff |ocked
into their duty

Khammas' s body was nuscul ar, but weight wasn't the problem Carry- ing himupright while Samor's
right hand needed to grip the | adder for bal ance was brutal punishment, and it rem nded hi mof how
badly he had strained hinself getting into this damed house

One foot above the other, each step a deliberate one because a jolt at the wong tinme mght break
Khamnas' s concentration irrevocably No way to tell what was happening behind him nothing to do
about it if things weren't well One foot and then the other.

A gust of wi nd shocked Sam or as his head |ifted above the floor of the reception hall Fabric, a
curtain or a counterpane, had been snatched froma roomon the upper floor and was flapping from
the railing

Star was calmas nolten glass as she watched her uncle struggle up the | adder with the other nan
clanmped to his side At his first wild glance, Sam or thought the whorl of white hair on the
child's tenple was one of the creatures of |ight which pulsed through the reception hall It was so
bri ght

He couldn't bend over to balance with his palmon the floor as he neared the top of the |adder, so
the caravan naster mounted the |ast three rungs at a qui ckened pace Toppling backward woul d nean
the floor killed themif the denon didn't, but if Sam or sprawled on his face the result would be
no better He'd seen the creature start to nove, it would be on themin an instant if Khamvas were
flung out of his concen- tration

Sam or stepped fromthe top rung to the marble floor, sucking in his Iips as he strove to nove as
snoothly as a duck gliding on water He set the Napatan down, conscious of the nman's weight only
after he was free of it, and with the sane notion strode for the wall and the |latch necha- nism

Khamnvas' s voi ce was audi bl e again, breaking with strain as he chanted over and over again a dozen
or so words Sweat fromthe Napatan's face had splashed Samor's left forearmas he clinbed

The caravan nmaster's boot skidded when he tried to slide back the piece the marble which was half
wi t hdrawn beneath the nolding Instead of trying again with his hobnails, Sam or knelt and
scrabbl ed at the black stone with both sweaty palns It noved into position with the sane greasy
certainty with which it had opened

The pond of nirror-snooth water slipped down to cover the denon Soundl essly.

Sam or skidded as he ran fromthe sidewall to the front door Hobnails weren't the footgear for
these polished stones . . and this house wasn't a place for humans Not now, and probably not
before Setios's pet got |oose.

There was no inside door |atch

"You didn't let themout, Master Khamwas," said Star, patting the hand of the scholar who had
knelt and was sobbing with exhaustion 'They're playing with us "

"Cone on,
but he didn't have tine to fool with it. "W're |eaving the way we cane

Sam or shouted There was certainly a way to open the inner and outer doors from here,

"There's six of them Uncle Samor," said Star. "They're playing with us"
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Sonet hi ng emerged fromthe pilaster beside the stairs to the second floor It was a clawed hand
like that of the denpn below Instead of streaming like snmoke fromthe stone, it broke free as a
chi ck energes froman egg Rock shattered away fromthe groping |linb, and a section of the wal
started to lift.

Khammas rose to his feet His face was bl ank and his body swayed with fatigue He crossed his arm
over the staff again and began a whis- pered chant.

The wall from which the denon crashed, already forned, was | oad- bearing Tortured roof beans
squeal ed as plaster in chunks of up to a hundred pounds broke away A big piece hit the center of
the pond and bl asted water out across the reception hall.

Sam or caught his niece with one arm and Khammvas with the other He flung them all three together,
to the floor against the nearer sidewall A block of stone, notched for the butt of a crossbeam
tunbled fromthe roof to the rail of the second-floor wal kway, then caroned to the floor in a
shower of dust and chi ps.

"We'll get out through the back'" said the caravan naster who doubted that they would. The wall
besi de where they hunched under cover of the wal kway was crunbling as gray claws harder than the
stone energed fromit.

Across the reception room the other sidewall was disintegrating ma shower of bits and bl ocks
They hid but did not disguise the cause of the destruction One of the denobns was clasping a
di snenbered hurman | eg Sam or figured he knew where Setios and his servants had gone.

Six of '"em Star'd said Likely five nmore than they'd need, but you didn't quit Just because you
couldn't win.

The three humans rose and scuttled for the room s back wall and the door there They were bent over
because the wal kway's partial roof was no protection agai nst bl ocks bouncing fromthe floor at
crazy angl es.

The front half of the house staggered forward into the street with a roar. The sound did not seem
loud until Sam or realized that he could not shout with enough volunme to be heard by the two
conpani ons he had dragged with himinto the tenporary safety of the door al cove.

Skel etal, inhumanly tall figures mnced toward the trio, shrugging off the tons of rubble that had
t hundered down on them There were four, and the nound of stone and tinber covering what had been
the floor of the reception room heaved as the creature in the roombeneath rejoined its fell ows.

Sheets of pain flapped across Sam or's body froma center where his right hip had bl ocked a

ri cocheting chunk of stone that weighed as nuch as he did. The crosswall dividing the house was
built as solidly as the exterior. It remnined essentially undi sturbed when the energi ng denons had
shattered the front of the house. That portion of the building had denolished itself as brittle
stone shifted in a vain attenpt to find new foundati ons.

The door in front of Saml or was | ocked or possibly jamred when ruin nmade the house twi st, but the
panel was only thin wood inlaid with horn and ivory in patterns which were probably significant as
wel | as decora- tive. Khamwas pounded it with the ferule of his staff, breaking off scal es of
ivory wthout doing anything to get themthrough the doorway.

Sam or woul d have kicked the |atchplate, but he was pretty sure that his right hip would neither

support himalone nor lift his boot high enough for the purpose. Wndering how many seconds they

had before a denon |unged onto them he rotated on his |left heel and grabbed a torso- sized bl ock
fromthe weckage that had spilled i nward during the col - |apse.

The denbns were advancing with tiny steps, chittering in self-satisfac- tion. Wen they chose to,
they picked their way over the piled rubble, but one of the four figures strode through the tons
of junbled rock like a man wading in the surf. The fifth of the creatures heaved itself into sight
with the ease of a toadstool bursting pavenent to reach the open air,

"Care-" cried Samor, turning with the block in his hands. The novenent was so pai nful that he
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could feel only his scalp, his palns, and the ball of his left foot.
n - f ul ! n

The stone splintered the door and carried on, crashing on the floor of the hallway beyond and then
bounci ng harm essly fromthe | egs of the sixth denon poised there with its arns spread across the
passage.

The air was dead still. The caravan nmaster turned again, no nore conscious of his pain than a fox
is conscious of the way its lungs burn fromits running when the hounds encircle it for the |ast
tinme.

"The sky," Khamwas said hoarsely. "Look."

Sam or drew the | ong dagger fromhis belt and |lifted Star to his chest with his free arm The
senmicircle of denons waited, crouching slightly, with their spindly, steelstrong arns interl ocked.
They were cl ose enough that if one of the creatures |eaned forward, it could rip the caravan
master's face away in its pointed teeth.

"Look!" Khamwas screaned, and even so his voice was snothered by a sound |ike the screamof a
gi ant snake.

Sam or | ooked up. He could see alnbst a mile into the sky, up the lightning-lit throat of a
descendi ng tornado funnel

The | ower end was shaggy with tentacles of water vapor condensing in the | owered pressure
surroundi ng six separate suction vortices. They ex- tended toward the ruined house.

"Down!" cried the caravan master, but Star twisted like an eel fromhis arns and stood while the
two men tried to flatten thensel ves

One of the denons | eaped away, covering twenty feet of the distance toward the street before being
caught by a suction vortex- The creature reeled upward into the main funnel, |ike a crab being
lifted into an octopus's crushing beak. Blue-white lightning |icked soundl essly but with corona
radi ance fromone side of the void to the other-

The funnel hovered at the I evel of what remained of Setios's roof. A miniature vortex snaked past
Star's erect head, so close that it should have touched her hair but didn't. It was no nore than
the diameter of a wine jar, spinning w ddershins though the main cloud rotated with the sun

Sam or lay on his back, clutching the nmedallion of Heqt in his left hand as he watched transfixed.
The broken door panel exploded into splinters. They cleared thensel ves up the shaft of the
scream ng vortex. The denon flashed out in the grip of the wind, upright and battling nonentarily
while its hinder claws gouged pieces the size of a man's fist fromthe stone of the doorjanbs.
Then the creature was gone, falling upward into the sky in a helix so tight that its |inbs had
been plucked fromthe body before it disappeared into the tunnel of |ightning.

The tornado was lifting and folding in on itself like a purse whose drawstrings were being
ti ghtened. Sam or hadn't seen what happened to the four remaining denons, but they had vani shed
when he knelt to | ook around.

"I'f you are not slack," said Tjainufi in a perfectly audible voice, "then your god will be active
for you."

Sam or uncurled his fingers fromthe amulet of Heqt; but it had not been to the toad goddess that
he screamed his prayers in the last in- stants

"I thought Momy's box was enpty,"” said Star as her eyes net the caravan naster's "But it wasn't

The tornado funnel flattened into the overcast alnost a nile above Sanctuary Only then did the
normal wind return, a huge gust of it, and with it the start of a cold downpour It was as dark
again as the inside of a tonb.

But the whorl of hair on Star's tenple burned for a noment |ike the heart of the |ightning.
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A MERCY WORSE THAN NONE
John Brunner

By lanplight, by firelight, on a winter evening, Jarveena of Forgotten Holt sat at dinner with the
| ess-t han- man whose foreign agent she had been for these seven years.

In the years since she had served himnerely as a scribe-interpreter, Master Melilot had changed
but little He was portlier, adnmttedl y-the satin robe he splashed with grease as he gnawed at the
carcass of his third wild duck stretched snooth across his anple paunch-but his suety face was
equal Iy innocent of winkles and would no doubt remain so till his death

Most certainly of all, his inner nature had not altered Though he was a great deal richer than of
yore-Jarveena knew that for a fact, having put several inmensely profitable deals his way, and
having laid the foun- dations of a fortune for herself-the outward signs of his prosperity were
few He was still reluctant to part with noney save when it was unavoi d- able, food still came to
his table fromthe fire shared between the kitchen and the bindery adjacent to the scriptoriumon
the entrance floor, and those who cl anbered up and down the | adderlike stairs with wine jars and
full and enpty dishes were still the sane sort of apprentices, not engaged just now in copying or
studyi ng A thousand ot hers woul d have flaunted their wealth by buying slaves, or installed one of
the hoists of late so popular in Ranke, which delivered food piping-hot by way of a shaft sunk in
the wall Not Melilot He knew that an excessive display of worldly goods was a sure way to attract
the interest of thieves, and he had no wish to be at the expense of hiring armed watchnen It was
cheaper to rely, by day, on the constant vigilance of his staff, and by night on the geese he had
installed on the roof, in what fornmerly had been the nauseous dwelling of the drunken nobl eman
whose ancestors had built this once fine mansion. He had gone to his repose; now the geese could
be trusted to disturb everybody's at a nocturnal shout or footfall, a com plaining bolt, or the
creaking of a shutter jinmed open.

Besi des, here in Sanctuary, what guards were available were as likely as anyone else to rob their
enployers if they felt they could get away with their |oot.

Despite his visibly good appetite, Melilot was uneasy. As well as Jarveena, another guest sat at
his table. It was not his customto adnit strangers to his private quarters. Had the fell ow not
been vouched for by Jarveena personally, he woul d never have set foot outside the public areas
bel ow.

Yet he had been vouched for in a nost disturbing fashion. Had he sonehow ensnared the girl-wonman,
Melilot corrected hinself, remem bering how much tine had el apsed-perhaps by magi c? Was their
pres- ence part of sone secret plot against hin? It was second nature to all in Sanctuary to think
in such ternms, fromlifelong habit.

Keepi ng up, between mouthfuls, a flow of gossip as entertaining as m ght be heard anywhere in the
city and a sight nore trustworthy than nost, given that it was based on what he daily gl eaned from
the docu- ments given himto transcribe or translate, Melilot studied Jarveena fromthe corner of
his eye. She had changed nore than he had in the past decade-and small wonder, given the
difference in their age and bodily condition-but she still affected manni sh garb, boots and
breeches and | aced jerkin. She was still, noreover, patterned with vicious scars, though they were
far | ess conspicuous than formerly. Therein lay the reason for her annual returns to Sanctuary,

and al so why she was not already as rich as Melilot. Spells were not cheap, particularly when one
must apply to Enas Yorl for them one of the three greatest wi zards in the |and.

Under his care, the | ash narks on her hands and arns had faded until they were no nore than a
tracery beneath her tawny skin-and no doubt el sewhere on her body, for her once unequal bosom
swelled identically nowon left and right, signifying that the old brown kel oid had been spirited
away and |left her formas shapely as that of anyone her age not yet a nother, and nore than nost
thanks to her active way of life. Gddly, though, she had not begun where nost young wonen woul d
have, with her face as being nost exposed to public view Still, when she tossed her head in

| aughter at sonme especially extravagant yamrecounted by her host, one m ght glinpse the hideous
cicatrix she could reveal by drawi ng down her eyebrows, that mark which in the days when she
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resi ded here she had used to such effect in cow ng disobedient junior apprentices .

Oh, she had al ways been a strange one, this Jarveena! He had been positively glad when she deci ded
to take ship away from Sanctuary after that unpl easant episode involving an enchanted scroll
treachery on the part of a trusted officer, and an attenpt to assassinate the Prince.*

Yes, indeed. Life was a great deal nore confortable knowi ng that this unpredictable person, half

| oyal enployee and hal f explosive spitfire, was safe at sea or bargaining on his behalf in distant
ports. The tines when she canme back to claimher pay, and spend the greater part of it again in a
single day, were far fromthe happiest of Melilot's existence

And now she had arrived, for the first time ever, with a conpanion. Male, at that. Discarding the
third duck, belching unrestrainedly and calling for nmore wine, he shifted his attention to this
stranger even as he launched into the best and funniest of the runors he had lately garnered. It
concerned the plight of a rascally sea captain, Stong by nane, half mariner, half snuggler, who
had taken aboard, all unwitting, both a chestful of silver put long ago by M zraith under a geas
that sooner or later would conpel its restoration to its rightful owner, and also the victimof a
S' danzo curse designed to drive himaway from Sanctuary for all tinme. He decorated the tale with
all sorts of risible detail, nuch of which he invented on the spot, and Jarveena, relaxed by his
good wine, enjoyed it to the full. One of the changes she had undergone during her extensive
travel s was the acquisition of a keen sense of hunor. In her teens she had had little to laugh at,
or about.

Her conpani on, however, made no pretense even of sniling. Hs glumface renmai ned as inpassive as a
stone idol's except at reference to the S danzo curse, whereupon he favored Jarveena with a scow .

What, Melilot asked hinself, could have persuaded her to bring this boorish fellow here? So far he
knew not hi ng about him save his name, and that was outl andi sh and nearly unpronounceabl e,
sonething like "Klikitak" except that it ended with a rasp: Klikitagh?

O course, a few hints could be deduced from his appearance. Hi s shoul ders were broad, his chest
deep, his hands | arge and sinewy: the figure of a man of action. Mreover he was of a striking
color, for be- tween his fair beard and bushy fair hair his cheeks and forehead were w ndburned to
a pale clear red after so nany days at sea.

But never in all his life, not even when dealing with some noblenan's illiterate wife desperate to
know whet her letters brought secretly to her husband and intercepted described her infidelities,
had Melil ot seen such unalloyed m sery on a human countenance Wy, even Enas Yorl, sport of a
thousand m ndl ess spells that changed his shape, his sex, and now and then his species, contrived
to extract a certain wy and resigned hunor from his predi canent

He ended his story, and Jarveena, hooting with | aughter, clapped her hands. The pretty ten-year-
old girl who stood silently mone corner be- side the wine jug nistook her applause for a signa
to replenish their mugs, and nade haste to obey Melilot did not correct her He had hopes of

| oosening the stranger's tongue, and in that project |liquor was his chiefest ally

"I note, sir," he said with disapproval that was only partly feigned, "you were not anused by the
plight of Captain Stong Is one to take it that it was because you are unfamliar with crucial
references therein, as to the S danzo curse and | egendary Mzraith's skill as an enchanter” You
have the air of a far-traveled man, not acquainted with the ways and notabl es of Sanctuary."

Klikitagh stirred, and for the first time uttered nore than a discourte- ous grunt; he had not
even expressed thanks for the generous repast that had been set before him

"No, sir," he returned "Is because in part | can not well to understand your saying "

Hr That aroused Melilot's professional instincts Wiat could this fellow s native | anguage be7
The accent was none that he recogni zed, nor was the curious turn of phrasing Mayhap Klikitagh was
literate in some | anguage |acking fromthe list posted at the door of his scriptorium though that
was | onger by three, possibly four, than the best his rivals had to oner If only to learn how to
recogni ze a script he hadn't run across before, it would be worth his while to pick the stranger's
br ai ns
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Before Melilot could formul ate any proposal, however, the other had gone on

"And in other bigger part because is not a natter for nake jest, a curse Speak as pitiably victim
knowi ng well from agony anti-justice, cruel ness, of naking curse agai nst nmocency nan, ne, self"

That enphatic addition occurs in Yenezed, but never at the end of a sentence . . Oh, I'mreally on
to something here' Excited, Melilot beck- oned the girl back fromher corner to pour still nore
Wi ne

But Klikitagh refused, covering his nug with a broad pal m

"Tired | to sleep Must go, we

As though taking Jarveena's consent for granted, he gathered the sword belt he had hung on the
back of his chair and rose, extending his hand to hel p her up al so.

She ignored it
A sudden angry flush deepened the color of Klikitagh's cheeks He said, "You not-"

"l have business to discuss with Melilot,"
apartment 1'll join you later "

she cut m"One of the kids will show you to the guest

Hastily, for fear of Klikitagh provoking a quarrel that. as surely with Jarveena as with any
haughty bl adesman of the city, might becone a fight, Melilot forced his i mense bulk out of his
chair.

"That is so, sir," he confirmed. "But | assure you | shall keep our conversation as brief as may

be " He hesitated, trying to gauge the depth and cause of Klikitagh's ill tenper "If perchance you
fear | may trespass on sone right of intimacy the lady has, for the tine being, granted to
yoursel f, | pray you consider the-ah-visible signs of my inconpetence mthat regard "

Klikitagh's face remained blank Melilot realized he was so nervous that out of habit he had used
formal, high-flown terms, inconprehensible to this foreigner He nmade hasty anends

"It is as Jarveena has said My guest apartnment is at your disposal During your stay at Sanctuary |
| ook forward to chatting with you about your native country and its script and | anguage, it would
be nost inter- esting, indeed a positive pleasure, to hear you on the subject Accord- ingly,

rather than dismiss you to sone flea-ridden tavern |like the Vulgar Unicorn, | suggest you nake ny
home your base until you have com pleted whatever business brings you here Feel free to come and

go .

His words trailed away Klikitagh was scowl i ng worse than ever Hs hand would have fallen to his
sword hilt-he had refused to be parted fromthe weapon, bad manners though it was to bring it into
his host's dining roomhad Jarveena not caught his fingers in her own, slimmer but al nost as
strong Wth a sour gnn she said, "You' ve upset the poor bastard Not surprising I'll take himaway
and pacify him and cone back "

"Paci fying" Klikitagh took so long that Melilot, growi ng drowsy fromthe funmes of wi ne, was on the
poi nt of postponing further conversation with Jarveena to the norrowthe street outside having
reached that pitch of quietness after which al nost any noi se m ght set his geese to cackling-when
silent as a shadow, she returned wearing nothing but her skin and slunped back into her chair He
noti ced that his guess about the keloid on her chest had been correct

"Foof" she exclai ned, though she kept her voice low "If |I'd known what a handful Klikitagh can be
I'd never have agreed to help himStill, you can't help feeling sorry for the poor devil, can
you?"
"Personally,"” Melilot grunted, "I find it the easiest thing in the world to avoid doing so. \Wat
spel |l has he cast on you, who never before to nmy know edge felt sorry for anybody save yourself-
and naybe Enas Yorl ?"

She pantom ned hurling her wine mug at him but cancelled the nove- ment with a wy snmile at his
reflexive flinch. The nmug turned out to be enpty. @ ancing around, she saw that the little girl in
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the corner had dozed of f. Renenbering, perhaps, the days when she, too, had had to wait on
Melilot's pleasure after dinner, she went to help herself. Having taken a swig and topped it up a
second tinme, she resumed her place.

"Al'l right." She sighed. "I guess |'d better tell you Klikitagh's story."
"I'"d rather hear about the deals with-"

"Tonorrow will do!" she interrupted. "Or nore likely the day after."

"I was afraid of that," the master scribe muttered. "On the first full day of each of your visits
to Sanctuary, you invariably have urgent busi- ness . . . Still, if this tine you can afford to
have Enas Yorl charm away the scar on your forehead"-brightening-"you'll no |onger present such an
al arm ng aspect every time you shake aside your forel ock."

"It's true that | intend to wait on Enas Yorl tonorrow, as | always do." Jarveena wasn't | ooking
at him but at the fading glories of the painted ceiling, on which the |anps and the flanes from
the dying | ogs conbined to cast curious and intersecting shadows, as though sonme ma- gician were
eavesdropping on themand letting his attention wander now and then fromthe spell that assured
his invisibility. "But this time, not for nmy own sake."

"For . . . his?" Reaching for his own nug, Melilot was so astonished he al nost spilled the
contents.

"Yes indeed."

After that there was a lengthy silence, broken only by the occasional sputtering of a jet of gas
boil ed out fromthe danpest and | ongest-lasting |og across the fire dogs.

Eventual ly noise drifted fromoutside: the tranp of booted feet on cobbl estones. One of the night
patrol s was passing, conposed of nen trained locally to Hell-Hound standards of discipline; yet
even they did not dare to venture abroad except in twos, so | awl ess and unruly was this premer
melting pot of cities. The geese were accustoned to the sound of their passage, and the boss
gander marked it with no nore than an evil- soundi ng hiss.

Havi ng wat ched the gl eam of the patrol's lantern approach and fade on the curtains that nasked his
streetward wi ndow, Melilot said, "Are you sure he has not cast a spell on you? Last year you said
this was to be the tinme of your final visit to Enas Yorl, at |east for personal reasons. You said
that after it your face would be restored to the same condition as your"-he coughed behi nd one

pl ump hand-"the rest of you."

"I''m havi ng second thoughts," Jarveena nuttered. "It's sonetinmes not a bad thing to be able to
turn off an unwanted suitor just by doing this." And she drew her eyebrows down, glaring at him
frombeneath their two graceful arcs. At once Melilot's gaze, against his will, was drawn away
fromthe rest of her face and horribly concentrated on the livid cicatrix that marred her forehead
and instantly rmade her handsone features nore repul sive than the worst invention of Sanctuary's
hawkmasks.

"You haven't done it to him" Melilot suggested.

"Yes. At first. It had no effect. That was what got ne interested Kl ik- itagh." She had perfectly
mastered the final sound of the name; Melilot, to his shane, knew that he woul d have to practice
it half a dozen tines aloud and in private before he dared address the nman directly.

"What, then, foll owed?"
"The di scovery that something worse could happen to a person than what | went through as a child."

For an instant her face reflected nenories of long ago and far away. Melilot, know ng what was in
her m nd, shivered. To have been raped repeatedly, then whipped and |eft for dead anmong the ruins
of her native village Holt-not for nothing now referred to as Forgotten-when she was no nore than
nine . . . Was that not sufficient horror to enter into anybody's life?
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Yet she had found someone who, in her view, had suffered even nore. What nonstrous events, then
lay in the past of Klikitagh?

Huskily he said, "Tell nme his tale."

"Let it begin," she said after reflection, "with the reason why he took offense at your offer of
free lodging. | know you' d not have nade it had you not expected quid pro quo. It's all, of
course, beside the point, but what he mght be able to teil you of his nmother tongue woul d be
quite usel ess. VWether he can wite |'ve not inquired; the same applies."

"Still, know edge of any distant |anguage-"
"Even a dead one? Dead for centuries?"

"What ?" Melilot jolted forward on his chair, one carel ess el bow over- setting his mug-but it was
enpty, and he lacked the energy to rise and fill it for hinself.

"Do you not believe there were great nmgicians in the past?" Jarveena chal |l enged.

"You nean . Melil ot sank back slowy into his usual pot-bellied slouch, staring into nowhere

"Qut withit!"
"He's under an inmortality spell?"

"That's only the half of it. Don't imagine you should envy him"-in a sharp tone of warning. "On
the contrary! He is the nost pitiable creature | have ever met, and in your service 1 have
travel ed back and forth across the whole known world. Is that not so?"

Mel il ot nodded dunbly.

"Then listen." She |leaned toward the fire with chin on fists; the flames nade patterns of darkness
dart across her face and body. "What lies on himis no nere spell, but a trenendous curse. In it
consi sts the reason why he was angry when you offered himl odgi ng. He cannot accept. Nor will he
eat your dinner tonorrow or on any other evening. You see . "

She wei ghed her words with care.

"He is bound never to sleep two nights in the sane bed, nor eat a second neal fromthe sane table.
And this has been his doomfor a thousand years."

Now for a great while Melilot sat motionless, save insofar as the play of fire- and |anplight kept
up a constant illusion of nmovement through- out the room Finally he had to stifle a yawn. But
behi nd his plunp, inscrutable face it seened his nind had been working hard enough, albeit al ong
lines that were famliar in Sanctuary nore than any other place.

"Wuld this not inply that he cannot be kept in jail?" he suggested.

"Way, you-!" Jarveena | eaped to her feet, brandishing her nmug as though to brain himwith it. Only
a warning hiss fromthe gander beyond the ceiling prevented her. But her face was aglow with fury
as she sat down again. "lIs that all you can think about? How would you like to be in his shoes?"

"Not at all," the fat one answered candidly. "I'msorry; | hadn't thought the matter through ..
To what is owed this fearful geas, then?"

"I've no idea. Moreover, nor does he."
"But that's ridiculous!™ Melilot stared at her. "You nean he won't admt-"

"I mean precisely what | said!" Do you think I haven't pestered himw th questions? Do you think
haven't put himunder oath? He has sworn by all the gods and goddesses whose nanes | recogni ze,
plus one or two | never ran across before, that he believes the curse to be unjust. He says, and
I've been able to confirm that he has consulted every magi- cian whom he could afford to pay, and
none has given himsurcease. Wiat is nore, none has contrived to relieve his msery by telling him
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the curse indeed is warranted. Wre he aware of what he is accursed for, he nmight at |east attenpt
an expiation. Can you think of a crueler fate than his? He is being puni shed-endl essly, horribly
puni shed-for sonething he has no nenory of having done! Is he not truly to be pitied?”

A shudder plus a vigorous nod made Melilot's gross body wobble under his fine robe.

"But how does he make shift aboard a ship?" he demanded. "If he may not sleep twice in the sane
bed-"

"He brought a hamock, and each night slung it fromtwo different posts or hooks. This is
pernmni ssible."

"Then: eating twice fromthe sanme table?"

"Until this evening | had not seen himeat froma table at all. Aboard ship, he carried his dish
to a different spot on deck or in the 'tween-decks, but this strategemdid not entirely serve; our
voyage, as you know, was prolonged by a contrary wind, and for the last two days he did not eat at

all. In the tavern where I net him where he had already spent a week, he had to bribe its keeper
to nove himeach night to a different bunk or pallet, and since there were only two tables for the
custoners he was reduced to eating on the floor, like a dog. He was nuch nocked i n consequence."

"Has he described what happens when he tries to defy the curse?”

"He cannot. He says he's never had the power to do so. It is, he says, as though he has becone a
wel | -trai ned ani mal . Though he nmight sit down to your table tonmorrow, be he never so hungry his
hands would remain in his lap, refusing to lift food to his lips; though he m ght fall upon the
softest couch in the world, weary to the marrow of his bones, only the first time would he be

al | owed repose. Thereafter he would toss about all night, unless exhaustion drove himto prefer
the floor. He nust, he says, avoid the highest and the | owest sorts of |odging: the fornmer because
the weal thy often buy antiques, the latter because the poor neke shift with what's been handed
down or | ooted from abandoned hones. This carven table might be one he ate fromcenturies ago,

that horsehair pallet mght have been in use el sewhere. The curse still holds, even at so renpte a
reach; he starves, he grows red-eyed with | ack of sleep, until he wanders on and falls exhausted."

"How does he live? What trade is open to hin?" Melilot demanded.

Jarveena shrugged. "I think when all else fails he has to rob. But there are tasks even a wanderer
may undertake. He goes a lot to sea; sonetines he enlists to guard a caravan; he has hinted at
havi ng been a courier, and carried confidential mail. Naturally, though, he can't serve long on

any given route.”

"Naturally," Melilot said in a dry tone, and had to hide another yawn. "Wll, ny dear Jarveena, if
it's any consol ati on, you have indeed elicited my synpathy. Your vivid picture of his unendurable
exi stence nust nove the stoniest of hearts-which nmne, as you're aware, is not. Let us hope for
both your sakes that Enas Yorl relieves the curse tonorrow. Go now and tell your friend I w sh he
may sl eep soundly in ny guest room since it may only be this once. And | eave nme your report and
your accounts, so | nay peruse themwhile you're with the w zard."

"You'll find themall in order."
"Are they not always so?"
"OfF course. How otherwi se could | have kept on your right side so | ong?"

Rising with a chuckle, she headed for the door. Passing his chair, she bent to plant a kiss on his
shaven pate.

"Thank you for allowing Klikitagh to stay. It can't be often that he enjoys such |uxury."
Said Melilot: "I didn't notice himenjoying it . . ."
And his little joke sent himcontentedly to bed.

Waki ng, but with eyes still closed, Jarveena abruptly grew aware of another presence near at hand,
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apart fromKlikitagh. She tensed, sliding her fingers beneath her pillow in search of the knife
that never |left her reach

It wasn't there. Come to that, neither was the pill ow

She sat up with a jerk, eyes wide in alarm Melilot's guest room had vani shed. This was anot her
pl ace entirely, a long |lowceilinged stone- walled hall, wherein she found herself on an obl ong
padded couch, Klik- itagh still at her side. The air was pleasantly warm pervaded with fra-
grance fromdried herbs sprinkled on a brazier

Looki ng down on her, clad in a many-layered cape, was a tall and rather handsone youth . . . but
where a normal person's eyes would be, there burned two red betrayi ng sparks. She exhaled with a

gasp.
"Enas Yorl!" she excl ai ned.

Her voice roused Klikitagh. He cane together all of a piece, instantly swinging his legs to the
floor-which was spread with soft pelts, sable, marten, and sea otter. He cast around for his
sword, but there was no sign of it, or of his clothing. Perceiving in the unknown youth a captor
and perhaps a rival, he shook sleep fromhis brain and advanced with both fists cl ubbed,

O rather, tried to do so. Wen he set his foot down a second tinme, his linbs slowed, as though he
were forcing his way through deep water against a fierce contrary current. Wth vast effort he
achi eved another step, but that was all; eventually he remained utterly still, balanced ab- surdly
on his left leg, mouth ajar in a face that had becone a mask of fury and frustration.

Jarveena knew how he was feeling. Just so had she been trapped at her first unexpected entry into
the magi cian's pal ace. Guarded by basilisks, it |lay beside and beneath Prytanis Street, to the
sout heast of the Avenue of Tenpl es.

Except, of course, when it was somewhere el se

Li cking her lips, for even after all these years it awed her to be in the presence of Enas Yorl,
especi al |y naked-there was no point in adding "and defenseless,” for fewthere were in all of the
known world who could withstand the power of such a w zard-she said, "Sonmetinmes | wonder why you
keep basilisks and yet enforce that spell in person. Do they not jest about the man who kept a dog
and barked hi nsel f?"

"Who fold you there was no trace of basilisk in ne?" replied the seem ng youth in nmocking tones.
"Wl comre back to Sanctuary, Jarveena. You were nost royally entertained by Melilot the pinchpenny
| ast night. The flavor of those roasted ducks nust have been excellent!"

Even as he spoke, his face was slowy altering. H s eyebrow ridges in particular were thickening
Meantine his shoul ders, gradually hunched. Jarveena knew what such a rapid change bet okened. -«

"You' ve been engaged in a considerable magic," she deduced. "Wre you indeed one of the shadows
that played around the fat one's dining roon"

He inclined his head.

"Can you have been that eager to see ne again? Did you wish to find out whether |'d added any nore
scars to ny toll, naking nore work for you in fading thenP"

But these gibes were a mere cover for her nervousness. Besides, Enas Yorl was paying them no heed.
He was contenplating Klikitagh with a frowm. After a nonment he touched the man's tenples gently
and briefly with his forefingers.

He said at length, "I heard his story as you recounted it last night. Now | can tell you one
extrenely curious fact. He does believe, with all his heart, that the curse upon himis unjust.
But in my centuries of life- brief though they be conpared to his, of course-I have read, been
told, found though experience, that to i npose so powerful and durable a spell on an innocent
victimis, if not forbidden, self-defeating. It nust turn again upon the one who cast it. So say
all the best authorities."
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"M ght there not have been exceptions in the past?" Jarveena ven- tured- "Could there not have
been anci ent powers that since have been forgotten?”

"How can that be so, when Klikitagh has trudged fromw zard to enchanter to magician for a
thousand years, telling themhis tale and begging themto strike off the fetters of his |life9
There's nmore to this than neets the inward eye Conme' Let us start the day with food "

That was not the usual first engagenment she had with the wi zard. Puzzled by the change, though not
especially di smayed, she ascribed it perhaps to his unwillngness to engage in the lists of |ove
with a third party present-though she was sure he nust have rendered Klikitagh blind and deaf and
|l ost to the passage of tine

In her heart of hearts, though, she knew it was because he was inter- ested much nore by the
stranger than herself

Turni ng away, Enas Yorl nmade a pass in the air and the far end of the i mense hall drew obediently
closer There stood a table set with bread and fruit and bow s of steanming broth, along with stoups
of fragrant wi ne Assum ng a hi gh-backed chair, as though by afterthought he said, "Ch-clothe ny
visitors "

Unseen hands w apped Jarveena in a silken gown, even to the point of fastening its sash She
gl anced at Klikitagh, a robe of homespun cloth as harsh as sacking fell around his awkwardly
posturing frane

"You will not let himjoin us9" she suggested

"He is feeling neither hunger nor thirst," replied the wizard "Besides, | may need to | oose his
tongue by conventional neans, as Melilot essayed to do last night with scant success How can |, if
he has already eaten fromny tabl e9"

"But surely . she began, and bit her lip

"You were going to say," cane the resigned reply, "you have such confidence in ny abilities, you
fully expect himto be set free by nightfall Well, if so he will of course be dead-had that point
not occurred to you9 But the outconme is by no neans certain Join me' Sit down' Toast your
return beneath ny roof"

She obeyed, having no alternative The wi zard's wine, as ever, was superb Conpared to it the best
of Melilot's was sharp as vi negar

The food, too, was exceptional, but she found she had little appetite, though Enas Yorl ate
briskly enough. He had let slip, long ago, that nmagic was a tiring business, draining the
practitioner of energy as nuch as any normal kind of plain hard work. Jarveena, however, was dis-
tracted by the way his face and hi dden body kept on changing, as the m nutes ebbed away

At |ast she could contain herself no | onger She burst out, "Od friend -if | may call you so-what
drew your interest to Klikitagh?

"dd friend? Enas Yorl repeated, wiping |ips that now were broader and flatter than before,
beneath a broader, flatter nose and beetling brows "Wy, there are few so kindly disposed to ne as
tocall me friend at all-and that, of course, is by design' Nonetheless, |I'Il not hold your choice
of words against you'" He gave a harsh laugh and drai ned his goblet.

"Know, then, that it was nmuch despite ny will | guard nyself fromsentinental ties that m ght bind
me to this world, hoping for the day when | nyself can be released by death | would not care to
overl ook the chance of escape because | regretted | eaving anyone, or anything, be- hind . " He

seermed oddly reluctant in his speech, as though naking a shameful confession

"Nonet hel ess | have devel oped a certain attachnment to yourself There is, admittedly, an el enent of
sensual ity involved, that apart, however, | prefer to keep it on the level of-shall we say9-
respectful adnirati on Few who have so nuch reason to devote their lives to seeking revenge break
away fromtheir obsession, you have done so "
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"Because the taste of vengeance was not sweet,

Jarveena nuttered "It turned to ashes in ny nouth

"Even so, even so ... Reverting to the point when | discerned that you had taken up with a
conpanion, | rejoiced | watch you sonetinmes mny scrying glass, you know "
"I didn't'" she said, startled "I don't know whether to be flattered, or -Never mind Continue"

"As | say | rejoiced, hoping that our attachnment woul d thereby be weakened Despite ny best
i ntentions, though, | grew curious concerning himwhat manner of man, | asked nyself, could win
Jarveena fromher wild, her willful ways? Inevitably, in the noment | found out, | was ensnared "

"I don't see- Oh'" Jarveena | eaned her el bows on the table, goblet cradled in brown hands "If he
is truly innocent, the curse on himnmnust be stronger than the spells that bind yourself Break his,
and you may find the way to break your own "

"Did I not know you to be ungifted in that area, | mght well say you read nmy mnd

There was silence between themfor a while At |ast Jarveena | ooked himstraight in his unhuman
eyes

"What are you going to do9"

"l have already begun You would not know what day it is today, the cal endar that counts it has
been I ong disused But it was necessary that you and he should conme here now not yesterday and not
tonmorrow Gt herwi se one would have had to wait a quarter year "

"You conjured up the wind that delayed our ship

"It was inperative

"Then you nmust think there's a chance
"OF freeing Klikitagh? Perhaps. First, though, | nust learn the reason why the curse is on him"

"But you said already that he doesn't know So how?" "Wait." The magician rai sed one hand whi ch
no | onger matched hi s handsonme yout hful countenance-not that he was so handsone any | onger

either. "What | said was that he honestly believes it was put upon himunjustly. That does not
mean there was no reason for it. | assure you, even a thousand years ago no one woul d have
undertaken such a work without a reason. Klikitagh may i ndeed be innocent; if so, there is a great
and | ong-outstanding blane to visit on the perpetrator of a crine against him O, nore like,
descendants of those who benefited by its perpetration.”

"But how can he not be innocent, having sworn by-? | waste ny breath. You nust already know "
"Indeed | do. That is perhaps the nost renarkabl e aspect of the mat- ter."
Enas Yorl rose. "Now | must further the business. Tine is wasting."

"May | wait? May | be of assistance?"

"You nmay not," The wizard's tone was final. "You will go hence about your own affairs. About now
Melilot is rising, and he will be eager to discuss your trip. He will display great reluctance to
mention Klikitagh, and you yourself will give the fellow not a second thought, save perhaps to
hope occasionally that | can rescue him Until sundown. At the no- nment when the sun cuts the
hori zon, you may return. Approach the entrance on Prytanis Street; address the basilisks by nane-
I"lIl teach you howand they will let you by. If the work is not conplete by dark, it will have
failed. "

"But these winter days are so short!" Jarveena cried.

"That is precisely why you nmust go now. It lacks | ess than an hour of dawn. Be on your way! No,
wait! There's one thing nore."”
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"Yes?"-as she turned to obey.

"No need to bring your customary fee. Reserve that for my final on- slaught on your scars. It is
enough that you have given ne ny greatest challenge in a hundred years of weary life, the first of
all that holds out hope for nme ... Begone!"

And she was gone, with further words unspoken on her |ips.

Al'l transpired as had been proni sed. Jarveena spent the norning clos- eted with Melilot, snatched
a brief lunch, and in the afternoon went to the wharf where goods that she had purchased with the
money he ad- vanced her had been disposed in tidy piles: here, bales of cloth; there, jars of w ne
and oil; over there again small chests of spice, ingeniously carpentered, that had a resal e val ue
of their own when enpty. A certain portion being set aside for her, he paid her due comni ssion on
the rest. He might at one tine have dreaned of cheating her, as he was used to cheating everybody
el se; her friendship with the powerful magician Enas Yorl prevented that. Besides, there was an
addi ti onal advantage. It was not done to steal what Jarveena or any other associate of Enas Yorl's
left on the wharf before it was transferred to guarded warehouses. O not done nore than once, at
any rate .

"Well, that concludes our business for the day!" said the naster scribe heartily, handing his
conpendi um and his account scrolls to a boy-in- waiting. "And in good tine, what's nore; it isn't
even sunset, quite. Now |I'mathirst. Shall we adjourn to yonder ale house and sanple their mnid-
Wi nter brew? Unless, that is, you're eager to rejoin your man and find himdifferent |odging for
t oni ght -"

Klikitagh!

Jarveena cl apped hand to forehead. How was it possible? Al day, since finding herself back at
Melilot's, she had thought of nothing but cargo manifests and nmarket prices and percentages! And"
the fat one had not even conmented on her willingness to spend the time with him when normally
she woul d have been with the nagician .

And sundown now i npended!
"No! No!" she cried. "Don't hold ne back an instant nore!"
Incontinently she took to her heels,

The way fromthe harbor to Prytanis Street had never seened so long, or so beset w th noving
obstacl es. She | ost count of the nunber of people she jostled against, the nunber of futile curses
that were hurled after her. the tines she herself cursed patrol men shouting to know why she was
runni ng, imagining her to be a thief or cutpurse fleeing fromher latest victim

Sonehow, though, they realized: she was not running away from but toward

The twin pillars of her destination |ooned in the gl oam ng, accorded a wide berth by the foot
passengers on their way to sunset service at the nearby tenples. And snmall wonder. At the foot of
each reposed a sleep- ing basilisk, secured at neck and leg with silver chains. As Jarveena rushed
toward them they becane alert. Heads raised, they snuffed the air and |istened, pondering in
their slowreptilian way whether or not to open their eyes and cast their petrifying glare upon
her .

Enas Yorl had said, "I'll teach you howto call them by nane-"

But he hadn't!

She stopped dead, searching the corridors of nenory. No! She had no idea what she must say!
"He forgot!" she npaned, clenching her fists in rage.

And then, suddenly, she heard a groaning, grinding sound that nmade the pavenent shudder underneath
her feet. Looking up, she saw that the bronze door of the palace was sliding open, revealing a
hall full of lum - nescent nist. And on its threshol d-
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"Klikitagh!" she excl ai ned.

Still in the homespun robe, barefoot, he seenmed to respond to her cry. Shaking his head, he
staggered down the five marble stairs that fronted the doorway. He accorded Jarveena a bri ef
gl ance, but it was vacant, as though she neant no nore to himthan any chance-net passerby.

"Klikitagh?" she said again, uncertainly.

He struck her aside with violence, and staggered off into the darkness. In a nonent the throng of
t enpl e- bound wor shi pers conceal ed himfrom Jarveena's view, while their chattering drowned out her
shout s.

"Deat h and destruction!" she expl oded. She spun on her heel and dashed up the narbl e steps,
desperate to pass the door before it ground shut again.

The basilisks relaxed; lay down; resuned their fornmer imobility.
She was inside the nisty hall before she realized what had happened-

A great netallic slam announced the final closure of the door. She was alone, and nore terrified
than she had ever expected to be again in this life. The mist, though bright, was dense; she could
not make out the walls. When she gl anced down, she could barely see her own two feet.

Abruptly she was gripped with pure cold rage.
"Enas Yorl!" she shouted. "Danmn you! Wat have you done?"

Her surroundings shifted in unpleasant fashion, as though someone had taken nornmal space in either
hand and given it a spiral twist. She felt she was about to | ose her bal ance, though the wei ght
remai ned on her soles. Clawing her knife fromits scabbard, she prepared for an attack, know ng
even as she clasped the hilt that any physical action here nust be pointless.

Then the mist cleared, and she recogni zed the subterranean hall where she had first nmet Enas Yorl
against her will. There was the table so long it could have seated the entire nobility of
Sanctuary; there was the caped figure seated at its farther end; and all around her she heard
echoes that brought shivers to her spine, as of cantrips which had set the thick stone walls to
ringing like a new stuck bell

She stood as immobile as on that first occasion, this time not by con- straint, purely from her
m ngl ed fear and anger.

"You failed!'" she accused.

Her words, thensel ves echoing along the nonstrous room drove away the fainter echoes. At |ong
| ast Enas Yorl bestirred hinself.

"No," he said in a thin voice. "I succeeded."

"\What ?" Jarveena took a pace toward him It seemed not to dininish the distance that separated
them in any case, she had no wish at this nmoment to be in his presence at all, |et al one cone
closer. "Then why did Klikitagh brush past ne without a sign of recognition-worse: shove ne out of
his way |ike a persistent streetwal ker?" Recol |l ections crowmded in. "Besides, you said that if you
did succeed, he'd die!"

"Yes, so | did. Nonetheless .
As she stood striving to unriddle the nystery, he heaved a sigh
"Cone hither. I'Il explain."

The hall and table contracted to nore customary di nensions; in a tw nkling she found hersel f where
she had been at daybreak, seated in the sanme chair. Unseen hands, as ever, had set it behind her
knees just as she was about to | ose her self-control conpletely.
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Cautiously she returned her knife to its sheath, staring at the nmagician. But for the enberlike
gl ow underneath his brows one could not have guessed this to be the sane personage. His arns, in
particular, were far too flexible. H s? Mght one not better say its?

But the voice renained, and was uttering slow words, as though each syllabl e exacted agoni zi ng
effort.

"l did succeed, Jarveena. At what cost | dare not say. Perhaps the cost of every shred of hope
left in my innbst heart. | worked a rite such as has not been attenpted in |iving menory-not,
certainly, inmne, . . And worked it well."

"Wth what result?" she whispered.

"I learned the reason for the curse on Klikitagh."

She wai ted. Wien she could bear the waiting no | onger, she demanded. "Tell ne'"
"I shall not. This only will | say: H's punishnent is just."

"l don't understand!"

"Better you should not. Better that no one should. Had | known what a burden of know edge | was
t aki ng on-no! Condeming nyself to!-1'd never have set out to offer help."

Quessing at the neani ng behind the words, Jarveena bit her |lip. Tears sprang unbidden to her eyes,
and yet were wel come, for they disguised the ghastly formthat Enas Yorl was nelting into.

"Here, then, in brief, is the secret Klikitagh has hidden fromevery- body in the world, hinself
i ncl uded.

"Hi s punishnment is just. He told ne so."
"It cannot be! No one could deserve that fate!"

"Until today | would have said the sane,
his new form had grown unsuited to it.

Enas Yorl said solemmly, shifting on his chair as though

"But how can he have told you so?" Jarveena persisted.

"l chose this of all days rather by enlightened guesswork than by proper know edge. As it
happened, | was right. On one day of the year, in the proper circunstances, he is able to remenber
why he deserves his curse.”

"Tell me! Tell nme!" Jarveena pl eaded.

"Though you crept to me on hands and knees, bleeding in the extrem ity of death, begging to be
told before your final breath, | would not |et description of such foul ness pass ny lips!"

Not that, strictly speaking, it was |ips he now nust use to speak with .

"Know only this: after committing it, he bethought hinself of his crime and repented. Haunted by
sel f-1oathing, he becane a court to try hinself, and passed the only sentence that was fitting. He
wanted so to suffer that no person who had heard about his evil deed, and might be tenpted to
enmulate it, would fail to hear as well about its perpetrator's puni shment and change hi s m nd-not
considering that the tine m ght cone when any such would be I ong dead and all his victins totally
forgotten. Therefore he nmade the sentence cruel past conceiving-save by one who was evil to the
fiber of his nerves.

"He decreed that for all time he would believe, in total honesty and full conviction, that he'd
done not a thing to warrant such a doom Perhaps this affords sonme insight into the enormty of
his m sdeed. "

"But what can he have done?" Jarveena shout ed.
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"You'll never guess. It isn't in your nature to inmagine, |let alone enact, so foul a crine."

"Has it tainted you?" She | eaned forward accusingly, glad that she could only vaguely see the
shape he now endured. "Has it deformed your mind as nmuch as your body?" That was cruel, too, in
its way, but she uttered the words regardl ess. "Have you no mercy? Is not a thousand years enough
for even the foul est of villains?"

"Ch, yes." Enas Yorl's voice had becone |ike the sough of wind in bare-branched trees. "Mre than
enough, in ny view

"Not in his."

"You-you nean . Jarveena's mouth was suddenly dry. "You nean you tried to rel ease him from
the curse he w shed upon hinsel f?"

"l did."
"And he refused to let you, being a nore powerful rmagician?"
"Not exactly."

She threw her hands in the air. "For pity's sake, Enas Yorl! Wether or not you pitied him pity
me who calls you friend! Never in nmy life before did | find anyone with better reason to hate the
worl d than had | nyself at nine years old! Mke plain what you have done and not done!"

"I will try . , ." The voice grew fainter all the time. "But words nmust strain to conpass these
events. The spells required are half outside the normal universe ... | did succeed! No other

wi zard now alive could have acconplished what Enas Yorl achi eved today, not even he at I|lsig whom
they call nost skilled, not he at Ranke who ato-serves the court.

"Jarveena: | gave Klikitagh his freedom"

There was a long stunned silence. Wen it had becone nore than she could bear, Jarveena husked,
"But you said it would have killed him"

"Which it did."
"What ?"

"I speak in plain words, do | not? Despite the deformation |I endure!" The tone was savage now, and
sent new shivers down Jarveena's spine. "Well, maybe your nature fights acceptance. Wrds pl ainer
then than ever nust be tried.

"I gave himhis release! He died! And even dead,- so dreadful is the power of that spell, he rose
again and said-praise all the gods that no one save nyself could hear those awful words!-'Dead or
not dead, | am condemned to walk the world. | may not eat a second tine fromthe sane table, nor

may | sleep a second tinme fromthe sane bed. It is decreed. By ne. It shall continue!'"

Fromhis recital of the quoted words rang forth a hint, an echo, of the force that had endowed the
curse on Klikitagh with its original power. It was unbearable. Crying al oud, her brain assail ed by
hi deous vi sions, Jarveena slunped fainting fromher chair.

In the light of torches, both her cheeks gl eamed wet.

She woke, once nore at dawn, and found herself alone at Melilot's, as had often happened to her in
the past. Not this tinme, however, was her franme pervaded by the truly nmagic skill of Enas Yorl's
caresses. Only a dull sense of deprivation filled her nmind as she kicked aside the covers and
moved to use her chanber pot, then douse herself with the contents of the ewer on the nightstand
Then, unconcerned as ever about naked- ness, she dragged the curtains back and threw the shutters
wide to the new day- Cold air conbined with cold water to bring her back to full alertness. She
reached for her clothes-and checked, catching sight of her reflec- tion in the tall and expensive
nmrror that hung beside the w ndow.
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There was no trace of any scar upon her body. Not the faintest, lace- |ike, weblike hint beneath
the skin could be discerned. She was as perfect as though no wi re-lashed whip had ever whistled
through the air to break blood fromher tender flesh

Amazed, then astounded, she flicked back her forelock. Surely the cicatrix her forehead bore-?
Gone as wel |

"But | told him" she said aloud. "I nean. | told Melilot, and he was listening! |I said | wanted
to keep that for when it canme in useful "

The words died away. She let her hands fall to her sides.

"Ch, you're in there, aren't you, Enas Yorl? You' ve sown a counterpart of yourself inside ny
brain! It's the sane trick that taught nme the names of your basilisks! Maybe you have too nuch on
your mind to hear me at the nonment, but |'m damed well going to treat your projection the sanme as
I woul d yoursel f! Now answer ne! Wy did you take ny forehead scar away before | gave you | eave?"

The reply cane, not in speech, but in a sense of warm and private intercourse, reaching bel ow the
deepest level of her mind. If it resenbled anything at all, it mght be likened to the inpact of
hot spiced wine on a cold day.

"Not nme," said the nental duplicate of Enas Yorl in words that were not words. "Not by ny
intention, anyway. Listen, Jarveena, and renem ber all your life!

"Not to recall what he had done was for Klikitagh a nmercy. | state this on the basis of what |
have found out. To live with recollection of such horror . . . ! You nust concede this."

She nodded, participating in this nonexistent dial ogue.

"However, it became exacerbation of his punishnment. It made his sen- tence unendurable. |Indeed it
was a nercy worse than none. He knew it, and condemmed hi nsel f regardl ess.”

Again a nod, tinged this tinme with terror
"Yet you took pity on him"

"Yes, | did!"-defiantly. "And | still feel the same!"™ "You were the first to do so in a thousand
years."

For an instant she stood rigid. Then:
"I can't have been!"

"He told ne so when | interrogated him invoking a power greater than any god's. Not once, till he
met you, had anyone felt pity for his plight."

"Then | weep for our sick world!" Jarveena cried-and abruptly it was true. Tears that had so | ong
been unfamiliar to her flowed as freely down her face as they had | ast night.

"And well you may," the illusory Enas Yorl confirned.
There was a pause.
"For you have worked a mracle."

"I don't understand." Snuffling, fighting to regain control, Jarveena resuned the donning of her
cl ot hes.

"How are your scars today?"
"Why ask? You cleared them didn't you? And took away the one I'd thought of keeping!"

"Not |, Jarveena, but yourself."
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She froze in midnovenent, bending to strap her boots.
"Go forth, as soon as you are dressed, into the street. Do not ask why;

you will at once find out. | worked a greater magic than I knew. For the nonment, then: goodbye.
Don't try to call on me until | send for you. The nanes | give ny basilisks are daily changed.
Sonetinmes | cannot give them nanes pronounceabl e by human tongues- That's why | have not spoken
words to you this nmorning . "

The contact faded in a garble of disconfort that |eft Jarveena imgin- ing for several seconds
that she had four stomachs and a nouthful of regurgitated hay.

The sensation passed. The laces of her jerkin still unfastened, she dashed down the slanting

| adders that served this house for stairs and cuffed aside a sleepy apprentice who tried to stop
her unbarring the main door on the grounds that Master Melilot was still asleep. Beyond, in the
wan gray |ight of dawn, she saw a form upon the cobbl estones, face turned asi de, one arm outfl ung,
chest sneared with blood still red thanks to the sharp cold: victim presumably, of some chance
robber's knife

"Klikitagh!" she whi spered, dropping on one knee beside the ... corpse?

It was indeed. No pulse was to be felt. Arine of frost had formed upon its hair, its beard, its
hands |,

Sl owl y she straightened, gazing down in wonder.

"So your journey ended here, in Sanctuary," she nmurnured. "Wl |, death was what you npbst desired.
And . . ."

A thought occurred, as wonderful as it was terrifying.

"If I'mto believe what Enas Yorl asserts-and who but himshould | believe in such a matter?-it
follows that the worst crine in the history of the world has been comritted. It was yours, ny
Kl i kitagh. And yours al one."

It was going to snow any nonent. The air was so cold, the lips she |licked were nunmb. She half
expected to taste ice.

"But even you have reached the | ast stage of your pilgrinage in search of expiation. Wat now
becomes of you will be no matter. Let your shroud be snow. Let dogs and thieves assail your body-
you won't care

Per haps you shoul d have conme to Sanctuary sooner. It cannot just have been because of neeting ne
that you were saved! | won't believe it!"

So sayi ng, she spun on her heel and marched back into the scripto- rium Mich relieved, the
apprentice slamed and barred the door behind her. Wite flakes swirled down outside as she went
to seek a breakfast of hot broth and dunplings.

By nightfall-for such had been the will of Enas Yorl-she cared no nore for Klikitagh save in the
sense that all misfortune nust be pitied, and he had been | east fortunate of all. He lingered in
her menory as myth and synbol; nmeantinme she had a life to | ead herself.

"Mayhap, " thought the w zard who sprawl ed across stone flags in guise but ill adapted to such
human artifacts as chairs, "that snow en- shrouding Klikitagh, by his own verdict foulest villain
of all time. will cover ne in turn. Let it be soon!"

Whereafter he conposed hinself to patient neditation, tinged with regret that for the duration of
their present encounter he and Jarveena woul d be unable to make | ove.

SEEING I'S BELI EVI NG (BUT LOVE IS BLI ND)

Lynn Abbey
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Illyra awoke to the sound of an infant's crying and a sudden stiffening of the nmuscles in her neck
and shoul ders. She stayed that way, tense- alnobst cringing-until she heard the wet nurse shove her
bl ankets aside, then stunble across the night-dark room The crying changed to con- tented sucking
sounds; Illyra closed her eyes and shrank back into Dubro's arns. He hugged her reflexively but
the infant had not inter- rupted his sleep. Wiy should it? Children were wonen's work and this
child was not even his.

The S danzo seeress natched her breathing to her husband's and waited for sleep to touch her
again. She listened to the wet nurse tuck the infant back into her cradle and return to her own
bed where she swiftly resumed her gentle snoring. Dubro's strong arms were no | onger com forting
but had becone an encircling trap fromwhich she could not free herself-tangi ble synmbols of the
wei ght she had felt since sunmer when her hal f-brother, Wal egrin, had appeared with the newbom
girl-child in his arns.

It had never seened |like a good idea. Three years ago Illyra had borne twins: a boy-child and a
girl. Now they were both gone. The boy, Arton, had been taken fromthe nmortal world. Caught up in
the influence of the demi god, Gyskouras, he had sailed for the Bandaran |Islands this past spring

and if he returned at all, it would not be as her son, but as a wargod stranger. Wrse, Lillis,
her bl ue-eyed daughter had been hacked into pieces by ravening street gangs during the Plague
Riots at about the same tine. Illyra had tried to protect her daughter with her own body- w th her

own |life-but fate had denied her sacrifice. There was a purple scar running across her belly but
it went not nearly so deep as the scars nourning had left on her heart.

She had nurtured her grief and had wanted nothing to do with living or joy. She had hated that
squi rm ng bundl e WAl egnn had thrust into her arns. Had wanted to dash its head agai nst the

door posts because it lived and Lillis did not. But it had wapped its fragile fingers around hers
and stared into her eyes. And Illyra had Seen that this child would remain at her side.

Strange how the S danzo Sight worked. It rarely focused on the self, famly, or |oved ones but
brought the abstract, the uncared-for, into clarity. Illyra did not |ove-would not allow herself
to care for-this not- daughter they called Trevya and so the infant flashed constantly in her
mnd's eye where the Seeing visions grew.

Had not Trevya's |egs been crippled in the prolonged birthing that had clai med her bl ood-nother's
life? Had not Illyra Seen, superinposed over every other vision she coormanded, a construct of

bal een and | eather guiding the infant's soft bones into a healthy alignnent? Had not Dubro made
such a brace, following her precise instructions, and was not that twisted little | eg al ready
growi ng straighter as the Sight had foretol d?

Illyra had wought a mracle for Trevya, who was not her daughter and whom she did not |ove. She
had gi ven Trevya freedomand built an unyielding trap for herself. Hot tears squeezed out from her
eyes and puddled in the crook of Dubro's arm The young worman who had once been a not her prayed
that they would not awaken him and waited the | ong hours until dawn when she woul d be rel eased.

Thi s not -daughter consumed nore of Dubro and Illyra's tine and noney than their own children had,
for they kept Trevya with themin the Bazaar rather than send her behind the fortress walls of the
Aphrodi - sia House where working nmerchants often kept their precious children. So they had had to
hire a wet nurse, a woman-scarcely nore than a child hersel f-whose baby had been stillborn and who
had conme to live with them al ongsi de Dubro's forge. But there wasn't enough roomfor them Trevya
and the waiflike Suyan, so they'd hired workmen to nake their hone |arger. And, of course, Suyan
must have food, and cl othes, and nedi ci ne when she grew si ck.

Fortunately there was plenty of work to be had in Sanctuary these days. The new city walls were
bei ng made from cut and dressed stone; there were picks and nauls in need of constant repair and
repl acenent. Dubro had both a journeyman and an apprentice working beside himat the forge these
days, and he tal ked of building a |arger furnace beyond the rising walls. Verily, a fortune could
be nmade these days in Sanctuary, but the punp needed prinmng and it seened to Illyra that their
coin hoard shrank rather than increased.

She was half S danzo, fully gifted with their preternatural clairvoyance but bereft of their
tol erance for haphazard poverty. She was half Rankan, through her father's bl ood, and craved the
material security that was the heritage of that enpire's mddle class. And, of course, her S danzo
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Sight could offer no assurances to her Rankan anxieties. Even without Trevya, Illyra would have
|l ost many a night's sleep this season

As it was, she bal anced on the edge between dreani ng and waki ng, and her thoughts spiraled far
beyond her control. Trevya's face drifted toward her, like a leaf on the wind or driftwood with
the tide. Illyra called her mnd s eye back, but it did not come and the face grewinto a ful
Seeing of a child running through a neat flower garden, arms out- stretched, silently |aughing and
singing a single word over and over again.

Illyra cried out, breaking the thrall of the Seeing but not disturbing her husband who, in truth,
was accustonmed to her cries in the night. The seeress, still bound in Dubro's protection, stared
into the night deter- mned nowto remain fully awake. The vision would not be denied and inserted
itself nmo her thoughts, denanding interpretation

That was easy enough. If Trevya ran, then her |legs grew straight and strong. |If she ran through a
garden, then she becane a child in a place where beauty was an affordable luxury. |If she sang as
she ran, then she was happy. If that word was Mot her

But no, Illyra would not acknow edge that part other Seeing-though it could have told her she
woul d have the material security she craved. She preferred the | oneliness other anxiety and
clutched its darkness tight around her until slits of dawn |ight cane through the shutters.

Dubro stirred, freeing her as he did. The soul of routine and regularity, the smth rose with the
first dawn light year around and had his forge ready when the sun peeked over the horizon. Usually
the sight of his broad shoul ders as they vani shed beneath his worn | eather tunic was enough to
bani sh Illyra's ni ght-bom doubts, but not today-nor did she share any aspect of her visions with
him She remained huddled in the bed until Suyan had the baby at her breast and even then Illyra
gathered her brightly colored garnments as if in a trance.

"Feel you poorly?" Suyan asked with sincere concern

Illyra shook her head and | aced a rose-col ored bodice lightly over her own breasts. The girl's
voi ce-her odd, but lilting, syntax-grated with extra harshness this norning, and Illyra was,
wi t hout forethought, deter- mined to ignore her.

"Hersel f cried but once in the night, though if that come at a bad time, it's enough to keep you
waki ng until dawn?"

Always a curl to her voice. Everything was a question that needed- no, denmanded-an answer. But
this time it would not work

"There's herbs left from Masha zil-1lneel-from Herself's congestion- that could be brewed up?"

"I"'mfine, Suyan," Illyra said at last. "I slept fine. The baby didn't bother nme. You didn't
bother ne. And | don't need any herbs- just . . ." She inhaled a pause and wondered what she did
need. "I'm going uptown today. Wiat | need is a change of scenery."

Suyan nodded. She did not know her m stress well enough to sense how little Illyra needed change
of any ki nd-and woul d not have done any different if she had.

Shunni ng her pots of kohl, Illyra brushed her hair into a thick chignon and wapped a conceal i ng,
drab-col ored shaw around her shoul ders. She woul d never be m staken for a wonan who foll owed any
of Sanctuary's fast-changing fashi ons but neither would she be taken for a S danzo.

"You'll be wanting breakfast?" Suyan asked fromthe coner, the lilt maki ng her maternal and
chasti si ng.

"No, no breakfast," Illyra replied, neeting the other wonan's eyes for the first tinme, and
wat ching themgrow fragile with self-doubt. "I've got a craving for the little tarts Haakon sells;
I'"l1l get sone on ny way."

Those huge eyes grew bright and know edgeabl e. "Aye, cravings ..

Illyra found her fist clenching into a warding sign. Suyan had her own need for security, and
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security for a wet nurse was her mistress's preg- nancy. Not a day went by that somehow, buried in
the lilting questions, the subject of Illyra's barrenness was not raised. As Illyra forced herself
to relax, the unfainess of it all swept over her and she knew if she remai ned one nore nonent she
woul d di ssolve into tears that would only nake her world worse.

"I''mgoing now," she muttered in a voice that sounded al nost as bad as she felt.

Dubro was instructing the new apprentice in the finer arts of squeezing the bellows. H s voice was
deep and even with hard-held patience; there was nothing to be gained by interrupting himso
Il'lyra gripped her shawl against the chill harbor wind and hoped to slip away.

"Madane . . . Madane Illyra. Seeress!”

Il'lyra shrank against the walls, unable to pretend that she had not seen or could not hear the
young woran raci ng through the narket-day crowd.

"Ch, wait, Seeress Illyra. Please wait!"

And she did, while the other woman caught her breath and pressed a filthy, battered copper coin
into her hand.

"Help me, please. 1've got to find him 1've | ooked everywhere. You're my |last hope. You' ve got to
help ne."”
Nurmbly Illyra nodded and retreated the few steps to the anteroom where she kept her cards and the

ot her paraphernalia of the S danzo trade. She could not refuse-though not because of the coin as
the suvesh commonly believed. It was not paynent that conpelled the Sight but, sometines, the
contact of their flesh with her flesh. Already she was growi ng dizzy with the emergence of anot her
reality. It would be a haz- ard to her if she attenpted to deny the vision

She pushed the deck across the table as she half collapsed onto her stool. "Mike three piles of
them" she commanded; there was no tine to shuffle them

The visitor's hand shook as she separated the deck- "Find ny Jimy before it's too late!"

Il'lyra swal l owed the notion that it was already too |ate, then surren- dered herself to the
emergi ng i mages: the Lance of Air, Seven of Ships, Five of Ores, reversed-the Wirlw nd, the
Warfleet and the Iron Key transformed into a | ock. The | ock wound through a chain and the chain
grew fromthe belly of a dank, swaying ship-not an anchor chain, but a galley chain fromkeel to
ankle, fromankle to wist, fromwist to oar. The air reeked of drugged wi ne and echoed with a
whi p' s crack.

It was too late. Illyra Saw sl aves' faces, one clearly, the rest wapped in fog, and heard-as was
the way with her gift-Jimy speak out his own nane. She separated herself fromthe Seeing and
sought words to blunt the despair her answer nust contain.

"Anot her card," she heard hersel f whisper. "Seek beneath the Whirl- wnd."

The suvesh, the ordinary non-S danzo fol k of the world, mght not know any of the Seeing rituals
but they knew the way things were sup- posed to go after they'd put their coin in a seeress's palm
and any deviation was certain to nmean bad news. Illyra's visitor was sobbing openly as she reached
for the first pile.

Two- not one-cards slipped free: the light-and-dark tunnel of the Three of Flames and the dark-
faced portrait of the Lord of the Earth. Illyra absorbed them both and grew no wi ser.

"He's been taken onto a boat," she said slowy, gathering the now lifeless chips of velluminto a
single stack. "Hi s | eaving was not of his choosing," she continued, putting a high gloss over his
ensl avenent be- fore adding, without nuch conviction, "nor will he choose the time or manner of
his return.” Illyra could not bring herself to say that the best Jimy would likely get out of his
future was a grave under the soil rather than the waves.

"I's there no hope? There nust be something | can do. Sonething, anything. Wich tenmple should | go
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to? Which gods should I pray to?"

Il1lyra shook her head, then spoke as a wonan rather than a seeress. "There is always hope-but hope
doesn't cone from a handful of S danzo cards."

Her visitor shuffled awkwardly to her feet. Illyra confirmed her suspi- cion that she was a few
nmont hs shy of giving birth and poorer than Suyan had been when they'd found her

"Take back your coin."

"WIIl it change things?"

"No, but it will buy you today's food and tonorrow s, too."

"I won't need food tonorrow," the girl shouted through her sobs as she ran fromthe room

But she will, Illyra thought, weighed down by the Sight of a pale woman and a scrawny child.
There's no death for her. And no life either

The cl angi ng of three hammers brought her out of her visions. Dubro was tapping the cadence and
the other two were beating the red-hot iron. One of themhad it right-tap, bang; tap, bang-but the
other, probably the apprentice, was off the mark and stuttered against the netal. The forge

reverberated with an unnatural rhythmthat penetrated deep behind Illyra's weary eyes.
"Can't you get it right!" Illyra snarled, thrusting head and shoul ders through the anteroom
dr apes.

The percussive chorus cane to an inmediate halt with an aghast | ook on the faces of the younger
men and a knowi ng, concerned one on Dubro's.

"Learning's not easy," her husband said cautiously, his blue eyes nar- rowed to unreadable slits.

"What, then, is he |learning? How to give nme a headache?"

Dubro nodded twi ce, once to his nen who laid down their hamers and the second tine to his wife as
he approached her. He wapped his armgently around her and brought her into the anteroom beside
him Just as the forge was his true hone-a place built to his scale and com fort-so the scrying
chanmber was Illyra's true hone and it made hi m seem an unwel cone gi ant scraping his head on the
rafters, yet unable to sit, as the visitor's chair would not take his weight.

"Lyra, 1'll send them hone, if you want, but | think it's not the hammering that's wong. Wat
ails you, 'Lyra?"

Illyra on her scrying stool had taken command of the room She would have had to arch her neck to
see Dubro's face, but she had no intention of neeting her husband's eyes. She spoke to the table
instead, in a soft voice that enphasized the snmth's awkwardness. Yet she was no nore confort-
abl e than Dubro; her hands sought the scrying deck and her fingers rimed through the cards.

"Everyt hi ng and not hing, husband. | do not know what ails me-and |'m al nost past caring." The
cards broke free of her nervous fingers to scatter across the green cloth.

Heavi ng a sigh as he noved, Dubro dropped to one knee; he could look into Illyra's eyes and force
her to look into his. "Read the cards for ne, then. Ask themwhat | nust do to nmake you happy."

Illyra avoided him watching the cards as she gathered theminto a rough-sided stack. "You know I
cannot. | love you. | cannot See what | |ove."

She rai sed her eyes, thinking to shame hi mbut was herself shamed by what she read, wi thout Sight,
in his face. He doubted her |ove and, now that the notion flowed within her thoughts, he had a
right to, because she doubted it as well. The worst pain Illyra had ever known shuddered al ong her
spine. The cards spilled onto the table when she hid her face behind her hands. She never i nagi ned
Dubro woul d study and renenber each inmage in the nmonment before he reached across the table to
massage her neck and shoul ders.
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"Had we rich relations or a hidden villa surrounded by | akes and trees, |'d send you away. It's
Sanctuary herself who's hurt you," Dubro said with an el oquence few ot hers knew he possessed.

Il'lyra imagined the villa and recognized it from her predawn vision of Trevya. Fresh sobs cane
| oose within her as she shook herself free of the villa and her husband.

"What, then?" Dubro asked, a trifle | ess understanding.

"I don't know. | don't know . . ." but then, though she still could not discern the nature of,
much | ess the solution to, her problens, Illyra stunbled across sonething that coul d, under
di fferent circunstances, have accounted for her despair. At |east to Dubro.

"I woke this morning with a foreboding around ne," she adnmitted, not yet |ying but working herself

up to the sort of half-truths she routinely fed her visitors. "I thought to escape, but that wonan
canme and the forebodi ng becane a Seeing. She wanted to know where her |over had gone and | found
himin chains in the belly of a ship sonewhere. And though | only Saw his face clearly, | saw as

well that he was not al one and that nany men had been pressed into slavery."

Dubro grew thoughtful, as she had known he woul d. Chains were nmade fromiron, and Dubro knew every
man in Sanctuary who knew that netal-in any of its forns-against his flesh. The blue eyes grew un-
focused as he, like any other ungi fted suvesh, ordered and nmade sense of his thoughts.

U yra watched his pupils nove as each note of know edge fell into place. Her sense of guilt

| essened; she had tricked himinto thinking about sonething el se-but a good i ssue nmight yet cone
of it. She gath- ered her cards and wapped themin a square of silk, never noting which ones had
| ai n exposed.

"This is sonething for your brother, Walegrin," Dubro decided with a firmnod of his head.

"You tell himthen. I"'mgoing for a walk, maybe I'Il find a garden somewhere. | don't want to go
to the barracks."”

Dubro grunted and Illyra suppressed a sigh. A year ago, |ess even, and her husband woul d have gone
into a rage at the nention of Walegrin's nane. He had bl aned all their msfortunes on her straw
hai red brother. Now, since Walegrin had deposited Trevya in her arns, the commander was wel cone in
their house and the two nen often spent the evening in a tavern. Dubro had even gone so far as to
share the cost of posting the child to citizenship in the increasingly meani ngl ess Rankan Enpire.

Illyra couldn't imagi ne conversation, |let alone friendship, between the two taciturn nen, had
never really tried, then realized they tal ked about her. She had pushed themtogether with the
wal | she had built around herself. But the understandi ng brought no desire for reform

"Talk to himthen. Maybe eat with himas well. | don't think I'Il be back until after sundown."

She strai ghtened her shawl and eased past himto the door, never touching him even with her
skirts. The journeyman and the apprentice were gone. Trevya was squalling despite Suyan's best
efforts to sing her quiet. None of it caught Illyra's heart. She was into the market-day crowd
wi t hout a backward gl ance.

There were perhaps two dozen S danzo in Sanctuary, counting the femal e children. The nmen and the
chil dren nmoved unnoticed through the city-especially now that it had becone the workplace of the
enpire with strangers still arriving each day. But the wonen, the seeresses true and fal se, put
down their roots in the Bazaar and rarely left its confines. Illyra recogni zed many of the faces
she passed, but none recogni zed hers. As free as she felt, she was also very nuch al one and
shrinking with each step farther fromthe Bazaar and the forge.

She was all but invisible when she reached the main gate of the pal ace. She was known here, and

recogni zed, fromthe many visits she had nade to her son when he lived in the royal nursery with
the god-child, Gys- kouras. She was not greeted, as she passed into the interior corridors, for

much the sanme reason.

There were ot hers here who knew her, who munbled a greeting with their eyes averted fromhers as
they picked up their pace to be gone from her shadow as quickly as possible. It was, perhaps, a
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great honor to be the nother of a godling. Certainly the slave-dancer who'd been the nother of the
other child did well by her servants, suite, and jewels, but such notherhood did not inspire
nortal friendship. In truth, though, Seylalha, with her lithe beauty, would have found her nest of
| uxury without Gyskouras's help and Illyra, confidante to half of Sanctuary, had never had any
friends.

Asi de from Dubro and VWAl egrin, whose relationship to her was defined in ways ot her than
friendship, there was only one to whomIllyra could bare her soul: MIlin Torchholder. And it was a
sorry state when a god- |ess S danzo clained counsel with a Rankan priest.

At that moment, however, Illyra wore her isolation |ike arnmor and strode by the stairway that
woul d have taken her to Molin's cluttered suite. She had her destination clearly in mnd; a
sheltered cloister that caught the sun without the chill wind. A place certain to have flowers

even this late in the year

The little courtyard was enpty-deserted for considerable time and given over to weeds. Two hardy
roses held onto brown-edged bl oons, their scent all the stronger for the frost that had dooned
them The rest was yellowtop, white lace, and, in the nost sheltered conmer, a patch of fiery
denmons-eyes. Illyra was grateful she had no allergies as she gathered an arnful of the bl oons and
settled onto a sunlit stone bench to weave theminto a garland. She'd |earned the flower braiding
in a vision once. Her nmother had certainly never taught her, nor Dubro, nor Monflower, who'd told
her what she'd needed to know about womanhood and her gift. She'd | earned other things as well:
bits of song and poetry, snippets of |ovenaking, tricks for killing with a knife or sword. She
knew t oo much to be just one person-and she'd |loved Lillis because she yearned to share herself

wi th someone, anyone, who woul d understand.

Trevya coul d never understand.

The sun warnmed her shoulders, finally | oosening the knots that had been there since that late

wi nter day when she'd last held a living daugh- ter of her own blood in her arns. Illyra turned
her face upward, eyes closed, inmagining an ageless Lillis: child, woman, and friend. She took that
predawn vision and changed it until it was her own daughter and she could hear the |aughter and

the single word: nother, nother, nother

But the laughter, Illyra realized after a blissful nonment, was real- echoing within the cloister-
not in her inmagination. She opened her eyes and gazed upon the passel of children who had i nvaded
her retreat with their ganmes. There were none that she recogni zed fromher visits to the nursery-
save that two were clearly Beysib. Both were girls and, by their apparent ages, inmgrants |ike
their parents.

"It's your turn now"
"And no peeking!"

The designated child, the younger of the Beysib pair, separated reluc- tantly fromthe group. Her
arnms and | egs, which extended well beyond her fine but dirty and shapel ess tunic, were still pudgy
with baby fat; her gait was still flat-footed, after the manner of toddlers, rather than rolling.
Her face pulled back into a near-bawling grinace as the di stance between herself and the others

i ncreased but none of the children had as yet noticed Illyra sitting still and quiet on her bench

The little girl squared her shoul ders and put her hands over her eyes.

"CQut |oud. Count out |oud, Cha-bos!" the other Beysib girl com nanded.

"One . . . two . . . th'th-three . . ."

By the count of four the other children had vani shed, squealing and shouting and quickly

di spersing through the tangle of roons and hall- ways of their hone. The little girl, Cha-bos,
heard the silence and | ow ered her hands from her tear-streaked face. She noticed Illyra for the

first tine.

The nictating nenbrane that distinguished the exile community fromthe continental normflicked
over the child s anmber eyes and she stared. Illyra, despite her best efforts, started backward
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just as reflexively. But Cha-bos was apparently inmune to that gesture-or at |east already able to
conceal her own reactions.

"I can't count to one hundred," Cha-bos declared, confident that she had expl ai ned everything, and
Illyra |l earned that Beysibs could cry while they were staring.

"Neither can I," Illyra adm tted-not that she had ever had need to count so nany things.

Cha-bos wilted. What use was an adult who knew no nore than she did? "It doesn't natter," she told
herself and Illyra. "They don't want ne to play anyway."

Caught up in those huge, fixed eyes, |Illyra Saw that Cha-bos was right. The ol der children had not
continued with the sinple game but were, even now, regrouping for a greater adventure.

"I"'msorry. You'll grow up soon enough."
"They won't ever grow down."

Illyra felt herself squirning to get free of the child s endl ess eyes. She realized why the other
gifted S danzo wonen stayed so close to their famlies-where famliarity, if not |ove, inhibited
the curse of Sight and the scrying table turned vision into a cold business. She especially did
not want to know that Cha-bos was no ordinary child-even for a Beysib- but the daughter of the
Beysa Shupansea, and al ready her bl ood was |aced with potent poison.

"You can't have any friends, can you?" she blurted.

Cha-bos went sol emm and shook her head in a slow arc, but the nem brane flicked back and she
bl i nked. "Vanda. She takes care of nme."

Vanda was a nane Illyra recognized frombefore. An Ilsigi girl who had sonmehow gotten hersel f nade
nursenaid to the polyglot nmenagerie of the palace nursery. Illyra had not seen her since Arton had
been sent away and had, for no good reason, assumed the young worman had been swal | owed back into
the city.

"I's Vanda still here?"
"Course she's here. | need her."

Cha-bos's faith in Vanda was as strong as her gut-level certainty that the world-in the proper
order of things-revolved around her personal needs. She was willing to lead Illyra through the
pal atial maze to an interior chanber which by its chaotic condition and the size of its beds had
to be the current |ocation of the the nursery.

Vanda sat with her needle and thread am d heaps of children's ravaged clothing. Her face gl owed
wi th genui ne wel cone when Cha-bos an- nounced herself but cool ed and became nature when she saw
I11lyra.

"It's been a long tine," she expl ai ned, shaking the nmending fromher |ap and bowi ng slightly-as
was proper in the presence of one who was the nother of a potential god. "Fare you wel | ?"

II'lyra nodded and was at a loss for words, wondering what she had hoped to acconplish by visiting.
"Wl | enough,” she stammered politely.

Living with children had preserved sone of Vanda's audacity and forth rightness. "What brings you
here?" she asked, taking up the nmend- ing again.

Illyra felt her mind caromwi ldly fromone nmote of know edge to the next. Vanda was the daughter
of Glla and Lalo the Limmer. G Ila had watched as her children enbarked on the journey of
adul t hood, and had buried one who had not at the same time Illyra's Lillis had been laid in her
grave. Glla had also nursed Illyra through the bl eak weeks of their mutual nourning. Vanda woul d
know what her not her knew, and Vanda knew children

"I have a child," Illyra began from sonewhere deep in her heart.
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Surprise and suspicion flickered across Vanda's face. "Oh," she sighed as a cal mmask formed over
her features. "How fortunate for you." It was a voice to quiet the insane.

The S danzo couldn't help but feel the enotional distance Vanda hur- riedly created between them
But her despair was a throbbing, enotional aneurysm and, having finally found its voice, it would
not be stilled. She described how Trevya had been literally dunped in her arns and how the child
gave her no peace. She spoke of Trevya's twisted Ieg and the psychic intrusions that had led to
the construction of the baleen splint which, though it was strai ghtening her bones, chafed her
skin and nmade her cry for hours at a tine.

Then Illyra told herself and Vanda about the changes that had cone over Dubro since Trevya's
arrival. Cone over himand between themas if children were interchangeable and a worman's | ove
flowed to any infant that squirned in her arms. Not, of course, that it was just one child; there
was al so Suyan who was little nmore than a child herself. And the new apprentice who, though he
still lived with his famly in the town, ex- pected that she would care for him. . . about him

And through it all Vanda sat attentive and blank, polite, and growi ng nore reserved wth each
syllable the S danzo uttered. Until Cha-bos, who had gotten infinitely bored very early in
Il'lyra's oration, inserted herself into their attention

The child had unearthed one other ti-cosa, the mniature version of the Beysib court costuneg,
padded and enbroidered so it bul ked as nmuch as Cha-bos herself.

"Fix it!" she demanded as she began a run across the room

Ri bbons trailed fromthe robe's seans and edges, inmitating the poison- ous Beynit vipers that
dwelt with the ol der fenale menbers of the Beysa's intimate fanily-

"Cha-to-s-tu!" Vanda shouted the child's full name as the inpending catastrophe came cl oser

Eneral d and ruby silk serpentined around the child s |egs. Cha-bos |urched forward, unaware at
first that she was no longer in control other unbal anced burden. She shrieked as she tunbl ed
forward, becomi ng a confused mass of cloth and child. The nursery was frozen and qui et when her
nmoti on ceased. For a nonent |llyra and Vanda believed no harm had been done, then a wail of
heartrending terror erupted fromthe tangl ed enbroidery.

Vanda reached her first, fairly shouting her reassurances as she sepa- rated Cha-bos fromthe
cosa. A splinter as long as the child's finger protruded fromher forearm (The floors, this high
up in the palace, were constructed of wooden pl anki ng that had seen better days.) Chabostu, second
daught er of Shupansea and witness to all that had driven her nother into exile in Sanctuary, was
transfixed by the sight of her own blood. Her whole body stared in the rigid Beysib way; her only
move- ment cane during her spasnodi ¢ gasps between screans.

Vanda could not relax the child s armand when she yanked the splin- ter free the bl ood foll owed
in bright red spurts.

"Dear Shipri preserve ne," the nursenaid i ntoned as Cha-bos's wi de- open eyes went conpletely
white. "Hold her!"

The child was thrust into Illyra's unwilling arns as Vanda shouted for the pal ace guards and
craw ed toward the unnended clothing to tear a conpress. Illyra rocked back on her heels and went
al nost as rigid as Cha-bos herself as the warm bl ood trickled al ong her fingers.

This was no ordinary child-no ordinary bl ood. That was foul and potent venom gathering in the
crevice between her thunb and forefinger. Illyra gul ped, shuddered, and nearly fainted as the
fluid streamed over her wist and out of sight beneath her cuff. There was nothing she wanted to
do nore than heave the little girl across the roomand get as far fromher as nortally possible.
But Vanda was back, ripping strips of cloth with her teeth, and the corridor resounded wth

appr oachi ng guards.

Illyra could do nothing but contain her revul sion “as Vanda tended the wound and Cha-bos tw t ched
and shuddered in her arns. The nursery shimered with surreal absurdity: what manner of contagion
could pos- sibly take root in a child whose very bl ood was poi son? Then the visions cane.
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She was in the Beysib Enpire, Seeing a nightmare world with a child's eyes. G ants storned from
living shadows with red-dripping steel in their hands. Cold, unyielding hands held her from behind
and nade the world go wild as they noved her fromthe familiar to the horrible.

A face swam before her: a face half her nother and half hard, grimac- ing giant-and the other
part, the part that was not her nother, was in control. But nostly there was bl ood as the | ast
fortress loyal to Shupan- sea fell to their enenies and the nobl est individuals of the enpire
scram bled for their lives like |lowiy peasants.

Il1lyra, whose childish menory held scenes no | ess graphic, shared Chabostu's terror-and an
unheal abl e outrage that not one of those gi- ants who habitually controlled her world took notice
of her. Worse, her nother, Shupansea, seened herself to have been reduced to gi bbering.

In the starkly judgnental nind of young Cha-bos, Shupansea had usurped the attention and
conforting that belonged to her. Cha-bos was unable to conprehend this inversion of the universe
and so had trans- forned it into sonething she could understand: She had never felt like this
before and she'd never seen so much bl ood before, so bl ood nust cause the feeling. Must lead to
the feeling inevitably.

And bl ood becane the ultinate terror in her world.

Vanda worked furiously to cleanse and conceal the child s wound, well aware of the child's
progressive fears if not of their cause. Though the guards had been assured that the injury was
neither serious nor the result of any nal feasance, they raised a racket in the nearby corridors-
primar- ily designed to prove to Shupansea (who had al so been summoned) that they were diligent in
their duties. Illyra watched the commotion froma greater distance. She had freed herself fromthe
child s visions, thereby insulating herself somewhat from her own fear of the poisonous fluids
still staining her arm She had wisely resisted returning conpletely to the world of the frantic
nursery.

The seeress renmai ned detached from her surroundi ngs until Shupansea crossed the threshold with
Prince Kadakithis and a dozen courtiers in her wake. The Beysa dropped gracefully to her knees and
attenpted to take her daughter into her arns. Chabostu would have none of it and fought like a
little demon to avoid her nother's attention

"Your Serenity . . . ?" Vanda interjected cautiously, cocking a finger ever so slightly to the
bandage.

Knowi ng what woul d happen if the wound bl ed again, Shupansea withdrew her arnms. "It has been very
difficult for her," she explained softly and quickly to Illyra, speaking |ike any nother who had

been shamed or rejected by her offspring rather than as the de facto ruler of Sanctuary-

Illyra, though she was the nother of a probable god, had no idea how to speak to one who was
personal | y both goddess and queen. She cast a furtive glance toward Vanda whose nod, she assuned,
meant she shoul d treat Shupansea with the same calculated famliarity she accorded her paying
visitors. "Children have their own minds," she said with a trace of a smle.

The Beysa had the good nmanners, not to stare, but her pet viper chose that nonent to rustle
through her undergarnents and poke its jewel- colored head above her collar. It tasted the air,
revealing its crinson maw and ivory fangs, then, while the wonen held notionless, it |owered
itself onto Illyra's sleeve.

"Don't nove," Shupansea cautioned unnecessarily.

The i mense NO renai ned inprisoned until the beynt investigated the clotted blood on Illyra's
sleeve with its darting tongue. Any thoughts of instant death were insignificant conpared to the
reality of the serpent's touch. Wth a stifled gasp, Illyra propelled herself out of the circle,

fling- ing the serpent and the child in opposite directions.

Cha-bos cried, the snake di sappeared, and Illyra was surrounded by a m xed cohort of pal ace
guards. Rankan, 1lsigi, and Beysib by the | ook of them they were united by the steadiness with
whi ch they kept their well- sharpened spears pointed at her throat.
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The guards saw their duty; no one would blanme themfor not foll owi ng procedure when the child of
an avatar of one goddess was bounced on the floor by the nother of another. For once Sanctuary
proved itself a place of |aw and due process. Not even the protests of the prince and the Beysa
conbi ned could free the S danzo fromthe ordeal of reporting to the watch comuander

"There's nothing to worry about," the prince assured Illyra as he joined the bristling circle
escorting her fromthe nursery. (Shupansea remai ned behi nd, watching her daughter and | ooking for
her snake.) "It's just a formality. Sign your nane a fewtinmes and it will all be over."

This brought little confort to the seeress who signed her nanme with an X |i ke al nost everyone el se
in Sanctuary.

It mght have been different if Dubro had acconpanied his w fe-for he had begun Iife destined to
be a scribe, not a blacksmth, and remem bered what he now had little use for. Unfortunately
Dei bro wasn't even at the forge when a liveried pal ace servitor made his appearance there, and
Suyan was awed into incoherence.

Not that Dubro had told her where he was goi ng when he banked the fire and | owered the | eather
awni ng that separated the entrance to his workplace fromthe entrance to Illyra's. He could hardly
admit to him self that he was going to the back wall where the other S danzo seeresses nade canp,
to ask their advice.

He t hought of Monfl ower and was not the only person in Sanctuary that day or any other to gently
mourn her untinmely death. She'd been barely taller than Illyra but in all other respects she was
built on Dubro's scale and he'd felt confortable around her

He reconsidered his whole plan as he entered the incense-rich, S danzo quarter. He had decided to
turn around and retreat to his own fanmiliar world, when he was caught in the appraising glare of
t he wonan who had repl aced Moonfl ower as nost indonitable anmong the seeresses.

"Greetings, blacksmith,” the tall stick of a wonman called. "Wat brings you up here?"

It was not done to wal k away fromthe Termagant. She was the living enbodi nent of every tale ever
whi spered in the dark about the S danzo. No sane man doubted that she would and coul d curse
anything that crossed her path in the wong light.

Dubro crumpled the | ower edge of his tunic in his fists and took a step in her direction. "I have
a question to ask-about the cards.”

She | ooked hi mup and down, which took a monent or two, then pulled aside the curtain to her
scrying room

"Then cone, by all neans, and ask it."

The Termagant |ived al one. No one dared ask or renenber if she'd ever had a fanily. As far as the
other S danzo and all the rest of Sanctu- ary were concerned she had al ways been exactly as she
was. An aura of tinelessness hung over her-by gaudy S danzo standards-austere cham bers. Her
wooden table was worn bl ack and shiny fromyears of use

Her cards were tattered at the edges, their imges both faded and stained. She was a seeress who
| et no one but herself touch the amashkiki: the cards, the Cuideposts of Vision. They cascaded
from one knobby hand to the other as she settled on her stool

"Tell me where to stop. Choose your first significance."

Dubro thrust his hands, palns outward, between hinmself and the flit- tering paper. "No," he
stamered. "I do not choose cards. Illyra chose them"

The cascade cane to an abrupt halt. "If she chose, what is your ques- tion?" she inquired, though
surely she suspected the answer.

"She cannot read for those she |oves. She would not |ay down the cards-but certain ones fell from
her hands. | believe that she cannot read for us-but | do not believe she cannot choose."
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"For an overly large nan, you are not w thout perception,” the Ternma- gant said between self-

satisfied cackles. Dubro folded his hands and said nothing. "Very well, describe the cards you
saw. "

"There were five. |'ve heard her nane them Ob, Quicksilver, Acom OQCcean, and Enptiness."”

For ten or nore years Dubro had stood outside Illyra's workroom pointedly ignoring the

wherew t hal of her craft. Yet he had absorbed sonething despite the banging of his hamer. His
eyes net hers and were not put off by the disbelief that grew there.

"Prine cards each and all," he averred.

Not to be outdone, the seeress set her own cards back in their silken nest with inperturbably
steady hands. "I don't suppose you noticed the relation of the cards one to another as they |ay?
Reversed or covering?"

"They're all from her hands," he repeat ed.

"I see." A lengthy pause between them "Well, then, | suppose it's safe to assunme the sinpl est
message: all images erect and alone. It will be easiest that way. You do want the sinplest
interpretation, don't you?"

Dubro nodded, unfazed by her sarcasm They'd had dealings with this woman before. Her acid was as
normal a part of her as a smle was to Illyra-or had been to Illyra.

"I take it you know that anong the amashki ki there are five famlies: fire, ore, wod, water, and
air, as correspond to the five elenents fromwhich the universe was made. Each famly is |led by
its Prinme and de- fended by its Lance. There are, of course, cards which do not fall into the
famlies but they are of no concern here for you described only Prine cards. Every Prine card."

Agai n Dubro nodded. He had known that. The amashki ki had been generally adapted by the |arger
soci ety around the S danzo, though only they preserved its arcane functions. A gam ng hand show ng
five Primes was worth a heavy bet.

"The Lances defend. They are rigid, sharp-edged, defined. The Prines, though, are the start of
things." The gray-haired worman grinned. "And al so the ends. Magicians |ike the Prinme cards because
they mean every- thing, you know. The appearance of a Prime sinplifies the reading, she may have
told you this; two Prines and it practically shouts. Five Prines is absurd-and you, blacksmth, I

t hi nk, know that."

This time he grunted, but it nmeant the same as a nod.
"Per haps she had just ordered the amashki ki and nerely dropped the end cards?"
"She'd just sent out a visitor. If | thought it were an accident, |I'd not have cone here."

"Then you and she stand on the cusp. Al has already been revealed to you. It wants only your feet
upon the path."

Dubro nodded to hinself, letting her statements shore up his own convictions. The old S danzo's
eyes narrowed. At her age, Sight was a secondary gift. Her chiefnost asset was her |ong know edge
of nortal behavior. The Ternmagant could read as nmuch in a gesture as the S danzo Sight m ght have
reveal ed in her cards.

"If she waits rmuch |onger," the crusty woman adnmitted, "that path may well rise up to bite her
feet. It is not to be denied.” "But she will deny it, anpbushka"-a S danzo di m nutive for grand-
not her or el der seeress. "She sees Trevya wherever she turns, but her heart only grows harder."

The Termagant snorted. "She is a little fool who should by now know what happens when children get
tangled up in the Sight and fate."

Even swollen with strong-backed workers fromevery coner of the enpire, Sanctuary was still a
smal | place where no one was by nore than three or four degrees a stranger to anyone else. It took
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a determined insularity to live in runorless ignorance; it was utterly inpossible to live in
privacy. The entire city had known about Illyra's first children and the Ternmagant was i nformed
about her well-cared-for but unwel come not- daughter.

"The | onger your wi fe denies what her Sight has shown her, the nore inevitable it becones,
bl acksmith. dinpsed once, fate is a weak thing subject to change and uncertainty-especially for

the young. But repeat- edly glinpsed and denied, as Illyra has done . " The Ternmagant shook her
head and chortled softly to herself. "Ah, nothing in this |life is acci- dental. Perhaps she knows
what she's doing; not even Illyra is stronger than fate."

The interview had cone to an end. There was another visitor hovering beyond the curtai ned doorway.
Dubro scrunched down to pass under the lintel-

"M nd you," the old S danzo added as the curtain slid across his back, "if you and yours are pawns
in fate's gane, you will not feel its hand upon your back."

Dubro shook his head and kept noving. He was suvesh; he expected clear answers when he went to an
oracle and he ignored the ones that weren't. Visiting the S danzo quarter had been a | ong shot at
best: a rare subnission to the ganbling urge. He was satisfied that he had not |ost anything by
the inquiry and was not unduly distressed that he went away no w ser than he'd arrived.

It was about midday. The crowds were thick and his two assistants were gone for the day. He could
go back to his forge and do a few hours of business in the old way-by hinmself-or he, like everyone
else in his extended fanmly, could take the rest of the day off. And, as it seened a day for

i mpul ses, Dubro decided against the forge for once. He made his way through the town to the

pal ace.

Wal egrin and his nen had the first of three great watches these days, coming on duty in the cold,
predawn hours, then relieved at just about this tinme. Even if the man hadn't been his brother-in-
| aw, Dubro woul d have chosen hi mover the other two watch conmanders, the eminently corruptible
Aye- Gophl an or the murdering Zip, to tell about Illyra's visions.

And |l ately, as Illyra suspected, they'd found a confortable subject of conversation in their
concerns for her. A hearty neal and a few nugs of ale in the all-nale taproomof the Tinker's Knob
m ght be just the cure for his own irksonme nal ai se. The market-day crowds parted before himonce
his destination, the palace barracks, was fixed in his mnd

"There, you see, | told you it was not hing,
in his voice to be entirely convincing.

Prince Kadakithis said with rather too nuch surprise

Illyra nodded weakly. They m ght have at |east warned her that her exam ner woul d be none ot her
than her own hal f-brother-and whatever other flaw Wal egrin m ght have, his sense of famly loyalty
was above reproach. He'd nade it plain that it was reasonable to panic when one of those inferna
shakes was around.

"I"'mcertain the kitchens have got nore than enough food. Shall | have the guards escort you
there? 1'd go nysel f, but " The prince cast his eyes upward-in the general direction of not
only the nursery but the Hall of Justice and Torchhol der's suite of exchequer and registry.

Nei t her husband nor ruler, yet somewhat nore than a decorative figure- head, Kadakithis showed his
adol escence nore these days than he had seven years ago when he had first arrived as a naive
puppet. He was grow ng but not yet grown.

"Thank you, | can find it myself," Illyra assured him

He seened genuinely relieved and took off at a decidedly unregal trot. Illyra had a flash vision
of himseated on a steel-colored stallion, then nothing, as her thoughts turned to the aronas
wafting out of the beehive- roofed kitchen. They'd recogni ze her there and accord her the sane
di stant politeness the other palace retainers did: they knew they were better than sone S danzo
wench fromdown in the Bazaar even if she did have the ear of royalty and the gods.

Wth a tightly woven basket, worth nore than the food it contained, slung in her shawl, Illyra
strolled into the bright forecourt. She m ght wander along the General's Road to the hills where
the trees had turned a hundred shades of red, gold, and orange. O she might go to the Prom ise
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of Heaven which was usually deserted by daylight. O she m ght

Illyra's musings stopped short when she caught sight of a familiar figure passing under the West
Gate. Dubro-and though she herself had told himto seek out Walegrin her heart began to pound.
Once or twi ce- when she'd been a child and the blacksmith her protector, not her hus- band-she'd
run away fromhim but never in recent years. Until now She scooted behind a water cart,
crouchi ng over her basket, pretending to examne its contents.

She waited, cried, and thought of Cha-bos who hadn't known how to count to one hundred. Wen her
tears had dried she decided it was safe. She headed in the direction she was now facing-to the
back corner of the pal ace, past the ornate gate where priests and gods nade their com nmunion wth
tenporal authority.

The pal ace stoneyard was here, ready for the next round of palatial repairs, and the huge water
cisterns to sustain the inner fortress in times of siege. Though far fromlost-she could still see
the water cart-lllyra had entered unfamliar territory and did not know the nane of the little
gate she discovered there. O even if it was a deliberate gate and not one of Mlin Torchhol der's
bright ideas. It seened, judging by the dust, to be the main conduit between the work gangs and

t he pal ace.

"Hey, sweetheart, got anything in there for ne?" a hal f-naked roustabout called fromfarther down
t he path.

"No, just ny own neal."
"You're sure? A pretty little piece like you shouldn't be out here eating al one
Il1lyra understood, then, what he had in nmind. She blushed radiantly;

he | aughed heartily and she ran through the nanel ess gate into the jum bled red sandstones pil ed
beyond it. Indignation got the better other; she wi shed all manner of mnor disasters upon the
wor kman who had not recogni zed her as a happily married nmatron and inplied propositions never
suggested to a S' danzo seeress.

She ate the creany cheese without tasting it. The fire of her shane burned inwardly now,
illum nating the m sunderstanding with which the world treated her. It wasn't as if she asked for

so much, Illyra rem nded herself. It was pure selfishness and stubbornness that kept those who
claimed to | ove her from understanding that her world-her prom se of happi ness-had ended when
Lillis died. If they really loved her they would commiserate with her and cease their meani ngl ess

efforts to jolly her out of mourning.

Her life was a tragedy: a slow dirge relentlessly playing between Lillis's death and her own.
She' d becone a martyr-and was confortable with that identity.

"You should not scow so."

Illyra sent the basket flying and stared into the sun, unable to recog- nize the man who spoke so
famliarly to her.

"And you should be nore careful where and how you nmake your personal storns."

Not about to be scol ded by a stranger-or anyone else, for that matter -lllyra was tenpted to break
her private vows and launch a full-fledged S danzo curse in his direction. But sonething she did
not understand restrained her. She cl anbered down from her perch and gathered her scattered nea

i nst ead.

Fromthis angle, away fromthe sun, he was easier to see but no nore recogni zable. Not that there
weren't a dozen inconprehensibl e | anguages spoken these days along the walls-but this one wasn't a
stonewor ker. Even Tenpus, silhouetted by a bl oody setting sun, was not so tineless and out of

pl ace as this man seened to be. Mreover, she could not See himor his shadow which boded ill when
Sanctuary itself was remarkably free of mmgic.

"I'ma free woman," she said petulantly, clinbing onto a different stone where the |ight was
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better and she could [ ook straight into his eyes.
"Not here you're not."

He was calm not threatening; speaking sinple facts as if there were sonething obvi ous she had
overl ooked. But what could be overlooked sitting on forgotten rubble with her back to the main
pat h?

"Look down," he suggested in a benused and paternal manner

Down. The dirt was red where years of storms had had their way with the sandstone. Nothing grew
there. Nothing was buried there. She couldn't See anything.

"Where you're sitting. Were you' ve been sitting this past hour."

Well, that. It was rubble, after all. These stones had been dressed and shaped into a buil ding
once, a long tine ago. Not as if these were the only rocks around with little chips and bunps of
sonme forgotten | anguage on their sides. Lords and frogs, it could be Rankene for all she would
know, w nd-blasted as it was and illiterate as she was.

She took a nean-tenpered bite out of her fruit and jawed it pointedly. "So?"
"Are you blind, child?"

This stranger with his beaten, bronze-colored arnor and his probing, dark eyes deserved not hing

| ess than a S danzo curse; |llyra decided. H's stare was worse than a Beysib's and his high-and-
nmghty attitude worse than that. He'd be | ess arrogant when the S danzo were through with him She
wr apped her thoughts in the ancient forns, then dug deep in her nenory to find the ritual words
that woul d nmerge her desire with the Sight.

He sprang at her, though she prepared her curse in silence, and wes- tled her fromthe stone with
his hand |l ocked firmy over her nouth.

"You fool," he exclained, dropping her to the ground. "You blind, hopeless fool. How many tines
has Sanctuary been dammed by petty curses uttered in ignorance by petty fools who don't recognize
sanctity when they see it?"

Illyra swept the dust fromher skirt as she stood. He was too sincere in his protests, too secure
to challenge directly. "Wio are you to scold ne?" she nuttered, watching the ground- "W nade you
t he guardi an of Sanctuary? You're just another stranger cone to work on the walls. It's ny hone
and I'lIl send it to hell and back if |I want to."

"You're nore the fool than | thought, Illyra the Seeress."
"Al'l right, | don't want to damm it to hell. I'd love to see a Sanctuary where fl owers bl coned
al ong the streets and honest people didn't have to hide after sundown. 1'd love to see a Sanctuary

where nen | oved their wives, wives loved their children, and children had a chance to grow up with
food in their bellies.

"Who woul dn't want Sanctuary |ike that? But Sanctuary's Sanctuary and it never changes."

She raised her eyes to glower at himand to make himthink better of whatever he had neant to say
next

"I'f you could bring yourself to take care of it, it might change into something better Maybe even
sonet hi ng you could | ove "

"That'd be the day Who are you, anyway9"

"Call me a shepherd

Illyra cocked her head at hi m Whatever he was, the only sheep he saw were dead, cooked, and served
to himon a platter Sonme errant warrior, nmore likely She noticed he'd left a horse drop-tied back
on the path, and noticed that no one was conming or going on the path, either It was not really a
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good idea to argue with one whose saddl e and weapon belt bristled with a dozen npdes of death

"Al'l right, |I give Sanctuary ny bl essing-"

"Fromthe rock

She seated herself on the first stone and nade a show of clearing her throat "I give Sanctuary ny
bl essing," she repeated A gust of wind carried dust into her eyes, that, and the back-1ighting sun
made it inmpos- sible to see himclearly "Let its people live mpeace Let its governors rule w sely
Let its walls be strong and its stewpots full.

"There, is that nore like it7" she denanded, squinting into the sun

"You forgot |ove

"Ri ght, husbands | ove wives, wives |ove children, children . . oh, children | ove whoever they
want "

"It's a start," the unlikely shepherd confirmed "M ghty trees and the |like. Are you thirsty9"

He unslung a wineskin and offered it to her Thinking he nmeant to enbarrass her, Illyra took it Not
that many townswonmen coul d ai mthe bl adder and catch the stream w t hout covering thenselves with

wi ne She could She'd learned to drink froma skin-and not froma borrowed vision, either It was
one of the very few things her father had taught her The wine wasn't half bad a bit tamc,

per haps, but not |ocal She caught a |l ast drop and handed the skin back to him smling like a well-
fed cat

"Thank you," she said and noted with sonme satisfaction that she'd surprised himw th her skil

He tipped the wi neskin up and naneuvered hinself beneath it so his back was al nost touching her
and he, too, faced the sun Illyra couldn't imagine why he twi sted around that way, when it was apt
to make himmniss his aimWne spurted past his ear, landing on the red stone

"Wat ch what you're doing," she snapped, hastily lifting her skirt out of the way as she spoke

But he squeezed the skin again and left a goodly stain across the worn inscription before
adjusting his arns and getting a decent nouthful of wine Odd that a warrior, or a shepherd for
that matter, would be so clunsy with the wine Hard, even, to believe it had been an acci dent-
especi al |y when she caught hi m | ooking back at her and grinning

"Qut of practice," he said, and she did not believe himat all

"I'"d best be leaving It's getting late | live

Il'lyra hesitated and thought better of telling himwhere she lived, not that her heart believed it
woul d help her if this stranger took it into his head to pay her and Dubro a visit. She slid
carefully fromthe stone, avoiding himas nuch as the wine, and put the substantial remins of her
lunch in the shawl -sling It seemed prudent to back away fromthe stone. He was still gnnmmg when
her heel touched the path, then he | aughed and she shot through the gate.

In truth it wasn't that late, barely past mnidaftenoon, and she hadn't intended to return to the
Bazaar before sundown The day was still pleas- antly warm and there wouldn't be many nore |ike
this until the next spring She mght still wander along the General's Road and headed that way-
back through the forecourt and al ong the Governor's Wl k

Haakon the vendor was prowing his afternoon route, singing a song of nutmeats and pastry. Despite
the food she'd eaten and the food she ear- ned, they nade her nouth water.

"Copper bit," the vendor said when she started to approach him then, when he finally recognized
her, added in a nuch softer voice, "for two "

Uyra sniled and gave himthe battered coin she'd received in the norning. Because she'd bought

two, he wapped the second one ma scrap of translucent parchnent and tucked it into the fol ds of
her shaw
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"Delicious," she confirnmed, biting into the sweet and savory confec- tion

"Best to share

He meant to share with Dubro but the face that came into her mnd was Suyan She wondered if the
wet nurse had ever even tasted one of these uptown luxuries Not |ikely Suyan clai med she had grown
up Downwi nd, though Wal egnn had found her in a Shambles house Illyra imagi ned the | ook on Suyan's
face when she bit through the still-warm pastry shell to the nutneats w thin She changed direction
and hurried along the street to the Bazaar

The forge was enpty but before Illyra could becone concerned she heard Trevya crying and ran the
last little way

"I brought you a pastry," she announced as she pushed through the curtain
Suyan smiled but it was alnost |ost amid her unsuccessful efforts to quiet the infant
"Here, 1'll hold her They really taste best when they're warm"

She picked the child up and found, not surprisingly, that she fit snugly into the crook of her arm
and that she renenmbered how to rock her arms a bit and wiggle a finger or two as a distraction.
And as Illyra's fingers were shiny with butter and nutneats, Trevya found them fascinating. She
pulled theminto her nouth and sucked contentedly. Illyra felt the sharp ridge of the tooth that
had caused this latest round of wailing.

"She's getting her mlk teeth."”

Suyan gul ped a mouthful of pastry. "Not milk teeth, I'll warrant?" Another of her lilting
questions, but this one cane with a furtive smle,

"Not mlk teeth then. She'll soon be ready for gruel and a bit of por- ridge in the norning,
used to like to nake porridge-especially in winter."

The happi ness in Suyan's face wavered. Illyra could al nbost see her

t hi nki ng of where she'd been before they'd brought her to the forge.

"We' Il still need soneone to take care of her. |I'm S danzo, not II'lyra hesitated, wondering
why she'd been about to say she wasn't Trevya's nother. Neither was Suyan, for that matter. And
other S danzo wonmen had chil dren underfoot all the time. "Well, Trevya should have soneone

wat ching her all the tine," she decided after a puzzling npo- nment. "It's dangerous here, with the
forge. Not like some other places where the worst that could happen is a bunped knee."

The tension left Suyan in a great sigh. She ate the rest other pastry but left the baby in
Illyra's arns- They tal ked then, in the afternoon Iight, as they had never tal ked before, though
not about anything of inportance. They tal ked about the foods Dubro |iked, and the ones he didn't;
and the bolts of brightly colored cloth that had just arrived in a caravan from Croy; and whet her
the journeyman had a wife in his future.

Il'lyra stole a | ook at the future, then shook her head. "I can't See a thing," she nurnured and
renenber ed what she had said out on the rock. For a heartbeat her blood went cold. He had tricked
her. That strange man who was not a shepherd had tricked her into casting an unprecedented curse
over Sanctuary: a S danzo bl essing. Not that there was such a thing as a S danzo bl essing.
"Everyone's a child, one way or another-"

"l didn't hear you?"

Suyan | eaned closer but Illyra did not repeat herself. She was, after all, only one S danzo and
Sanctuary was Sanctuary and not likely to change very nuch no matter what she did. But she woul d
have to, if she ever saw himagain, thank the shepherd for setting her free, at |east.

Soneone i s always awake in Sanctuary especially when others are sl eeping.
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When she saw that he had wakened, she returned to the bed, nostly dressed but not quite. She bent
down, exotically pale hair streanming long, to brush the top of his nose with her |ips

"We fell asleep,” she told him "I've got to go! It's terribly late."

Lazily, nmuzzily, he lifted a hand to try to capture a dangling | obe of her chest as she bent. She
straightened swiftly with a little chuckle and finished closing her latch-front tunic.

" AWW . he began, |azy-nmuzzy, and the sound slid off into a yawn.

She started for the door. He saw her pause, |ift a hand to her tenple, up under the newy silvered
hair she had conbed partially free of the tangles the two of themhad put in it. She turned back
Moonlight admit- ted by the open wi ndow |l et himsee that she was frowning.

"My earrings," she murnured, hurrying back to the little table beside the bed.

A nmonment later: "Darling? Didn't | put ny earrings right here? They're-they' re gone!"

"Muss' ve dropped '"emon th' floor," he said without concern, and yawned agai n.

Watching her, smling a little, renmenbering. Watching her go to her knees beside the bed in her
search was fun, and he entertained a little fantasy about that.

"They're not here, Cusher! Please get up and help nme. Could you light the | anp? Those are good
eardrops!"

Ei ght or nine nminutes later the bedcl othes were on the floor and they had even searched his
abandoned cl othing, |est her nissing dangles of gold and jade and topaz had sonehow gotten
entangled in the attire he had hurriedly dropped to the floor, hours ago. By then she was sobbing
and babbl i ng about how t he baubl es had been gifts fromher grand- nother, years and years ago.

At last Imaya-the |ady |Imaya Rennsdaughter, if truth nust be told- gave it up and left. By now
fully as awake as she, Cusharlain |atched the door after her

A better man woul d escort her hone, he nmused. Down to the street, at |east. Absently scratching
his thigh, he realized that he was still naked. He regarded his clothes, forlornly strewing the
floor. Then, one eyebrow up, he | ooked at the window O course it was open, but after all! It
wasn't as if this roomwas on the first floor

Naked, he padded to the w ndow and | ooked out. He saw nothing; only other buildings and the dark
all eys and streets anong them only Sanctuary, tired and snoozing in the noonlight. He | ooked
down, then, down three flights, leaning out a bit with his hands on the sill, and then up. A
little shiver ran over himand he ignored it. He twisted his head to cast thoughtful glances to
ei ther side.

Cusharl ai n strai ghtened, sighing. "Dam," he nmuttered al oud.

This room was i naccessi ble save by the | ocked door, and it had still been | ocked when she'd

t hought to check it while he shook the bedsheet for the third tinme. He renenbered the sane as she
did. After one of those pretty earrings had pricked his armduring their horizontal em brace, she
had renmoved them both. He had wat ched because he |iked the way her bare breasts noved when she
lifted her arns to her ears. He had seen her; she had laid themon the little table right there,
just beside her side of the bed.

And we made | ove, and drifted off, he nused, staring at the open win- dow And while we were

sl eepi ng soneone cane in that w ndow and took those earrings, not to nention what | chose not to
tell her: the noneypouch sewn into ny |eggings! Except that no one in Sanctuary could possibly do
such a thing. No one's good enough

One nan was able; one nman had both the clinbing skill and the stealth to have acconplished this
i mpossibility. He could have done it. but he's gone; left quite a while back. Over a year? Yes, by
all the gods; well over a year ago.
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Nevert hel ess soneone canme in thai wi ndow and took her earrings and ny purse, while we were right
here sl eeping!

Damm! The little bastard's back in town!

"I'"'ma carpenter, Spellnaster. Was." The man with the hound-dog face held up his hand to display
its severely restricted use, especially to a carpenter

Strick showed the fell ow a conpassi onate expression. Al his recent weight |oss accounted for the
droopy aspect of his face; long-stretched skin still hung in the nenory of forner jows and
"pl unp" cheeks.

"Wnts told ne before you cane in that you are a better than good carpenter, Abohorr, and that
you' ve recently lost fifty or so pounds. He did not say that you had also | ost your thunb."”

"WAnt to hear how | lost it?" "No," Strick said, regarding the still upraised hand and its

t hunbl ess state. He knew of the occupational hazards of carpenters and woodcut- ters, and was not
interested in particulars doubtless both gory and overlong in the telling. "That is, telling ne
woul d be of no value to either of us. And | have to tell you at once that | can't do a thing about
that thunb, Abohorr."

Abohorr heaved a big sigh. He nodded. "Figured that. The-the point is, Spellmaster ... | don't
want to carpenter no nore. Tired of it. |I nean | was even afore this happent to mthunb, | swear
by Anen's beard | was. | know you have a lot of contacts and a real nanme for hel ping people, and
SO . "

The formerly fat Maze-dwel |l er waved that mai med hand while he | ooked sadly yet hopefully at the
very big man behind the desk draped in rich blue. The man who had al ready nmade such a change in
Sanctuary and its troubled, surely dammed people. A foreigner with an odd accent, cone here from
up north sonewhere

"My abilities don't extend to-to . . . hmm |'mnot sure what it is you want of ne, Abohorr."
Strick's pronunciation of "want" rhymed with "font" or his extrenme shortening of the oin "lost."

H's visitor rose swiftly. Even standing, he naintained his deferential aspect, so that he didn't
seemto be | ooking down upon the seated nan in his plain blue tunic.

"I'd do anything for you, Spellmaster. |I'Il pay you for yer tine, too, 'f I"'mwasting it. Just-
well, just et me know if you hear of anything; a job | might fill. I'mbig, and strong, and a
dammed good worker, Spellmaster. |I'mused to a |ot of work. You' ve got a lot of contacts and
everybody's talkin' about all the people you' ve hel ped, Spellmaster- |If you hear of anything
well, Wnts-yer hel per Wntsenay, | nean-knows where to find ne."

Strick nodded. "W ntsenay suggested that you come?" "I don't want to get himin no trouble ner

not hi ng, Spellmaster. We was tal king, an' he sort of did, just sort of."

"Un." The spellwight's expression did not change, which took effort. "Uh, well, anyhow, uh-what
do | owe you, Spell master?"

Strick showed his visitor a very small smle and a small shake of the big head that was covered to
m df orehead, m dcheek on each side, and the base of his nape by the snug cap of |eather dyed dark
bl ue. No one had seen this nan's bare head, or a sign of hair. They saw the cap, and the
strangeness of deep blue tunic over matching | eggings. Strange, and dull. The nedallion, a plugged
gold piece he always wore, did little to alleviate the severity of his attire. Qddly, the
medal I i on nearly matched his | arge and droopy nustache.

"I'"ve done nothing for you, Abohorr. You owe ne nothing. You're sure that you don't want to fight
back and cope-to be the best one-thunbed carpenter Sanctuary ever saw or heard of? That | can help
you with!"

"I just don't want to go back to carpenterin', Spellnmaster," the poor fellow said, and with
several expressions of thanks and apol ogies, he left the office of the man from Firaqa.

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Aspirin,%20Rob...0-%20Thieves%20World%2010%20-%20Aftermath. TXT (116 of 135) [8/27/03 10:31:59 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Aspirin,%20Robert%20L ynn%620-%20T hieves¥%20Worl d%20109%620-%20Aftermath. TXT

Strick waited a minute or so to allow himtinme to get down the steps and to the door of what he
referred to as "ny shop" before shouting,

"Wnts!"

The man fornerly described as "an overage street urchin" was nuch |ess than a ninute in nmaking an
appearance. Wntsenay was a changed man, now, with good steady enployment and the blue livery of
Strick tiFiraga

"Sirl"

"You suggested to your friend Abohorr that he cone see ne," Strick said grimy, fixing the other
man with a stemface and a pointing finger bigger than any of those of the carpenter or ex-
carpenter who had just departed. "You know bl oody well | can't do anything about a |ost thunb,
Wnts! | wish you' d never learned nmy curse-that | have to help or try;

can't not help to try, especially when |I'm asked."

W ntsenay started to expostul ate, to deny. He broke that off and | ooked down at the nice carpet
sonmeone of wealth had recently presented his nmaster. Like the nedallion, it was another expression
of gratitude for another of the white w zard' s services.

"I"'msorry, master. He's a good man, Ab is. Used to be so fat and strong and jolly all the tinme,
you know. Now he | ooks |ike sonebody's huntin' dog that's been run hard for a solid week of
nights. He sure needs and deserves sonebody's help."

"You play tricks with me, sirrah Wntsenay, and so will you need sonebody's hel p. Now get your
treacherous butt out of here and take the rest of that ugly corpus with it."

Wnts understood the first part well enough, and acted on it. He was setting his slow brain to the
wor ki ng out of the rest of his nmaster's meaning as he departed, touting at speed.

Strick sighed, shook his head, and sl apped an inordinately big hand down on the fine cloth
covering his desk: a large piece of deep blue velvet that trailed gold tassels on the side facing
the visitors' chair. After a nmonent he spoke, loudly but not shouting as before.

" Avneh?"
Agirl in her teens bustled in, also in the distinctive blue of Croy:

Strick's color. Former streetgirl, forner hangerout at the low dive called Sly's Place, forner

al coholic, former aspiring whore. Now she was recep- tionist and devoted servant of the man who
had rescued her. Servant, as in acolyte of a god. He called her niece and enforced her calling him
"uncle" in self-defense: the grateful teenager had wanted to give herself to himin every way. She
had al so just outgrown one tunic of Croyite blue and had to have a new one to accommvdat e her
steadi |y pl unpeni ng body.

"What can | get you. Uncle StrieeEEEE'"

She was staring past hi mwhen she broke off to enit that |oud, pro- |onged e sound- Her seated
"uncl e" astoni shed her by the speed with which he rose, pounced three feet sidew se, and whirl ed
An obscenely long knife had appeared in his hand. He and Avenestra stared at the intruder while
the latter stared at the big man and the ready bl ade nearly as |long as a sword.

He was dark, |lean and rangy at nedi um height. Jet black of hair and the eyebrows that al nost met
above a falcate nose. His eyes were nearly as black as his hair. He wore a plain green tunic,
nicely tanned | eather |eggings, short buskins, and several knives. They included one that was a
mate to Strick's outsized blade. Lifting his gaze to Strick's blue eyes, he elevated his arns a
bit as well.

"Mt her Shipri have nmercy. Hansel" Avenestra said. "Only you could have gotten in here 'thout
being seen by Frax 'n'" Wnts 'n' me! But when did you get back in town? | thought naybe you was
dead!"

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Aspirin,%20Rob...0-%20Thieves%20World%2010%20-%20Aftermath. TXT (117 of 135) [8/27/03 10:31:59 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Aspirin,%20Robert%20L ynn%620-%20T hieves¥%20Worl d%20109%620-%20Aftermath. TXT

" '"Were' dead, Avenestra, dam it," Strick said without turning or |looking at all away fromthe
i ntruder, "and get out of here. Tell Frax and Wntsenay to be still, and hold visitors for a few
m nutes. "

"That's really Avenestra?" the intruder said a few seconds later. "She sure | ooks better'n she
used to. Even working on getting fat' Yours?"

"My 'niece,' assistant, and sonetine cook, and that's all. | told Ahdio what you said: that you
hadn't taken the red cat, but that it followed you, even out on the desert."”

"You' ve got a good menory, Strick of Firaga."

"Um Cone on around to the proper side of the desk. Yes, | renem bered to pass on to Ahdio the
message you gave nme when we net on the road to Firaga, and | recogni zed you too-once Avenestra
called you by name. |'ve heard it rather nore than once since | came to Sanctuary. You aren't

exactly unknown in this town."

Wry and youthful, walking alnost catlike on the balls of his feet rather than the heels, the
dark, youthful -1ooking man rounded the desk and stood beside the chair set there for clients;
suppl i cants.

"Neither are you, Strick. Didn't take you long to gain a reputation in my town. And that day in
the forest | thought you were a weapon-nan on the run! You cane to help ny town-so're you going to
get rid of those fish-eyed snake-turds from oversea?"

"Afraid not, Hanse. The Beys are here to stay."

"Heard that. Sure going to take sonme getting used to. Is it true about you?"
"How woul d | know?"

Hanse cane very close to snmling. "That you deal in white nmagic only-"
"Yes. "

"That's a switch, in Sanctuary! And is it true that every blessing fromyou also conmes with sone
sort of curse?"

"OfF sorts. The Price, in addition to the paynent in coin or goods. Avenestra, for instance, no
| onger needs or wants to get drunk every night-but devel oped a rather grievous craving for
sweets."

"Wi ch expl ains her new, uh, plunpness,” Hanse sai d, noddi ng.
"And you, Hanse. W net only briefly, |ong ago. Have you cone here on busi ness?"

"No. Just wanted to say hello. | nean, we did neet, however briefly that day nonths and nonths
ago, and gave each other a little informa- tion about Firaga and Sanctuary-carefully." Hanse
chuckl ed-

"I remenber that each of us was very wary indeed of the other, yes, that day on the road up in
Mai denhead Wod. You had a young woman with you, | renenber-and of course the singularly |arge
cat. Red."

Hanse nodded. "Aye. Nane's Notable. First cat | ever hked. First cat | ever didn't dislike! As
soon as | cane here-"

"From Fi raga?"

"Uh, well, aye, along with a, uh, stopover along the way. As soon as | got here | went to Sly's.
|l eft Notable with goodol e Ahdio, who told nme about you. Hearing a | ot nore about you from ot her

peopl e was easy. You responsible for this ridiculous silver hair so many peopl e have bro- ken out
in?"
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"l suppose.”
"Not the bare-jigglies fashion though, hmm®? That cane fromthe snake-eyed fish-faces."

"Un. You nmight try to stop calling them nanes, Hanse. Fact is fact, and the fact of their
continui ng presence in Sanctuary has to be ac- cepted.”

"Il work on it," Hanse said w thout enthusiasm "Lots of other changes since | left. Lots of
construction work-reconstruction work. Noticed repairs to this building and the new paint job
outside, too; really like blue, don't you! You were wearing nostly dust last tine | saw you- first
and last time. And liveried guards, too. Even Avenestra in matching blue. Pretty place, your
'shop.' Handsome cover on that table; handsome carpet, too."

Strick continued to gaze at himfromthose | arge blue eyes above the droopy, yellow sh-russet
nmust ache. He shrugged.

"I'"m al so hearing about nysterious di sappearances in town, and ru- nors of slavers, operating
right here in Sanctuary?"

"Alot of people are trying to |l earn nore about that, Hanse. It appears to be fact, aye. Be
careful, should you chance to be out after dark."

Hanse | aughed al oud. After a few noments Strick's big nmustache twitched in his small snile

"I"'msure |I'd be interested in your inpressions of Firaga, Hanse, and how you fared there. But |
do have sone visitors waiting, downstairs."

"You'll be interested in hearing a fewthings, all right." Hanse assured him "Do these nanes nean

much to you; Thuvarandis, and Corstic, and Arcal a?"

Strick blinked. Slowy, he sat. He gazed expectantly across his desk at the younger man. The nanes
of those three nen neant plenty to him as Hanse had assuned.

Briefly, he outlined his activities and adventures in Firaga. He ended the abbreviated narrative
with the ghastly happenings in the wizard' s nanse, and the outcone.

Strick sat staring. "He is dead?"
"Very."

Strick slapped the blue-draped desk he called his worktable. "Dead! About tine! You' ve rendered
Firaga a great service then, Hanse. That was a genuinely w cked nman."

"That," Hanse said in a voice dry as the desert, "I know. " After a silent nonent he said, "And
you' ve rendered good service in Sanctuary, too. Just a pair of do-gooders to each other's towns,
aren't we!"

"Un." Strick made nuttering noi ses about having to go back and forth fromhis fancy villa every
day, ending with "I"'ma man of the people who'd rather live in town."

"Way, | can help you with that," Hanse assured him all wi de-eyed. "Be happy to accept the villa
as a gift, Strick." Wth a wy snile, Strick asked who owned the Vulgar Unicorn. At |ast Hanse |et
his wiry formslide down into the chair across the desk fromthe master of white spells. "dd
Earrings' You' ve asked nme sonething | know. Unless the place has changed hands since | left, the
owner's the physician Nadeesh, on the Street of Goldsmiths. Can't miss him He wears noonstones."
Hanse held up two fingers. "Two. Earrings. Stones black as a tax collector's heart."

"Nadeesh the physician,” the big man repeated. "Thanks, Hanse. Oh -where are you staying?

Hanse's expression became bl and and bl ank, the business face of the thief called Shadowspawn. "I
. get around, Strick. If you should want me for anything, just |leave word at the Vulgar U or at
Sly's."
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Strick nodded. "GCh, and your young woman-|1 gave her ny amu- |et

"Wich served her, ne, and Firaga mghty well," Hanse assured him "Let's, uh, talk about that
sonme other time, all right? | have a young woman with ne. Qdd that you nentioned O d Earrings, or
asked about him |1 picked up a nice pair of earrings just last night, as a present for her. Silky.
Well, actually her name is Vivispor, but who cares-just a girl |, uh, picked up in Suma."

"You . . . 'picked ... up a pair of earrings.”

"Right," Hanse said equably, and was hasty to cut off further com nent or queries with "And I'm
fresh out of a cat. You know, | really got accustoned to havin' that damed cat with ne. | hate to
admt it, but | already niss-oh, No!"

For the second tinme within a half hour or so, Strick sat gazing at a person on the other side of
hi s worktabl e who was staring past himin surprise unto shock. Since Hanse did not shriek or reach
for one or nore of his several weapons, however, Strick refrained from giving another
denmonstration of his swiftness and the fact that he was arned.

Besi des, this visitor soon announced its presence in its own voice; a very |low and sweet voice at
t hat :

Mew.

"Dam it. Notable, you sneaked out of Sly's and followed ne again! Up the side of the building
next door, even!"

So that's how he acconplished his not-so-inpossible surprise entry!

"I"msorry, Strick. C nmere, you dami cat. He always makes that sick- eningly sweet |i'l kitten
sound when he hears aggravation in ny voice and he thinks he deserves a tongue-lashing. Cone .
Here, Note . . . able!"

Strick sat very still while the red cat-unduly, unequivocally, and al- nobst unconsci onably | arge-
trotted tippy-toe past himand, an instant after Hanse said "No, Notable!" and started to duck
precipitately ap- peared on the |lap of the seated young man's tunic. Hanse grunted and gave the
spel l wight an unusually, unconditionally, and decidedly un- wontedly subdued and guilty | ook

"I''m uh, sorry, Strick."
"I't looks very nuch as if Notable has decided he is your cat, Hanse, not Ahdio's."
"Aye, | know," Hanse said. H's voice was sad, though .his face was not.

"Once a cat nakes up its nind
"Alleged mind. Aye, | know. It's just that Ahdio's so dammed big . "

"Un. Let's hope he's big about understanding, too. Hanse . . . listen, | need a favor. Two."
"Unh."

"Take Frax and Wnts out and show them how you got in here. Tell them| want themto nmake any
changes necessary to nake sure no one can do it again."

"Strick, | swear: no one else could."

Strick sat staring at himin silence until Hanse had to exert his strength to keep from | ooki ng
down. The expression of w de-eyed innocence that had long served himwell with others didn't work
with this man. This naker of spells was different. Strick was like . . . like no one.

At | ast Hanse asked, "Wat's the second favor?"

"Don't ever cone in that way again."
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"Strick, | swear | won't."

"Good. Thanks. O herw se, Hanse, good to see you and thanks for the infornmation about this
Nadeesh. W nust get together and tal k again. After hours, and nornally."

"Uh." After a time Hanse said, "Dam! You just disnmissed ne, didn't you?"
"I work days, Hanse. People are waiting."

Hanse gazed at him his mouth slowy wi dening. "Strick, you're really sonething! Let's go,
Not abl e, you dam cat."

On the way out he saw that Strick hadn't exaggerated: two others sat in the downstairs waiting
room One had the | ook of a Rankan of sub- stance. Strick sure is doing well by doing good here,
Hanse mused, and winked at the icily staring blue-uniformed man with the sword and dag- ger. Ex-
pal ace guard, Hanse was sure. He recognized Wnts, too, but pretended not to notice. A shaking
sight, Wnts decently dressed, shaved, and |ooking as if he knew who he was!

A few steps down the street called Straight, Notable pacing at his side, he saw still another
woman with silver hair. Strick had started this craze? Dam, why? A man never knows whether a
worman' s dyed, prematurely gray or extraordinarily well preserved!

Avenestra ushered in a well-dressed Rankan nobl e.

Strick swiftly learned that Nobl e Abadas was new in Sanctuary; he was cousin to Theron, the new
enper or - by- hi s- own-hand. Nobl e Abadas was of nedi um hei ght, perhaps ten pounds overwei ght, with
recedi ng light brown hair and reddi sh nustache, big ears, and stubby fingers. Superb eyes the
color of doeskin met Strick's directly, which was inpressive. Abadas was just arrived from Ranke
with his daughter and, unusually, a single servant. He wanted a good place to live, he said, and
pl anned to staff with Ilsigi; |ocals-

Qdd Rankan, Strick thought. Seens to be a Iiberal who wants to show what a good fell ow a Rankan
can be; particularly the . . . agent?-spy? -of the new enperor!

"l have deposited funds with a |ocal banker. You know Renn."
Strick nodded. Renn was one of the two nen he banked with, both Il sigi

"He showed ne around a bit," Abadas said. "I have to say that | saw two places | |ove,
Spel | master. One, a villa, turns out to be yours!"

"Ah. n

By the tinme Noble Abadas departed Strick's place of business, the two foreigners to Sanctuary had
made a business arrangenent. Strick was happy to have | eased the villa he bought from | zanel
(since old | zanmel and other wealthy, old-noney Ilsigi kindly |oaned himthe noney) to Abadas for
an anpunt that was a shade nore than Strick's |oan pay- nments and taxes. The current inflation
hel ped; Strick had recently bought the place at what were now called "old rates”;
prereconstruction rates! Their deal made both nen happy.

Strick called in his man-of -all -t asks.

"Wnts, go to Cusharlain. Tell himl amlooking for a large place in town, preferably a house
can al so use as a shop. Al right?"

"Yes sir. Ch, are you-"

"Good. Then go to Glla Lalo' swife. Ask that good woman whet her any of her children or relatives
woul d |i ke good enpl oyment with a decent Rankan noble. Al right?"

"Yes sir. Sir, |-"

"Aye, | amsure that you know of sone prospective servants for the household of the |ord Abadas,
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Wnts. Just go on about ny business ny way, for now "
W nt senay went.

In the next hour Strick saw four people. He refused to do anything at all for the one who wanted
vengeance on a landlord, used a m nor spell and an unnecessary foul -tasting concoction to get rid
of the really ugly warts on another's face, told a third sadly that he could do nothing about the
long-twi sted | eg but secretly nade a spell to nake the poor wonan nore accepting, at |east, and
told a sufferer of persistently upset stomach that he needed to go to a physician, at once. It
wasn't.as if anyone was gong to cure the ranmpant malignant growh Strick saw in the too-young
man's upper intestine, but at |east he could go through his final weeks of life in a drugged
state. For all this the spellwight took in three pieces of silver and a nice bolt of cloth of a
color he did not desire. Wll, he could trade it, or use it as gift goods.

Avenestra cane in, chew ng.

"No one else is waiting, LJncie. | hung out the 'closed sign as you said."
"Good!" He rose and stretched.

"Ooooh! What a beautiful bolt of cloth!"

"You | i ke that, Avneh?"

"It's just beautiful. Uncle! | |ove paisley!"”

"Hm We may not be able to do anything about your craving for sweets, poor baby. But show ne that
you can come in here w thout chewi ng on sonething and we'll see what we can have made for you from
this."

"Ch I"'msorry, Uncle. Mther Shipri nmake nme strong!"

Strick patter her shoulder, turning a little sidewi se to avoid being hugged (wth hands one of
whi ch he saw was sticky fromsone pastry), and hurried downstairs to collect Fulcris. Leaving
Avenestra "in charge" and Frax on guard, Strick and his other aide headed for the Street of
Gol dsmit hs.

Nadeesh the | eech had heard of the foreign spellwight who had come here to be of such value to
Sanctuary, both physically and psychologi- cally. H's sad-|ooking servant ushered the visitors in
to his master. Nadeesh the |eech was a cadaverously thin man with hair that began at about the

m dpoi nt atop his skull and dangled stringily in long ugly strands of corpse-gray. He | ooked to be
seventy or nore. He also, Strick and Fulcris discovered, wore only one earring. Attired in a
paradoxi cally bright tunic that appeared to be draped over nere bone, he sat weakly in a chanber
made di m by drawn drapes. Strick saw at once that he was in bad shape, and not just fromthe
heal ed wound that showed his left earring had been torn fromhim The fellow | ooked far too old
for his age, which he said was "about fifty."

"What do you think is wong with you, sir?"

"Can't find a cause, sir. Just last night a friend-a fell ow physician- suggested that it m ght be
a spell,"”

Strick sawthe little shiver that went through this too-thin man as he spoke those words. Show ng
confidence and naking sure to project it, Strick suggested that he | ook. Nadeesh agreed,
nervously.

"\What - what do you need to do?"

"I need for you to give nme sonething of value, and then just lie back and try hard not to think of
anything at all. | will have ny hands on your shoulders, that's all."

The physician snorted. "Only the gods know how many patients |'ve said that to-and all of us
knowing all the while that it's conpletely inpossible!"
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Wth a little smle, Strick accepted the proffered coin and set his hands on shoul ders that night
have been nere bone covered by the other man's yellow tunic- The Firagi w zard was quite able to
stare at not hing.

It took himonly seconds to discover the cause of Nadeesh's nal ai se.
"Your friend was right, |eech. Soneone has set a dark spell on you."
Nadeesh npaned.

"Hmm And left a barrier. Perhaps you would think of an opening gate, opening doors, a cave with a
wi de open mouth ... no no, please be still but not stiff . . . hmm"

Alittle work discovered the inmpossible: the spell cane froma dead nan. One Marype, the son of a
mage naned M zraith and | ong appren- ticed to a shadow mage nane Marknor. The probl em was that

every- one knew Marype was dead! Except that this spell is not that old. Marype is vehenmently
alive! Furthernore he's past the apprentice stage-past jour- neyman, by the Flane! Strick
concentrated, began to sweat . . . and soon realized that the severity of Nadeesh's affliction was

because Marype had gai ned possession of sonething belonging to the physician.
"Ah, the earring, and thus a bit of blood!"
"Wh-what ?" The wi zened physi cian's voi ce quaver ed.

Strick rel eased those frighteningly bony shoul ders and sat beside the man who | ooked far too old
for the age he clainmed. The spell maker woul d have bet that before this nmalignant spell the
physi ci an had | ooked fifteen years younger

"How did you | ose your earring?"

"Late one night about two nonths ago | was set upon by footpads and -by the gods! This began about
then! | have lost very nuch weight in these past two nonths, Strick, and of course strength as
well."

"Urn. Those were not footpads, Nadeesh, but nmen hired for a definite assignment. A dark nmage who
hat es you used themto gain possession not only of your earring but, since it was torn from your
ear, a bit of your blood as well. It has enabled himto nake a powerful spel! indeed."

"How do you know t hi s?"
"Do you answer your patients when they ask you such a question?"
"No. And usually | cannot answer this one; Wat is to happen to ne?"

"You al ready know. You are wasting away; no one would know that it's the result of an inimca
spell. 1'd say this sorcerer intends your death."

Nadeesh surprised his visitor with a string of words concerning the unnanmed mage, his sexua
activities, and his nother. Then:

"Who is it? Who has done this, Spell master?"

"That | cannot say," Strick said, as perfectly capable of |lying when he deened it w se as any
physi ci an. "What mage hates you so nuch?"

"None! | nean-1've no idea."

"You' ve never treated a sorcerer?"

"Not knowi ngly."

"Un. In that case, have you refused treatnent to a sorcerer?"

"Not knowi ngly," Nadeesh repeated. After a few seconds he added, "But now one is going to rurder
me. "
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"I's nurdering you," Strick said, staring at nothing. "Unless we can do sonething about it.
Nadeesh |urch up, gasping with effort. "You think you can?"

"One can always try. In this case, one nust."

"l don't understand."

"Never nmind. You are too good a nan to be nurdered this way with- out ny trying to stop it."

A long sigh escaped the pitifully wizened nman, and Strick heard the rattle in his scrawny throat.
"Bearing in mnd that | ama spellwight, not a physician, let us dis- cuss the bill in advance."

Nadeesh's snile was hi deous, but genuine. "You certainly have ne, sir. Nane the price and | shall
agree. Understand that if the patient dies, however, he cannot pay."

Despite the gravity of the conplaint of his "patient,” Strick | aughed al oud.

They discussed his bill.

Hanse noted nore construction/reconstruction on his way to pay a visit to Mgnureal's w dowed
father. It was not sonething Hanse wanted to do. He had | oved Moonfl ower, M gnue's gross diviner
of a mother; he was able to adnmit that to hinmself, now Ahdio and a couple of others at Sly's

Pl ace | ast night had al ready observed that the dark, youthful man called Shadowspawn was
"different." They were right. Events on the desert and up in Mii denhead Wod had changed him a
bit; the Mgnureal experience had enforced responsibility and changed hi mac- cordingly; the
constant dark shadow of sorcery and ghastly events in Firaga had changed and matured him and so
had nmore recent experi- ences in Suna.

The presence of the outsized red cat strolling along at his side, tail high, attracted plenty of

| ooks. Hanse's eyes and the presence of so many sharp bl ades worn openly here and there about his
person persuaded people to keep their coments to thensel ves or | ow voiced. Once he did hear a
scornful laugh and knew it for a deliberate attenpt at provocation. He didn't even turn
Shadowspawn was "di fferent," yes.

At the shop where Mgnureal's father Teretaff sold this and that . - . item he was adnitted by
one of Mgnureal's dark-haired and dark-eyed younger sisters. Since their nunber was several and
Hanse had never been interested in children, he wasn't sure of this one's name. Odd, how she had
bl oomed in so short a tine. Grls had a way of doing that, and the S danzo did seemto bl oom
earlier than others.

He entered into warnth made heavy by a fragrant mix of odors, aro- mas, snells, scents of foods
and | eat her and spices and perfunes and other herbal . . . things. The shop had al ways been
cluttered. It was nore so now, with Monfl ower dead.

"Does your father have a, uh, woman friend?" he asked, feeling sneaky, and was not displeased by
the shaking of a | arge-eyed head. What was this girl, about thirteen? That neant that the next one-
the boy Cornentaff-was fourteen. Another menmber of the family was pushing sixteen too, as he

recall ed. The one with red hair, or alnost red. Wiat was her nane, anyhow?

This one nade girlish noises over Notable, who eluded her attenpts to pet him The cat di sappeared
behi nd a counter

"He, uh, he's a one-nmn cat," Hanse explained. "Notable, if you knock anything over or get into
anything it will go hard with you!"

"M aow. "

Hanse was not happy to discover that Teretaff already had a visitor. The aged S danzo "chief" with
the inplacabl e eyes and strai ght nmouth and the usual multicolored, nodestly cut garb barely
acknow edged Hanse's presence. Hanse was determ nedly respectful. The Ternagant was not visiting
Teretaff, he realized; she was interested in the al nbst- sixteen-year-old. Now both stared at
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Hanse, Jileel from huge round eyes the color of walnut wood flanked by a great deal of hair the
color of a roan horse. Her blouse was striped yell ow and green and was unaccount- ably stuffed;
under a multiprint apron, her skirts showed six or nine other colors and hues.

"You left here with ny daughter," Teretaff said, but it was a question rather than an accusati on.

"Precipitately," the Termagant said, straight-nouthed and fl at-eyed.

Suddenly Hanse has to tell them no matter the consequences: "Yes. Wen | found Monflower | went
wild. I started running, ran into a fish -a, un, Beysib, and killed it. Her. | think it was the
one who ki- who . . ."

"Ch, | do hope it was!" the al nost-sixteen-year-old said ferociously, in a rather throaty voice.
"Jileel!" the Termagant snapped, inadvertently hel ping Hanse by pro- viding the girl's nane.
Teretaff glanced at her, and back to Hanse. "I hope so too, Hanse. She did |ike you, ny wife."
Hanse was surprised to hear hinself say, "I loved her, Teretaff."

Al three of the others blinked. At last the old woman said, "You have changed, young man."
Hanse nodded. "W endured nuch. W even acconplished rmuch, up in Firaga."
"Fi raga?"

"Acity far north. Strange people with a strange religion. Ruled by a sort of council of
sorcerers. The chief was also the nost evil and | sup- pose the nost powerful. He's dead, now.
Teretaff, Termagant . . . Mgnureal's powers soared, in Firaga. She was glad to find a smal
col ony of S danzo. They were unwel cone in Firaga; S danzo, | nmean. That's no |onger true. She

M gnureal has remained there, Teretaff. She's an acconplished Seer, now, an anbushem Did | say
that right?"

"Yes!" the Termagant said, astonishing Hanse by the sudden happy light in her eyes. "So! She
flowered, then, and is respected, with the Ability."

"Yes. She Sees, Ternmmgant, Teretaff; M gnue Sees beyond anyone else in Firaqga."

"She will do well there, then," Teretaff said, with sone happi ness and pride mngled with sadness.
Tears had appeared in the wal nut eyes of the girl beside the old wonan, to hear that her sister
was not coming back. "But-you are here and she there?"

Hanse nodded. "It was not easy. Ch, we had our troubl es-probably rmainly because we were under the
shadow of sorcery all the time. But | think we will always |ove each other. It's just that | had
to cone back, and she felt she had to remain there. She is happy there. Established."

"I amglad for her,"” Jileel said but her voice quavered and she sniffed.

"I amdelighted " the Ternagant said, and again she astoni shed Hanse, by proving that grimnouth
could snmle

Hanse wondered whet her Teretaff m ght have been | ess equabl e about this news had the Ternagant not
been present, and so enthusiastic. Al - nost he wished that Jileel were not present. She kept
staring at him staring with those huge dark brown eyes. She always had, he renem bered, when he
had come to see Moonflower and then M gnureal, but now it seened different. She was older, with
the cusp of womanhood new y seal ed upon her. And . . . could that be she in there, rather than the
fam |y laundry or a couple of snuggled nelons, naking her blouse stand out and strain so?

M gnureal had not been constructed so! O course her nother had been, but Monflower had been huge
everywhere, a truly obese wonan whose size had made wal king difficult for her. (She al so remained
the nost beautiful woman Hanse had ever known. It was she who taught him just by being, that
beauty was not sonething a person wore, like clothing or skin, but was inside; it was sonmething a
person was.)

He produced the bag and handed it to a surprised Teretaff. It jingled.
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"From M gnureal ," Hanse told him
"From M gnureal ?" Now it was Teretafl Ps eyes that glistened wetly.

Hanse pretended not to notice. He nodded. "She insisted. She is doing well. That is for you and
her sisters and brother, she said. It is, uh, considerable Firaqi gold, Teretaff. Gold because
that way 1 had fewer coins to carry. Be sure to go to a decent bank to get a fair exchange on

t hose fl ame-marked coins, now "

Teretaff smled, then |aughed, and enbarrassed hinself when |aughter becanme sobs. |n nmanner
womanl y, his daughter Jileel went to enmbrace him Unconfortable, Hanse began backi ng.

"I have to go now." He swall owed. "Got an appoi ntnment, you know. "
"Young man."
Hanse swal | oned again. "Nanme's Hanse, ma'am"

"Hanse, then. And | amcalled the Ternmagant. You know that | amthe senior anbushem first anobng
the S danzo with the Ability. Monflower Iiked you. | know, and Mgnureal . . . well. | admt that
I never had much-1 never had any use for you. That has changed. You may consider nme friend. Hanse.

Still again Hanse swallowed. It was his way not to act honored, but he could not escape the
feeling that this was |ike being acknow edged friend by the Prince-Governor, as he had been
Suddenly his stance changed, and his grin was the old cocky one.

"My occupation hasn't changed. Termagant."

She blinked. "I do not hear you. A friend entrusted a bag of money to you for her father, and you
brought it this [ong way."

Damm! "Uh . . . well, that's different. You won't tell anyone, wll you?"
"What ?"
Hanse shrugged. "I've got ny reputation to think of."

"But young nma- Hanse, it is a bad reputation!”
Hanse nodded. "It's mine, Termagant."

Bet ween the ol d woman and her father, with her armaround him Jileel giggled.

The Termagant shook her head. "I, however, have spoken. You are to consider ne friend, Hanse."
"I'"l'l remenber. | have to go now. "
As he left, he heard the Ternagant's voice: "Very well now, Jileel, let's test you again to see if

that really was the Sight

Hanse hurried on, clucking to Notable, thinking of the considerable anbunt of npney he had
secretly left with that banker in Firaga for M gnue, dear M gnue ..

He found a decent place to live, in Red Court in the Maze, and de- lighted the proprietor by

| ayi ng down a few coins in advance. Silky the ever supple and ever ready was for testing the bed;
this soon after leaving Mgnureal's fanmly, Hanse just couldn't. He also couldn't admt that. He
poi nted out the need to find her enploynment, and they wandered. Some- tine that afternoon he
realized that he had no intention of living with the tan-haired girl he and his |oneliness had
acquired up in Suma. Al right, he could handle that; he was not stuck with her and besi des she
was obvi ously not charnmed with the Maze, Hanse's natural habitat.

He did succunmb to Silky's inportunings to buy a melon. As he cut it, he noticed that the wooden
handl e of his favorite knife was | oose.
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Next he noticed that she was tal king aninmatedly with another of the pedlar's custonmers, a Rankan
Good, he thought, and without any com punctions at all he wal ked away. Silky wasjust Silky, a
passi ng fancy, but a defective knife was serious business. Using this cut-through and that, he was
soon on the Street of Tanners. Three bl ocks down from Sly's Place was Zandul as's Tannery; one had
only to follow one's nose to find it and the busy establishnent of Zandul as's next door nei ghbor
Cholly. Cholly the d uenmaker was the man to see. Ch, his real nane was Choll ander, but only his
wife called himthat. Cholly perforned a nunber of inpor- tant services for Sanctuary, including
the maki ng of glue. In a town where bodies tended to appear with the norning sun and tended never
to be clainmed by anyone, a man who had use for themand thus rendered a free corpse-collection
service was val uable. Come to think, "rendered" was the right word for the main part of Cholly's
activities.

The bear-sized man with the barrel belly greeted Hanse heartily and with surprise. "Wy haven't |
seen you for so |l ong, Hanse? Must be a year or nore."

Cholly was alone in his snelly, cluttered place of business, neaning that his two assistants were
out on this errand or that. Taking orders for delivering glue, probably, or the ancillary products
of Cholly's trade. Selling jewelry, perhaps, or slightly used clothing. A bone or two, maybe. O
nice long hair, perhaps, to nmake nice w gs.

Briefly and without nuch patience, Hanse told Cholly where he had been.

"I had no idea, Hanse' OCh-I guess you |left before that sexy Rankan gl adiator cane to town, didn't
you?"

"How can a gl adi ator be s- oh. You nean Chenaya Nutcracker? We, uh, net, Cholly."

"Ch? Surprised you don't grin when you say that, Shadowspawn. Surely M I ady Swagger either
insulted you, tried to kill you, or bedded you. O all three."

Hanse clanped his teeth. "She bedded ne, Cholly. That's the way it was, too-she collected ne. took
me home, and bedded nme. She's good- |ooking and she's cat-supple, I'lIl give her that. Bed is
another matter. | didn't enjoy it with her and we will not be doing it again. | prefer wonen."

Chol ly saw the expression and heard the tone. Considerately and w sely, he nodded and sai d nothing
at all. Then his visitor laid the wounded knife on his counter and the huge nman shifted to his
busi ness denmeanor. He picked it up in a big nmeaty hand, examined it, said "hmi tw ce, and
shrugged.

"Easily fixed, Hanse. Let's just nmake repairing this a wel conme-hone gift," Cholly said, already
starting to work. "We'll use dry-tack. It's a special sort of glue | made up; sticks by pressure.”
He grunted softly; a man the size of Chollander the d uemaker sel dom found tasks |arge enough to
require large grunts. "There. Now we apply the dry-tack wet, so, and allowit to dry. W don't
have to wait long. | renenber this old knife fromyears back. A really superior blade! Ch-you, ah
pi ck up any new knives up in Furakka?"

Hanse showed him a couple, knowi ng this |lover of knives would con- sider both of them exotic
because they were of foreign manufacture. "The really fancy one was a gift fromthe head nage up
in Firaga, a nan nanmed Arcala.”

"Hmp! Never knew you to stay around a mage |ong enough to receive a gift! Hard to inmagine, froma
fell ow who hates sorcery worse than anybody!" Cholly said, admiring it and the other knife Hanse
handed him a nornmal enough sticker. He exam ned both with the respect and care of a man who knew
knives. "N ce," he said, |laying them down. "Here, |ook at this pretty thing while I finish the job
on your old knife." He placed in Hanse's hand a dagger whose blade was inlaid with silver

Sensi ng trade negotiations, Hanse naturally found it necessary to de- mean the seem ng treasure.
"Uh. Pretty," he said casually. "I'Il bet this fancy inlay weakens the bl ade, though."

Sensi ng an inpending trade, Cholly snorted and made a chuckling noise to show Hanse how silly that
was. It was al so subject-changing tine:
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"Ah yes, this is good now, Hanse- Dry-tack's a really good bonder. I'"mproud of it. It won't stick
to slippery surfaces, see, like wax or grease. Or soap. On the other hand it's easy to peel it off
snoot h, polished surfaces."

"In that case how can it be strong enough for a knife |I need to trust?”

"I said '"peel' it off, Hanse. Pulling it off, breaking the bond-that's another matter. Believe ne,
I could glue a handle onto a horse's back and lift himby it. If | could lift a horse, | nean
It's strong."

That triggered a thought, but Hanse was careful to sound casual when he asked how one got the
stuff off.

Cholly gestured. "Onh, | have a renover for it! Had to cone up with that!"

"Uh. | guess," Hanse said, and decided it was tine to swing back to the potential trade: "How
strong d'you think this silvered bl ade is?"

"It's a dagger, Hanse. | nean, it isn't as if you're going to try throwing it or chopping trees,
isit?"

The ritual of leading up to a transacti on had begun. The dickering had to cone first, of course,
and the deliberate dropping of the subject for friendly converse before returning to another offer
or "suggestion" of offer. This tine the process took only fifteen or eighteen m nutes. Wen Hanse
left, Cholly had both Firaqgi knives in exchange for the inlaid dagger and a pot of the dry-tack
Hanse called "Cholly's Dry Stickum" The gluenmaker threw in the renobver as a courtesy. Their deal
made both nen happy-

Hanse returned to the area where he had left Silky. The nmelon pedlar had gone on, and apparently
so had Silky. Alittle asking around apprised himthat the tan-haired Sunese girl had departed,
with that bl ond Rankan. Wil e Hanse's pride was wounded a bit, he was not unhappy. He did seemto
be stuck with the big red cat. By that evening he had | eft Notable with Ahdio twi ce. The nonent a
door was opened. Notable hastened to use it and seek out Hanse.

"Al'l right, you damm' cat, let's go home and drop off ny new pot of glue! You'll need to sniff out
t he pl ace anyhow. "

Not abl e swerved sharply to bang his flank into Hanse's | eg. "Maow!"
"No. "

Y

"No, damm it. Notable, we will not stop and get you a beer now "

Strick's rule was that people cane to him he went to no one. For this interview he had | ong

want ed, however, he would have gone to the pal- ace. Prince-Covernor Kadakithis would not hear of
it. Instead, secretly, in disguise and terribly early on a Fourday norning as agreed for his
conveni ence and security, he arrived in Strick's "shop." In this absolute privacy and confi dence,
t he handsone young Rankan of about Hanse's age and size astonished Strick; he admtted that he was
| ess than he wished to be and had decided that it was because he was too indecisive; fearful of
what the Ilsigi would think of him

"The young hal f-brother of the enperor," he said quietly, tapping his chest while studiously not-
| ooki ng at the spellwight, "always had to be careful not to offend or even be very visible, you
see. Abakithis-the enperor-was that sort of man. In tine, though, he decided that | wasn't

i nvi si bl e enough. He shipped ne out here. The goal was not to do any- thing for Sanctuary or for

me, but to get ne out of Ranke!" Kadakithis sighed. "So, | felt the need to prove sonmething, to do
well. Trying too terribly hard, | was overzealous in trying to clean up this town. In taxing the
Red Lantern Houses and . . . other things."

Strick sat very still. He said absolutely nothing and nore, he made no sound.
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Enbarrassedly I ooking at the wall to his right, Kadakithis went on in that sadly quiet voice:
"This morning Lord Abadas, the new enperor's cousin, visited to present hinmself formally.

di sgusted nme. | was posi- tively ingratiating.”

After a time he turned his head to look at Strick frompale blue eyes. "Your efforts and actions
wer e understandable," Strick said just as quietly. "And with Lord Abadas as well. The man is
surely here to keep an eye on you for his cousin, isn't he. After all, you' re half-brother to

Enperor Theron's predecessor in the inperial chair."

Kadaki t hi s shook his head. "No, Strick; | have cone to like this town, both from synpathy and
feeling a part of it. If I'"'mto ambunt to anyth- if I'mto help these people in anything

approaching the way you have, |1'I|l need . " The Prince-CGovernor broke off in enmbarrassnent.
Strick didn't need to hear the words. "I like Sanctuary and its sorely stressed people, too, lord
Prince, and ... | must help, | have no choice.”

"I have heard that mysteriousness before, Spellnmaster, but I will not pry. | believe you. If it is

pain, then | amsorry. Both of us know pain."
"And so am| sorry, lord Prince, so aml. Now | nust warn nmy lord Prince about the Price."

Kadaki t hi s nodded. "Naturally I have heard about that, too- | want that help you' ve given so many
others, Strick."

"The Price is the Price, Prince Kadakithis. It is beyond my control. Sometines it is severe and
sonetimes it is readily bearable. | have no control over it."

"I know these things, Strick. | said | want that help you've given so nany others. Wile | am
called Kittycat, you are being called Hero of the People. Is a prince of the people not a person?
Shall a prince be treated as | ess? Shall a prince be fearful of the Price? |I know about it,
Strick. Must a prince cajole?"

Strick rose and bowed. "Noble Lord Prince! |I have desired this neet- ing for nonths- These people
deserve nore of their gods and their rulers. Now you enbarrass nme; | have wanted to be of aid to
you, as you know. The warning, believe nme, is sonething | give to everyone who comes here.

must . "

Kadaki t hi s nodded. And sat | ooking expectant. WAiting.

Strick called Avenestra, but net her at the door. She knew that she was not to enter as usual and
not even to see this visitor, and was able not to try. He let the prince hear himbid her prepare
"Saksar aboonnga. " She already had the drink's revolting but harnl ess ingredients ready, except for
a bit nmore stirring to mx the vegetable colors of purple and green. She hurried to do so. Strick
wai ted at the door; Kadakithis sat very still, staring at nothing past the Firagi's enpty chair
Avenestra reappeared fromthe other roomto hand her savior a silver goblet. Strick paced over to
set it on his worktable before his visitor. Kadakithis stiff- ened, bent forward to peer into the
cup, stiffened the nore, and tensed his face. Then, as if accepting a mandated cup of poison, he
bravely reached for it.

"A monment, ny lord Prince. Gve nme sonething of value."
First Kadakithis gave hima |l ook. "I suppose the ritual bans the use of the word 'pl ease' ?"

Strick stood gazing at him He said nothing. True, this was a prince royal of Ranke and governor
of this city-co-governor, at least, with his alien conpanion. Torezalan Strick tiFiraga, however,
was Thbrezalan Strick tiFiraga, Spellmster and Hero of the People.

Fromwithin his pillowstuffed brown tunic the disguised prince slid a tiny, beautifully carven
box. He set it on the desk and opened it to reveal a single pearl. As if ritually, Strick only
touched it. And | ooked expec- tant.

Wth obvious msgivings and distaste for the concoction Strick had been at pains to nake
unpl easant in appearance, odor, and flavor, Prince Kadakithis drank it down. Al of it, wthout
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| owering the cup. The man did know, Strick nused, how to take medicine

Lowering the drai ned gobl et, Kadakithis shook his head. "And people think it's easy being a royal
By all gods, Strick, what's in that stuffl”

"Nothing to harmyou, lord Prince. A secret formula | have of a Zi mranabuniga wi zard far to the
west . "

Wth hands on the | ean blond's shoulders, Strick told himthat he was decisive, charismtic, and
had no need to | ack confidence, "for charisma and nore inportantly your intelligence will carry

you through, to the benefit of Sanctuary. You nust think nmuch on this, particularly before sleep
and before rising."

The Rankan Prince-Governor of Sanctuary stood and gripped the far bigger man's hand. Strick noted
that the young man stood nore erect than when he had entered. For a few nonents they stood gazing
into each other's eyes. Then Kadakithis swung, drew his hooded cl oak agai n about hinself and his
padded tunic, and left. Wth, Strick noted, a firner and nore confident tread than when he had
ent er ed.

Strick sighed. Charlatan, he grunbled at hinself, hardly for the first tinme. That handsone young
man was al ready charismatic and decisive! It's just that now he Believes!

Then the spellwight sent Wntsenay to pass the word; Strick needed to see Hanse.

Kadakithis paid the Price. That same Fourday afternoon he received word that Taya had fled the
pal ace.

Shupansea was amused: "Well after all, she cane here as your concu- bine, ny love. And, however
panpered, she's had nothing to do for a long, long while now" Then: "On the other hand, | would
recom nend-"

"Never mnd," Kadakithis said with cool decisiveness. "I have already decided to take no action
what soever. This cannot reflect badly on me, but will serve as further proof of how truly you and
I love each other."

Shu-sea blinked. "Well. How very clever-no, how very intelligent of you, ny |ove!"

Yes, he thought. And the point is, this is obviously the Price | nust pay for Strick's help. even
if it costs ne face.

An hour later a bank messenger arrived to tell Strick that sonmeone had just deposited sixty
unshaved gol den Inperials to his account, each coin bearing the face of the previ ous enperor
Strick smled and nodded. He knew who it was from and wondered what other Price Kadakithis was

payi ng.

A short tine later, Hanse responded to Strick's request to visit. He met the young Lady Esaria on
her way out. Neither recognized the other because neither knew the other

Sonewhere, the goddess Eshi smil ed.

"Hanse," Strick said without any preanble at all, "a man needs your help. A client needs a service
only you can perform™

Hanse put on his face of sweet innocence. "I can't inmagine what you nmean."

Strick's snmile was cursory; dutiful, "Awall or two needs to be scaled. A house and a room or two
need to be entered. An itemneeds to be fetched."

"Ah! 1've heard of just the roach you need. He's called Shadowspawn, | believe."
"Do you think he will performthis service?"

"Probably. He usually works for hinself. But, if the price is right
el oquently. "Tell me about this . . . ms- sion.”

Hanse gestured
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"The price is right," Strick said, and told himabout the m ssion
"Ch, no! Not a sorcerer!”

"Hanse! After your experiences with the real thing up in Firaga, this boy will pose you no
problem True, he was apprentice to Marknor the Archmage, but Marknor was found dead even before
came here. A lot of mages have come and gone, Hanse."

Hanse nodded. "I renenber that big one with the blue star on his forehead
"Lyt hande," Strick said.
"Lyt hande! Qdd nanme for a nman!"

"That one will not be back, Hanse. Lythande does not like this town at all, and will never be
back. "

"You know a lot, Strick. for a newcormer who's been here only a few nonths."

Strick nodded. "Yes. | nmake it mnmy business to learn things. Sanctuary is ny business, now. And |
believe nme, amhere to stay. And we were discussing a certain venture concerning a roach and one
Mar ype. "

"Ch but Father Us, how | hate sorcery!"
Strick stared. "Perhaps you will refer ne to a brave professional, then."

"Bastard!" The professional thief nmade a show of his sigh. "Wat does he have that you want
acqui red?"

Strick held out his hand. An earring gleamed brightly in his palm a gl owi ng black stone caged in
good gold. "The mate to this. It was torn fromits wearer's ear and now that sw nish mage is using
it to harmhim”

"Nadeesh," Hanse murnured, and sighed. He nodded, gestured.

Strick told hima bit nmore. Reluctantly, Hanse naned a price. Discon- certingly, Strick did not
even bother to dicker. He rose, placed the ear- ring in Hanse's hand, bade himgrip it and try to
visualize its mate, and laid hands on the best cat-thief in Sanctuary.

"Now. You will be able to find it, once you're inits proximty. If it is in a container, bring it
that way. This is inportant."”

Once nore Hanse sighed. "A sorcerer! Gods, how | hate sorcery!”
Strick nerely gazed at him
The younger nman rose. "It will be done, Strick," Shadowspawn said casually, on his way out.

Strick surprised himw th the standard benison on a thief: "May the night-dark cl oak cover you and
your actions this night,” Meanwhile the spellwight was thinking: How interesting. He keeps
conpany with an ensorcel ed cat and wears a dagger that's the product of sorcery. Hates it, hm?

Hanse wandered his town, thinking and working to relax as he pre- ferred to do before an inportant
reaching venture. He noted reconstruc- tion, a purse-cutting, the painting of various buildings,
the | arge nunber of foreigners inported to handle the work. Occasionally he returned-or ignored-a
startled greeting. He saw Beysib mingling with Ilsigi and Rankans. Near the narketplace he was
surprised to see large dark eyes peeping at him the girl he had thought of only as M gnue's
little sister. He pretended not to notice. Beard of Us' Jileel! Al grown up and seem ingly
snuggl i ng wat ernel ons-and still staring!

Noi se at a wall's reconstruction site attracted him He anbled that way, seeing that it was a rea
uprising. Wiile disgruntled Ilsigi |aborers mutter-nuttered, refusing to work, a big fell ow
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harangued them He was ranting |loudly about the way these walls were wecked, anong ot her
destruction and deaths, and how t he gods were angry at Sanctuary, and why should "we fix and put
back a wall for those dammed oversea Beys occupyi ng our pal ace!" Inported workers meanwhil e stood
away. Unin- volved, they performed that act known as honoring the strike, meaning they stood or
sat around enjoying the break

Sonme of the bully's words nmade sense to Hanse Things were bad here when | left, and obviously got
a lot worse. | hate these | oudnouthed rabbl e-rousers, but

Suddenly a | ean, blond young man appeared, wearing a | eather apron over his well-made bl ue tunic.
He comenced working. Stone dust flew Brave fellow, Hanse thought. Brave fool! Then he frowned,
seeing the ranter pick up a jagged chunk of stone and take aimat the sole worker

Al nost out of sight, the three Beys sent by Shupansea to watch over her bel oved drew bowstrings to
slay the rabbl e-rouser in defense of Kada-

And Hanse threw. His flat |ozenge of knife rushed to slice across the back of the big fellow s
hand so that he dropped the stone with a scream Another screamfollowed: he had dropped it on his
own foot. Laughter rose as he danced, sinultaneously squealing and cursing.

The Beysi bs | owered their bows and went back to | ooking invisible while everyone watched the dark
Wi ry young man who came running into the work area, wearing a good green tunic and nice doeskin

| eggi ngs. The daring young worker in the | eather apron, having retrieved the thrown knife, stared
whil e the newconer faced the | oudnouth.

"Go away, Tarkle," Hanse shouted. "All that babble you've been giv- ing out is just that-everybody
knows you just don't like to work."

The big rabble-rouser with the bl ocody hand, once agai n discovering that bullying was beconing a
nmore and nore hazardous pastine, glowered and nade surly noises. He also noticed the deadly eyes
and several other knives on the person of a known expert he had thought was | ong gone from
Sanctuary. Tarkl e backed of f-1inping. Suddenly Hanse and | eat her-apron were exchangi ng stares of
recogni tion:

"Princel"
"Hanse!"

Excited noi ses went through the assenbl age along with the usual rum ble-runble as they watched
the Prince-CGovernor hinself pounce onto a high spot and extend a hand to Hanse.

"See who works on the walls of Sanctuary?" Kadakithis called, in a |oud clear voice. "A Rankan!
See who saves himfroma mnmurderous bully who knows not what he's doing?-an Ilsig ... ny friend.”

Hanse's eyes rolled. Ch blast! There goes ny credibility!

Kadaki t hi s spoke on, startling all of themw th his confidence and charisnatic el oquence. They
cheered! Hi s people went back to work- with Kadakithis.

Dam, Hanse thought cheerlessly, stooping to grasp a big cut slab of stone. |I'mstuck! | can't
just wal k off and | eave the Prince-Gov working |ike a Downw nder! But . . . damm! Work! Me!

Since Marknor's death, Hanse |earned the foll owi ng Eshday afternoon from one of the
fixture/characters of the Maze, the street cleaner and trash picker called A d Thunpfoot, the
quite young Marype had secretly set hinmself up in Lastel's villa, whether legally or otherw se.

"How ni ce," Shadowspawn nurmured, meandering along the Serpen- tine. He knew that well-appointed
villa, and the late Lastel/One- Thunb's secret. Al he had to do was use the tunnel connecting the
house with a House; the brothel called Lily Garden. True, he had an idea about Cholly's dry-tack
but he'd try that another tine. Cheered by that pros- pect, he dropped in to the Vul gar Unicorn
for a piece of cheese and an apple. He'd eat a proper neal afterward, if his stonmach agreed. He
tar- ried, nore than civil and al nost |oquacious to the surprise of a couple of old acquai ntances.
He left their conpany at sunset, taking a snall pail of beer home to his new second-floor room
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Not abl e was happy to see himand nore than happy with the beer. He | apped with gusto while Hanse
stretched out to rest and think

No question about it, entry will be like slicing pie. Now what am| likely to need? he thought,
and his smle faded. Blast. Here previously, and up in Firaqa, he had grown accustonmed to M gnue's
war ni ngs and direc- tions!

Suppose I'min and it turns out that | should have brought a brown crossed pot, or a copper
kettle, or

"Qul p," he said aloud, trying to shanme hinself out of unwonted ner- vousness that was as
uncharacteristic as his affability to the Vulg.

Not abl e | ooked up from his whi sker-groom ng. "rraow?”

"I said cats aren't supposed to belch, you beer-guzzling greedbag."

Hanse directed his thoughts to Nadeesh, and fromthat unfortunate man to Strick. That nan's going
to nake a Difference, he reflected. Al - ready has! Twi ce he shocked Notable by lurching up into a
sitting posi- tion and snapping a throw He had not told his landlord why he had grunted up here
to his roomwith the old wooden wheel. It was inordi- nately thick and joined by pegs rather than
nails. Braced against the wall farthest fromthe bed with the iron rimrenoved, it nmade a nice
target. The throwi ng star he sent straight into the hub; the slender wafer of a knife fromits
sheath on his right upper armm ssed by an inch

"Must be getting old," he nuttered, swinging off the bed to retrieve both missiles. Pacing back to
the bed, he whirled and threw. The flat, hiltless and guardl ess knife appeared in the hub. Tired
of the violent nonsense, Notable said "rrawwr!" and pounced.

"Quch! How d you like to becone ny favorite target, Notable you dam cat?"

A couple of hours later he rose again and stripped, to change into his blacks; his work clothes.
Not abl e seened already to understand this rit- ual, whether or not cats saw colors: the big red
ani mal pounced up onto the shelf under the wi ndow and | ooked fromit to his human.

"You're right," Shadowspawn sai d, doubl e checking the Iock on his door. "That's the way we go out
tonight, mfriend."

They di d.

An hour later, both of themhad easily gained silent-entry to the |arge house fornerly occupi ed by
one Lastel/One-Thumb and now the lair of a young nage many thought dead. Hanse was sure they were
wong, al- though by now he had heard tales of the |egions of wal king and i ndeed wanderi ng dead
who had pl agued Sanctuary's streets during his absence. No. Marype was alive. A look in the

ki tchen provided evidence of occu- pancy and recent cooking. A bed on the second floor had been
used recently. In fact that bed | ooked as if Marype had lately entertai ned conpany. The tal
cabinet-1ike press contained clothing. Not that of the departed Lastel, surely; expert eyes found
menbr anous bl ack gl oves and noted that the thunmbs of both were expanded by wear. On the point of
keepi ng those nice thin gloves, the silent intruder decided against it. He'd steal nothing from
the lair of a sorcerer; only that property of another which he was here to retrieve. He departed
t he bedroom w t hout search- ing further, remenbering the spellwight's words that he would know
when he was ni gh Nadeesh's earring.

Sof t - sol ed buskins as silent on good carpet as Notable's pads, a |living shadow roaned di m
corridors and stepped briefly into well-furnished chanbers. Some had been | ong cl osed, he saw, he
passed them wi t hout opening their doors. Man and cat saw no one and heard no sound. Nota- ble gave
no indication that he scented any. Once he paused, head and one foot uplifted, and his conpanion
went to the corridor wall Iike a shadow. A dark knife had materialized in his hand even as he
squatted. Notable anbl ed over. Shadowspawn didn't touch the aninmal, waiting for any further

i ndi cati on of danger. Notable gave none. After several silent npb- nents his human tapped his back
with the knife.

"Dunbhead, " Shadowspawn whi spered, and Notable i medi ately conmenced purring. "Shhh!" He rose and
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ghosted on, purring cat pacing cl ose by.

At last they canme to a room containing a worktable and things that nade the hair twitch on
Shadowspawn' s nape and withe under his working blacks. Notable's purring stopped as if sliced.
Qgods, how | hate sorce-

Abruptly he knew that the earring was in that nice little mahogany casket. Nice work, Strick. On
the point of opening the box, he paused, cocked his head, and stepped to one side. Fromthere he
flipped up the Iid with the point of one of his knives. He heard the conceal ed trigger and watched
the slender dart fling itself straight up into the ceiling with a tiny thunk of inpact. Notable
went into a | ow crouch whil e Shadowspawn nodded at sight of the little box's contents.

Bl oodstains, too. Still using the knife, he tipped the lid and waited alertly. Nothing happened
save that the lid dropped al nost noiselessly back into place. On the point of snatching it and
departing this silent chanber whose contents nade himhorripilate, he spotted several strands of
hair on the table. He popped theminto the box, wapped it in a nice strip of scarlet cloth off
the table, and slipped it into his black upper garnent. Wth rather unseemy haste, he vacated the
chanmber of Marype's sorceries

Easy as slicing pie. he reflected as he hurried down to the concealed entry to the old tunnel
Just as good as ever, without any help from M gnureal or anyone el se!

In that nusty old tunnel he heard a rat and saw another and then he saw ghastly eeriness. CGhost
i mges seened frozen, |ocked in eternal com bat. It |ooked like-could that be old One-Thunb?
Surely not, he thought, and that was when the rat pounced.

It was big, a rat the size of a normal cat, which Notable was not. Shadowspawn was only just able
to duck, flailing. The cat had already pounced at the rat with a long ugly "Rrrawwwy, " and Hanse
smled in anticipation of a swift squeaky massacre. A flurry of action w ped away his snile and
brought a grunt fromhis throat; a big red shape went hurtling backward to flop | oosely on

har dpacked eart h.

"Not abl e! "

Shadowspawn slamed a throwing knife into the rat, then another. Hi s eyes went wide and he felt
his nape hairs stir again at sight of both blades passing through the creature, bloodl essly. Shock
i mmobi lized himlong enough for the rat to I eap upon himand sink its fangs into his arm Hanse
groaned and bit his Iip while he clanped the unnaturally heavy beast with his right hand. The rat
felt just as strong as he. Its fangs were |ike thick needles and the pain was awful when he tried
to pull the huge rodent away. Sweat coated himin seconds. Despite the fact that the other knives
had acconpli shed not hi ng agai nst what was obviously sorcery, he could not give it up. Even as the
rat-thing gnawed himand his brain began to stagger in a red haze of pain, a terrified Shadowspawn
drew Chol ly's dagger and stabbed, sl ashed.

Wth a shriek and a horrid jolt that nmade himcry out, the sorcerous thing vanished. So did the
pain in Hanse's armand the mark there. Yet his glance showed hima satisfying smear of bl ood on
the dagger's silver- inlaid blade. Pouncing to take up the unconsci ous Notabl e, Shadow spawn ran

I didn't name Strick a high enough price!

Energing i ke the shadow of a ghost into the Lily Garden, he ducked an anorously entw ned couple
who never saw him A downward gl ance showed himthat the big heavy cat in his arms had one eye
slitted open. It gazed greenly up at him

"Ch, Notable, you omery faker! See who gets the beer after this night's work!"

Not abl e made a distinctly unpleasant remark. Hanse tarried to be cute with the Lily Garden's
proprietor, Anoli, but not for |ong.

A few mnutes after his departure, Anoli was bustling along the tunnel to tell Marype a few things

Early Anenday norning Strick hinmself arrived at the honme of Nadeesh the | eech. Using the earring
with its brown-stained post, Strick easily "cured" the physician- Nadeesh uphel d his bargain: he
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agreed to sell the Vulgar Unicorn (which he wanted to get rid of anyhow) to Strick tiFiraqa.
Strick kept the sorcerer's box and the few strands of human hair. Marype's hair.

"There, Snapper Jo. Do you have any further doubts that | have power over you?"
The coweri ng denon shook its hideous head.

"Good," the new owner of the Vulgar Unicorn said. "You' ve just been replaced. Go find other
enpl oyment . "

By the following night a native Ilsigi had been installed as night bar- nan at the Vulg; seeing
that former carpenter Abohorr had lost a digit, everyone imrediately delighted in calling himOne-
Thunb. Later that evening those sane patrons were astoni shed and proud to see in their favorite
haunt here in the very heart of the Maze: the white spellnmaster Strick and Lady Esaria (with two
bodyguards, of course). They seened to have a nice tine. Even drunks were sensibl e enough to say
not hing untoward to the spellmaster's | ady.

No one knew that Strick owned the place. As a matter of fact hardly anyone knew t hat Nadeesh had
owned it. Most patrons did like the new serving girl. Silky, with her odd accent.

That same Moondy ni ght Hanse anbl ed along, richer by quite a bit and actually trying not to
swagger. As he passed an alley he was hit by a stagger spell, grabbed by three | arge toughs,
punched, drugged, bound, gagged, and popped into a big cloth bag. Callous nmen hurried himto the
wat erfront. Their bagged burden thought of the stories he'd heard of slavers, right here in
Sanctuary. Goggily he recognized one voice anong the three: Tarkle. In the rope-bound sack, Hanse
was boosted onto the ship Asienta and tunbled into the hold with a nild splash. He listened to the
hat ch bei ng screwed down tightly. Groggily he heard that the ship sailed tonmorrow for the far
Bandar an | sl ands.
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