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SUNG | N BLOCD
d en Cook

[23 feb 2002—scanned for #bookz]

Deat h stal ked the night. It haunted the shadowed al |l eys of Shasesserre.

Those it passed near hurried away, driven by the knives of fear

Death wore the guise of a squat, gnarly man in a vile yellow nask, the mask of a shantor, a
carrier of the weeping sickness.

Death was a liar, a wearer of false faces.

The gnarly man zi gzagged the darkest ways, hurrying toward the city's heart—+the Plaza of
Jehrke Victorious. Across his back he carried a rag-w apped bundle. He reached the edge of the
great square. Beyond, the Rock and its crown, Citadel N broc, reared their hunped and spi key
sil houettes against the stars.

It was a rare and cl oud-clear night there at the crossroads 'tw xt |and and sea.

Bet ween plaza's edge and Citadel stood a five-hundred-foot tenporary needle of tinbers, kept
upright by scores of guylines. The masked man paused to see if he was observed, then ran to its
foot. He swarned upward with the tireless energy of a machi ne. Wien he reached the crowning
platform fromwhich rope divers would plunge during tonorrow s cel ebrations, be was barely
panti ng.

The gnarly man shed his burden. For a nmoment he stared at the nearest spire of the G tadel
then began ripping rags off his bundle. Starlight glinted off steel and polished wood. He began
assenbl i ng sone nysterious engine.

A npoi st breeze off the Golden Crescent lifted his yellow mask. It betrayed an evil, gap-
toothed nurderer's grin.

Jehrke entered his | aboratory alnost furtively. His lanp illum nated a face gaunt with worry,
with fear.

The Protector afraid? Inpossible. For three centuries his wi zardry had nurtured and shi el ded
Shasesserre in a world that hungered to rape its wealth and plunder its power. He had brushed
aside a thousand perils. He had survived a thousand threats. His might and skill were |egend.

"I't's him But how does he cone, that | do not snell himin every shadow?" H s web of sorcery
| ay everywhere upon the city. No nagician great or feeble, white or dark, could evade his notice
"The breath of him stinks. And what better tine to strike?"

Jehrke noved about, lighting | anps. They reveal ed a | aboratory that woul d have amazed his npst
advanced col | eagues. "Through what dark crack does he design to thrust his w ckedness?"

Shasesserre remai ned Queen of the Orient, Crossroad of the Wrld, because for three centuries
no shadow had | eaked past Jehrke's vigilance. There was a saying: "Good or bad, Kings and Queens
come and go. Jehrke is forever."

It was a tine of a good King, and the Protector, and all at the heart of the world prospered.

But wol ves how ed beyond the border, dark and jeal ous. Their naster kept them whipped to a

frenzy.
Jehrke | ooked out the wi ndow on the night, on the constellation that was the city that never
sl eeps. The hairs on his neck bristled. A chill nmade hi m shudder.

He turned gaunt face and hol | ow eyes toward a map of Shasesserre's donmains. "Can there be a
rent in the fabric of the web? Has he found sonme way to steal close unremarked?" He scowl ed at the
chart. It told himnothing he had not known for centuries.

Suddenly, he whirled to face the wi ndow. He knew he felt death's cold breath and clamy touch

Cursing, the gnarly man hamered a wooden frane nmenber with his fist. It snapped into place.
He gl anced at the newly |ighted window. The nan passed the |ight.

The gnarly fellow cursed again and furiously punped a crank on the side of his engine. Wod
creaked. Steel scraped, a large coil spring wound tighter and tighter

"He must die. The Master has condemmed him He nust die tonight."

Fi ni shed cranki ng, he gazed through a metal tube attached to his device. He adjusted its
position. Satisfied, he tripped a wooden | ever. The engi ne creaked as the coil spring drove gears
and pul | eys and haul ed back the string of the nassive crossbow that was the nachi ne's heart pi ece

A short arrow, or long quarrel, dropped froma hopper into the channel of the crossbhow

Three hundred yards away the doomed man faced a nap, back to the window, centered withinits
rectangle. The gnarly man tripped another |ever and dove for the | adder down. Behind himthe death
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engi ne t hunked and began to rew nd.

Aterrible cry ripped the fabric of the night. It shook the foundations of the Rock. A bleak
and horrible wind bow ed through the Plaza of Jehrke Victorious. The gnarly assassin clung to the
| adder four hundred eighty feet above cobbl estones and shrieked entreaties to heathen gods.

The wi nd departed as suddenly as it cane. The killer resuned his scranble toward the ground.

Above, the death machine creaked and thunked nethodically.

The first bolt shattered the window and hit Jehrke an inch above the heart. It flung hi mback
against the map. Nine of its eighteen inches buried thenselves in the wall.

Di rect physical assault! Never had he considered the chance of an attack so unsubtle.

Agony tore his flesh. Alnost, his control slipped as he screamed a death-curse that sent his
web into insane paroxysns. He gestured with his left hand. Pale fire crawl ed about the | aboratory.
He gestured with his right. Shadows flew out into the storm toward the diving tower, only
possi bl e point for |aunching the attack.

The next bolt arrived. The Protector jerked, then sagged. Soon another nissile thunped hone.
Then anot her; and another, in regular, deadly rhythm

Il

There were five people in the roomw th the pincushioned Protector. None were ordinary, but
the eye tended to a grimfaced fellowin inperial Ride-Master of Cavalry uniform He was tall,
wel | -rmuscled, with arcticly cold blue eyes. He paced |ike a captive panther, restless grace in a
cage. He was the last to arrive.

"We tried to find you as soon as Chaz told us, Rider," said a noonfaced inp of a fellow He
was an inp. He tried hard to | ook human, but yellow fangs | apped his fat lower lips and his eyes
were all oily ruby pupil. Puffs of sul phurous snoke occasionally escaped his wide nostrils. "But
you was on patrol, Captain."

The inp's name was Su-Cha. He was the Ride-Master's fam liar, kept in this world as one of his
several associ ates.

The other three present were human nmen, but odd in their ways.

Chaz was a giant barbarian fromthe far north. In nost ways he was faithful to stereotype. He
enj oyed busting things up. Near Chaz stood a nut-brown, rail-thin, beetle-faced easterner whose
hobby was Grafting odd nmachines. His nanme was Orar and a |ot nore, but his friends called him
Spud. The third nman | ooked like a derelict, with wild white hair and beard, and clothing little
better than rags. He had to be reninded to change. He used the name G eystone. He spent his
attention on studying and thinking, not his appearance.

"Where's Preacher? Were's Soup?" the man with the frosty eyes asked, about menbers of the
group not present.

"Looki ng for you," said Su-Cha. "Unless they got distracted by sone floozy."

Ri der—for so he was called by his friends—faced the corpse of the man who had been his father
for the first time squarely. "He knew it would cone. But he didn't expect it this soon, nor this
way. "

"Three hundred years,
young. "

The younger Jehrke's eyes grew colder. "The torch has been passed, ready or not."

"W're ready, Rider," Su-Cha said. "Let's get at it."

Ri der ignored the inp. "Chaz. You're sure nobody has gotten in here? That only we and the
assassi ns know?"

"I was with him He just wanted to check sonething, he said. | waited outside. | started to
wonder how conme he was taking so |Iong. Then he yelled. Wien | broke in he was |ike that."

Ri der went to the window, glared at the tower in the Plaza. Though festivities were not to
start for hours, spectators had begun to assenble. "They cane fromthe diving platform You went
to find Su-Cha. How | ong were you gone?"

"Two m nutes."

"Then there was no tine for an intruder to destroy any nmessage my father left."

"Message? W woul d' ve found one if ... "

Ri der raised a hand. He cocked his head. "You hear anything?" he asked Su-Cha, indicating the
door.

The i nmp shook his head but glided that way. He was accustonmed to Rider's finely tuned senses.
The dead wi zard had rai sed his son to stretch every human capacity. At the door the inp vaporized.
He reassumed corporeality nonents | ater. "Nobody. But there may have been soneone. The sand you
scattered was disturbed.” Anong other attributes Su-Cha had a perfect nmenory for the nobst

Chaz intoned. "Hard to believe, R der. Even that way he | ooks too
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nm nuscul e details.

Ri der nerely nodded. He assenbled various itenms fromthe | aboratory, perforned a slight magic.
Then he dusted a handful of orange powder upon a bl ank piece of wall.

Chaz gasped. "Parts of words."

"My father's final nessage. |'ve long suspected it was there, awaiting his death to activate
it." He stepped up to the wall, passed a pal mover the nessage. The powder fl uoresced.

Son. Your hour is come. | have prepared you as well as | could. Protect Shasesserre fromthe
wol ves wi thout and worms within. Always there will be enemies of tranqulity and prosperity. You

will be occupied continuously. Their w ckedness knows no proportion. In the bathhouse on the
Saverne side, in the place I once showed you, yon will find the names of those who nust be
wat ched.

"He updated that list frequently," Rider said. "I didn't know he kept it there, though."

Do not waste time nmourning nme. Shasesserre's enemies will not. They will be noving before you
read this.

Your father

The el der Jehrke had had difficulty expressing affection even in witing.

"There it is." R der brushed a pal mover the wall again. The nessage vani shed. He went to the
wi ndow. "Chaz. You said there was a how outside?" "Yes."

Ri der stared at the Plaza. "How long will his nane remain, now? He was not the sort to
eradicate his enem es. There nust be a dozen cabals awaiting this chance. One is noving already.
We'll have to act fast if we're to grab the reins before word gets out."

Sormre of his conpani ons nodded. Chaz grunted. It was something they had di scussed often. Though
no traditional dictator, Jehrke had maintai ned hinself as Protector by the terror he instilled in
those who woul d plunder Shasesserre. Wth the Protector gone, any nunber of strongnmen woul d
attenpt to prevent his ideals being perpetuated. Anmong them coul d be counted nobles, high
of ficials, churchmen, rich nmen of trade, even gangsters. Not to nention the Queen City's foreign
enemi es.

"Chaos," Rider said. "W |ook that dragon right in the nouth.”

"Surely there will be popul ar support for the son to continue the work of the father."

"There will be. But ordinary people do not wield the power. The nen who would see ny father's
i deal s put aside care not about the popul ar voice. The voices they hear are power and greed."

The inp, Su-Cha, nurmured, "Then there are those who hearken overnuch to the siren call of
revenge."

Ri der acted as though he had not heard. He said, "W'd better exam ne that tower. The assassin
m ght have left a clue."

The group piled out of the room None of the others noticed that R der delayed a few seconds
before joining them

111

Preacher and Soup were headed for the Rock. "Sonebody found himby now, " Soup said.

"Verily." Preacher was so called because of his dress, nmanner of speech, and his incessant
efforts to convert his conrades to a baffling dognma endenmic to his native Frista. It was doubted
even he took hinself seriously. He yielded to tenptation too easily.

The two rounded a corner and found thenselves face to face with a short, gnarly man who | ooked
remarkably like a bull gorilla. The gnarly man's eyes bugged. He gaped. He whirled and ran

"The evil flee where no nman pursueth," Preacher intoned.

"You said a nouthful, brother. Want to bet that geek had sonething to do with croaking Rider's
old nman?"

"Ganbling is a snare of the devil," Preacher replied. "No bet. Let's get him™"

"l got a better idea. Let's see where he goes. He's heading up Floral. Looked like a
forei gner. Maybe he don't know you can cut through Bleek Alley."

"I"lIl take the alley. You run him"

"Lazy." Preacher had that reputation

"He's gaining."

That gnarly man could nove for having such short |egs.

"The wings of fear carrieth the w cked."

"Stuff it, Preach. Cut out and head himoff."

Preacher ducked into Bleek Alley, black clothing flying around him It was a dark, tw sting
way little nmore than the span of his arms wide, filled with trash and shadows.

One cl ot of shadow coughed up a swarm of gnarly nen. "Anmbush!" Preacher gasped. Footsteps
hanmered behind him There was no exit.
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Preacher never backed down froma fight. And he was five tinmes tougher than he tal ked, ten
ti mes tougher than he looked. He let rip one great bloody shriek and hurled hinself forward.

Hi s attack astonished them Long thin arns tipped by fists as hard as rocks hanmrered them The
gnarly nen grunted as the blows fell, got tangled as they tried to reorgani ze. Preacher produced a
sand-filled | eather sap and started thunping heads. Two gnarly nmen went to sl eep

Then the tribe behind arrived. A wave of stubby Iinbs rolled over Preacher. Soneone snatched
his sap away and used it. His aimwas erratic. Glarly men suffered nore often than Preacher

Then dar kness envel oped Preacher.

Four gnarly nen stood over him panting and rubbing bruises. Their |eader snarled, "Get the
wagon. Get himout of here before the other one cones." He spoke a | anguage of the far east,
little-known in Shasesserre.

Anot her man, kneeling over the fallen, said, "Broken neck here, Enerald."

The | eader, Enerald, indistinguishable fromthe others, cursed the dead nan for conplicating
his life. "Throw himin the wagon too." He kicked Preacher

Soup—so call ed since childhood, for reasons he no | onger recal |l ed—becane suspicious. H's
quarry was not trying hard enough to escape. Wen there was no Preacher waiting, and the gnarly
man turned into Bl eek Alley, he knew.

Soup trotted back the way he had cone.

Soup carried no weapon but the knife he used when eating. He did not approve of bl oody-n nded
vi ol ence—not to mention that Shasesserre had | aws banning civilians carrying bl ades—+hough he was
not shy about nmixing it up when the occasion arose. None of Rider's gang were.

He stopped at a snithy, bought a pick, left its head with the baffl ed t ool maker

He repaired to the nouth of Bleek Alley, listened, heard the distant creak of wagon wheels. O
Preacher there was no sign. "Trouble for sure,” he nuttered, and stalked into the shadows.

Troubl e did not disappoint him There was a sudden rush of feet. He hoisted his pick handle
and used it like a two-handed sword.

Its heavy end tapped skulls. Gnarly nen shrieked. Heads cracked |i ke eggshells. Bones broke.
Soup let out a wild how. "Who anbushed who?" he | aughed, and |l aid on again.

Enerald saw the way of things early. He fell back, scranbled up onto a rusted nmetal bal cony
dangling precariously eight feet above, yelled at his nen to flee. As Soup passed bel ow, shouti ng,
"Stand and take it, you cowards!" Enerald reached down and whacked the back of his head. Soup's
lights went out. Monents |ater he was bound and in the wagon with Preacher and several dead gnarly
nen.

IV

Ri der went up the tower with a tireless ease matched only by Su-Cha, who levitated from stage
to stage. The inp grinned down at Chaz, Spud, and G eystone, offering endless unsolicited advice

Chaz threatened, "Any nore nmouth and we'll see how you rope dive without a rope." It was an
enpty threat. Su-Cha would fall only if he wanted

Ri der reached the high platformwell ahead of his nen. Below, people pointed and asked what
the Protector's son was doing. He was well-known, which he did not like. It would interfere with
hi s new worKk.

The side of the platformfacing the Gol den Crescent boasted a pair of lithe, springy fifty-
foot poles of newy trinmed green wood brought up just that norning. Wrknen were attaching | ong,
tough, elastic ropes. Sinmilar poles and ropes were installed at stages all up the tower. Later
Shasesserre's young nmen woul d place their ankles in harnesses attached to those ropes and dive
into space. The springy poles would absorb their nomentum and halt them just short of death. They
woul d dive fromever higher stations, their nunbers dwindling as altitude betrayed courage's
limt. It would be dark before they reached the top. The renmining divers would junp carrying
t or ches.

Ri der had won the conpetition during his sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth years.

He gl anced at the worknen, then paid themno nmind. They showed nore interest in him He was a
remar kabl e physi cal speci men, and a reputed geni us.

The death engi ne stood at the side of the platformfacing the G tadel. Ri der asked, "Anyone
t ouched this?"

Heads shook. One man offered, "We didn't know what it was for. What is it?"

Ri der ignored the question. "lIngenious." He noved around the engi ne cautiously, never touching
it.

"Ceep!" a workman said.

"Hello to you too," Su-Cha sing-songed.
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Ri der faced his associates. "Look this thing over when you catch your breath, Spud. See if
it's booby-trapped."

"Never again," Spud gasped. "Never again." He began studying the nachi ne.

"You still got to get down," Chaz rem nded.

"Let himjunp," Su-Cha said. "Maybe he can knit wi ngs before he hits."

"Your sense of hunor is juvenile," Chaz observed.

"I'"'mjust a young thing. Barely two thousand."

"No booby traps," Spud announced.

"Do you recogni ze the workmanshi p?"

"No." Spud | ooked over the edge. He swayed. Rider grabbed his arm

"Dang!" Su-Cha said. "Thought he'd try it."

Chaz kicked toward the inp's behind. Su-Cha was absent when his foot arrived. He cackled from
a far corner of the platform perched atop a workman's tool chest.

Mumbl i ng, the workmen started | eaving.

"Let's see if ny father marked his killer. Su-Cha, do you snell anything?"

The inp sniffed around the killing nachine. His face puckered into one huge frown. "It's
there. But weak. Be hard to isolate." He got down on all fours, snuffled |ike a hound. He went
right to the top of the |adder and over the side, head down.

"Don't take no demon to figure that," Chaz said. "No nurderer was going to fly out of here."

Greystone suggested, "We could offer a reward for witnesses." The schol ar sel dom spoke. Wen
he did, even Rider listened. "Even at m dni ght soneone m ght have seen him"

"Hm No," Rider said. "Not yet. Likely to raise questions. Maybe if the news gets out. You
and Spud might visit nei ghborhood watering holes. If anybody did see a clinber he'll tal k about
it."

Spud conpl ai ned, "Corme on, Rider. Wiy can't we go with you? How come Chaz and Su-Cha get in on
all the excitenment?"

"Chaz will miss out too. He'll be |ooking for Soup and Preacher. W should have heard from
them"” Rider slowy turned as he spoke, flicked a glance toward the Citadel. "Ah. | thought so."

"What ?" Chaz denanded

"Soneone is in the |ab. Thought | saw novenent a while ago."

"Let's go!" Chaz whooped, and went over the side. Spud and G eystone followed. R der exani ned
the death machi ne again, then seized one of the diving ropes.

He j unped.

Worknmen yell ed. Rider plunged toward the Plaza. The spring in rope and pol e absorbed his
monentum He cane to a halt six feet fromthe surface, let go, landed running. H s associates were
not yet thirty feet dowmn fromthe tower platform

He whi pped into the Citadel, clinbed stairs at a pace punishing even for his iron nuscles,
slanmed into his father's |aboratory.

The pl ace was a shanbl es.

He placed one finger on the wall. It was warm He nodded, nade supple-fingered passes over the
floor. Gimering footprints appeared. Two nmen. One larger than the other. The larger tracks ran
to the wi ndow and back. A |ookout. The snaller feet went straight to the door, spacing indicating
haste. The | ookout had w tnessed Rider's junp.

Ri der was rereading his father's nessage when Chaz, Orar, G eystone, and Su-Cha arrived.
"Catch them Rider?" the inp piped.

"No. They were | ooking for a | ast nessage. And found one."

"Darn. That neans trouble."

"For them" Rider indicated the wall.

Su- Cha chortled. "You changed it. Are they going to be nad."

"Mre than you know. 1'Il be there to greet them"

Chaz rubbed his hands together eagerly, drew the huge and entirely illegal sword he carri ed.
He examined its edge.

"No," Rider said. "I'mgoing al one. You have your assignnents."

"Rider!"

Ri der ignored their protests, |eaned out the w ndow.

"What is it?" The whole | aboratory shivered. dass rattled. Dust danced.

"Mlitary airship. | should have sensed it sooner. The web is nore damaged than | thought.
We'll have to wap this up fast and get to repairing it."

Noi se rose fromthe Plaza as the airship passed over. It settled toward the mlitary noorings
on the Martial Fields.

It was a gaudy bonbard fromthe eastern fleet. The side effects of the sorcery that propelled

file:/lIG|/rah/Glen%20Cook/Glen%20Co0k%20-%20Sung%20In%20Blood.txt (5 of 59) [2/9/2004 3:40:21 AM]



file://1G)/rah/Glen%20Cook/Glen%20Cook%20-%20Sung%20l n%20Bl ood.txt

it faded.

"OFf on your errands now," Rider said

"Suppose we catch the killer?" Su-Cha asked.

"Bring himhere." Rider's voice was cold grey iron. "There are questions | want to ask."

"Right."

Chaz was out the door already, hunming. He'd thought of an amusing trick to play on Soup and
Pr eacher.

Su- Cha, Spud, and Greystone foll owed.

Ri der busied hinmself in the |aboratory, collecting itens he conceal ed about hinself. Then he
set out on the trail of glowing footprints. He believed he knew where they were headed, but wanted
to see what stops they nade.

The footprints nmaterialized a dozen steps ahead of him faded that far behind. Before |ong the
men maki ng them separated. He elected to follow the smaller prints.

Y

Chance | ed Su-Cha, Spud, and G eystone across Chaz's path. The northerner was hol ding up a
wall with one shoulder while talking to an attractive young wonman. Hi s mind was not on business.

Su- Cha said, "Feast your glims on this, guys," and he scrunched his eyes tight shut.

H s body changed. Not nuch, but enough to provide the appearance of a child about four. Then
he charged Chaz, wapped his arns around the barbarian's | egs. "Daddy. Daddy. Mommy says you have
to cone right hone."

Chaz's jaw dropped. The woman's brow winkled. The barbarian saw Spud and Greystone grinning.
He roared, "Su-Cha! 1'll flay you and use your damed spook hide ... "

"Daddy? Are you mad?"

Chaz kicked the inmp into traffic, where he narrowy m ssed being tranpl ed.

The young woman gave him bl oody hell. He tried to explain. She did not believe a word he said.

I nps!

Chaz was angry. He did not observe his surroundings in the alert way survival in the north
demanded. He overl ooked the gnarly nmen entirely, though they stood out even anong the ten thousand
out rageous foreigners haunting that Shasesserren street.

He worked his way fromplace to place, asking after Soup and Preacher. None of their
acquai nt ances had seen them He grew concerned. They shoul d not have been so hard to find.

He made the acquai ntance of the gnarly nen as he cut through a delivery way between mgj or
streets. Those nen seened to prefer alleyways.

A rush of feet from behind.

Chaz's reactions were not inpaired. Qut cane the illegal but seldomchallenged sword. A gnarly
man how ed out his Iife as a cross stroke opened his belly. Another shrieked and clutched a
savaged bi cep. The nob halted, danced back out of reach

Enerald cursed his men for idiots, cursed hinself for being saddled with them cursed the
orders that brought himto Shasesserre. He redeployed. Two nen with gladiatorial-style nets noved
to the fore.

Chaz was not given to suicidal heroics. He retreated.

The net nmen knew their stuff. They feinted, pressed, feinted, tried to tangle Chaz's | egs and
bl ade. Their conrades threw brickbats. One especially savage throw gl anced off Chaz's shin and
succeeded in distracting him

Net in high, brushed aside. But the net |ow tangled his right ankle. Down he went. The pack
| eaped forward. Chaz bell owed and roared, punched, kicked, and bit. He littered that alley with
howing villains. But all the while Enerald danced in and out, whapping his hard northern head
with the captured sap

Chaz gave up to the darkness.

Soup wakened to a world throbbing and fogged. At one nonent it seemed he was in a darkened
coliseum its walls so distant they were invisible, the lanps starry pinpricks niles away. The
next nonent it all rushed in. He was near crushed by gaudy eastern furnishings inpossible to

enunerate. His limted attention focused on a single detail, a slim gol den-ski nned woman of
i ncredi bl e beauty, who paced before a wal | hangi ng enbroidered with eastern fantasies.
She was a little thing, and young, but no child. She noved with an animal |itheness that set

Soup's brain nore aspin.
She said sonething softly.
A muffled nale voice replied. Soup could not distinguish individual words. But it seened a
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voi ce he should know.

The wonman gl anced at the prisoners. She had the nost remarkabl e eyes Soup had ever seen. Big,
green, they were eyes to swallow a man's soul. She was a trap to break a heart of stone!

She faced left. "There is no point conplaining. Enerald is not here. And no change in plan can
be nmade before the Master arrives."

The mal e voi ce becane nore strident but no nore clear. Soup wished for a glinpse of the
speaker .

The woman replied, "Your desires are of consequence only insofar as they conpl ement those of
the Master."

More mal e tal k, angry. Threat ening.

The wonman smil ed. She pointed. "Do you wish to join then? Or to do the Master's biddi ng?"

The conpl ai nts subsi ded.

Al this while Soup's world shrank and swelled and rolled on its belly and back. Now darkness
returned.

Later the veil parted again. A large, fluffy cat was nosing around his face. It would not go
avway.

A different nale voice grunbled sonething in an eastern tongue. Many feet tranmped. Men
grunted. A body fl opped down nearby. A gnarly nman bent over it, forced something small and brown
bet ween sl ack 1ips.

Chaz!

Anot her of the group taken. Wat was goi ng on?

The woman said, "Enerald, our friend doesn't like the way we're doing this. W' re not noving
fast enough to suit him"

The gnarly man spat. "I came here with twelve nen, as you asked, friend. | have five dead and
two with broken bones already. You were not honest with us. | think, when the Master arrives, you
will answer for that."

The unknown nman responded with fear in his nmuffled voice.

The woman said, "Your plan is sound. It will be pursued. W will isolate the Protector's son

fromhis friends, then handle him Then we will elimnate others who would resist us. That wll
not be difficult once the Master arrives."

The Master. The Master, Soup thought. Wo is that?

Enmeral d said, "l suggest you obtain |ocal helpers. | cannot keep |osing nen."

There was a stir. Soneone cane to where Soup, Preacher, and Chaz |ay. He wore a heavy paper-
mache mask pierced by two narrow eyeslits. The man in the mask | aughed. "For this | will hire an
arnmy. | nmust have themall."

Soup agai n thought he sensed sonething famliar.

"Co recruit, then," Enerald said.

The man in the mask went away.

Emeral d and t he gol den-ski nned woman murmured to one anot her. Soup's universe remai ned
unstabl e. And now his head hurt terribly. Preacher, he noted, showed signs of recovering too.
Chaz, though, was out for the count.

Then he went down into the darkness again

He wakened to: "The Master cones!" The gol den-ski nned worman's breath caught in her throat. A
fetching effect, he thought ... The dizzies caught and spun hi m around.

He was not sure what he saw next was not part of a drug dream A hideous little man no bigger
than Su-Cha, with a | arge nornmal head, stood peering down at him H s coloring and dress were
oriental. His hands were fol ded before him H's fingers were encased in golden shields neant to
protect nails grown nany inches | ong.

The dwarf radi ated nal evol ence.

The Master.

The gol den-ski nned worman | ay face down behind him abasing herself. OF Emerald there was no
si gn.

Enmeral d was stal king the remai nder of Rider's nen.

H s manpower depl eted, he had opted for cunning. He posted his nmen, then sought out Spud,
G eystone, and Su-Cha. Speaki ng Shasesserren brokenly, bow ng, he blocked their path. "Is told you
fella seek holy joe fella Pleacher, so? Is bounty find same?”

"Maybe, " Spud said. "Depends."

"You cone see belong you fella friend Preacher, |ongside double." Enerald hurried away.

The three followed. "A remarkabl e physical specinen," Geystone said, scholarly curiosity
pi qued.
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Spud grunbl ed, "There's an accent behind that pidgin that 1 know from sonewhere. Can't get ny
hooks on it."

Grinning, prancing ahead, back to the gnarly nman, Su-Cha said, "W've found our man. This is
the guy Rider's old nman nmarked."

Spud and Greystone halted. "You nean? ..

"Yes indeed." Su-Cha's little round face went hard.

"You fella come?"

"By all means," Geystone replied. "By all neans."

"Ambush of sone kind," Spud deci ded.

"Sonebody's going to anbush sonebody," Su-Cha chirped.

But they were not prepared when it happened, as, passing a tavern, they were set upon by five
gnarly nen with nets and ropes. It was no fight at all. G eystone and Spud were netted, tied, and
dragged into an alley al nost before bystanders were aware somet hi ng was happeni ng.

Su- Cha was another matter. The gnarly nen could not keep a net on a creature able to
di scorporate and reintegrate el sewhere. But they produced fetishes of holly and garlic and a rope
of silver. They surrounded himwi th the rope. He could not escape their closing circle. The holly
and garlic prevented himagetting close enough to strike back.

Ginning, Enerald tossed a net into which silver thread had been plaited.

The last of Rider's associates was caught.

"Better this tine," Enerald said. "Let's deliver them Then we try the tough one.”

"These guys were tough enough,” one man protested.

"We'll have help after this. Shut up and cone on. People are getting nosey."

Vi

Ri der followed the glowing footprints to a grand mansion on the Bal ajka Hill, Shasesserre's
weal t hi est section. He faced a decision. The tracks went in, but then cane out again. Continue
followi ng then? O investigate the house?

That was supposed to be enpty.

Jehrke had known all Shasesserre's |eading nmen, so his son knew themtoo. This mansion
bel onged to one VI azos, currently posted to the western arny for his year in five of public
service.

Sorreone had usurped the place in his absence.

Ri der decided he would cone back later. He continued tracking the man who had had his father
nmur der ed.

He was two hundred yards away when a rushing coach nearly overran him He rose angrily. Such
drivers had no place in Shasesserre of the overcrowded streets. The coach turned in through the
gate to the VI azos mansi on.

Rider intuited the arrival of an inportant conspirator. Perhaps one nore inportant than the
man he tracked. He turned back

The VI azos grounds were surrounded by a fifteen-foot wall. Rider nmade sure no one was in
sight, swarnmed up using cracks between stones for foot and hand hol ds. He peeped over the top, saw
not hi ng remar kabl e, hoi sted hinself, dropped lightly to the manicured turf inside. He reached the
side of the house only nonents after the front door closed behind the newconer.

The carriage stood untended. Rider sent his w zard-trained senses to explore. He could find no
guard behind the door. The newconer and his driver were noving deeper into the house, one toward
the kitchens, the other toward where several |ifesparks glinmered.

He recogni zed t he sparks of Preacher, Ciaz, Soup. The conclusi on was unavoi dable. His
father's eneni es had nmade t hem pri soners.

Ri der went through the door as silently as death. He foll owed the man who had cone in the
coach. Already his driver was in the kitchens, drinking. Soon Rider heard a piping voice say
sonet hing unintelligible.

A dozen steps nore, along a shadowed hal lway. He noted that oriental furnishings had replaced
those VI azos preferred. Ahead, a strong snell of rare eastern incense. A tapestry hung across a
| arge doorway. He heard novenent beyond it.

Ri der peeped through the narrowest of gaps on one side. He saw his three nmen i mredi ately,
bound and unconsci ous. Nearer him an attractive oriental wonan abased hersel f upon the floor. She
chattered in a nel odi c tongue.

Ri der spoke half a hundred | anguages, but this one evaded him

The newcomner spoke one curt syllable. R der nearly junped. The nman was right in front of him
Was he invisible? Hi s gaze dropped. A dwarf!

He hear kened back to tales his father had told, in his uncertain, fragnmentary fashion. There
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were many ol d enenmies. One was an especially nasty dwarf. Wat was that name? Yes. Kralj Gdehnal

Kralj GOdehnal, renowned sorcerer and dreaded torturer. One of the villains long stifled by the
Protector. But Qdehnal was a | oner

The dwarf and young worman chattered at one another. The fate of Rider's nen was being
determ ned. He prepared to surprise their captors.

But, it seened, they were to be spared a while. He supposed as potential |everage. He deci ded
to await devel opments. There was nore afoot than a nurder plot.

Ti me passed. Then men trooped in through another entrance. They carried Spud, G eystone, and
Su- Cha.

Su-Cha! liven the inp.

H's father's enemes were wasting no tine bringing the shadow to Shasesserre.

It was time to nove. To break the conspiracy's back before it becane aware it had been found
out.

Ri der took an ebony figurine froma hi dden pocket, held it against his forehead, over the
point called the third eye. After a nonment of concentration, he spat on it.

Beyond the tapestry the dwarf and gnarly nen gabbled at one another in the unfamliar
| anguage. Rider ripped the hanging aside, tossed the figurine, shouted, "Pyznar, you live!"

A shadow expl oded into a dark, tusked denon. Its fangy nouth opened in a silent roar. Men
squeal ed and shri eked. The sudden nonster junped on one of Enerald's gang. The dwarf cursed. The
worman fled instantly, w thout thought or hesitation.

The shadow turned on a second victimas Rider stepped past the tapestry, his hands afire with
fresh sorcery. Qdehnal |ooked at him snarled, "You!"

"Me. And the end of your game, Kralj." The shadow turned to a third gnarly man. Ri der sl apped
hi s hands together, thrust themtoward the dwarf. The conbined fires flared violently, blindingly.

Odehnal shrieked, terrified, knowing he could nuster no spell in time to save hinself.

A gnarly man staggered into the space between Rider and Odehnal, shoved there by Eneral d. The
chief of the gnarly nen snagged the dwarf and ran

Rider's spell hit Enmerald s sacrifice. Golden fires gnawed the man. He screaned. Then went
sil ent when the shadow turned upon him

Fi ni shed there, and with all Enerald' s crew, the shadow faced Rider's nen. It took Rider a
full mnute to restore the demon to miniature form By then he had abandoned hope of catching
Qdehnal . Hi s task, now, was to get his men out before the dwarf struck back

"Good show," Su-Cha congratul ated, as Rider freed himfirst. The inp was the only one
consci ous.

"Hel p get these guys untied. W have to get themout. This place will be under attack in a few
m nutes. "

Su- Cha noved. He knew Rider wasted no threats. "Wio were those guys?"

"The dwarf is Kralj Odehnal. A sorcerer. An old eneny of ny father. It can't be coincidence
that he turned up as soon as the web began to fray."

Soup proved to be conscious. Wen R der renoved his gag, he croaked, "The runt's the
masterm nd, Rider. But there's somebody fromthe Citadel involved. He canme up with the origina
plan. He got the runt in. Then he took over. They were going to wipe out a | ot of people besides
us."

"Uhm " Rider responded. "If you can wal k, get out. Help Preacher." Rider hoisted Spud and
G eystone effortlessly, ran to the nearest exit, out onto the |lawn, dunped the two men, was back
for Chaz in seconds.

The house had begun to gl ow when he charged out with the barbarian. The glow grew into a
blinding brilliance. The roar of collapsing nmasonry rose inside the brightness.

Ri der never | ooked. He dropped Chaz by Su-Cha. "Wen they recover, go to the |aboratory. Wit
for me there." Before Su-Cha could protest he spun and ran to the gate.

The street showed no sign of Odehnal or his coach

Ri der shrugged, took up the trail of glowing footprints once nore. Now he ran, a |ong,

di stance-devouring lope. Twice the trail led to and fromthe hones of nen high in inperial
councils. Rider did not pause. He would get back to those nmen |ater

Then the trail turned the direction he expected.

Rider's teeth showed in a grimsnile

VI

Eneral d did his bandy-|egged best to keep pace with Rider while renmaining unnoticed. He
failed. He was built for endurance. O speed he was capable only of short bursts. He turned back
wat ched the crowd gathering to stare at the weckage of the VMl azos nansion. In tine Rider's gang
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canme out the gate, supporting one another. He trailed them His heart thunped wildly whenever he
reflected on the fact that thirteen men had cone to Shasesserre. He was the | ast one left, and
only the Protector hinself had been di spatched.

The Master might be in for as much trouble with the son as he had had with the father. Maybe
nore. They said the Protector trained his child frombirth to assune the role he now faced.

He had to seize it first, though

Right to the GCitadel. Just as expected. Emerald blended into the holiday crowd in the Pl aza.
The initial festivities had begun. He pretended interest till he was sure he saw novenent behi nd
the wi ndow of the Protector's |aboratory. Then he went to report to the Mster

Ri der's nen picked up and cl eaned up. "Looks like a whole tribe of northnen canped here a
week, " Preacher grunbl ed, adding sone scriptural quote about the savages bringing the earth | ow.

"Why do you al ways accuse us?"

"Because civilized people ..

Su- Cha, observing fromthe w ndow, cackl ed.

Chaz gl owered his way. "I haven't forgotten you, devil. Your tine is coning. Stewed inp with a
garlic garnish. Think about it. Wnder when you're going into the pot."
Spud said, "If you ask ne it would be revenge enough just getting himto help here. He

woul dn't do his share if

"Hold it," Su-Cha said, in a tone suddenly serious. "Take a look at this." He dropped off the
sill, stood | ooking over with his chin resting on his forearns, childlike.

Chaz and Preacher joined him Cautiously.

"It's that villain, Enerald," Preacher said

The festivities were gathering nonmentum The Plaza was crowded. Neverthel ess, Enerald stood
out. He was on the fringe of the nob, watching the Citadel gate.

The entire band crowded the wi ndow now. "Let's get him" Spud said.

"Rider said stay here," Greystone countered. "The web needs nending. He'll want our help."

"But he'd want us to do sonething if we saw that guy."

"We should stay put,” Chaz said, surprising everyone. Usually Chaz was the first to yield to
i mpul se, the nost eager to junp into trouble.

"This nmess is big," he said defensively. "W need to get organized to handle it."
Su- Cha declared, "I don't need to be organized to dance on that thug's head. And this tinme he
isn't going to slick ne." The inp headed for the door. Everyone but Chaz and G eystone foll owed.
Chaz went to the window to watch the gnarly man. G eystone continued picking up. He said
"Precipitous action often leads to its own reward. The sensible course is to restore the web
bef ore undertaki ng any action. W need its support.”

"You figure the news is out yet?" Chaz glanced at the grisly ornanent still pinned to the
wal | .

"This cabal would have an interest in maintaining secrecy till they placed thenselves in the
nmost favorable position.”

"What happens toni ght?"

"What do you nean?"

"Jehrke al ways hands out the prizes to the rope divers."

"Ah. Yes. So. These enenmies of ours nust have been confident they could achieve their ends
before then."

"Rider will take his father's place, | guess. Ch-oh. There they go."

Greystone joined Chaz. They watched their conrades race toward the gnarly man, who spotted
them took off, stubby bow | egs punping furiously. "That fellow can surely run."

"For a ways," Chaz said."Bet he ain't much over a quarter nile." Below, Soup suddenly sl owed
to a trot, though he did not give up pursuit. "What's Soup up to?"

Soup had been smitten by a suspicion that Enerald had been too easily spotted. Maybe he was
| eadi ng theminto another anbush. |If so, he would get a surprise of his own. Soup would
materialize after the trap was sprung.

Eneral d began to slow and his pursuers to gain. The | ooks he cast back seened genui nely
desperate. He whirled around a corner, knobby linbs flailing.

Ri der's nen rounded the corner and drifted to a halt. "Were' d he go?" Spud demanded. "He
couldn't disappear into thin air."

"Look around," Preacher said.

"I know. 'Seek and ye shall find.' Su-Cha, do your stuff."

There was no place for the gnarly nan to have gone. The street was just a w de all eyway
bet ween two doorless walls. It dead-ended in another brick wall
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"Dig through that trash,"” Soup said. "Maybe he's under it." He had arrived to find his friends
baf f | ed.
The usual ly | oquaci ous Su-Cha said nothing for several mnutes. Then he grunted, snatched up a

broken brick, flung it at the alley-spanning wall. It did not rebound. It sinply vani shed.

Soup howl ed. "We've been hornswoggl ed! The wall is an illusion."

He charged forward—and through. Hs hair stood up and crackl ed. Wen he | ooked back he saw no
evidence of the illusory wall, just his conrades |ooking baffled.

There was no sign of Emerald.

The others joined him "Wat now?" Spud asked.

"We still have a trick," Su-Cha said. He grinned and tapped his nose.

The others chuckled. "Is he going to be surprised."

Soup, though, recalled his earlier reservations. "He may be | eading us away fromthe
| aboratory."

"Maybe, " Spud admitted. "But Chaz and Greystone are there. And he expected to | ose us here.
Let's go, inmp."

There was a delicate tap at the | aboratory door. Chaz and G eystone exchanged | ooks. G eystone
whi spered, "1'll cover," and stepped into a contrivance of mirrors fromwhich a man coul d watch
the doorway wi thout being seen

He picked up a light crossbow. The tapping was repeated. Chaz pulled the door inward.

H s eyes grew huge. He gasped, "I think I'min |ove. The heavens have opened and shed an ange
on my doorstep."

The woman was startled, not just by this remark but by the barbarian's size. Then she gl anced
over her shoulder fearfully, as if expecting peril to overtake her any nonent. "May | come in?"
she asked breathl essly.

"A godsend,"” Chaz said. "I have to be dreaming. Do cone in. Do sit down. Just anywhere."

The woman did so, her gaze fixing upon the cadaver of Protector Jehrke. Her nouth opened and
cl osed several times. Nothing cane out. Horror flooded her face.

"More like a devil in disguise," Greystone said, stepping out of the mirror contraption. "This
is the witch Soup told us about."
"Mercy," Chaz breathed, startled. "It isn't possible. The gods could not be so cruel as to

meke sonething so gorgeous so w cked."

"Horsef eathers," Greystone countered. He prided himself on his imunity to the glanor and
wiles of the fair sex. "Bet that Enerald character was supposed to draw us off so she could get in
here and unravel what's |left of the web." The schol ar kept his weapon ainmed at the wonan's heart.

Chaz was smitten but not blind. "Well? Wat about it, Sweetheart?"

"The Master planned that. But not I. |I knew you would not all pursue Eneral d. Your reputations
say you are too wise."

Greystone snorted and nuttered

The wonman continued, "I hoped to be captured."

"Why?" G eystone denanded.

"Because that is the only way | will ever escape him"

Chaz drifted to the window. Below, the festivities were approaching a roar. The rope divers
had begun junpi ng. He saw nothing alarm ng. He noved to the doorway, checked the hall. Nothing.
From a shel f nearby he took an earthen jar, scattered part of its contents outside. Tiny seeds
rolled around. He stonped one. It exploded with a | oud pop. "Good enough." He closed and | ocked
t he door.

"Tell your story, Sister,'
a good fairy tale in years."

"Kralj Gdehnal +he sorcerer who had you captured, and woul d have had you killed had he taken
Ri de- Master Jehrke into his power "

"We know all that. We want to know about you. Wo are you?"

"Easy, Greystone," Chaz said. "Wuld you care for sonmething to drink, sweet |ady?"

The woman gl anced at the remains of the Protector. "I couldn't."

"Going to have to do sonething about him" Chaz nuttered. "Starting to spook me, hanging
there. Like he was watching everything we do."

"Tell your story," Geystone snapped

"I am Caracene, a slave of Kralj Qdehnal, who is known to his creatures as The Master. | was
given to himas part paynent for his joining the scheme to destroy Protector Jehrke and unseat
Shasesserre as mistress of the world."

She was no Shasesserren, nor had her |ike appeared anmobng the city's slaves. At |east openly.

Greystone said. Hi s crossbow remai ned unwavering. "I haven't heard
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Such beauty was too rare and precious to be allowed public display. Nor did she dress as, or have
the manner of, a slave. Those eyes ... She was a sl ave-taker.

Puzzl ed, Chaz asked, "Wo gave you to hin?" He found that nane Odehnal vaguely famliar. He
coul d not inmgi ne anyone bribing such a nonster.

The wonman stared at the cadaver on the wall. "I cannot say. One greater than he. One from whom
none escape."

"Horsefeathers," Greystone said again. "W're being stalled, Chaz. It's tinme for a
truthcasting. I'mno sorcerer, but | can manage that nuch.”

The woman bolted to her feet. "No! It would kill nme! I must go. | was wong to conme here.
There is no hope here, either." She | ooked at the dead Protector once nore. "Not even he ..

Chaz noved to confort her. As he reached out, a |oud pop! pop! pop! cane from beyond the door

The wonman gasped, "He knows | thought to betray him"

Greystone jerked his crossbow irritably, indicating that she should retreat into the
connecting library. Chaz noved to a peephole that, through a succession of mirrors, wuld show him
who was outside without his having to reveal hinself.

VI

Ri der slowed his pace after he had run three niles. Not that he was exhausted. He'd barely
worked up a sweat. He ran ten miles every norning. But the tracks he followed were increasingly
fresh. He did not want to overtake his man here, between the piers and yards and warehouses and
ways of the Golden Crescent, and the strip of ten thousand narkets the great ships served. There
were crowds |ike no other city ever boasted. This was the hub of world trade, where the quarters
of the earth cane together in a frenzy and babble. Here there was no privacy, ever.

Rider's nouth was set in a grimsnile. No doubt about it. Hs father's killer was headed into
the trap prepared.

He stopped to purchase a quart of juice and a neat pasty. There had been no tine to eat
before. When he estinmated tinme enough had passed, he washed at a public fountain, then strode
toward the airship yards

None but guards were on duty there, for it was a public holiday. The gatenen knew him waved
hi mt hrough. He strode between vast construction docks, nooring stays, gas works where Jehrke's
apprentices produced the magical air that buoyed the ships of the sky. Al this vast industry was
his father's doing. His greatest |legacy to the city, perhaps, for it would go on even if his peace
failed to persevere. The secrets here would be the first plunder sought by Shasesserre's enem es.

Thus, Rider had altered his father's nessage, knowi ng his nurderer would believe the airship
yards the likeliest place for the Protector to hide sonething.

The nethernpst part of the yards occupied a pronmontory overl ooki ng the Gol den Crescent, the
mles of waterfront facing the Bridge of the Wrld, that |ong, narrow, snaking channel connecting
the Anmor Ccean with the Mddle Sea. The ruin of an ancient watchtower stood at the headland' s tip
Around it were structures of recent vintage, the Protector's original and now personal shipyard.
As Ri der approached he saw his father's ships protruding fromtheir cradles |like the brightly
col ored hunped backs of whal es breaking the surface of a flotsamstrewn sea. Twelve of them in a
vari ety of shapes and sizes. The fanmily wealth.

The Jehrke yards were nore still than the greater yards around them Here even the guards were
on hol i day.

A shadow fell across Rider's path. He | ooked up at the four-hundred-foot nast which rose
besi de the ruined watchtower. In his youth, in rare nonents when he was free of studies, he had
clinmbed that tower and watched the particolored sails scud al ong the Bridge, outward bound or
com ng hone. So often he had longed to fly away upon those canvas w ngs, to |ands of adventure ..
There was adventure enough now. And a lifetime's worth to cone.

He entered the vast, long, hollow building where airships were brought out of the weather
maki ng not a sound. He |istened. Seconds later there was a pop, like a dry branch breaking, from
far down the building. A startled exclamation, then curses, echoed off the enpty walls.

Ri der began wal ki ng, making no effort to keep his heels fromclicking on the polished stone
floor.

The cursing ceased. It was followed by a rustling, like that of frantic rats in a wall. As
Ri der neared the doorway beyond which his quarry waited, he heard a sob of frustration

He stepped through the doorway into what had been his father's shipyard office.

The man caught there, one hand inside a desk that refused to |l et himgo, was not surprised to
see him He had a dagger in his left hand.

"Vl azos!" Rider said, startled. "I thought you were with the army in Kl eyvorn."

VI azos sai d not hi ng.
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Rider pulled up a chair. "It does cone together, though."

VI azos hanmered the desk with his dagger

"Tell me about it," R der said. He stared hard at his captive, his gaze like that of the
fabl ed snake. He nade a gesture with his left hand, caught Vlazos' gaze and held it.

VI azos' nouth opened and closed |ike that of a guppy as he fought a conpulsion to betray his
confederates. "Tell ne who else is participating in this atrocity."

Ri der took several measured breaths, counting. His anger threatened to overwhelmhim He could
not conprehend why a man of M azos' status woul d betray Shasesserre for personal gain

Ri der's spell took the inhibitions off the telling of the truth. He used it sparingly, for
societies are founded upon nutually shared sel f-deceptions. But in Vlazos' case the spell opened
no floodgate. Had the man acted fromidealistic, if msguided, notives, he would have defended
hi nsel f.

Silence, too, is atelling of truth. G eed and powerlust were the foundation stones of the
conspi racy threateni ng Shasesserre's peace.

"Where, besides your nansion, has your cabal set up?' R der demanded. "Wo bel ongs?"

VI azos was under the spell fully now. He began nanmi ng nanes, nost of them ones Rider expected.
They were nen who obstructed the Protector at every turn.

"And Kralj Qdehnai ? How di d he becone invol ved?"

VI azos' breath caught in his throat. He gobbled, and scratched at his neck. H's face puffed
and darkened. Hi s eyes grew huge. He was strangling on sorcery.

Ri der heard soneone nove in the great space outside. He did not turn, for he was trying to
find the end of the spell killing Vlazos, to unravel it before the man suffocated. He could not

VI azos got out one whinper before |ife abandoned him

Ri der rose. "Shy key?" he murnured. "Wat would that nean?"

He rushed out of the office. Nothing stirred within the cavernous building. But the far door
t hrough whi ch he hinmsel f had entered, stood ajar. It |eaked a pane of light. He had not left it
that way.

Ri der reached it in a tine that woul d have shaned npost athletes. He paused before stepping
out side, every sense probing for signs of an anbush.

He detected only the fading disturbance of the powerful cycle of magicks that propelled
ai rshi ps.

"Feebl e and hi gh-pitched,"” he murmured. "A small ship driven by someone sel f-taught." He
stepped into the glare of day, caught a glinpse of an airship hurrying down the Col den Crescent,
flying | ow.

He t hought about taking one of his father's small ships in pursuit. But none were ready. It
woul d take an hour to charge one with gas. The nurderer of his father's nurderer was safely away.

He went back and searched VI azos. There was nothing of interest on the nan except a key of the
sort which fit the safe chests at the inperial treasury. He pocketed it.

He found no satisfaction in the fact that his father's killer had hinself been slain. Vlazos
set the wheel rolling, but nowit was Odehnal's toy.

Where had the dwarf | earned the spells to nove an airshi p? How? That conplex was a cl osely
guarded secret, taught only to nen whom Jehrke trusted absol utely.

Ri der strolled toward the Citadel. The sun was into its westward plunge. About time he sought
an audi ence with the King. The man needed to know, to prepare for the storm And Ri der hoped for
his blessing in his assunption of the Protector's role.

He decided he'd better get hinmself a chariot. Al this walking and runni ng—even he was subj ect
to cumul ative fatigue

But first, before anythi ng—even before seeing the King-be had to restore the web. Wen an
eneny could bring a pirate airship within a few hundred yards undetected, the situation was

desperate.

Just how tired he had becone, and thus unalert, was denonstrated when he reached his father's
| aboratory. He failed to notice the pop-seeds scattered in the hall. Hs feet stirred a rapid-fire
racket.

The door swung inward. "Rider!" Chaz said. "W've got conpany."

He saw t he gol den-ski nned wonan in the doorway to the library. She saw himfor the first tine.
Her eyes wi dened.

"You catch hin?" G eystone asked.

"Yes. It was Vlazos."

" And?"

"He died before he could say nuch."

"Oh. "
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Ri der heard the hollow sound in Greystone's voice. "No. Not nme. Hs confederates. Wth a
strangul ation spell. They fled in an airship."

Greystone | ooked properly astounded

"Yes. First order of business nowis to restore the web. Were are the others?"

Chaz expl ai ned about Eneral d.

"I told themto stay here. Well. | suppose they have to learn the hard way."

I X

Eneral d shanbl ed along with his hands in his pockets, grinning and whistling. He had nade
cl owns of those guys again. Too bad he had not had nen enough to anmbush them Ten or fifteen guys
with crossbows waiting behind the illusory wall. They woul dn't have known what hit them But he
had no nen now, because the Master and that Vlazos fool insisted Rider's gang be taken alive. That
dammed VI azos better find some |ocal talent.

Sormeone stepped into his path. Enmerald halted, lifted his gaze ... and squawked.

Preacher grinned.

Eneral d | ooked around wildly.

The other three closed in. Spud was next nearest, about twenty feet away, popping a fist into
a pal m neani ngful | y.

The gnarly man was qui ck! Preacher just had time for a startled squeak. Then he was in the
air, flailing toward Spud. Enerald put on speed. Mdre than a touch of panic drove him He did not
know what to do. There was no provision in the plan for his not being able to shake his pursuers.
The wall of illusion should have worked.

It was a failed plan anyway. Not all Rider's men had left the Citadel

The Master would know what to do. But he could not run to the Master. That would | ead these
men to him

He grinmaced. Then grinned. He would | ead them away fromthe Master. War them down, till the
Mast er becane disturbed by his failure to report and investi gated.

Soup gasped, "Are we going to keep this up all day? O are we going to catch hinP" He stopped
at a chandler's shop. The others paused. As long as Su-Cha could sniff Emerald' s trail they would
not lose him "Let's get organized. He isn't going to | ead us anywhere. If he gets too tired and
scared he mght try picking us off. W' ve got to capture him"

"How you figure on doing that?" Su-Cha demanded. "Preacher and Spud already blewit."

"Buy sone rope. Rope himlike a steer, bind himup, and carry himback to the C tadel."

Su- Cha cackled. "Great. Get it! Reanms or bales or bundles or whatever rope conmes in. A nile of
it! W'll turn himinto a human cocoon. "

Three minutes later they were on the trail again, arnmed with coils of light Iine. Fifteen
m nutes | ater they had Eneral d surrounded.

The gnarly man saw their intent. He darted this way and that. A wi cked knife sprang into his
hand. He feinted toward Preacher, rushed Spud.

Hands and feet flashed. The knife flickered away. Spud and Enerald rolled over and over
grunting and yelling. Su-Cha pranced around them trying to slip a noose over Eneral d s head. Soup
got one on an ankle and pul | ed.

Preacher | ooped an arm took off. Enerald stretched out, cursing and flailing. Spud thunped
his head a few tinmes. Soup got another rope on. The four of them began baling the gnarly nan

Al'l this took place on a busy street. Passersby pretended blindness. Shasesserre was that kind
of city still, centuries after Jehrke began trying to turn it around.

"H ho, hi ho," Soup |aughed as he and Spud hoisted their prisoner. "Of to gaol for you
friend. Let's sonebody find a wagon. This sucker's pants are full of lead.”

Preacher hired a rickshaw. Enerald rode. The others ran al ongsi de, |aughing and cl owni ng.

Chaz answered the | aboratory door. He grinned when he saw Enerald, but held a finger to his
lips. "Keep it down. Rider is mending the web."

Soup and Preacher pl opped Eneral d down under the open wi ndow, where he could | ook at the
Protector and contenplate his fate. They joined the crowd in the library, where R der had spread
his father's extra web charts atop a table fifteen feet long and five wide. R der neither wel coned
t hem nor upbraided themfor leaving the Gtadel. He gave themjobs to do.

Hours passed. The sun dropped to within two dianeters of the horizon. The rope divers were
just a few stages short of the tower's top. Rider finally rose, sighing wearily. "That's enough
for now W'Il put the final touches on after we finish this business."

"Got you a present, Rider," Su-Cha crowed. He pranced around, nade snoke come out his ears.
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"I'n the |aboratory."

Ri der followed the inp to the other room

Eneral d sat where he had been dunped

"He's the one who did the deed," Su-Cha said. "It was himon the tower last night."

"Cool one," Chaz renmarked. "If he can sleep now "

Ri der darted forward, afraid he had | ost another prisoner. But Emerald was asl eep. "There
woul d have been a tug on the web," he told hinself. He closed his eyes, allowed his being to flow
out the web's strands, and the web to fill him He sensed every magic within five niles of the
Rock. Each was legitimte. He could detect nothing of Kralj GOdehnal

"Get the gag off him" Rider said. "Untie him Let himget sone circulation back. There's
nowhere he can go."

Enmeral d cursed themroundly. He crawed to his feet, stood unsteadily. Then he spotted
Car acene.

Unintel ligible words whi pped back and forth. They got hot. Enerald was angry, accusing;
Caracene bitter and defensive. Emerald becane increasingly pale. He began to shake.

"Are you ready to talk to us?" Rider asked.

Eneral d spat on the floor

"I guess that neans a truth-drawi ng. G eystone, Spud, set it up." Rider followed Enerald's
gaze to his father's body. Sonething would have to be done.

"Hey!
"Grab him"

"Su-Cha! ... "

Ri der whirled as Enerald's feet went over the window sill. The inp clung to one, desperately

trying to catch Chaz's hand. He fail ed.

Enmeral d nade not one sound as he plunged to his death.

Su- Cha, who was in no danger, did enough screeching for eight fall victins.

Ri der el bowed his way to the window. He did not watch Enerald hit the Rock. He searched the
Plaza for an island of reaction to Enerald's fall. He spied none. The gnarly man had done it on
his own.

"Hey!" Greystone shouted. "The witch is getting away!"

Ri der turned. Caracene had slipped out while they were distracted. His hel pers rushed to the
door. "Let her go," he said. "W can find her when we want."

"Huh?"

" Su- Cha?" Chaz asked.

"The web. | marked her while we were in the library. Greystone, you keep track. Maybe she'l
run to Odehnal. The rest of you stay here. And stay alert. I'lIl be back in time to give out the

rope-diving prizes."

"\Where you goi ng?" Soup asked.

"To see the King. Not a task I'lIl enjoy, |I'msure."

As he departed he heard Chaz and Greystone pick up their argunment about Caracene. Chaz was of
the opinion that he was in love, and that Caracene was not unnoved by his own nanly attributes.
Greystone was of the opinion that Chaz had a head full of feathers. The others seconded his view

X

"His Majesty is at dinner," a chanberlain told Rider. "Then he nust prepare to join your
father for the cerenpnies. | suggest you return at a nore nornmal tine." He scowl ed bl ackly. Few
men dared that with R de-Master Jehrke.

"It's about the cerenonies. There's been a change of plan. I'mgiving the nmedals in ny
father's stead.”

The chanberlain's scowm deepened. "Even so ... "

Ri der glanced at the nearby guards. They fought smirks. Not everyone appreciated his famly's
speci al status.

"Meghan, | amtired, upset, and short on patience. | have to see the King. |I'll wal k through
you or over you if you nake ne." WAs the chanberlain part of the conspiracy? Doubtful. The man was
doing his job as he sawit, with a touch of officious spite.

"What is the nature? ... "

"If I wanted you to know I would have told you."

The chanberl ain spun angrily, slamed a door in Rider's face. Rider was nore irked with
hinsel f than with Meghan. He should not let his control slip like that. He stepped to the door
giving the guards a | ook that made them deci de he was invisible. Atiny spell broke the bolt.

The King was a spare man in his thirties, tall and dark of hair and conpl exi on, and new to the
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Shasesserren crown. His coffee eyes flashed fire as he shoved away froma table shared with two
other men. Rider noted that both were trustworthy functionaries.

The King said, " This runs in the famly. | tolerate your father's | ack of manners and respect
because he serves a purpose. But you're not Jehrke Victorious, Ride-Master. Tell me why you
shoul dn't be flogged out of here."

Ri der's patience remained thin. "I'lIl give you two reasons. One is, | wouldn't let you. As ny
father would not. The other is that Jehrke is dead. |'ve taken over for him"

Absol ute, deadly silence. Muths worked but nothing came out.

"He was nurdered before dawn, at the order of Khev Vlazos, by an assassin serving the sorcerer
Kralj Odehnal. M azos, the assassin, and nost of Odehnal's nen have been di spatched. Gdehnal
remains at large, as do Vlazos' fellow conspirators. The web was damaged severely but has been
restored. All is peaceful in Shasesserre—at the nonment. | expect a wave of assassinhations—eaching
even the royal househol d—was planned for tonight. These attenpts may go forward despite what |'ve
done to inhibit Odehnal. End of report, except to note that an unlicensed airship is in the hands
of the conspirators.”

"Jehrke dead," one of the mnisters breathed. "The gods forfend! Every barbarian on our
borders will try to plunder the provinces."

The King noted, "W have nore to fear from hone-grown pillagers. They' |l get the news first."

"What can we do?"

Ri der said, "Do nothing. Nothing has changed except that | stand in ny father's stead."

"Ch, no," the King countered. "Never again will any one man exercise that much power."

"Are you saying ny father abused his?"

"Hardly. But ... "

"He did tend to be a check on royal excess? Yes. | know.

Though he seldomintervened even in your predecessors' blackest villainies." The King
gl ower ed.

Ki ng Bel |l edon was accounted a good ruler, but had held the throne only a year. Some of
Shasesserre's nost terrible nmonarchs had entered their rei gns auspiciously.

"There will be no nore Protector,” the King said. "The office dies with the nan."

Ri der had anticipated this exchange. Good or evil, no nonarch willingly accepted a potentia
check on his power. "There never was such an office. As you know. 'Protector' is an honorific
best owed by popul ar acclaim No one appointed Jehrke. He did what was necessary for Shasesserre.
As | will do. I have trained for the task since birth. | hope to achieve as much as Jehrke did."

The King went livid. "You defy nme?"

Calmy, "OF course. As ny father did you and every king before you." He raised a forestalling
hand. "Save your outrage, your pride. Think about it when you're calm Ask the people their
wi shes. "

"The wi shes of shopkeepers are of no consequence."

"That attitude is what makes shopkeepers and tradesnen hail a Jehrke Protector. | have done ny
duty to the state by giving warning. 1'mgoing to get ready for the awards cerenony now. "

The King stared at Ri der, exasperated. "Like father, |like son," he said. "Were are you goi ng,
Konst anti n?"

"My people need to be alerted. | nust tell "

"No one. You will tell no one, on your life. Rider at |east sees the ranmifications of Jehrke's
death, if he is so vain as to arrogate his father's place."

The other man present, a greyhair whose role was informal and advi sory, said, "There should be
no announcenent. Let Rider take over. There will be speculation but slight inclination toward
adventuri sm and chaos. A formal announcenent woul d unl eash the hounds of fear Jehrke kept
chai ned. "

The King grunbl ed sonet hi ng.

"You have your enem es, Belledon. Are they nore restrained by the nunbers of your soldiers or
by the Protector's approval of your reign? Has any rul er he approved been found by an assassin?
How many of the Bad Kings died natural deaths?"

"It is something to consider, Your Mjesty," Konstantin observed.

The ol der man said, "You are a king, Belledon. Not a god. Never forget your oath. You serve
Shasesserre. The city does not serve you."

The King continued to grunble, but adnmitted the truth. It was just such nonments the old man
was supposed to get himthrough

Rider returned to his father's |aboratory, thinking he had to get used to it being his.
"Everyone's still here?" he asked in nock surprise. "I'm amazed."
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"Yeah," Chaz grunbl ed.

Spud said, "Rider, have you decided what to do about your father? Can't put it off nuch
| onger."

"Yes. It's grisly, but ... A pattern of spells of stasis and preservation, and | eave hi mwhere
he died. As his own nenorial. And as a renminder to us that we're nortal. That we can't let our
vigilance slip."

Chaz | eaned out the wi ndow, tossed sonething. Rider asked, "What are you doi ng?"

"Throwi ng pop seeds at Su-Cha. He's down there waiting to see if anybody cones for that
Emeral d. "

Spud snickered. "He's been doing it since you left."

Ri der | ooked outside. There were torches on the uppernost platformof the diving tower. The

crowd was noi sy and restless. "Alnost tine to go down. Chaz, | want you, Soup, and Preacher to
follow me. This would be a good tinme for our enemies to express their displeasure with us."
n Ri ght X n

"Spud, you stay and back up Greystone and Su-Cha."

"Hey! How cone | have to miss out?"

Ri der tended not to hear such protests. He stepped into the library, where G eystone was
perched on a nassive oak throne of a chair. It served as the heart of the web for those who,
unli ke Rider, were unable to make thensel ves part of it.

"Greystone. What have we got ?"

"She's stopped noving." He tapped the map on the table with a pointer. "One of these
tenenents.”

"Ri ght against the river. Heart of the Protte rookery. Not a good place for a wonman al one.
Fifty thousand foreign sailors and not a ghost of law"

"But a good place for a foreigner to disappear.”

"A nost excellent place. W'll go down in the norning."

"Why not tonight?"

"These cerenpnies. And we're tired. Wien we're tired we nmake mi stakes. We'll rest. Gdehna
will wait."”

Ri der noved on through the library. Beyond lay a vast suite of roons he and his father had
used fromtinme to tinme. There he would find apparel appropriate to the awards cerenpny. He told

Spud, "We'll refurbish these roonms so we can hole up here confortably."

"Qur lives are going to change, aren't they?"

"They have already. It'Il be a long tinme before we conprehend how ruch.”
X

There was a band to precede the King, and guards in flashy uniforms with ostrich plunmes atop
their helmets. In a tradition which antedated the cel ebration of Jehrke Victorious, the King
scattered tiny, specially struck silver coins.

"Hel ps clear the way," he told Rider, who wal ked beside him Citizens scranbled wildly as a
dozen coins arced into the crowd.

"Cynical attitude."

"Only a cynic and pessim st will survive wearing the crown."

"Or a stoic?"

"My father was a stoic. A very patient stoic. He got a foot of steel stuck into his gizzard.
Phi | osophy neans nothing to a dagger." The King seened nore conpani onable than earlier. Was that a
good sign or bad?

As the procession neared the tower, where the nedalists waited, onlookers began to nurnur
about the Protector's absence. Rider was not universally known. But he was recogni zed by sonme. Hi s
presence fuel ed specul ati on.

Shasesserre was a wild and rowdy city. More so on festival days. Fifteen m nutes passed before
there was order sufficient for the King to speak. He did so at length, dulling the edge of the
crowd. He passed the stage to R der w thout explaining his presence. R der presented the victors
laurel s with anusing asides and hunorous observations, and no nore explanation. He finished
swiftly, yielded the rostrumto the organi zers of the contests.

"So your assassins turned out specters," Belledon said as they pushed through the crowd. "I
wonder if half what you've told ne isn't imagination."

"We' || see." During his presentation he had felt a tug at the web, just a tiny vibration
Soneone | earning that the web had been nade sound. The deaths of Enerald and VI azos had not ended
t he gane.

The attack came as the party passed behind an arm of the Rock and started up the incline to
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the Ctadel gate. The King's guards were feeling safe.

A horde of waterfront villains poured out of the dark cracks in the Rock, howing in a dozen
| anguages. Gdehnal seemed to have cleared the rookeries. In an instant the guards were all | ocked
in struggle. Mre thugs swept toward Rider and the King.

Ri der's nen charged into the fray, falling on the villains from behind.

Ri der di pped into pockets, spoke words of power rapidly. He scattered a handful of small black
mar bl es. Snoke and stench boiled out of them He shoved the King toward the densest snoke, called
his men to join him

A scarfaced rogue plunged toward him cutlass reaching. He turned inside the thrust, seized
his assailant's wist. The nan shrieked as bones broke. Ri der caught the dropped weapon and threw
hi rsel f between another attacker and Bell edon. He used the sword with a skill that woul d have
enbarrassed Shasesserre's nost fanous duelists.

The snoke caused confusion and bought tinme, but not enough. The evening breeze off the Col den
Crescent dispersed it all too soon, and the scene it betrayed was not one to inspire hope.

Most of the King's guards had been slain. A score of attackers remained upright. They began to
cl ose in.

Ri der becane aware of a great warp in the web. Soneone had cast a powerful spell. He stood at
its center. Everyone and everything within fifty paces was invisible to outside eyes.

No hel p woul d conme, for no one could see this disaster

He di pped a hand into a pocket, freed the thing he had | oosed at the VI azos mansi on

Hs men joined him the King, and two surviving guards, everyone getting their backs together

The denon raged. And still the villains cane on. Wiat had they been prom sed?

There was a violent twist in the web. R der's denon shrieked, dropped a nangled victim began
to spin head over heels. And to shrink. In seconds it dwindled to a point, which vanished with a
| oud pop!

But before it went the nonster did, nomentarily, frighten the attackers into backing off.

Ri der turned his attention to the spell that masked the fray.

The attackers again noved in. The area was carpeted with soldiers and assassins. Chaz grow ed,
"These guys nust be getting paid gold by the boatl oad." None were the sort who threw thensel ves on
swords for causes.

The cl angor resunmed. A guard went down. A bl ow staggered the King hinself. Chaz coll apsed,
struck on the head. Rider fended blows ... He ripped the fabric of the invisibility spell

Not three seconds later there was a wild bray of trunpets fromthe Citadel. The garrison was
al ert already, concerned because the nonarch had not yet appeared.

Sol diers poured fromthe Ctadel. The villains saw their deaths upon them No reward was worth
the mercy they could expect if they were captured. They fl ed.

Groggy, Chaz caught one by the heel and piled onto him

The very sky seenmed to shriek in frustration

Ri der was ready when the deadly sorcery fell. So swift and sure was his response, none of his
conpani ons realized they cane within seconds of death by nelting.

Ri der asked the King, "Now will you concede the possibility Shasesscrre nay be in danger?" But
he paid little attention to the response.

That attack had not conme fromKralj Odehnal. O that he was sure. It did not have the dwarf's
stanp. Nor did Rider believe Gdehnal to be that powerful, nor possessed of so mighty an arrogance.

As he hel ped Chaz with his prisoner, he told his nmen, "This is even bigger than we suspected
And there are nore players in the gane than we thought."

Xl |

Ri der wakened with the sun. His body ached fromthe previous day's exertions and bruises, yet
he was eager to be at his new vocation. He | eapt out of bed, began doing calisthenics.

Su- Cha stuck his head in the doorway. "Up al ready?" Su-Cha was al ways up. Inmps did not sleep
often. "The juices are flowing, little friend." "Shall | waken the others?"

"No need. They deserve their rest. Howis the prisoner?" "Unhappy. And as full of blessed
i gnorance as ought to elevate himdirect to nirvana. Soneone put sixty pounds of gold on your
head. The King's, too. Chaz is going to wilt when he hears his noggin is worth only five." "Wat |
expected. What of the web?" "Nothing shaking. His nibs ain't noved." Rider abandoned his
exertions, though custonmarily he devoted an hour to exercise. "I'lIl bathe quickly. Two chores to
be done. Take your pick. Cook breakfast or fetch shantor's robes for the whole crowd."

"And if | choose cooking?"

"Il boot you downstairs."

"What | thought." Having little need to consune food, Su-Cha had no need to | earn cookery. His
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occasi onal efforts verged on the poisonous. "Enough for everybody?"

"Yes. It'll take the whole crew to corner a rat |ike Gdehnal ."
"Renenber the old saw. "
"I do. | don't expect he'll be taken easily."

Soneone in one of the sleeping roonms grunbled about all the racket. Mnents |ater Spud toddl ed
past, headed for the kitchen. He banged around enough to waken everyone el se. Wen Su-Cha returned
with the shantor disguises he found the whole crowd tripping over one another while cooking and
eati ng.

The donni ng of disguises took place not far fromthe suspect tenenments. The weepi ng sickness
was conmon in the slunms, and the terror of the riverbanks. It was a slow and gruesone killer, and
one chal | enge Jehrke had not been able to nmeet. Rider's men would not stand out unless they made
it appear there were too many shantors in one area. People would stay out of their way. Though
Jehrke had proven the weeping sickness not to be comuni cabl e |i ke nmeasles or the pox, no one
bel i eved him

"Take your tinme getting into position," Rider told the others. "Don't attract attention. |'1|
touch you through the web when I'mready." He sent themoff in pairs, ringing their warning bells.

He et a half hour pass. He spent that time touching the neighborhood through the web. There
was a di sconcerting quiet about it, as though people had sensed Gdehnal's presence and knew it
augured expl osion and terror.

Qdehnal was not difficult to |locate, this close. The woman Caracene nade an out st andi ng
mar ker. From her Rider caught hints of turmoil, fromthe dwarf a gl owi ng cal m

There were others in the place. At |least four nore nen, none of whom Ri der gave any specia
attention. They would be the dwarf's hirelings.

He tugged that part of the web which allowed himto touch his associates. | am going in now,
he sent. Be alert.
He noved into the filthy street, stooped, tinkling his shantor's bell. Through a gap between

drunkenly | eaning tenements he glinpsed the brown dirtiness of the river. Here the old wooden

buil dings stood with their tails over the water, supported by pilings rising fromthe bottom nud.
These pl aces were always collapsing into the flood, drowning their occupants, and being rebuilt as
sl ovenly as before.

The suspect structure was identical to its neighbors. Rider tinkled fromdoor to door, pausing
before each as if beggi ng. When he reached his destination, though, he flicked a finger. A soft
click sounded behind the door, a bolt snapping open. There was no guard.

He stepped inside. Behind himone of his nen rang his bell

The darkness within was asphalt thick. He drew a gemlike crystal froma pocket, whispered to
it. It began to glow, no nore brilliant than a lightning bug. He did not go on till his eyes
adj ust ed.

Qdehnal was too confident, Rider thought. No guard, no spell to alert himto intruders. As a
sol dier Rider had | earned that one nust always expect the worst in eneny territory.

Eyes adapted, he touched his nmen again. | am going upstairs now. Qdehnal was above somewhere
Caracene and the others were in the rear, also upstairs.

Qdehnal was not as lax as first glance suggested. Two thirds of the way up, Rider froze.
Sonet hi ng was wong. He allowed his senses free rein, not noving a nuscle. H's attention focused
upon a stairstep a couple above that where his feet rested.

Even knowi ng where to look it was a nonent before he spied the black thread stretched taut an
i nch above the worn and griny tread.

Tricky, setting the trap for a point where an intruder would begin worrying nore about what
| ay ahead. He exami ned the steps above with even nore care. He would have set a back-up

There it was. A step set to trigger an al arm when weight fell upon it.

He stepped over both carefully.

The stair ended on a bal cony which ran athwart the building and L-ed to his right. Severa
doors along the back | eaked |ight beneath them But Qdehnal waited out along the L

He paused to scatter pop seeds at the el bow of the L, then noved to Qdehnal's door. He
i stened, sensed. The dwarf seenmed to be sl eeping.

He exani ned the doorknob minutely. The crystal's light revealed no trap

Bel ow, he heard the slightest breath of sound. Sunlight poured inside. He saw a shape the size
of Chaz slip inside, followed by one of Su-Cha's slightness. He frowned. It was too soon for them
to cone.

Move qui ckl y!

He turned the doorknob, passed through the doorway swiftly ... and stopped, startled, awed.
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The room was as opul ent as an eastern potentate's private quarters. Qdehnal |ounged upon huge
down-stuffed pillows, face asmle and dreany. Burnt opiumenbittered the air.

Qui ckly, now Before Chaz or Su-Cha called attention to their presence.

He cast a snmall spell which sealed Odehnal’s |ips. He used a nodified formof the sane spel
to join the dwarf's ankles, then his wists, and even his fingers one to another

Qdehnal stirred once, but only to make hinself nore confortable.

A gong hanmered in the rear of the house.

Ri der hurtled out of the room into intense light. Chaz stood upon the trap step, a dunb | ook
on his face.

Two nen charged out of rear roons, weapons in hand. Su-Cha naterialized between one's |egs. He
pitched off the balcony with a shriek. The other saw Rider, whirled, charged into the room where
Ri der knew Caracene and another man to be.

Ri der followed, pop seeds expl odi ng beneath his feet. He hurled a shoul der at the door. It
burst inward. Chaz breathed down his neck as he entered a room outshining Gdehnal’s. A thrown
kni fe ripped between them

In the rear of the room in shadow, Caracene stood with hands at nouth, |ooking down. The man
who had preceded Ri der slammed her out of the way, dropped |ike a badger plopping into its hole.
Caracene scranbled ..

Then Chaz had hold of her and Ri der was staring down at a man thrashing through brown water,
chasing a boat which neant to waste no tinme on him

Ri der's gaze fixed on the man in the boat, a lean, powerful oriental wi th astonishing green
eyes. "Shy key, Vlazos said," he murrmured. "Shai Khe." One hand came from a pocket clutching a
phial. He hurled it.

The man in the boat dropped his oars, raised hands, |oosed a warding spell. The phial plopped
into the river.

The man saved hinself fromthe msery in that fluid, but lost his oars. He drifted at the
mercy of the current.

Ri der heard shouts. Soup and Greystone. They had spotted the fugitive. Soneone threwa line to
t he man abandoned.

The oriental's long fingers began weavi ng sparks. Rider snapped, "CQut of here, Chaz. Take the
woman. Su-Cha. Get GOdehnal." Hi s tone brooked neither questions nor argument.

He drew on the web, began binding it around the sorcerer. Chaz and Su-Cha pounded away.

Too late Rider realized what the oriental was doing. Not attacking himdirectly at all

A piling snapped like a twig. The house |urched. Another piling went. The house began to
shift, to groan, to tilt toward the river

Ri der did not hesitate. He dropped through the hole, hit the water feet first. He drove
hi msel f deep with one powerful stroke, then swamw th the current. H's strokes were strong and
practi ced.

The water screaned with the sound of the building collapsing. The screamgrew to a roar. But
no building conmes down in seconds.

When Ri der surfaced he was beyond danger of the collapse. Indeed, the structure's main nass
smashed into the river as he canme up. It raised a wave that lifted himfive feet. Fromthe wave's
crest he | ooked at the man in the boat.

The sorcerer's face betrayed frustration. His fingers began weavi ng again. But the wave caught
the boat and toppled himinto its bottom Wen he recovered R der had made the riverbank. The
oriental wasted no tine on an eneny in a position to best him H s boat flew away as though upon a
| ightning current.

Ri der cl anbered between houses, to the street, where he settled on a stoop to dram his boots.

Chaz settled down beside him Caracene held al nost negligently in one arm "Wwo was that guy?”

"Shai Khe," Rider replied. "I should have thought of himwhen VWVl azos tried to tell nme. He said
Shai Khe and | heard shy key."

"That's his name," Chaz said. "But it don't tell ne nothing about him" They wat ched Su-Cha
drag Odehnal their way. The dwarf remai ned inprisoned in his opium dream

"I know only one thing nore," Rider said.

" Unn"

"My father was afraid of him"

Chaz | ooked startl ed.

"Yes. He wouldn't talk about it. Shai Khe is sone great terror in the east. He conmands an
enpire nore vast than Shasesserre's. But that does not satisfy him He wants it all."

W eckage fromthe collapsed building drifted away. Rider's nen assenbl ed. Nei ghbors cane to
wat ch from a distance safe from shantors.
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"More prisoners," Greystone said. The nman who had junped into the river was trying to talk
Soup and Spud into turning himloose.

Ri der caught his eye. "You're |luckier than your friends." He indicated the weckage. Two nen
were in it sonewhere. To his own nmen, he said, "W've done what we can do here. Take these people

to the Citadel. W'll question themlater. Spud, Su-Cha, Preacher, cone with ne."
"Where we headed?" Su-Cha asked.
"Airship yards. Before we left the Citadel | sent word for a ship to be readied. W'IlIl use it

to hunt Shai Khe. Particularly if he runs to his own ship."

Shai Khe, not Kralj COdehnal, had killed WVl azos and escaped in an unlicensed airship.

Chaz stepped close as Rider was about to | eave. He whi spered, "Wat about the girl?"

"Treat her the way she wants you to treat her. |f she doesn't suspect she's narked for the
web, arrange it so she can escape again. She could | ead us again."

"Right. WII do."

Ri der and those he had chosen hurried a quarter nmile, to where a pair of chariots waited. They
shed their shantor's robes as they went.

X1

Rider's ship was ready. It was a |light vessel, capable of carrying just a ton of crew and
freight, designed for speed. R der and Spud went to the control array. There were great nagi cks
involved in the airship' s propul sion, but much of its control was mechani cal. Spud had hel ped
refine the system

"Ready to cast off," Rider called to the ground. "Dunp ballast, Orar." Rider was the only one
of the group to use Spud's proper nanme. And he forgot nuch of the tine.

Spud tripped | evers. The ship began tugging at its restraining lines. "Cast off!" Rider
shout ed.

The ship lurched upward. Rider murnured to the denonic body, spellbound and beguil ed, which
constituted its notive force. The airship turned toward the river, began to slide forward |Iike a
fish through water.

Aft, Su-Cha and Preacher hastened to take in the nooring lines.

"He was headed Henchel side when last | saw him" Rider said. "And downriver. We'Ill| start
| ooki ng where Deer Creek Drain runs into the river."

"Keep an eye out for his airship, too," Spud said, naking an adjustnent to | evers which
controlled flaps on the ship's sharklike fins. "Be hard to hide sonething that big."

Ri der nodded.

The airship's balance shifted as Preacher and Su-Cha cane forward. Spud adjusted with the
fins. "Any sign of hin®" Su-Cha asked.

"Too soon to tell,"” Rider replied. The river along Henchel side was crowded with the boats of
fisherfolk. Rider directed the denon to foll ow the shoreline south toward the Gol den Crescent.
"Take us lower, Omar. | want to see their faces."

There was no tension in the web. Shai Khe was not using his power.

The fisherfolk all |ooked up as the airship passed over. Rarely did one drop so | ow

In time the riverbank curved away westward. The |and grew narshy and wild. "Not going to find
himthis way," Spud said.

"We'll return a ways inland, |ooking for sonewhere where he m ght have put his ship down,"
Ri der said. So they ran inland again, as far as that part of the city on Henchel si de opposite the
Protte rookery. Still they found not hing.

Ri der persisted till nightfall made continued search pointless.

"You could turn a hand with this one," Soup conplained to Chaz, as they faced the stair to the
| aboratory. Soup was carrying Gdehnal .

"I could. But | like the one I've got just fine." He had Caracene over one shoul der. She was
t horoughly bound despite Rider's adnmonition to treat her well. She wiggled, and squeaked behind
her gag. Chaz just grinned at his conpanions.

Greystone prodded his man with the tip of a sheathed dagger. That fell ow never quit protesting
hi s i nnocence of anything and everything.

At the | aboratory door Greystone said, "Sonebody tried to get in while we were out. Evidence
of attenpted entry was obvious. The effort had been a failure, though."

Chaz said, "Vlazos' friends, no doubt."

Greystone popped a signet ring into a small hole in the wall sonme feet fromthe doorway. Each
of Rider's men wore identical rings. The door responded with a down-scal e, nusical whine. "Should
have done sonething like this a long tine ago."
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Soup countered, "Wen the old man was running things nobody had the guts to try getting in.

It'Il be that way again when they get used to Rider."
"Let's hope."
One small | unber room had been converted to a cell for the prisoner already on hand. Gdehna

and the other man joined him "Have you sone dinner in a few mnutes," Soup told them "Except
you, Odehnal. You'll have to wait on Rider."

The dwarf's eyes snoul dered

Chaz rel eased Caracene in another room He told her, "Couldn't give you special treatnent in
front of the dwarf. Sorry."

She did not answer. There was an odd, neasuring |look in her eyes. She watched himclosely
still when she sat down to eat with the three nen.

"Shai Khe," Greystone said. "An ill nane out east. One that strikes terror everywhere.
woul dn't have thought his interest in Shasesserre to be so intense as to bring himhere
personal ly." He glanced at Caracene.

She said, "Shasesserre is all that stands between Shai Khe and creation of the greatest enpire
the worl d has known."

"He the one gave you to Odehnal ?" Chaz asked.

"Yes."

"What can you tell us about hin®?" G eystone asked.

"Not hi ng. While he lives, nothing."

"Me, | lost something somewhere, beautiful |ady," Chaz said

"I amhis slave." She said that as though it explained all. In her native land, perhaps it
di d.

"Who?" Chaz insisted. "Qdehnal or Shai Khe?"

Car acene bowed her head. Softly, she replied, "Shai Khe."

"Why? You're in Shasesserre."

"There are no slaves in Shasesserre?"

Chaz had to think his way around the side of that. "He is an eneny of the state. As such he
has no rights. You have been freed. W could get you manum ssi on papers by tonorrow. "

She | ooked at himw th eyes in which tenderness warred with exasperation. "Paper has no
meani ng whil e Shai Khe lives."

Gllantly, Chaz offered, "I'lIl kick his head in, then. Just tell ne where he is."

"I cannot betray him He is ny master."

Soup sni ckered. Even Greystone smrked

"I give up," the northerner said. He began nuttering about "Wnen!" under his breath. He
cleared his plate and cutlery away, then prepared a tray for the prisoners.

During the afternoon and eveni ng he nade every opportunity for Caracene to escape. She did not
sei ze her chance

Ri der reached the laboratory quite late. He exanined the prisoners while the others prepared
t hensel ves a supper. "Any nessage fromthe King?" he asked.
"Nary a word," Chaz replied. "Nothing from anybody."

"l suppose that means he's decided to accept nme as Protector—+to the extent that he'll ignore
me. Till he wants sonething."

"That's what nost of themdid with your father. How | ong you reckon Belledon will |ast?" Few
Shasesserren kings fulfilled normal |ifespans. Sone years there were three or four self-

coronations. Jehrke had held the opinion that the city was its enpire's worst eneny. The Protector
had provided nore stability and continuity than the crown.

"He could be a good one. If he stays alive. Suppose we skip the hired hands and deal with
Qdehnal directly?"

"A truth-draw ng?"

"CGet it ready. I'Il eat first."

Qdehnal s eyes were wild. He was hopel essly caught, for the first tinme ever at another's
mercy. Judging his captors by hinself, he was frantic.

"Qught to be interesting," Chaz said, closing the |unber roomdoor. Softly, "The girl wouldn't
run. "

"I noticed. W'll find himanother way."

After eating they brought a nore conposed Odehnal into the library and strapped himinto a
chair the twin to that Greystone had used to nonitor the web. Rider exercised the utnost caution
whi | e unbi ndi ng the spells which restrained the dwarf. Odehnal was dangerous still.

"Bit backwards fromthe way you' re used to?" Rider asked. "You willing to tell ne what | want
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to know?" Fear still lurked behind the dwarf's eyes. "Got in over your head when you joined up
with Shai Khe, didn't you?"

COdehnal betrayed a flicker of surprise.

"Ch, yeah," Chaz said. "W know about your friend and his pirate airship."

"That being the case, you have no need to question ne," Odehnal concluded with a snarl

"Where is he?" Rider asked.

Si | ence.

"Do you consider yourself nore val uable than VI azos? He killed Vlazos."

Agai n Odehnal betrayed a nonment's surprise. Vlazos, Rider believed, had been the foot in the
Shasesserren door, the |one contact between outsiders and conspirators.

"Let's get on with the truth-drawing, Rider," Su-Cha chirruped. "I love it when they squeal."
Hi s cherubic face darkened. "And this one has abused so many of my kind. Let ne have hi m when
you' re done."

Kralj GOdehnal was not to be mani pul ated by psychol ogi cal maneuvers. He was old and tough and
tenpered, and knew all the ganmes interrogators played. He believed he had invented some hinself.

Ri der shrugged. "Since we have no choice, then."

Greystone placed a contraption on a stand in front of the dwarf. Odehnal | ooked puzzl ed.
"Spud's special design," Greystone said. "Mre efficient than candles and mrrors."

Odehnal drew a deep breath ..

Chaz stepped behind him clapped a hand over his mouth. The hand held a wad of cotton
inpregnated with a fluid of Rider's devising. In noments Kralj Gdehnal wore a drugged smile. Hs
head lolled to one side.

Su- Cha stuck himwith a hot pin. "Just to make sure he isn't faking."

Ri der said nothing, though he knew the Odehnal who was a | egend anpbng assassins had self-
control sufficient not to start at a pin's prick. "Start it."

Greystone cranked a handl e, opened a tiny door. Light flickered upon Odehnal's face. G eystone
made a few adj ustments.

This was a truth-drawi ng much | ess unpl easant than the traditional, which conbined a bit of
witchcraft with subtle torture. "Waken him" Rider said.

Chaz buried Odehnal's face in cotton noistened with amonia. The dwarf sputtered and spat and
wakened. Hi s eyes net the light and gl azed.

Ri der asked several hundred questions, each phrased so a yes or no answer would suffice.

G eystone recorded questions and answers and kept his notesheets positioned so Rider could refer
to them The others stayed back, conferring in whispers. Qccasionally Soup would dart forward with
a note suggesting a question.

The picture that shaped was not one to gl adden nmen devoted to Shasesserre's wel fare.

For several years Shai Khe had been recruiting anmong the sorcerers of the world. Those who
refused to make common cause, under his comuand, he crushed. Those who joined himhe gave gifts
i ke Caracene, and powers torn away fromthose who would not serve him Now he felt strong enough
to test Shasesserre and its Protector.

Ri der worked with especial care when he began draw ng the nanmes of those Shai Khe had
recruited. Yes and no answers were not possible

Sone nanes anazed him Sone chilled him Some |eft himblank, for they were names unknown to
him Those he did know were wi dely scattered, proving the eastern master had a far reach indeed.

He had drawn just over a dozen nanes when Odehnal suddenly bucked against his restraints, made
squeal i ng noi ses, and began foam ng at the nouth.

"What's wong with hin?" G eystone denanded

"I don't know ... He's dying. Sonebody get the nedical kit."

Bl ood fl ecked the foam on Odehnal 's chin.

Ri der brushed the hypnotic engi ne aside, laid hands on the dwarf's heaving chest. He felt the
i nner wrongness instantly. "Poison!"

"What ki nd?" Soup dermanded, yanking a battery of antidotes out of the medical kit.

"Can't tell. Sonething different ... Conplex."

Qdehnal ' s eyes opened. Hatred and the know edge of his own nurder filled them "Polybos
House," he croaked. "The Devil's Eyes." His eyes rolled up. He began to shudder violently.

"Rider!" Chaz shouted fromthe | aboratory. "There's sonething out here."

Ri der ripped away from Odehnal, rushed into the darkened | aboratory. Chaz was at the w ndow.
"\Wher e?"

"Down there now. "

Ri der | eaned out. A shadow clung to the face of the tower, seventy feet bel ow. Points that
nm ght have been eyes blinked. A linb of shadow noved. Ri der whi pped back, into the |aboratory an
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i nstant before sonething tickled against the wi ndow frame. "Light," he said. "Get lanps in here."
And, "W have to get that pane replaced." He noved to the library door behind Chaz, bl ocked that
agai nst the rush of his nen.

"Whatever it was, it shot something at me. It ricocheted off the wi ndow frame into the
| aboratory. Watch where you step. Find it." He took an oil lanmp from Preacher, cautiously returned
to the window. He | eaned out and dropped the | anp.

Down it plunged to smash on the foot of the Rock. He caught one glinpse of something scuttling
i nto darkness. "Wat was it? A denmon?" Chaz asked. "No. It was nortal. There was no strain on the
web. But exactly what manner of nortal | don't know. " "Here," Soup call ed.

Ri der joined him |ooked where he pointed. "A dart. Get tongs. Handle it with care. Let's see
if we can't find another around Qdehnal ."

"This Shai Khe is sonme nice fellow " Chaz observed. "Kills anybody ... Caracene. \Were did
t hat woman get to?"

"I think Odehnal getting got got her noving,'
st ood open a crack

"Su-Cha," Rider said. "You follow her. I'll keep in touch through the web."

"Thought you had her on the web," Chaz said. "Not anynore. She figured she was nmarked and
negated it. Su-Cha."

"Yes sir, boss, sir." The inp dived out the window. This tine he did not how on the way down.

Ri der noved back to Kralj Odehnal. In a monent he found the lethal dart. "The bodies pile up
And still we make no progress.”

"At least they aren't our bodies,” Chaz said. "That thing could have gotten one of us as
easily as it got COdehnal ."

"A point we were meant to take, |'msure," Rider observed. "A bit nore caution from now on
friends. Omar. | want you to fix that w ndow. Soon."

"What do we do now?" Preacher asked.

"We find a place called Pol ybos House and something called the Devil's Eyes. W stay in touch
with the web. And we wait for sonething to happen.”

In the other roomthe dead eyes of Jehrke Victorious seenmed to gl eam wi th approval

G eystone said. He indicated the exit door. It

X'V
Su- Cha returned soon after daybreak. He wore a chagrined | ook. "She shook me in the Protte
rookery. | figured she'd cross to Henchel side, so | staked out King's Ferry. She never showed."
Soup snickered. Spud said, "W'Ill hear fromher again. How can she resist that great chunk of

beef ?" He indicated Chaz, snoring in a chair.

Ri der returned from setting Preacher and Greystone to searching land titles for a place called
Pol ybos House. "Soup, you and Orar head down to the Golden Crescent. Look at ships recently in
fromthe east. Find ships that carried unusual cargoes or passengers."”

"Why?" Soup asked.

"Shai Khe's airship is a snmall one. He may have brought nore nen and equi pnent than it could
have carried. He strikes me as careful and nethodical. He woul d not have conme unprepared for a
difficult canpaign.”

Soup and Spud departed. They returned that evening with nothing to report. Preacher and
Greystone had no luck either. Greystone said, "If a Polybos House exists it has to be outside the
Wall." By that he nmeant outside the legal corporate limts. The city wall proper lay well inside
those, and had been in decay for a century.

"Try again tonorrow," Rider said.

"What ' re you doi ng?" Preacher asked.

"Trying to anal yze the poison on these darts. It's eluded nme so far. Looks |ike sonething
drawn from an insect, though."

Spud said, "The jungles of Miijan fester with poi sonous bugs. And |izards and snakes and
bats."

"Il remenber that next time I'min the far east," Chaz grunbled. He was in a sour nood. He
had spent the day washing al enbics and retorts under the dead, cold eyes of Jehrke.

"Patience, friend," Rider chided. "Qur turn will cone."

"Soon, | hope." Chaz tested the wi ndow Spud had installed, for the hundredth tine. "My nerves
are getting ne."

Soon did not cone for four days.
It began with Soup and Spud. They had, at last, found a vessel whose origins and crew were
suspect. After watching the ship, and noting the presence of nen of both Enmerald s and Shai Khe's
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races, they decided to contact R der.

But their persistent presence over several days had betrayed t hem

The attack was sudden and bold, initiated by a seaman who stepped into their path and shout ed,
"At last ny brother's daughter's honor will be avenged!" Another half dozen seanen joined him a
wild, scruffy gang of cutthroats.

Spud and Soup were not fool ed. The easterner pointed a finger, declared, "You have the w ong
men, friend."

The sailor coll apsed.

Spud poi nted at anot her man. He went down too.

Bl ades cane out. A how went up. Mre sailors materialized.

Soup, neantine, dipped a hand into his pocket and crushed a crystal. That sent a scream ng
shock through the web. Then he activated an amul et which R der could track. Then he scattered
fistfuls of what |ooked |ike gold coins.

At t ackers and onl ookers alike dived for the noney.

Spud dropped another two nen with his pointed finger, ducked inside a clunsy cutlass, buried a
fist in a fat belly.

Soup's coins started an independent brawl . Then they exploded in the hands or pockets of those
who had seized them

Spud pushed away fromthe man he had punched. "Let's get out of here!" he yell ed.

In the confusion that was not difficult. But

Soup | aughed. "The idiots! Hoist by their own greed!"

"Ch-oh," Spud said.

"Yeah."

They had slipped into a breezeway to nake their getaway. Their path, suddenly, was bl ocked by
men of Enerald's ilKk.

Retreat, too, vanished.

Tough-1 ooki ng orientals had appeared behind them

"The coin trick won't work this tine."

"I didn't reload ny spring gun.”

"Been nice knowi ng you. Take it out on the gnarly guys?"

"Let's get them"™

Preacher and Greystone had been butting their heads against a stone wall. There was no Pol ybos
House within fifty mles of Shasesserre, at least on record. They were with Rider, plotting a new
strategy, when the web relayed Soup's trouble cry.

"Ask around the nerchants' taverns," Rider said, and |oped out. A minute |ater he passed out
the Citadel gate in a racing chariot, sounding a warning trunpet. Though the way was |onger, he
took the Via Triunpha, which by | aw was cl osed to wheel ed vehicles. Because there was no comerce
there, few pedestrians were about.

The Via's prime function was as a processional for mlitary holidays, and for the cel ebration
of mmjor victories.

Ri der swung off the Via Triunpha a quarter nmile fromwhere his nen had found trouble. During
his mad flight he had acquired an escort of City Guards, who had recognized himand were carrying
war ni ng ahead. They nade passage through the waterfront district much easier

So quick was Rider to reach the scene that the crowd had not yet dispersed. A dozen people |ay
unconsci ous, not yet carried off by conrades. "Collect these and deliver themto the Ctadel,"
Rider told his escort. He left his chariot and set off after the noving disturbance the web noted
as the location of his nen.

He found t he back-up anbush. There were signs of a vigorous fight, and spilled blood. Had Soup
and Spud been slain, their bodies carried off with those of their enenies?

H s heart sank. Shai Khe was a relentless and nercil ess opponent.

He allowed his w zard's senses to extend. This was a good tinme and place to junp soneone
tracking the mssing nen.

They were there, just ahead in the breezeway, hidden beneath trash and inside shadows. There
were eight of them They had several nystical devices that would have been potent had they taken
Ri der unaware. They were grow ng impatient.

Ri der produced a deck of plaques the size of tarot cards. He shuffled out the one he wanted.
It portrayed a nan asl eep, dream ng hi deous devils. The devils were about to seize and drag him
through a fiery gap in a background wall. There were graven words around the plaque's nargin.
Ri der read them al oud.

As he spoke each word, it disappeared. After he spoke the last, the picture itself faded. The

file:/lIG|/rah/Glen%20Cook/Glen%20Co0k%20-%20Sung%20In%20Blood.txt (25 of 59) [2/9/2004 3:40:22 AM]



file://1G)/rah/Glen%20Cook/Glen%20Cook%20-%20Sung%20l n%20Bl ood.txt

pl ague crunbl ed into dust which dribbled between his fingers.

Ri der went back and told the City Guards they could collect another eight customers in the
breezeway. Then he set out after the receding disturbance marking the | ocation of his nen.

He |oped to the waterfront, where he imediately identified both the vessel they had unmasked
and the outbound fishing snmack carrying them The ship reeked of old sorceries forgotten by al
but their victims.

Ri der raced back to his chariot, pounded through the streets to the airship yards, where, in
accordance with standing instructions, his airships were ready for imrediate flight. He sel ected
the fast vessel he had used before.

Liftoff was hectic, as he had to cover the places of crewren not present, but once he was
al oft he had no trouble. He reached through the web, touched Chaz and Preacher, told them he
want ed everyone atop their tower of the Gtadel. He tried to reach Soup and Spud, but a grey null
i ntervened. They ni ght be unconscious. O worse

Chaz and Su-Cha were in the parapet when Rider halted the airship above the Citadel. Both
carried packs. Rider hastened to the gondola door, dropped a rope |adder. As Chaz and Su-Cha
scranbl ed up, Geystone and Preacher appeared

"What's up?" Chaz demanded as he cl anbered aboard.

"The gane is afoot. They snatched Spud and Soup. Wat are the packs?"

"Some odds and ends we threw together. Just in case."

"The | aboratory secure?"

Su- Cha chuckl ed. "And then sone."

XV

Chaz repeated the news for Preacher and G eystone. Rider ordered the ship denbn to proceed
toward the Golden Crescent at speed, for the fishing boat was near the limt of the web. He had to
get the vessel in sight first or lose it amobng a hundred ot hers.

"I think |I've been outmaneuvered," he said.

"How s that?" Chaz asked

"The boat is leaving the web. To follow we'll have to keep it in sight. Wich nmeans they' |l be
able to see us, too."

"How about an invisibility spell?"

"Woul dn't hide sonething this big."

"What about an angel ?" Su- Cha asked. Al ready he had shed his shirt and sprouted w ngs.

Ri der understood i mmedi ately. "An al batross or eagle would be less flashy."

"Dig out sone of those mirrors and flares," Su-Cha told Chaz. Already his head was avi an

"A shape to go with his brain," Chaz said, ransacking the packs. He produced signal mirrors
and four small flares, which he placed in a pouch the inp grew anmong his ventral feathers. Su-Cha
retai ned rudi nentary hands beneath his w ngs.

Ri der spread a maritine chart. "The ship is here, now, and headed so. If there are others
around, watch the one that is in a hurry. They're naking all the speed they can."

Su- Cha squawked and plunged through a hatch Preacher opened. In a nonent he was headed out
over the strait on long white w ngs.

Greystone | ooked over Rider's shoulder. "They headed for the Hurm I sl ands?"

"Maybe. They could shift course once they're sure they' re clear of the web."

"How soon?"

"I"ve lost them already."

"Signal from Su-Cha," Chaz said. "He has them"

Ri der peered out the wi ndow Far away, a mirror flashed.

"Keepi ng their heading," Chaz read.

"Tell himnot to get too close,” Rider replied. "Wat do you know about the Hurm I sl ands,

G eyst one?"

"Not much to know. Uninhabited and consi dered uni nhabitable. Except for the biggest, Radhorn
Island, they're little nore than marshy places off the nouth of the Caytyne River." The C aytyne
enptied into the Bridge of the Wrld fromits southern, Saverne side. "Long ago, before the seas
were ours alone, there were naval fortifications on Radhorn. Earlier still, pirates nested there,
lying in wait for ships headed west."

Ri der nodded. "And these days it's suspected of being a hideout for snugglers. The ruins of
the fortifications would provide a good hiding place for a pirate airship."

"But Odehnal said Pol ybos House," Preacher protested.

"Let's forget that for the nonent. Chaz. Can you nake out Su-Cha?"

"Only when he flashes an all right."
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"Maybe we ought to call for an all-out raid," Preacher said. "Half a dozen airships and a
conpany of air marines. Could be anything waiting out there."

"If it becones necessary." Rider spoke to the propul sive denon. The ship surged forward.
"Chaz. We're going down channel and crossing over. Tell Su-Cha." He began shedding altitude.

The airship crossed the Bridge of the Wrld just yards above the waves. It was seen by severa
mer chant nen and fishing vessels, but Su-Cha reported none steering near the Hurm sl ands. Rider
took the airship up into the southern hills, finally grounded in a side canyon |eading down to the
G aytyne River.

"Now what ?" Chaz asked. He was working his sword with a whetstone.

"W wait for darkness. And for Su-Cha."

Su-Cha arrived first, but not by nmuch. "They stuck Soup and Spud in a basenent under the old
ruins, then headed back for the north shore.™

"They just dunped then?" Chaz asked. "Didn't |eave any guards or anything?"

"Ch, there's guards. Fifteen or twenty snuggl ers and runaway sl aves and such, that they paid
to watch them"

Chaz said, "Sonething's wong here, Rider. Either it's a trap or we've been snookered into
| eavi ng town."

"No trap," Su-Cha said. "I |ooked the place over good."
"Perhaps Shai Khe has fallen victimto his own arrogance."
"Well, at least we could have followed the fishing boat if the runt hadn't ... "

Su- Cha was grinning his biggest grin.

"What instructions were the snugglers given as to the care of our friends?" Ri der asked.

"They're to treat themwell. Till they hear otherwi se. The nen fromthe boat-—they were al
oriental s—paid the snugglers for two weeks."

"And did you do what | suspect you did with your flares?"

"Yep." Su-Cha grinned again.

"And your mrrors?"

"Ri ght up on the nasthead. Nobody pays attention to a bird."

"Or a birdbrain," Chaz munbl ed.

Ri der said, "Let's get flying, then. Soup and Spud are safe for the nonent."

"You just going to | eave themthere?" Chaz asked.

"I'f we don't ness with them Shai Khe will think we're off the trail," Su-Cha said.

Ri der took the airship back along the reverse of his approach route, but m dway across the
Bridge of the World he lifted into the nornal air |ane from Kai zheri on. "Take over, Chaz."

He busied hinself in the rear of the cabin for several mnutes. In tine he brought forward a
plate of frosted violet glass. He handed this to Su-Cha. The inp held it at eye |level, extended,
in both hands. "Ready when you are."

Ri der spoke one Wrd of Command. Su-Cha turned rapidly, staring through the glass. "There!"

Ri der marked the direction. "Charts, Greystone. Not the direction | expected."

"Thought they would head for the city?" Su-Cha asked.

"Yes."

The boat was bound westward.

Ri der exami ned the chart. "They're hugging the coast. Trying to slip past the patrol in the
Narrows. Go down, Chaz. Let's see if we can't raise the guardship."”

Fi nding the Narrows sentinel was sinple. The trirene was showi ng her lights. There were no
chal l engers on Shasesserre's seas.

Ri der went down the rope | adder, spoke with the vessel's conmmander. Wen he returned, he said,
"All set."

Su- Cha squeal ed maliciously, then spoke the Word of Command that ignited the flares aboard the
fishing boat.

The trirene was headed north already, cadence drum pounding. "They' Il make it |ook like a
rescue,” Rider said. "But then they'll stay on station till they're relieved. Shai Khe will have
to do without those men for a while."

"We could use a few for a truth-drawing." Chaz opi ned.

"The captain will turn themin as suspected smugglers. They'll be available."

"There she goes!" Su-Cha crowed.

A growing fire illuminated the strait.

"Pity we couldn't follow them" Chaz said.

Ri der nused, "I don't think they would have | ed us anywhere. | suspect their function was to
draw us away." He shrugged. "W'Il see. Meantine, Shai Khe is short even nore of his resources.

Those can't be infinite."
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XV
Ri der used the | adder to deposit Chaz and Su-Cha atop the Ctadel, then returned the airship
toits cradle. It was near dawn when he reached his | aboratory. Chaz opened the door grinning.
"Good news?"
"Good and bad," Chaz said. "The good is we had visitors. They're still here."
"The wonman?"
"How di d you know?"

"It seened reasonabl e. She saw a ring used to open the door. | assune that is how she got
i nsi de?"

Chaz nodded. "She used Soup's. The guy used Spud's."

" Quy?"

"Look himover. He wants to play hard boy. Wuldn't talk to us."

"All right. What's the bad news?"

"Two kinds of it. Sonebody |et out the prisoners you took this afternoon. People are claimng
it was all a m xup and m sunderstandi ng, but a couple Gty Guards got thenselves killed. And
Kentan Rubi os is dead. The King wants to see you about that."

"He was murdered?"

"Bel |l edon thinks he was. | already tal ked to the physician. Says he didn't find anything
suspi ci ous. "

Ri der checked to see if there had been disturbances in the web while he was out of touch. None
were evident. Shai Khe was playing a careful gane where the web was concerned. Perhaps he had cone
in contact with it before and been burned by Jehrke.

The library contained two outsiders, each still as a statue. Caracene was one. Her eyes
gl eaned fear. The other was a well-dressed man, though his clothing was a little flashy. He seened
nmore resigned than frightened.

"Sear ched hi n?" Ri der asked.

"Yep. Down to his socks." Chaz indicated ten pounds of razor-sharp cutlery upon the library
tabl e. "Regul ar wal ki ng arsenal, this guy."

"I''l'l release himfromthe field," Rider said. He ignored Caracene.

Chaz drew his sword.

Ri der negated the static spell which held the captives. Caracene staggered. G eystone and
Preacher caught her, placed her firmy into a chair. Rider offered a second chair to the other
captive. The man seated hinself with dignity. He kept his hands carefully in sight.

"A professional," Chaz said.
Ri der nodded. O the man, he asked, "Do | need to indulge in a truth-draw ng?"
"You'd be wasting your time. |I don't know anything." "Perhaps. Wo gave you the ring you used

to gain entry?”

" Sanj ek Pol ybos House. "

Ri der conceal ed his astonishnent. The others were | ess successful. The prisoner seened not to
notice. "Your assignment?" Rider asked. "Pick up anything he might find interesting." "That's
pretty general. Wasn't he nore specific?" The captive thought a nonment. He eyed Greystone, who was
setting up for a truth-drawing, just in case. "He did nention a key to a Treasury | ock box.

Not hing el se specific. | got the inpression papers and docunents woul d be of consi derable
interest." "Your nanme?"

The man snmiled. "Zantos? Yes. Zantos Leaela." Rider nodded. In a Saverne side country dial ect
the nane neant approxi mately Stranger Dark As N ght. Mre colloquially, Shadownan. In a way, what
Ri der had expected fromhis first glinpse of the man. "Put himin the [unber room"

"You made sense out of that?" Chaz asked, once the prisoner was out of the way. "Yes. He's one
of the King's Shadows." "The secret agents who watch for sedition? But ... " "Sanjek Pol ybos
House, " Rider said. "W have been m staken again. W were |ooking for a place, a building, when we
shoul d have been | ooking for a person.” He took VIlazos' key fromhis pocket. "A person very high
up, who is part of the conspiracy." Sanjek, as a title, ranked with | egate, |egionary conmrander,
or general. Runor said five nen of Sanjek rank controlled the King's Shadows.

One ranked the other four and reported directly to King Belledon. O the others, one was
responsi ble for the City, another for the Honme Territories. The other two oversaw the eastern and
western provinces of the enpire.

"Cbvi ously, Shai Khe has found ways around VI azos' death."

Ri der faced Caracene. "And what was your m ssion?"

"I was not sent. | came to warn Chaz ... "

"Been singing us the sane song," Su-Cha said. "As if anybody is fool enough to believe that
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even the big thug's own nother would give himwarning ... "

The barbari an snagged Su-Cha from behind. H's nmeaty hands surrounded the inmp's neck. He wore
several silver rings. Su-Cha could not escape. Chaz lifted himchest high. "Should we stew himor
fry hine"

"Warn Chaz about what?" Rider asked.

Caracene woul d say no nore.

n G.]az?ll
"The way | get it, Kentan Rubios expected an attenpt on his life." He beaned at Caracene. Su-
Cha ki cked and squeaked, to no avail. "He tal ked about asking us to help. One of the conspirators

heard. When Shai Khe found out, he sent nen to intercept any nessengers coning from Rubios."
"Did a nessage conme?"
"“No. "
"Interesting. But you didn't explain why Caracene is here."
"Rubi os was supposed to be killed. She was afraid | might try to stop it and get nyself hurt."
Su- Cha unl eashed a wild, braying, peacock peal of derisive |aughter. Chaz cut it off by
squeezing his throat.
"So. | ndependent confirmation of Belledon's suspicions."
"You going to see hinP"
"Soon. Yes. He may know nore than 1 thought. And | should let himknow what we've found out."
"\What about our spy?"

"We' || keep himtill we track down Pol ybos House. But we'll let himgo eventually. He hasn't
done any evil." Rider fingered the Vlazos key. That bore i mredi ate investigation if soneone wanted
it recovered. "I'd best get to it."

At the door, Chaz whispered, "Wat about the woman?" He now carried Su-Cha in one hand, toes
dragging, like a child dragging a doll.
"Hold on to her. If she's told the truth, she's put herself in danger."

XVI
"Well," Soup said as Spud sat up, clutching his head. "We're alive. For now "
"Where are we?" Spud asked. And, "What did they give us? |'ve never had a hangover like this."
"I don't know. To both. Wth ne it's ny stomach.”
"They dragged us onto a ship. | renenber that."
"This is no ship." Darkness surrounded them So did the odors of danp earth and rot. "You tied
up?"

"Yeah. Are you?"

"Yes. But | think |I can get |oose."

A bright square of light materialized overhead, nearly blinding them Vague dark shapes | ooked
down. "You guys awake?"

Spud saw no need to pretend otherw se. "Yeah."

"Good. Ready to eat?"

"How the hell are we going to eat tied up like this?"

"I don't know. That's your problem W just get paid to watch and feed you."

"Where are we?"

"In a hole in the ground."” Both nmen above | aughed. One | owered a basket by rope.

"Hurry it up,"” one jailor said. "I ain't going to sit here all day."

"Hell, let the rope go," the other said.

The |ine snaked down. The square of |ight vanished. Soup asked Spud, "Wat do you neke of our
new quarters?"

"Only what we know already. It's an old cellar of some kind."

"Those weren't the guys who caught us."

"Hired thugs."

"How do we get out?"

"First let's get untied. Step at a tine."

"I"'malnost |loose ... There. Be done in a minute."

It took longer. Soup's fingers were numb. But in ten nminutes both nmen were free. Soup said,
"Shall we sanple our host's hospitality?”

"Your stonach better? My head is still pounding."”

"Alittle. I'mstarved. W nust have been out a long tinme."

They enptied the basket.

They used the rope to nmeasure their prison. It was twenty-one paces by twelve, and in terrible
repair. One end wall was partly collapsed. But that was no hel p.
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Spud found human bones. Neither he nor Soup cared to speculate on their significance.

Soup said, "Looks like the only way out is the way we cane in."

"Yeah. How high you figure that was?"

"Twel ve feet."

"We could reach it if | stood on your shoul ders."

"Maybe. If we could find it. If it isn't |locked or something. And if there isn't a guard
outside. If | was guarding I'd sit on the lid."

"Best time would be at night, wouldn't it? Real early in the norning night."

Soup asked, "How are you going to know?"

The darkness was dense in that pit. It was a darkness so dense it set the eye to seeing
i magi nary spooks. But it was not a darkness reserved to them al one. Wenever they were silent for
atine, small things rustled. Sonetines it seemed the things were not so small.

"There," Spud said.

"What ?"

"Made a lariat out of the rope."

"What good is that?"

"I don't know. Yet. It's a tool. The only one we have. Maybe | could rope the guy and pull him
in "

Soup did not think much of that. "Maybe we ought to sit tight."

"You think R der knows where we are?"

"There's a good chance."

They sat tight a few hours because they had no choi ce.

Next tinme a nmeal cane through the hatchway the |ight was weaker outside. Spud conpl ai ned, "How
about you guys untie us? There's rats down here."

Only one man had come. He | aughed. "You don't eat for a few days, those ropes will |oosen up."
He | owered anot her basket.

"Keep himtal king," Soup whispered.

Spud did his best. Soup exanined their prison

It had been used as a garbage pit. And dunp for bodies. He saw fragments of several skel etons.
But not hing useful as a tool or weapon.

"Quit your whining," the man above said. "You're alive." And, "I heard you guys was tough
@Quess maybe you're not so much after all." He | aughed as Spud spat sonethi ng back

The easterner denolished the man's claimto a famly history.

The |ight went out.

"I think you made hi mnad, Spud."

Spud chuckl ed. "That was the idea. Look up there."

Soup saw a hairline crack of Iight.

They argued about who woul d clinb onto whose shoul ders. The fading of the |light caused Soup to
give in.

Spud fell off his first two tries. Third tine around he caught hold and kept his bal ance. Soup
huffed and nuttered. Spud strained and stretched, forced the tips of his fingers through the
crack. He ground his teeth, expecting a heel to smash them

Not hi ng happened.

He pulled hinmself up, pushed the cover with his head. "Heavy!" he gasped.

"Hurry!" Soup grow ed. "You're ruining nmy shoul ders."

Spud heaved again. A corner of the |lid rose. Then the whole thing slid aside. He threw an arm
over the edge of the hole, anchored hinself, |ooked around. "Nobody up here." A nonent |ater he
was out. "The rope!" he said.

It came up. He hoisted Soup. They swung the lid into place.

"Where are we?" Soup asked.

"Somepl ace near the Bridge. Tell that by the snell."

"Yeah. Looks narshy down there ... Wat's that?"

A whiny, nuted, netallic sound cane fromthe north. "Misic," Soup said.

"I'f you say so." Spud coiled his lariat. "Let's take a | ook."

In a noment they crouched behind a fallen wall, |ooked at a shabby buil di ng which | eaked Iight
and sound. A door opened on the far side. Enough light escaped to betray a snall ship drawn up on
a narrow beach.

"Srmuggl ers, " Soup said. "They hired snugglers to watch us."
"What now?"
"Put sone distance between us and them Hole up till dawn. Then head al ong the coast till we

cone to a village."
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Spud snorted. "We'll see."

"W won't see nmuch for long if we don't start stepping."”

The sun had not been up an hour before they knew the awful truth. "An island!" Soup snarl ed.
"We're on an island."

"One of the Hurmlslands, to be exact,"'

"So we're trapped anyway."

"W'||l steal a boat. We're not that far fromthe Saverne side."

Soup denanded, "How do you expect to do that? It won't be | ong before they know we're gone and
start hunting. We can't grab one of their boats in broad day-light."

Spud said. "Nowhere else fits."

"W won't. I'Il lower you back down so you can grouch and conpl ain when they cone to feed us
I"1'l pull you out again after dark. Then we'll grab a boat. And have twelve hours' head start."

"Why don't you go down in the hol e?"

"It's nmy plan."

Bi ckering, they headed for their forner prison

XVITI

Ri der was thoughtful as he descended to the Treasury chanbers.

"Why so quiet?" Su-Cha asked. In the shadows the inp was al nost invisible. He gave Ri der a
start.

"I'"d better pay nore attention,” Rider said. "You could have been one of Shai Khe's gang."

"Right. | could. So what did Belledon say?"

"That Kentan Rubi os was the chief of the King's Shadows."

"Aha."

"Aha i ndeed. Pol ybos House—a pseudonym of course—s the only other Sanjek in the City."

"Aha again. \Where are you headed?"

"To look into VIazos' safety chest. Afterward, we'll visit Rubios' City house. Belledon said
he ordered everything left as it was found."

"What's he going to do about Pol ybos House?"

"Call himin for a conference and surprise himwith a set of chains. W get first crack at
him"

"What was that?" They were near the Treasury vault, deep in the living stone of the Rock. The
hal | wvays were nests of shadows.

Ri der saw nothing, but trusted Su-Cha's senses. He took hold of the web, probed. "Sonething

The thing that nurdered Gdehnal. It's gone now. Evidently just spying."

"You'd better be quick. He might have gone for help."

"He probably did." Rider |lengthened his stride. "Keep watch."

Two ol d pensioners guarded the vault. They knew Rider. He had a Treasury secure chest of his
own. He gave them a sealed order fromBelledon. Half the security of the vault arose fromthe fact
that only the vault attendants thenselves could distinguish between the thousands of identica
chests. They argued. Not even the King, they said, could authorize ..

Ri der waved a hand. They fell silent. "Show ne the box," he conmanded.

The el der turned, led the way. The other remained on guard, occasionally shaking his head
puzzl edl y. Su-Cha vani shed into the shadows outside.

Ri der's guide indicated a chest indistinguishable froma hundred others. Rider tried the
VI azos key. The chest opened i medi ately.

"Ah." Several bound | edgers lay inside the chest, with one packet of letters tied together
with a red ribbon. Rider opened a | edger at random

Narmes. Dates. Places. Mnutes of topics discussed.

"This is what | cane for." He took |edgers and letters and headed for the door

Su- Cha sent warning by tugging at the web.

Ri der cast a snall spell which set shadows dancing |ike a madnan's dream Those who | urked
out si de becane disoriented. They called to one another in confusion

A second spell sent shadows playing over Rider's own body. He entered the chaos in the
hal | wvay—and seened to di sappear

Su- Cha, neantime, shifted form He grew into sonething huge and ugly, a nightmare beast with
ei ght-inch fangs and a disposition so foul fire bubbled fromhis nostrils. He junped at a nan
" Boo! "

Pani c added its mad whip to the confusion.

The two ol d guards canme to investigate. Su-Cha frightened themtoo. He giggled, then took off
after Rider.
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"Nanes, dates, places, and plans,"” Rider told the others. The contents of Wl azos' chest |ay
scattered across the library table. "A meticul ous man, our Vlazos. He kept records of everything."

"When do we round them up?" Chaz asked.

"We' || let Belledon have the credit for that," R der said. "W're going to Kentan Rubi os
house. "

"Let Bell edon do it? Wen you can't trust anyone anynore?"

Ri der tapped the ledgers. "He'll have these to go by."

"But they know about them Else why would a bunch of them have been down at the vaul t?"

"Maybe we'll see the rats scatter,” Su-Cha said. "Rider, you think Belledon will grab Pol ybos
House? Because we still got to figure out about the Devil's Eyes."

"Things are going to get crazy, we'd better see about Spud and Soup, too," Chaz said. "Sha
Khe might kill themout of spite."

"I don't think he's the petty sort," Rider said. "Still, he can't keep a close rein on all his
henchnen. We'll go first tine things slow down."

Chaz jerked his head to indicate Caracene. "Wat about her?"

"We can't have her running off, can we? She knows what we know. |'Ill set the doors and w ndow
so they can't be opened frominside or out ... Wiat's that?"

"Sonmebody poundi ng on the door."

Ri der strode into the laboratory. Chaz ducked into the contraption of mirrors. "It's al

right," Rider said, after peering through the peeping device. "One of the King' s men.
t he door.

Chaz was determined to trust no one. Likew se, Su-Cha, who had secreted hinself behind a rack
of gl assware.

Even Preacher and Greystone, in the library, had drawn weapons.

The King's man did not enter. Breathlessly, he said, "H s Mjesty has taken the prisoner. But
peopl e fromthe Shadows are clanoring to talk to him H s Mjesty suggests you take custody."

I nside his hiding place, Chaz snorted derisively.

Ri der replied, "I'll do that. But not right away. Tell him he m ght reduce the cl anor by
giving the Shadows an assignnent. Chaz. Get nme those | edgers.”

When Chaz returned with the books, Rider told the nmessenger, "H s Majesty should find these
very interesting. They should tell himwhat to do till | can get to him"

The nessenger accepted the load with ill grace, departed.

"You think he's going to be safe, wal king around with those?" Chaz asked.

Ri der, concentrating, raised a hand that asked for silence. He wove nystic patterns with his
fingers, clapped his hands. "That should do it."

"Do what ?"

"Fix himso people won't notice him"

"You nmade hi minvisibl e?"

He opened

"That woul d have been too difficult and too time-consunming. No. He'll just not seemworth
paying attention to."
"What now?"

"Now we go see how Kentan Rubi os died."

Ri der had his associ ates assenble certain equipnent. Five mnutes later, they left. Chaz
stall ed outside the | aboratory door. Suddenly, he grinned. "She's not that anxious to stay after
all."

Sormreone was trying to get the door open

"I't's your overpowering charm" Preacher said. "She can't stand to be parted fromyou."

Chaz | ooked hurt. "Hey! | maybe got to take that fromthe runt, here, but fromyou | don't

Su- Cha cackled. "You bring it on yourself."

"W don't have all day," Geystone observed from down the hallway.

They hurried to catch up

Greystone asked Rider, "How | ong before Shai Khe hears Pol ybos House is inconmuni cado and gets
suspi ci ous? He hasn't been reluctant to shed potential enbarrassnents.”

"I'"ve been wondering nyself. Especially since the appearance of those nen near the vaults."
Ri der ordered chariots brought for them "W suffer the disadvantage of all defenders. W don't
know where or when the eneny will strike next."

Greystone observed, "A closer study of those |edgers mght yield a few hints."

Chaz snorted. "How?"

"They not only tell who is part of the conspiracy, by om ssion they tell us who isn't. Anpbng
those who aren't naned we'll find the men Shai Khe will want to renove."
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"True," Rider agreed. "And we'll |ook at that angle. But nore, we need to strike back. W need
to get on his tail and stick. To keep himnoving. To take away his time to plan nmurders.”

A bl ack weath decorated the gate to Kentan Rubi os' Bal aj ka estate. It was the only outward
show of tragedy's having struck. A gateman let theminto the grounds. Rider stared around
narrow y. "Su-Cha, you and Chaz | ook for traces left by an uninvited guest. Geystone, Preacher
stay with me."

Su- Cha and Chaz di smounted. Servants noved the chariots aside and began caring for the horses.
Su- Cha began wal ki ng the base of the estate wall, sniffing. Chaz followed, |ooking bored,
pestering the inp with unpl easant remarks. There was little else he could contribute.

A footman led themto the atrium where a household servant net them and said, "Doctor Recer

has renmained with the Lord. | fear he has grown inpatient. W all expected you sooner."
"W had hoped to arrive sooner," Rider said, and extended graci ous apol ogi es. "Qur enemi es
kept us busy. I'll smooth the doctor's feathers."

The body lay on a couch in a library. The doctor and a woman of the household staff were
wai ti ng nearby. After extended apol ogi es and social anenities, R der said, "Describe the
ci rcunst ances surroundi ng the death."

Greystone and Preacher began prowling the bookshelves, the forner making littl e sounds of awe
whenever he spotted a tone he especially coveted.

The wonman replied, "The Lord had closed hinmself in here, leaving instructions that he was not
to be bothered. At about the tenth hour he cried out. Several of us went to the door, but found it
| ocked. He cried out again. 'Keep away, shadow,' we think he said. When the nen broke the |ock
they found himspraw ed on the floor."

Ri der was standi ng before a wi ndow, watching Su-Cha and Chaz while he |istened. Now he
interrupted. "On the floor? |I was assured not hing woul d be disturbed."

Doctor Recer said, "There is no evidence that he died of aught but natural causes. His
position was undignified."

Ri der interrupted, speaking to the woman. "This window is | ocked. WAs that his custon®"

"Yes, sir. It was. When he was working on sonething inportant.”

"Yet he shouted at soneone or sonething." Qutside, Su-Cha's gestures, as he spoke to Chaz,
i ndi cated that he had found the point where sonething had crossed the wall

"Ri der?" Greystone said. "Look here."

The schol ar was kneel i ng beside the room s one anomaly, an overturned chair. He pointed. A
splinter of leg was split |oose. Grey-brown hairs were caught there.

Ri der squatted, considered, grunted. Then he went to the fireplace, in which no fire had been
| ai d. Soot speckled clean firebrick. To the doctor, he said, "Exam ne himagain. Look for a
puncture such as might have been made by a pin." He continued to exam ne the fireplace. Inside,
caught on a brick, he found another hair.

"Wl | ?" Greystone asked.

"I think it was the same thing that killed Gdehnal. It nust be very agile and fairly
intelligent.”

Preacher | ooked up the chimey. "Skinny, too. This is a tight fit."

The doctor |oosed a soft expl osion of breath.

"You found it?"

"Yes." Recer indicated a tiny purple bruise centered by a pinhead scab on the corpse's hip.
"Not that it's especially noteworthy. The man had a history of heart problens.”

"Yes." Rider cut off the excuses, turned to the worman. "Is anything m ssing?"

She shrugged. "We were not permtted to cone in here."

In mnutes Rider knew her for a well gone dry. Kentan Rubi os had been a secretive nan.

Su- Cha blew in bubbling with his news. R der indicated the hairs snagged on the chair |eg.
"Can you get enough fromthat to trail the creature?"

Su- Cha snuffl ed while Chaz nmade rude remarKks.

The inmp grinned. "Got it. A close thing, too. Any inmp but ne couldn't have managed it." He
hustl ed out the door. Chaz grunbled in his wake

Ri der told the doctor, "W're finished. You can renove the body now. "

"Don't you want to interview the rest of the staff?" "That won't be necessary. Tell His
Maj esty his suspicions were well-founded. That we are on the trail of the killer. Geystone.
Preacher. Cone."

Xl X
Ri der overtook Su-Cha a block up the street. The inp | ooked crestfallen. "It boarded a vehicle
here."
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Ri der was not surprised. "A closed coach, |'msure. It would have spent sone tine waiting."

Chaz caught on before Su-Cha did. He guffawed.

Preacher observed, "Horses are as full of offal as the Lord is with nercy, and have no nore
sense of propriety than a northern barbarian.”

Chaz shut up. He glared at Preacher, not quite sure what had happened.

Su- Cha scow ed but contained his pride. He sought the trail of the horses.

Greystone, ever attentive to detail, observed, "W're being watched. That man yonder picked us
up at the gate."

Chaz glared at the loiterer, who was having trouble looking like part of the |andscape. His
sort did not belong on the Balajka hill. "Want nme to grab him R der?"

"Later, perhaps. Keep an eye on him And keep another out for sonmebody watching him Su-Cha.
Can you track the horses or not?"

"Yes." The inp's reply was curt. H s expression dared di sparagi ng renarks.

"Head in the right general direction but don't follow themexactly," Rider said.

"Eh? Way?"

"Qur nervous friend may be there to see if we can pick up the trail. W don't want himto run
of f and set up an anbush."

"Let's anmbush him" Chaz urged. Hi s blood was up. He was sick of being frustrated. He wanted
to smack sonebody around.

"W will," Rider said, his thoughts and plans shifting monentarily. "Once we know if he's
bei ng watched in his turn.”

Chaz chuckl ed wi ckedly.

They wal ked a bl ock past where Su-Cha said the assassin had turned. Rider said, "W'IIl go this
way, " and turned the opposite direction. That put themround the corner of a wall, out of view of
the man who foll owed.

Ri der reached into the web and drew power, hastily spun i mages of himself and Su-Cha. He did

not have time to weave themwell. In ten mnutes they would begin floating betwen steps and
| eaki ng light through their bodies.
Ri der swarned up the wall, Su-Cha at his heels. Fromthe wall's top, Rider said, "Lead him

al ong. Work your way back to the chariots. Lose him then take the way Su-Cha pointed out," all in
a rush. The web told himthe watcher was nearby.

Tentative footsteps rounded the corner. Rider peeked carefully. The man seenmed satisfied he
was on the right track

Ri der reached into the web, seeking a watcher of the watcher. He found one quickly. "Another
one com ng," he breathed.

This man's steps indicated great self-confidence. Rider |et himpass, raised his head
carefully. A man of Shai Khe's race. He murmured, "Mark himcarefully, Su-Cha. If we |ose the
horses we can follow him"

"Ri der."

Su-Cha's tone said they had trouble. Rider shifted and | ooked.

A ni ght gardener squatted anong noon poppies, nmlk pot and nmilking fork in hand, gaping at
them He did not seeminclined to cause a fuss. Maybe he thought he'd caught an inadvertent whiff
of pollen.

The oriental tracker's attention was directed in front of hinself. Ri der cast a small gl anor
that left the gardener shaking. He would be sure he had breathed pollen

"He's out of sight,” Su-Cha said. "Let's go."

Ri der junped down. Su-Cha floated. They trotted into the street down which the assassin had
departed his handiwork. Rider left a small chalk mark at each crossway, to indicate which
direction he had gone.

The trail departed the Balajka district and its quiet, alnopst untenanted streets, dipping into
an area occupied by merchants, tending downhill toward the Golden Crescent. The quality of their
surroundi ngs deteriorated. The farther they descended, the busier the night becane, despite the
hour .

Ri der slowed the pace. He kept a greater part of his attention in the web, observing his
surroundi ngs. Su-Cha he charged with using his preternaturally sharp eyes and nose. In crowds like
these it would be hard to spot Shai Khe's confederates. Dawn found them very near the waterfront,
in a warehouse district. The assassin had travelled a | ong way.

XX
Pure good | uck attended Spud and Soup. They slipped a boat away unnoticed, caught a brisk
breeze, made a landfall not a half nmle froma |egionary encanpnent. The prefect of the canp was a
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friend of Rider and Jehrke. Wthin an hour they were crossing the Bridge of the Wrld aboard the
legion's courier airship. First light was just starting to lim the Cty when they stepped down
into the jungle of the mlitary yards.

Though they were as far fromthe exit gate as they could get, they grinned at one another and
set off jauntily. Spud whistled as he wal ked.

M nutes later Spud's tune died behind Soup's hand. Both ducked into shadows.

Soft voi ces approached. They saw men novi ng qui ckly, cautiously, probing shadows with shiel ded
Iights, arguing.

"Those knobbly guys again," Spud said. "What're they doing here?"

"Right now they're | ooking for a whistler."

Spud reddened. "Let's get them"

"I admre your confidence. Nevertheless, the odds aren't exciting for one of my delicate
sensibilities." There were six gnarly nmen, none of whomwere conpletely alert. They were going
through the notions of a search, conpl aining.

"Let's even themup, then." Spud vani shed, noving with feline silence.

Soup sighed. Spud was in one of his npods. He would not give it up till he bashed a few heads.
O got bashed hinself. Soup retreated the way he had cone. Twenty feet back, he kicked a wooden
support away froman airship cradle still under construction. He ducked behind the cradle.

The noi se brought the gnarly nen his way.

Spud stepped out behind the |last and smacked his head with a board. He junped back into
shadow.

Grharly nen chattered at one another. Knives canme out. Lights probed shadows diligently.

Soup took his turn crowning a man. When the gnarly nen turned to rush him Spud struck again.

Then Rider's nen waded in. Confused, howing, the gnarly nmen panicked. They fled into striped
shadows. The yards resenbl ed a boneyard popul ated by the skel etons of nonsters nore vast than any
| evi at han of the deep. The dawn itself was as bl oody as a newy nmown arny.

Soup and Spud skidded to a halt, dove into cover. The gnarly nmen had joined a young regi nent
wor ki ng around a nonster of an air warship fromthe eastern fleet. Soup sputtered, "They' re trying
to steal that airship!’

Chaos spread as the fugitives reported.

Spud observed, "Sone big payoffs nmust have been nade to let that nany nen sneak in here." An
entire cohort guarded the mlitary yards.

"Coul dn't be all of them though,” Soup observed.

"No. Just a few officers and noncons. A big enough racket ought to get the rest out here."

"What're you going to do? How |ike a nad dog?"

The how did present a problem They had cone out of captivity with nothing but their clothing.

"Better think of something fast," Soup said. "They're not going to wait around." The woul d-be
airship thieves were organi zing a counterstroke

Soup found hinself talking to enpty air.

He found Spud searching the apparel of a fallen gnarly man. "Aha. Here we go. Now sonet hing
fl amrabl e. "

Soup thought he got the idea. He al so thought it was too dangerous. If the tire got out of
hand t he whol e yard could go. Nevertheless, he collected a pair of dropped lanterns. One stil
burned. He tuned it up high, whirled like a hammer thrower in the athletic ganes, arced it toward
t he gas bl adders.

"What are you, crazy?"

Soup glared. What did Spud want? He collected another lantern. "Light this." Spud had taken a
spark-striker fromthe gnarly man he had pl undered

The sparks betrayed their hiding place. But as nmen started toward them others nearer the
airship sent up a how of panic.

The lantern Soup threw had blown its reservoir. A nerry fire was popping and crackling as it
crawl ed toward the gas bl adders. Wul d-be airship pirates fled. Some of the bolder tried to keep
the burning oil contai ned. Those stal king toward Soup and Spud turned back

Soup sent the second lantern arcing into the crowd. Meantine, Spud set a safer fire which sent
up billows of dark snmoke. "This is what | had in mnd," he said. "Not attenpted suicide."

"Yeah? Let's get out of here. We don't want to get rounded up with that lot. Too nuch

explaining, |I figure."

Avoi di ng capture, though, proved easier said than done. First, several very angry, determ ned,
and perseverant gnarly nmen got onto their trail. Then soldiers popped up everywhere, sooner than
expect ed.

The guilty officers, nervously alert, had heard the first uproar. They had decided to cover
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up. Three hundred soldiers were in the yards with orders to take no prisoners.

Unli ke the pirates, Soup and Spud did not try to escape, only to evade. They lay |ow during
the worst howl and clang. Wen it waned and the troops were feeling smug, they spied around and
found a noncom known to thensel ves and R der

"Baracas," Soup called. "Over here." He stepped fromthe shadows skirting a nooring mast, into
Iight where he could be recognized. Spud foll owed.

"You guys? What're you doi ng here?"

"Foiling an airship theft."

The sol dier frowned. "That what was goi ng on?"

"We rushed in on the courier fromthe Twelfth's canp on the Saverne side ... " Soup shut up
Spud had gouged him

The soldier, baffled, shrugged and said, "Stay close to ne or you might get gutted with the
rest. We'll let the tribunes sort you out |ater."

"That was the idea," Soup admitted.

The troops had the fires out. They were collecting bodies. Not a few wore inperial unifornms.
The gnarly nen and easterners were fierce when cornered. Soup counted a score of the squat nen and
nearly as many orientals. Spud observed, "This ought to break Shai Khe's back. He'll have to do
his own dirty work now "

"How many got away?" Soup asked Baracas.

"None. That we know of ."

Soup chuckled. "That'll get Shai Khe's goat. Can you inmagi ne what he could have done with that
ai rshi p? And his powers? He could have held the City hostage."

"Who the hell is this Shy Key?" Baracas asked.

"Avillain with enough wealth to nake your officers blind while forty men steal an inperia
war shi p. "

Baracas took themto the | eading centurion of his naniple, who i nmedi ately kicked the question
of their presence up to the tribune |evel

They found officers gathered, discussing the excitement in secretive voices, when Baracas
brought themto headquarters, near the yard gates. A sour-faced subaltern demanded, "Wat do you
want, Baracas?"

"Sir, these men were nmixing it up with the foreigners trying to steal the Gand Phantom and
t hought ... "

"They were in there? Wat're they doing here? You had orders ..

"They're Rider's nmen, sir. They were trying to stop that gang."

A hal f dozen heads jerked around. Faces went pale. Soneone nuttered, "If the Protector is
mxed up inthis ... "

A tribune noved cl oser. He snapped, "You! Baracas, is it? Wiy haven't you executed your
orders?"

"Sir, they're Rider's ..

"'I's Rider your superior officer? Kill them"

Soup grinned. "Now we know who'll be first to hang."

And Spud, "You do it, Baracas, and |I'll bet you your pension you don't make it to sundown
yoursel f."

Baracas grabbed him by the shoul der and shook him He whispered, "Shut up! You want to get out
of this alive?" The soldier was no fool. He had seen the lay of things.

Unfortunately, the tribune had too. He drew a dagger. "Take them "

Soup told Spud, "Brother, in this thing there's no end to the heads that need busted." He
snat ched up a canp stool

Spud produced a knife taken froma fallen easterner. The officers closed in carefully. Those
who knew the reputations of Rider and his nen hung back, knowing a | ot of people were going to get
hurt.

Suddenl y, darkness descended.

XXI
Ri der stepped over the fallen tribune, knelt beside Spud, held an open phial beside his nose
He told Su-Cha, "Get the rest of these nen tied."
Spud revived swearing and swi nging. R der plucked his fist out of the air. "Easy, Omar."
"Rider! How d you get here?"
"M ght ask you the sane thing,'
on the HurmIslands."

Su- Cha chirruped. "You're supposed to be buried under a ruin
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Soup reiterated Spud's behavi or and questi on.

Su- Cha said, "We were thinking about rescuing you in a couple days. Al that brai nwork
wast ed. "

"How cone you're here, Rider?" Spud asked.

"We were tracking a creature that killed the chief of the King's Shadows. The trail passed
near the mlitary yards. We saw snmoke. W arrived in tinme to see you being brought in here. Once
the situation becane clear, | used a knockout spell. Hurry, Su-Cha."

"W know why Shai Khe was in the area, now. And by now he must suspect his plan has gone sour.
Let's find himbefore he gets away again. Qmar. This soldier, Baracas. Do you trust himto keep
this | ot under arrest?"

"He knows what woul d happen to himif he didn't."

"Put himin charge, then. W have to go."

Mnutes later they departed the nmilitary yards. Baracas cane behind, |eading the prisoners.
Al'l had been stripped of togas and badges of rank. They seened a well-kept chain of convicts.
Baracas headed for the Ctadel

Ri der headed toward the waterfront, along the yard fence.

"Look there," Soup said. "One of our eastern friends got away."

A man had dropped over the fence. He spotted them hastening toward him H s eyes got big. He
whirled and ran.

Soup whooped and charged after him R der followed in a deceptive | ope that ate ground fast.
Over his shoulder, he told Su-Cha, "Get upstairs and follow him"

The inp stopped | aboring to keep up. Soon he was a bird circling high above.

Ri der snagged Soup's shoulder. "Let himlose us now "

Puffing, Soup glowered. "I'mnot finished with those guys."

"He won't lead us while he can see us. If he loses us he'll run to his master."

And so it proved. Touching Rider through the web, Su-Cha reported their quarry noving nore
cautiously, watching his backtrail, yet now traveling w th obvious purpose. Rider said, "Keep a

sharp watch. Shai Khe will have sentries out."

That, too, proved true. But Rider's crowd kept themfromreporting. They left a half dozen
snoring thugs behind.

"This is the place," Rider said, staring at the blank face of a brick warehouse. Su-Cha
circled above. "This tine let's not let himget away." He dipped into his pockets, passed out what
appeared to be green hens' eggs. He assigned posts around the warehouse. "Don't challenge him" he

said. "If he cones your way, throw that, yell, and get under cover."
"What are they?" Spud asked.
Ri der might not have heard. "Move out. I'll keep track through the web. |'m going inside on

the count of a hundred."

The door through which the woul d-be airship pirate had fled stood ajar. Rider gave it a mnute
examnation. It was as safe as it seened. He slipped inside.

The war ehouse was dark and seened enpty. The scurry of mice sent hollow clacki ngs tunbling
into the distance and back. Shai Khe was fond of dark places.

He slipped a green egg into each hand and advanced slowy. H's eyes adjusted. Enough exterior
light leaked in to permt navigation

He heard a voice rai sed sonewhere below, then the sounds of men noving hurriedly.

The fugitive had reported. H s naster was about to nake his exit.

Ri der ran, hunting a descendi ng stairway.

He was too eager. He failed to notice a black silk trip line at ankle level. H's toe hooked
it.

He pitched forward, tw sting. He hurled the egg in his right hand so he would not crush it
when he broke his fall. He managed that in adequate silence, but the breaking egg sounded like a
bottl e smashi ng agai nst pavenent.

The sound was heard. Orders barked in an eastern tongue. Feet hamrered on the steps. Rider
ghosted into the conceal nent of a pillar. Three nen pitched out of a shadow he had not recognized
as a doorway. He flung his second egg.

It broke against a man's chest. The nan fl opped down i medi ately. The man behi nd hi mt ook
three steps before collapsing. The third, to one side, halted in consternation. Rider |eapt,
felled himw th one powerful punch

Through the shadowed door and downstairs he |oped—directly into a pair of guards with drawn
bl ades.

He could not stop. It was too late. He flung hinself through the air. H's shout froze themfor
a second. A boot connected with a chin. A fist hamered the crown of a skull. Rider hit the floor
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and rolled, |ooking for nore resistance.

A vast cellar surrounded him dank and rank. There wasn't a soul to be seen

A faint noise caught his ear. He hurried forward to a narrow canal |eading into one wall of
the basenment. Shai Khe was escapi ng through the sewers!

The sound cane again. It was the creak of an oar in an oarl ock

Ri der extended hinself through the web. The sewers were not well known to him He traced them
in his proximty. They formed a nmaze. He tried pinpointing Shai Khe, had no |uck. The easterner
used sone clever sorcery to blind the web to his presence.

Had Ri der had the proper tools he could have raised a spirit to set tracking Shai Khe, but he
did not have the tools. The easterner had evaded hi magain

O had he? There was the thing Ri der had been tracking when the uproar at the yards diverted
him Did Shai Khe's invisibility extend to it? It nust be with its master

He reached out, tugged at the web, took it in nmental fingers, wove a net that would capture
t he whereabouts of the killing creature. And there it was! Myving away sl owy, underground ..

Ri der raced upstairs, through the warehouse, into the bright street, touching his nen as he
went. They gathered quickly. "Shai Khe escaped into the sewers, but |I'mtracking himthrough the
web. Follow ne. "

H s | ope was deceptive. Soon even Chaz was puffing and straining.

Ri der slowed till everyone caught up. He beckoned Su-Cha down. The inp perched on a bal cony
railing. Rider said, "Shai Khe is alnpst directly beneath us here. There is an outflowinto the
Bridge a few hundred yards away. There's nowhere el se he can go."

"We going to junp hinP" Chaz puffed.

"Yes. And don't hesitate an instant. He'll be ready. Don't take any needl ess risks, either."
He | oped of f again. People paused to adnire his swift, easy grace. He reached the outfl ow wel
bef ore he expected Shai Khe.

The others joined him

The outfl ow debouched between wharves. Small grain ships were tied up al ongsi de each. Rider
subjected themto a swift visual exam nation, saw nothing suspicious. He sent Soup and Spud aboard
the nearest vessel on the right side, left Preacher and Chaz above the outflow, took G eystone
aboard the vessel to the left. The masters of both ships protested.

A boat shot fromthe sewer nouth.

Eggs hailed against it. Rider hurled a grapnel appropriated aboard his ship. In a nonment he
was hauling the boat in. The sea breeze began to disperse the green mist hiding it.

"Where the hell is he?" Chaz shout ed.

Shai Khe was not aboard.

The boat contained only an unconscious, shaggy, nonkey-like thing slightly smaller than Su-
Cha.

"Somewher e enjoying his joke at our expense," Rider said. He did not hide his disappointnent.

XXI'

Chaz tossed the shaggy assassin down onto the worktable in the |aboratory. "Wat is it?" he
asked Caracene. She chewed her lip for a noment. "A khando. Their forebears were human. They |ived
inacity inthe jungle in the east. One of their sorcerers overstepped hinself a thousand years
ago. A few generations |ater they had degenerated into near aninals. They are just intelligent
enough to be useful to Shai Khe."

"Well. A straight answer."

Ri der conpleted a quick exam nation of the suite. The woman had done no damage. "You men get
sone rest. 1'Il look into the matter of Polybos House."

"What about our friends in the closet?" Preacher asked.

"Feed them And the khando when it wakens. By which time | suggest you have it caged.”

Su- Cha snickered. He was studying the khando intently. Rider anticipated sone devil nent.

"I wonder if it could lead us to Shai Khe if we turned it |oose," Chaz said.

"I't mght. And he'll be looking for that." Rider finished replenishing his pockets with
oddities. "I'Il be back soon. Try to restrain your propensities for finding trouble." He went to
t he door.

Behind him Chaz growl ed, "Don't even think about it, runt. You shift into one of those, |l
break two necks just to make sure | get the right one.™

"Always bullying. Do they send barbarians to school for that? One of these days ... wham"

The ot hers began bi ckering about who had to feed the prisoners.

Ri der sniled. They were handling the troubl esome situation well.
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Ki ng Bel |l edon grunbl ed, "You took your good sweet tine getting here." "I had a chance to
capture Shai Khe. It didn't work out, though. He had one nore bolt hole than | could plug. You
heard what happened in the yards?”

"Yes. |'ve been in a state of siege here. The Shadows have done everything but try to break
in*"

"Did Pol ybos House have anything to say?"
"Not hi ng. Neither accusations nor offers of pardon reach him The nore tine passes, the nore
he seems in dread, though."

"H s naster does not have an easy way with followers who get thensel ves captured. Let nme have
a look at him"

House was isolated in a sitting roomthat could be entered by but one door. One of Belledon's
nephews guarded that. The King carried the only key.

Ri der did not recogni ze the bony hunman caricature called Pol ybos House. But House recogni zed
him and retreated in terror. Rider observed, "You judge all humanity by yourself." He settled
into the room s one chair, stared at the prisoner. "Are you ready to tal k?"

"He would kill ne."

"Maybe. But won't he do that anyway? Isn't that what you expected fromthe begi nning? And
t hought you coul d evade?"

House did not reply.

Ri der was sure he had touched the truth, though. "Tell me about the Devil's Eyes."

House | ooked bl ank

Ri der said, "There is no way the King can overl ook your treason. But you can get out of this
with your skin if you help us take Shai Khe."

Still nothing.

"I don't understand this unreasoning fear of the man." He began tapping the fingernails of his
ri ght hand agai nst the armof his chair. Wen House still did not respond, he said, "I don't want
to resort to a truth-draw ng."

"There is no hope against him" House said. "He has half the world at his command. He has half
of Shasesserre."

"He has very little of the City. | have taken it away. |If he doesn't run soon ... " Rider
shifted subject. "Who were the nost inportant men schedul ed for assassination?"

Not hi ng.

There was a vaguely sagey, sweet snell in the air now. House began to | ook sl eepy.

"General Partricus?" Rider asked. "His province is the east. 1'd think Shai Khe would find him

especially interesting. He returned to the City the other day. And he is a man beyond tenptation
or fear. If he hadn't those qualities he would not have received the eastern command."

Shasesserre, unlike sonme enpires, was blessed with nany devoted commanders.

House's eyes were al nbst shut. He nodded feebly. Then he started, glared at Rider
suspi ciously. Rider continued tapping his chair. House's eyes drifted shut.

Silent as death, Rider stal ked closer. The sweet sage snell grew stronger. House began to
snore.

Ri der waited several minutes before breaking the seal on a small phial. He | et House breathe
the vapors that cane forth. House wakened, but his eyes renmni ned gl azed.

Ri der performed a series of small magi cs. House becane as stiff as a wooden st at ue.

Ri der asked questions. House answered in a low, slow, flat voice, very literally. Rider had to
phrase hinself carefully to obtain answers filled with sense.

Even then he was not sure he had | earned anythi ng of val ue.

Pol ybos House had used the King's Shadows to advance Shai Khe's cause, but was not in the know
in the easterner's organi zati on. House nentioned nanes, but none were news to Rider. Every one had
been in the book left by Vlazos. Those schedul ed for assassination were no surprise either

"The Devil's Eyes." Rider kept returning to that. And getting nothing, no matter how he
phrased his question

Maybe t here was no connection. Just random thoughts fromthe nind of a dying man.

Ri der brought the King into the room "I've gotten what little there is to be had. Keep him
out of the way."

"You got nothing useful ?"

"Very little. Shai Khe remains the key. | have to find him Till |I do we all have to stay
alert. He'll keep trying."

XX
"So what do we do now?" Chaz asked. "He's outguessed us right down the line."
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"He is here to elininate nen who threaten his inperialist dream |'ve |ooked over the list of
candi dates for assassination. | want one of you to attach yourselves to each of the nost likely.
Excepting you, Su-Cha. | want you to shift again and fly around | ooking for places that m ght hide
an airship."

"Conme on!" Su-Cha protested. "You know how nmuch energy shifting takes? You know how nuch a
bird has to eat to keep going? My bones still ache fromthe last tinme. And | [ost ten pounds. Wen
you're mmy size you can't afford to lose ten pounds." He spun on Chaz, source of a vol canic,
runbl i ng, nocking chuckl e.

But it was Preacher who sank the spurs with a scriptural quotation about shirkers and
mal i ngerers.

"How does a guy get any respect around here?" Su-Cha demanded. "Wthout wearing a skirt? |'m
the only one who's contributed anything in this business. But do | get any appreciation? Ch, no!
What | hear is a chorus of disdain froma bunch of |osers."

Soup and Spud nmade violin noises. Squeaky violin noises. Only Greystone refrained frombaiting
the inmp. Su-Cha gl owered his way, expecting one of his rare but powerful jibes.

Chaz asked, "Wat're you going to do, Rider?"

"Bar hop. And ask about the Devil's Eyes." He | ooked at the worman. "Do you have anything to
report on the subject, Caracene?"

She shook her head.

Ri der watched cl osely. He concl uded that she knew not hi ng.

He did not understand wonen well. His |ife was too busy for them But he knew the small
twitches and evasions of eye that cane with the slightest of lies, and believed wonen and nen to
be nuch alike in that respect.

He turned to his list of prospective murder victins. In a noment he began witing letters of
i ntroduction he hoped would place his followers near the men nost at risk. He sent a man out as he
conpl eted each letter. The | ast gone, he began donning the di sguise he woul d wear. Su-Cha wat ched.
And ate.

The inmp becane bottom ess when he did a lot of shifting, though in normal tinmes he seldomate
at all. Su-Cha's netabolismwas a nystery Rider could not penetrate. He suggested, "If you've
| earned the khando wel |l enough, you m ght assune its shape. If the opportunity arises. After you
have yanked the web to let me know where you are."

Su-Cha lifted a honey bun in salute. "My thoughts exactly."

Ri der | ooked at the woman. "You're satisfied to be here?"

"I amsafe here.™

Ri der betrayed no expression. But he wondered. "Su-Cha. Tine. |'mready, and | want to | ock up
behind ne."

"Right. Any tinme." The inp grabbed two nore buns. Once they had departed the room he asked,
"When are you going to rest, Rider?"

"I can't right now. "

"A tired man nmakes m st akes."

"True. | haven't forgotten that."

"You think Shai Khe will run now? After the | atest roundup?" The easterner's nmen fromthe
war ehouse had been collected by the Cty Guard.

"Not till he is under nore pressure that we've nmanaged so far. He should linit his anbitions,
t hough. "

"Later, then."

Ri der watched Su-Cha rise and fly southward, toward the Gol den Crescent. The warehouses were
among the |argest structures in Shasesserre. If Shai Khe were to hide an airship inside the Cty,
he al most had to do so there.

Rider drifted into all eyways where he woul d have no troubl e anbushing anyone foll owi ng him
Setting several ambuscades yielded nothing. Finally, confident that he was not foll owed, he donned
the rest of his disguise and returned to the streets as a Tiberian sailor. The hour was yet early
for the taverns to bustle, but those that catered to sailors were busy enough. Ri der faded in,
| ooki ng as rough and fierce as the worst. A livid false scar, down his left cheek fromtenple to
chin, leaving his left eye partially closed, lent himan especially piratic air.

A stranger in a sailors' bar dared not ask too many questions too directly. The distinction
bet ween nerchant and smuggl er was a matter of comercial or inperial viewpoint, and the crown was
known for sending King' s Shadows to | ook for custons evaders.

Ri der, though, had a creditable story. He was hunting the man who had given himhis scar, the
man supposedly having struck himfrom anbush and | eft himfor dead. He had cone all the way from
Ti beria seeking revenge. He had a perfect Tiberian accent, knew that |and well having been there

file:/lIG|/rah/Glen%20Cook/Glen%20Co0k%20-%20Sung%20In%20Blood.txt (40 of 59) [2/9/2004 3:40:22 AM]



file://1G)/rah/Glen%20Cook/Glen%20Cook%20-%20Sung%20l n%20Bl ood.txt

in service, and, as a Tiberian would on such a quest, he vacillated between frugality and offering
drinks to anyone who nmight help him The man he described to all |isteners was Emeral d.

Few Ti berians cane as far east as Shasesserre. But other westerners synpathized with Rider's
tale, and a few began acconpanying himfromone stew to anot her, seeking his nythical adversary.

He had been legitim zed anbng the sail ors.

Intime he felt safe enough to insert questions about the Devil's Eyes.

Many a man had known Eneral d, and none had beconme his friend. But no one recalled seeing him
around | ately.

The hunt w dened as westerners with their own grievances began taking nore active roles. Rider
noted a grow ng uneasi ness anong eastern sailors, many of whom nust have known who Enerald was and
now feared being |unped together with him

Ri der suspected his inposture was getting out of hand.

It might have been the thirtieth tavern. He kept no count. But he was as alert as ever. He
not ed, ami dst the rowdi ness, one eastern face which remained quietly thoughtful. After a few
m nutes its owner began edgi ng toward the door.

Before the man was hal fway there Rider excused hinmself from his conpani ons and headed for the
rear of the tavern

He ducked out the back and | oped through the nearest breezeway to the street, arriving nonents
before the easterner narched past, oblivious to watching ayes.

Ri der shed nobst of his disguise. He tore his sailor's clothing, naking hinmself |ook |Iess
prosperous. He slipped a pebble into a shoe, donned a stoop, and set out after the easterner

Ri der's precautions were wasted. The sailor was not concerned about his backtrail. He nerely
meant to report news probably of mnimal interest.
The trail, inevitably, led toward water. Toward the river again. It seened Shai Khe had to

have water at his back. As he hurried through the gathering shadows, Rider pondered the
significance of that.

He reached through the web and touched his nmen. Wthout exception he found them bored. Then he
reached for Su-Cha.

He found the inp perched anpong t he gargoyl es surrounding the statue of an old king atop a
comrenorative pillar facing the sea the king had conquered. Su-Cha had assuned the shape of a
gargoyl e. He was sl eeping.

Ri der nudged hi m

The i nmp squawked and | aunched hinmself fromthe pillar, to the astonishnment of w tnesses bel ow
He filled the web with conflicting excuses for his having taken a nap

Ri der ignored themall. Conme help nme follow a nman, he sent. Disguise or no, his continued
presence behind the man he stal ked nmeant ever-increasing risk of discovery, especially as the
gathering night nmade it necessary to remain cl ose.

Su- Cha arrived quickly. Hi s night vision was superb. Rider drifted back

The stalk |l ed up the bank of the river, beyond the water gate and wall, and then past suburbs
into marches where country fol k hunted waterfow and gathered wild rice. The easterner seened well
acquai nted with the path he followed through the boggy | and.

Su- Cha dropped down to confer with Rider, who followed a safe quarter nmle behind. "He's
probably heading for an old hulk that's on the river's edge over yonder," the inp said. "The trai
is hard to spot fromup there. But | did notice two places where nen |ike that Emerald are hanging
around. CGood anbush pl aces. "

Ri der gave the inp two green eggs. "Drop these on them after the man goes past. Wait for ne
outside the hulk." Su-Cha grunted and fl apped away.

An hour later Rider net the inp a hundred yards fromthe hul k, which | ooned |Iike the corpse of

a beached whal e agai nst the night. Su-Cha said, "I think we and our friend have had a | ong wal k
for nothing." "How s that?"
"Right after | egged the first anbush | noticed a boat |eaving the hul k. Headed downriver. |I'm

pretty sure Shai Khe was in it."

"Uhm" Rider stared at the hulk. "Do we hit it anyway? Take it away, too?" "D d those nen seem
suspi ci ous before they fell asleep?" He had slipped past both sets of guards w thout bothering
ei ther.

"I don't think so."

"Then we'll |eave things be. For now Except to add a few flourishes.” In his pockets Rider
carried several stones, cousins to that through which he had tracked Soup and Spud. He showed them
to Su-Cha, who grinned as nuch as he could with a beak. Then the inp began changi ng shape.

He becane one of the huge seni-aquatic rodents that inhabited the narshes, a beast variously
called a waterbear, a waterdog, or a waterrat. The creatures were known for their curiosity,
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stupidity, and a fearl essness based primarily on the fact that their flesh was so tough and ill-
flavored even a crocodil e avoi ded eating them The nmen aboard the hul k woul d be accustomed to
occasi onal inspections by itinerant waterbears.

Su-Cha filled his rat nouth with Rider's stones.

Ten mnutes later the hulk reverberated to shouts of exasperation. Five mnutes nore and Su-
Cha had returned, grinning. He changed again. "I marked nost of them"

Ri der sensed the stones through the web. "Their novenents should tell us a lot. Let's get back
to the City. Shai Khe will be up to sone deviltry."

XXI'V

Chaz had been told to guard Lord Priscus Procopio. Procopio was a retired general who had won
distinction in the far east. He had won nany new provi nces, and the hearts of the people who dwelt
in them He had shown no nmercy to the old cults and tyrants that had oppressed and tortured those
| ands.

Now Procopi o was a | eadi ng royal adviser. And Ri der assunmed he was a man faniliar with the
threat posed by the sinister Shai Khe.

I ndeed he was. "W crossed swords twice, out in Nuna," he told Chaz, as they |ooked out over
Shasesserre from behi nd heavy glass. "He was old and cunning even then. Lucky for ne he hadn't the
reputation he's got now. The people out there exposed his plots both tines. The second tine |
caught and executed his son. O a man purported to be his son.”

"Then you really believe he's trouble, eh?"

"Of course."

""Bout time we ran into sonebody who does." Chaz knew Soup and Preacher had been refused
access to the nmen they were supposed to guard, and that the others had gotten only slightly nore
cooperation fromtheir charges.

"I"l'l believe anything | hear about Shai Khe. The man is a devil. |I've seen the wetches who
have escaped his rule. I've talked to them And | know |I'mnear the top of his hate list, because
of his son. Shasesserre itself nmust bear that hatred, so long as he lives. No, | don't doubt

anything. And I'mterrified."

Chaz said, "You don't look it."

"You learn to tame fear, and nmask it, when you're a proconsul trying to rule twenty mllions
and you're backed only by five thousand swords and a few airships. You |l earn to appear as
indifferent as stone. If the dogs sense so nuch as an apprehension in you, you're |ost."

Chaz scanned the lights of the great city. Even after years he was not confortable here. "And

is there a point to it? To the army being in Nuna, | nean. |s there a rmutual benefit?"

Procopi 0's expression soured. "Until the magnates and tax farners feel it's tamed enough to
nmove in. Even then, | suppose. Qur reign isn't nearly so fearful as that we displaced.”

A foreigner hinself, Chaz vacillated between viewpoints on the benefits of inperial rule. Sone
were obvious, like freedomfromcontinual intertribal warfare. But they seened bal anced by | osses
| ess tangible.

"Ach!"

"What ?" Procopi o demanded.
"Someone in the street. Passed through the light com ng fromyonder wi ndow He was only there
for a second, but I'd bet it was Shai Khe. Mwved that snaky way he has."

Procopi o shuddered. "Think he'll use sorcery?"
"No. That would get Rider hot on his trail."
"I't"ll be sonething cunning and unexpected, then."

"Better be very sneaky. Or he's had it." The entire household was alert. Neverthel ess, Chaz
began another circuit of the darkened room seeking weaknesses hitherto overl ooked.

There were only two possible points of entry, other than a direct smash through the massive
wi ndow.

A faint drone cane fromthe nouth of the fireplace. It put Chaz in mnd of a beehive wakeni ng.

The big barbarian grinned. For this he was prepared.

On a table nearby were several earthenware jars in the anphora shape but only eight inches
tall. Each was sealed with a thin [ayer of wax. Fromthe wax protruded a wick. He |lighted one of
these froma snmall candle hitherto concealed within a cabinet. He placed the jar in the fireplace.
He and Procopio both drew deep breaths and buried their faces in balls of nbistened cotton

The jar suddenly sent flames and gases roaring up the flue. The fire blasted thirty feet up
fromthe chi nmey's head.

The flue filled with a brief flutter, then a rattle. Chaz |owered the candl e, watched scores
of giant bees rain down upon the hearthstone. Each was dead, w ngless, roasted, poisoned.
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Chaz grinned wickedly in the candelight. He beckoned Procopio. "Come on."

The old sol dier was spry enough to keep pace with Chaz's wild charge for the hatch that gave
access to the roof. He snatched an old war axe off a wall along the way, a trophy from sone
canpai gn of his younger years.

The two erupted onto the roof intinme to see a silhouette vani sh over the edge. Another |ay
besi de the chi mey.

Fearl ess of the height, Procopio dashed to the edge. He hefted his axe and paused, as if
timng ... Down the weapon went, hurled. A yell attested to the accuracy of his throw

Chaz knelt beside the formlying against the chimey. The man's face was gone. He nust have
been | ooki ng down the chi mey when Chaz had sprung his surprise.

Beside himlay an ovoid box, which proved to house a paper nest.

"Nasty thing," Procopio said. "Saw them out east. Their sting can fell a nule. Wrst part is,
they can be trained. Never heard of using a whole nest before, though. Guess Shai Khe wanted to
make sure.”

Chaz straightened, stared down at the patch of light spilling fromthe w ndow across the way.
Atall, lean formglided into it. Its eyes glowed greenly. It bowed slightly, then noved away.

Hastily, Chaz dragged out a knife and hurled it. It rang upon stone. An al nobst m schievous
chuckl e fl oated upward. Chaz cursed. "Let's get after him"

The old soldier restrained him "He would |ike nothing better. Stay. Savor the triunph we've
achi eved. "

XXV

Al'l through the night assassins nmoved. They were not nany, but their ways were stealthy and
cunni ng. Never were they so direct or crude as to enploy frontal attack with steel

They struck in six places in addition to making the attenpt on Procopio. Rider guessed well
enough to have sent nmen to four of the slated victins. Not one nman died who had the wit to accept
protection fromone of Rider's nen. Both nen who refused it perished.

Ri der hinmself reached the City too late to participate in anything but the nourning.

"Four men dead." For the first tine since the affair began his anger threatened to betray him
He had driven hinself to the limt of his astonishing physical resources. "One nore inposition, Su-
Cha. One nore change. Patrol above the river. H gh up. See if Shai Khe's boat returns to that
hul k. "

Weari ness and reaction to the nurders had sapped the inp's spirit. He voiced none of his
customary conpl aints. He sinply nodded.

Ri der said, "I'll be waiting at the airship yards."

Su-Cha went up into the night. Rider gathered his nmen and led themto the yards, where they
boarded his favorite fast airship. They all collapsed into exhausted sl eep

Su-Cha arrived as Ri der wakened, alerted by the inp's tug on the web. "He's there," Su-Cha
gasped, and col | apsed.

Ri der wakened his nmen. They gaped at the inp, for this was the first tinme they had seen him
sl eep.

"Take your stations," Rider said. He alerted the airship's notive denon. Then he descri bed
what he and Su- Cha had di scovered while the others were, for the nost part, trying to save the
lives of men who refused to believe thensel ves endangered.

"We could be seen lifting off," Geystone cautioned.

"I intend operating on the assunption that we will be," Rider replied. "But we'll feint to the
east, up the Bridge. In any event, the ship can outrun any nessenger."

The airship cane out of the east, with the rising sun. It hurtled over the narshes so |low the
belly of the gondola whispered to the touch of tall reeds. Bel ow, waterbears squeaked in sudden
fright. Yawning marsh crocodiles bellowed in amazenent and slithered into the safety of their deep
pool s.

Startled Eneral d-1ike sentries gawked, then shouted warnings that were far too | ate.

The hul k | ooned ahead. Rider lifted the airship a dozen feet and slowed it. H's nmen sent
canni sters tunbling down ..

A noxious violet masma envel oped the decayi ng ship.

Su- Cha, who had wakened only nonments before, put into words what only Rider had noticed. "The
boat. It's gone.™

Sul l en grunbl es greeted the news.

Ri der backed and | owered the airship, dropped Chaz and Preacher. The purple fog had di ssipated
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al ready.

The two were back in mnutes. "Nobody there," Chaz reported as he cl anbered aboard.

Ri der nodded as he began making altitude, |ooking for a boat. The stones Su-Cha had pl anted
were still alive. And still aboard the hul k. Shai Khe had detected their emanations and had known
hi s hi deout stood betrayed.

No suspicious boat plied the river. Shai Khe could not have gone far, for he hadn't had tine.
Ri der doubted he coul d have reached the hulk |Iong before the airship's arrival

The eastern sorcerer had a sixth sense for peril, that was certain. He hadn't bothered wasting
time setting booby traps. He had gotten while a chance to get renmained.

"Back to square one again," Geystone said

"Hardly," Preacher countered. "Hardly at all." He handed Ri der a sheet of paper

Ri der noved nearer a window and stared at the sheet a long tine. Finally, he handed it to
G eyst one.

The schol ar grunted. "Il Diavolo. Fromthe nether shore."

Chaz | ooked over Greystone's shoulder. "Looks like Shroud's Head to nme. Pretty good draw ng,
for charcoal ."

"It is Shroud's Head. But when King Shroud had it scul pted, the slaves who did the work call ed
it Il Diavolo. The Devil. The island sea peoples, they gave Shroud that name after he beat them
of f Klotus, then made them conmenorate the defeat by carving the cliff into a face that woul d
wat ch them forever."

Chaz said, "That nmeans that fishing boat was goi ng somewhere after all."

Ri der nodded. "That's possible.”

Shroud' s Head had been carved from a two-hundred-foot-high pronontory just mles down the
Bri dge from where Ri der had had the guardship intercept the boat that had carried away Soup and
Spud.

"The Devil's Eyes," Spud nused. "One of themis a cave, isn't it?"

Ri der nodded. "Big enough to conceal a small airship."

"What're we waiting for?" Chaz denanded. "Let's go get them"

"Haste is not indicated,"” G eystone scol ded

"He's right," Rider said. "Aclue like this is alnpbst too sweet a find. For the nonent we'd
better assunme it was left deliberately. Instead of rushing into a trap, let's see if we can't
entangl e Shai Khe in his own snare. In any event, we can close that door when we want. For now
we' |l concentrate on thwarting his assassins.”

Ri der started the airship down river in a not very hopeful search, |eaving the hul k burning
behi nd. After a few minutes, he said, "W've won one victory, of sorts. We've forced himto
abandon his designs on the City. To |lower hinself to the spiteful nurder of fancied enenies.”

"Kind of understating there," G eystone observed.

"Possibly. Qur job nowis to take away his killing game. To conpel himto come at us head to
head. "

"Wonderful ," Chaz said. "That's what |1've been waiting for all ny life. A chance to go one on
one with a guy so bad he scares hinself when he wal ks past a mirror."

"We can handle him" Rider prom sed. "And while he's preoccupied with us he won't have tine
for anybody else."

Chaz grunmbled a | ot.

As Ri der expected, they found no sign of Shai Khe's boat.

XXVI

Between them Rider and his men had hundreds of friends and acquai ntances in all walks of life
and at every stratum of society. Mdst notably at the | owest stratum where the dark deeds and
secret things are known, and the w cked deeds are done. Rider had the word go out at all I|evels,
with a promi se of a substantial reward where that mght count: the Protector's son wanted
i nfornati on about certain easterners who night have been involved in his father's nurder

The Protector's death was a secret no nore. And nmuch of the City was aware that strange doi ngs
were afoot. The news of the nurder had come out slowy, to a popul ace already certain sonething
bad had occurred. There was tension and apprehension, but no panic.

Most peopl e believed Rider could assunme the Protector's mantle. He was Jehrke's son and Jehrke
had trained his boy to step into his shoes. This crisis would test the tenper of the sword that
Jehrke had forged.

Chaz thought the whol e business had turned hilarious. "Those guys are the ones on the spot
" he crowed. "They stick their heads out anywhere and they're had."
Ri der watched the woman Caracene hover around the barbarian. "I'munconfortabl e being

now,
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dependent on the help of others. W have to remain self-sufficient. There will be many tines, in
years to cone, when we will have no other resources."

Greystone countered, "Your father hinmself said to use the tools at hand. In this case | think
the threat justifies an appeal to the people.™

The others were a bit puzzled. They were not used to seeing R der doubt hinself.

Ri der said, "l expect Shai Khe to make a gesture before Iong. A show of force, if you will, to
denonstrate that he can nove at will even in reduced circunstances. Chaz, you'd better go back to
General Procopio." He al so assigned men to Soup, Spud, and Su- Cha.

"What about nme and Greystone?" Preacher conplained. "Are you cutting us out?"

"You hold the fort. Keep track of whatever reports conme in. If anything cones in that | ooks
especially good, investigate if you like. Don't start anything with Shai Khe. Just keep an eye on
him"

Looki ng at Caracene with an odd glint in his eye, Chaz smacked a fist into a pal mand said,
"I"'d like to lay sonmething nore than an eye on that wheezer."

"Where are you going to be?" Su-Cha asked. Already Ri der was adopting one of his nany
di sgui ses.

As he often did when he did not wish to answer a direct question, Rider devel oped a sudden
deaf ness.

Those who were to go out on guard duty began collecting itens they m ght need. No one pressed
Ri der when he did not want to talk.

They watched in awe as he prepared hinself. It was amazing just how much he could secrete
about his person.

XXVI |

Ri der and the others had not been gone twenty minutes when there was a pounding at the door
Trusting no one, Preacher concealed hinself within the device of mrrors and covered G eystone

Greystone | ooked through the periscope peephole. "It's an officer of the King' s bodyguard." He
unl ocked the door "Wat can | do for you?"

The officer |ooked enbarrassed. "The King insists you guys should take charge of the prisoner
Pol ybos House. His Majesty isn't up to all the fuss and bother."

Greystone scowl ed. There were monents when he was not too fond of his sovereign. "I guess we
can throw himin with the others. Which rem nds nme. They're overdue to be fed."

Preacher groaned from concealnent. It was his turn to nake the neal.

The officer said, "The sergeant of the guard said to tell you he's got a bunch of reports for
you guys down in his office. Everyone in town wants a piece of that reward. They're |ined up at
the gate."

"I"ll go down while you're getting House."

Greystone was astoni shed. Four harried scribes were taking statements as fast as they could
wite. They had conpleted a stack of reports nearly a foot high. "W didn't expect this," he told
t he sergeant of the guard.

"It's just getting started. Take a | ook outside."

Greystone | ooked. There nust have been two hundred people waiting. Quite a few wore shantor's
r obes.

That made sense. Both Jehrke and Ri der had done their best to help victinms of the weeping
si ckness.

"I'"ll come back down as soon as we've digested these,
stack al ready prepared.

Greystone prom sed, scooping up the

"Anyt hi ng strange happened around here | ately?" Chaz asked as he joined CGeneral Procopio. The
general was in his study again. Chaz noted that several neticulously nmounted gi ant bees had been
added to the old soldier's collection of nenorabili a.

"Been as quiet as a nmouse's fiftieth birthday party." Procopio noved to the w ndow.

"Mce don't live ... " Chaz reddened.

"Unl ess you count the shantors." Procopio pointed.

Chaz watched as two victins of the weeping sickness noved slowy past the house.

Procopi o observed, "They usually don't beg this neighborhood."

Chaz grunted. "Bet they usually ring their warning bells, too."

"And they don't keep shuffling around the same bl ock."

"Maybe we should go down and give them some al ns. "

Procopio put on a big grin. There was a |l ot of adventure left in that old soldier. "Maybe."

The shantors Spud encountered were ringing their bells. They seened old and advanced in their
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di sease. They noved at a snail's pace, |eaning upon their staffs heavily. "A nms?" one croaked
hopeful |y as Spud came up

Spud reached into a pocket.

And the instant his hand was engaged the shantor on his right swng his staff.

Spud managed to evade that bl ow but not the one conming in fromhis left. That fake shantor
tapped himover the ear. He sagged into the grasp of his attackers.

Byst anders gawked. Then they began shouting. Someone had recogni zed Spud and reasoned t hat
these fake shantors nust belong to the gang Ri der was hunti ng.

But there were few bystanders, and none of them arned well enough to overcome two villains
skilled with staffs. The shantors dragged Spud away.

The two who tried to take Soup were |less fortunate. Bystanders overcame them In nonents they
were trussed up and on their way to cells in the Citadel. Soup was on his way, too. He whistled.
But now he was nore alert.

The shantors outside the Citadel gate were not ringing their bells. They had been, but with so
much ent husi asmthat the sergeant of the guard had ordered themto stop

They were very nervous. Their master had ordered out every man he had | eft on what seened to
be a desperate |ast ganble. One man, nore bold than the others, dared say, "This is a pretty savvy
plan. We go charging into the Citadel so we don't inconveni ence anybody by neking them drag us
here from hal fway across town."

"Shut up and listen for the signal."

The sergeant of the guard was never sure if the shrill whistle came from behind himor from
outside. He would never forget exactly what happened next, though

A nmob of shantors poured through the gate, clubbing guards, woul d-be reward collectors, and
scribes. He managed to cut one attacker with his shortsword, then his lights went out.

The gang split into two parties. One went upstairs. The other went down, toward cells where
many of their associates were confined. As fate would have it, the latter group took a wong turn
became |l ost for five mnutes, and when they found their way again also found that they had used up
too nuch tinme. Soldiers and jailors fell upon themwhile they were opening the cells.

VWhat followed was a nerry roughhouse.

The invaders did not get the best of it.

"It's that captain and House and a couple of soldiers,
opened t he door.

The soldiers started House through ..

A wave of shantors hit them from behind. Geystone, House, the captain, and the sol diers went
down under the tide.

Preacher shot one man and brai ned another with his crossbow before the rush made a shanbl es of
his hiding place. Then he was trying to defend hinself against clubs with bare hands. He got in a
few good |icks before he fell

He lay there in sem-consciousness while the raiders |ocated Caracene, the prisoners, and the
hairy man-ape. Going into and returning fromthe suite the raiders gave Jehrke a superstitiously
wi de berth. They kept yelling at one another to hurry.

Hands grabbed Preacher up. He saw Greystone |lifted, and Caracene ..

After that there was a Il ot of confusion. Alot of fighting, in which a lot of Citadel folk
seened to be helping the raiders and getting killed for their trouble.

Then one of the nmen carrying Preacher got bashed in the face with a pike butt. H's partner
dropped Preacher and ran for it.

Preacher's world went watery for a while.

Greystone said fromthe peephole. He

A vi gorous shaki ng wakened Preacher. He swore, then adnoni shed hinself with a scriptura
quot ati on. He opened his eyes.

It took hima nonment to recognize the man shaking him The fellow had blood in his hair and
all over his face. It was the captain who had tried to deliver Polybos House. The captain asked,
"Are you all right?"

"I"l'l probably live. Wrse luck. Did we get themall?"

"Maybe a dozen got away." The captain | ooked around. "Really brought all the rats out of the
walls this tinme. Your eastern friend played every counter he had. And used nost of themup."

"That seenmed an awful lot of trouble just to rescue Pol ybos House."

The captain | aughed a hard | augh. "Rescue hin? He's the first one they killed."
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"Then what? ... "

"The wonman. That ape thing. You and your sidekick. But | think mainly the wonan."

Preacher tried to get up. The pounding in his head forced himback down. "G eystone?"

"Took himwith them™"

The first reports began to filter in soon afterward. No one was stopping the rai ders—they were
movi ng faster than the news—but their every step was noted. Their path—ef course—ted directly to
the river.

XXVI |

Ri der noticed the nen tailing himinmediately. There were three of themand they were fairly
good, but he spotted themall the same. He shook them by a nethod that was al nost cruel

He began runni ng, confident none of his pursuers could stay with himall the way to his
destinati on.

The toughest kept up for five mles.

Rider ran five nore nmles, at a slower pace. By then he was well into the farmcountry west of
Shasesserre. He ducked into a woodl ot and adjusted his disguise slightly. Wen he reappeared upon
the road he | ooked to be just another farm |l aborer trudging along with hands thrust into pockets.

H s trudge was deceptive. It ate ground quickly. And when he was sure no one was watching he
ran.

It was the hard way to make this journey. The slow way. But Shai Khe's spies and eyes woul d
not be watching for a man afoot. An airship or a dronon, yes. Perhaps chariots, coaches, or
horsemen. But not a |one, stooped, tired farm hand.

At dusk he canme to the ridge that forned the spine of Shroud's Head. He was nmore than forty
mles fromthe Citadel. That nmuch wal king tired even him He |located a sheltered place and fel
asl eep i medi ately.

He wakened six hours later, in the ebb hour of the night, exactly as planned. He listened to
cricket sounds. Nothing else was noving, a fact he confirned by cautious extension of his w zard's
senses.

Confident that he was al one and unwat ched, he began working his way up and out the ridge. He
avoi ded trails and easy traveling. In the dark even the nost skilled of nen could overl ook sone
war ni ng devi ce.

He reached the crown of Shroud's Head without incident or discovery. Once there he settled
hinself and set his w zard's senses roaning in earnest.

There were guards, yes. And warning devices. And an incredibly conplex net of spells neant
both as alarmand trap ... And sonmething nore. Sonething dark, the nature of which he could not
i medi ately discern.

There were only two nen, though. One was asl eep and the other was noddi ng. There should have
been nore. Unl ess Shai Khe had grown so short of manpower he had stripped his airship of its crew.

That nust be it. Rider could detect no other human bei ngs anywhere within reach of his talent.

That other thing, though ... He had begun to sense its outlines, its black formess form And
he had begun to suspect what it mght be. And if it was, he had | earned much about the horror that
slithered within a man nanmed Shai Khe.

If that thing were | oosed, no single sorcerer, not even a Jehrke or a Shai Khe, would be able
to bind it again. An army woul d be needed, and many of themwould die in the struggle. Horribly.
But for nowit was confined and constrained and could, with relative ease, be returned to that
foul place whence it had been sunmoned.

If Rider could untangle the net of spells shielding both airship and devil

Now he knew why Kralj Odehnal had said "Devil's Eyes" instead of "Devil's Eye." The deep cave
and hi dden airship were only half the story. There was, perhaps, the approximtion of a pun in
confining the devil in the other, shallower eye.

Ri der exam ned the nest of spells. His regard for Shai Khe, as a sorcerer, rose. It would be a
| ong, arduous, interesting, dangerous job, penetrating that w thout |eaving tracks. He settled in
to do it.

He was through. He was safely inside unseen. He had done what he had cone to do and had seen
what he had cone to see. And now he was trapped.

Just as he was about to | eave, Shai Khe's airship crew returned, having come down the Bridge
of the Wrld by boat. And with themthey had brought Caracene, Soup, and G eystone. How had they
gotten to G eystone and the girl?

For the nonent all three were safe enough. The airshi pmen had orders to install themin the
ai rship and keep them confined. Nothing nore.
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Ri der wi shed he could get back to the Gty and | earn what had happened. The airshi pnen knew
not hi ng. But he could not depart w thout being seen, or, at least, wi thout |eaving traces that
woul d be instantly apparent to Shai Khe's eye.

He slipped into a shadowed cleft and rested, and waited for a chance to nake a properly
di screet departure.

XXI X

"The boat just vani shed?" Chaz denanded, keepi ng one eye on General Procopio, who had his nose
into everything in the |aboratory. The general was as excited as a kid. Retirenent had been a bore
for him "Right in the nmddle of the river?"

Preacher nodded. He was tired of repeating the story. "Then he used sorcery. Meani ng he was
willing to disturb the web and attract attention."

"Li ke maybe he hadn't been noticed so far?" Su-Cha sneered. "The boat only had to di sappear
for a couple mnutes. Just |ong enough to get to shore and | et those guys do a fade."

Chaz paced. He was concerned about Caracene, though torture would not have gotten himto admt
that. He stared at the darkness beyond the | aboratory wi ndow. The gruesone nenorial that had been
Jehrke Victorious watched over his shoulder. "Were is the boss?"

"Gone. Wthout saying where he was going. The way he does."

Chaz stared at the vernmilion characters in the w ndow gl ass. They had, according to Preacher
sinply appeared while his back was turned.

Ri de- master Jehrke: You no | onger possess the pearl so precious to nme. | now possess two gens
priceless to you.

"What do we do now?" Chaz asked.

"W wait," Preacher said.

CGeneral Procopio was stirring through weckage left fromthe recent raid. "What is this
thing?" He indicated sonmething that | ooked like a nunm fied gorilla head. "Ugly character.”

"No telling," Chaz replied. "Jehrke had at | east one of everything weird there ever was around
here. "

Su- Cha scooted past the barbarian. "Don't touch that!" he squeaked.

Procopio jerked away. Startled, Chaz asked, "Wat's the matter, little buddy?"

"That's nothing Ri der or Jehrke ever had. That's a Koh-Rehn. W' ve been doubl e-shuffl ed. Those
clowns that broke in here left it for us. Alittle gift. Alittle nightnmare conme m dnight, while
you're all tucked safely into your beds, you think." He squatted beside the ugly head, studying
it.

"Rel ative of yours?" Procopi o asked, catching on nore quickly than the others.

"I'n a manner of speaking." After a thoughtful nonment, Su-Cha said, "Dirty tricks, eh, Sha
Khe?" And after another nmonment, "W can play that gane, too. Listen up, you guys. |'ve got an
i dea. ™

M dnight. A blinding flash lighted the wi ndow of Jehrke's |aboratory. Tough though the gl ass
there was, it disintegrated, showering the Rock with fragments. Roars and screans ripped out into
the night. A man who m ght have been Ri de-Master Jehrke could, for a noment, be seen battling a
huge shadow. Then the scream ng stopped.

One mnute. Two mnutes. Three. Two battered nmen fled the Ctadel gate, a sem -consci ous wonman
draggi ng between them As they neared the edge of the plaza, the shorter man stunbled. He let go
the wonan to break his fall. The shawl wapping the woman's hair and concealing her features fell
away.

"Dami t!" Chaz expl oded, but softly. "Watch yourself. They find out we've still got her, we
| ose our chance to pull this out without Rider.” He re-wapped the wonan while Preacher nuttered
weary apol ogi es.

They resumed hurrying through the night, following a circuituous path that in tine led themto
a new hideout at General Procopio's Cty house. The general had insisted. He wanted to be in the
m ddl e of things, and the Protector hinself had proofed the house agai nst sorcerous espionage. He
sai d. Where better to stake out the goat and wait for the |lion? he asked.

There were fragile indications to convince Chaz that they were being followed. He all owed
hinsel f one nerry grin

Good tines and bad, chaos or disorder, there were conmings and goings at the G tadel Gate. Day,
ni ght, the hour nmade no matter

A curtained coach departed twenty ninutes after Chaz and Preacher and their charge. Wthin
were Spud, Procopio, and a stack of reports fromthe sergeant of the guard, who had not pernmitted
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alittle thing like a raid to cancel his report-taking.

The coach hurried through the night, straight to Procopio's back gate, and so arrived there
Il ong before the others did afoot. They were in the darkened study, watching, to confirmthe
presence or absence of trackers when Chaz and Preacher arrived.

Those two burst in with their burden. "Well?" Chaz booned as Su-Cha surrendered the Caracene
shape and col |l apsed with a feeble plea for food.

"Two of the bl oody beggars," Procopio replied. "One ran away to tell tales. One stayed."

"W ought to sneak out the back way and follow himhome to Daddy," Chaz grow ed.

Spud, trying to spoon-feed Su-Cha in the dark, said, "W already know where to find Daddy."

"What ? How?"

"Al'l those reports the sergeant gave ne? Wile you guys were loafing | was reading. There's
wheat in anongst all that chaff, and it adds up to another waterfront warehouse. Wile we were

killing time giving you guys a head start, the general called in some favors. As soon as Sha
Khe's gang heads out, wherever, they'll hit the place and get Soup, Geystone, the girl, and
whoever is guarding them Then they'll lay for Shai Khe in case he gets |lucky or gets away out
here."

Chax grunted. It was an eloquent grunt, replete with sarcasmand cynicism "And it all depends
on Rider being somewhere handy, |ooping snares and nets into the web for when Shai Khe cuts | oose,
eh? | ngenious."

Preacher quoted something scriptural; predictably cryptic and confused; fierce, fiery, and
deifically vengeful. He added, "It's falling together. W have that rat in the mddle, between two
terriers, and we'll choke himon his own arrogant overconfidence."

Per haps the word choke occurred to hi m because of the strangling noises issuing from Su-Cha
because Spud kept jabbing too-rapid spoonsful of food into the inp's nouth. Su-Cha finally got his
message t hrough. He was recovering. He was ready for the next stage.

They began their wait for the mad eneny.

XXX

When the alarnms went off there was a tinge of grey in the night beyond the nose of the pirate
airship. Men bolted to their weapons. There was panic in the air. The airshipnmen's norale was | ow.

It was not about to inprove.

A man appeared outside, hands raised, yelling at themto restrain thenselves, that he was on
their side, that he had a nessage, that they were to I et himcone inside.

They let himin. Not because he insisted but because some of the crew recognized him
I medi ately he began chattering in a clicky tongue Ri der recognized but could not follow His
nmessage was received with groans and outrage.

A sl eepy crewran | eaned out of the airship gondola and demanded, in a | anguage Ri der could
follow, "What's all the racket?"

One of the others replied, "The Celestial Lord wishes us to put our guests back on the boat
and take them back to the city. Right now"

Puzzl ed, Rider watched preparations being nade. Wen the airshi pnen brought their "guests"
forth he began to get a glinmer. Watever had happened in the Gty, sone of his associates had
survived to counterattack. Through guile.

Caracene had arrived under |oose, indulgent restraint, |ike a wayward child bei ng shepherded
hone. She was departing in bonds, hung about with every piece of silver the airshipmen could
muster. She went silently, aware that protest was useless and tine the sole cure for this
indignity.

Ri der pernmitted hinself a rare grin. Sonehow, Su-Cha had convinced Shai Khe that Caracene
mght in fact be a certain ninble-witted shape-shifting inp.

The airshi pmen hustled their prisoners out of the cave. Before they di sappeared, R der was at
work preparing his own unnoticed departure.

A spell of mnor scal e-the one he had enployed to escape the treasury vaults—blinded the stay-
behinds to his presence. He then turned to Shai Khe's network of protective and detective spells.
He saw instantly that slipping through would be easy. Al the hectic in and out of airshipnmen,
prisoners, and messenger had left the nagical artifact in a state of vibrant dissonance. It was a
monent's work to confuse his own passage with that of those ahead of him

A narrow, steep pathway descended the face of Shroud's Head. Froma ship on the Bridge it
| ooked li ke the thin scar that appeared on the faces of all the old king's statues and busts.

Ri der reached the head of the path only minutes behind the others. They were just two hundred
yards ahead. But he was stunped.

The pat hway slanted down to a wooden jetty that would be invisible fromthe shipping | anes.
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Tied up to it was a small snuggler's ship with mast unstepped. Fromthe Bridge it might ook Iike
a rock.

Ri der's i medi ate concern was the fact that the pathway appeared to be the only way to reach
t he ship.

O was it?

He set his nystic senses roam ng

There were handhol ds enough for a descent, but that way would be slow And, shadow spell or
no, he would be seen if exposed to eneny eyes that |ong. However

The alternative appeared mad even for a man as renarkabl e as Rider

He cast his senses again.

And hesitated not an instant.

He retreated into the cave as far as he dared, took several quick, deep breaths, sprinted
forward—ight out into the nothing of a two-hundred-thirty-foot drop to the waters of the Bridge

Shadow flickered around him H's plunge went unremarked—till he hit water a dozen feet from
the jetty.

The airshi pmen halted and gabbl ed at one anot her about the tremendous splash. Several of the
nore daring hurried ahead.

Rider's collision with the face of the sea left himstunned for a few seconds. Then he
realized he was goi ng deeper than he wanted, dragged down by the nass of gewgaws he carried. He
swam upward wi th powerful kicks and arnmstrokes, slanting so as to surface beneath the jetty. He
rose, gulped air, clung to a float just |ong enough to di spose of such devices as woul d have been
ruined by the water. Then he went under again, stroking under the snmuggling craft.

The ship was | ong and narrow and had a very |ow freeboard. Rider grasped the gunwal e am d-
shi ps, levered hinmsel f aboard. The spell of shadows guarded himfromthe eyes of the forerunner
ai rshi pnen, who were approaching the foot of the path. He slipped into shadows beneath a raised
foredeck. Before concealing himself within a pile of old tackle and sailcloth he flung a smal
spel |l across the deck and gunwal e. The danpness there evapor at ed.

The three | eadi ng airshi pmen clunped aboard the smuggl er, grunmbling. They had deci ded the
spl ash had been caused by a rock falling off the face of Shroud's Head.

Wthin nmnutes the entire conpl enent had boarded. The ship got under way.

XXXI

Wth Chaz and General Procopio nore or less running the show, the wel cone planned for Shai Khe
was about as subtle and gentle as a sl edge hanmer.

Chaz was not a nan to use a rapier where a battl eaxe would do

But it seenmed the battleaxe would not get taken in hand.

It was not that long a wait before shadows began flitting about outside. There was even a
monment when one of those solidified into the devil shape of Shai Khe, calnly assessing the house
But the easterner was not to be taken easily. Wiether or not he believed R der dead, he woul d not
abandon cauti on.

Not hi ng el se happened.

When dawn cane the watchers retreated. There was never any doubt of their nearby presence,

t hough. Each few hours Su-Cha assuned Caracene's form and showed hinself at a wi ndow, casting
I ongi ng | ooks toward |iberty.

"I wish he'd do sonething!" Chaz grow ed.

"He is," Preacher rejoined. "He's working on your mind. In alittle while he'll have you
chargi ng out where he can bang your head all day |ong."

Chaz scow ed but refused the bait. "We're the guys laying in the weeds. What's he waiting
for?"

"He snells a rat,"” the general said. "The man has a nose for danger. The gods al one know how
many tinmes he slipped ny snares out east.”

Su- Cha guessed, "He's waiting for the real Caracene, |'Il bet. I'lI|l bet he sent her out of the
City, then had to have her brought back to nake sure she isn't ne."

"So we didn't acconplish anything."

"Sure we did. We bought tine for Rider to finish whatever he's doing and get back into the
lists here. Wiile we've had Shai Khe tied down acconplishing nothing hinself. W got rid of al
but a handful of his thugs. If the General's pals have held up their end, we've grabbed off his
hi deout behi nd him Wen he goes running back ... "

"Yeah? You're forgetting sonmething, runt. If he figures Rider is croaked, the only thing
keepi ng himfrom popping the cork on Shasesserre is the chance we've still got the woman. \Watever
she neans to him"
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"Yes," Preacher said, peeping out the corner of the wi ndow "W've got sone action comning."

They all crowded the wi ndow. Bel ow, an oriental horsenman galloped toward the house. A pair of
City Guardsnen pursued him bellow ng. Their words coul d not be distinguished, but it seened they
wanted the oriental to desist fromhis reckl ess behavior

Al'l three passed wi thout slow ng.

A mi nute went by.

Men began to appear as if from nowhere. One was Shai Khe hinself. They departed at a brisk
pace.

"One wat cher each, front and back, | woul d guess,
stuff, little buddy."

Su- Cha grinned. "Ever notice how | get to be his buddy when he wants ne to stick ny neck out?"
But already he was shifting form as they had made it up ahead.

Chaz said. "CGet out there and do your

They had no trouble with Shai Khe's nen, who had not foreseen danger in the guise of a cute
little boy. Besides the imedi ate watchers, the easterner left two sentries along his backtrail
His path led straight to the warehouse Preacher had identified as Shai Khe's current headquarters.

After the last fell, Chaz said, "lI've got a feeling Shai Khe isn't going to be surprised we're
hot after him™"

The General said, "No doubt. But, then, the surprise is at the other end, isn't it?"

At that point they entered the street of Shai Khe's headquarters. And at that nonent all hell
broke | oose inside the warehouse.

They charged the door by which Shai Khe had entered their trap

XXXI |

Rider felt the smuggling craft nudge gently against a wharf. Sounds and odors told himthey
had docked al ong Tannery Row on Henchel si de. The airshi pnen, though tired, quickly made fast and
left the ship. Monments |later Rider heard the creak of oarl ocks.

He popped out of hiding, surprised. And that was a mistake, for a guard had been | eft aboard.
He was turning, drawing breath for a shout. Rider snagged the broken corpse of a single reeve stay
bl ock and hurled it. It thunked off the airshipman's forehead. The nman went over backward.

Ri der crept forth. He peered over the gunwal e. Wonder of wonders. The spot of action had gone
unnoti ced, though the oarsnmen in the two boats faced the ship.

Rider slithered to the wharf side and, when he was sure he woul d not be noticed, left the
shi p.

A group of urchins audience to everything gave hima hand—then scattered when he scow ed.

He |l oped into the stench of Tannery Row, headed for King's Bridge, which lay a mle away.
Thirty minutes later he was in hiding on the east bank, watching the airshi pnen unload their
prisoners and nmake their boats ready for a quick getaway.

They | eft one guard agai n.

Wien the main party was out of sight he noved in. In noments he had the sentry trussed up and
the boats adrift. He resuned his shadowi ng of the airshi pmen. He caught up as they entered a
war ehouse.

He reached into the web and extended his senses, searching for signs of Shai Khe. There were
none.

But someone was there. And that sonmeone was not friendly toward the easterner's nen. A fight
broke out. It was over in seconds, a successful anbush. Rider did not go investigate.

He suspected it would be wiser, tactically, to remain on the outside of events, unseen and
unknown.

A wagon rolled up to the door Ri der watched. Men fromthe warehouse | oaded it w th bound
ai rshi pnen, covered themwith a tarp. Away the wagon went. A brisk, efficient piece of work.

The tough | ook of those nen gave them away. They were air nmarines in nmufti.

So. The next step was obvious. WAit for Shai Khe to cone neet his people in a headquarters he
believed to be secure.

There had been sone busyness while he was off to Shroud's Head, that was certain. Despite his
absence, his associates seened to have Shai Khe on the run. But Rider had no great confidence in
t hat appear ance.

How | ong before the eastern devil showed hinsel f?

Not long at all.

It started like the rowwith the airshipnmen. But that |lasted only fifteen seconds. Then a
brilliant flash illum nated the backs of the warehouse's few wi ndows. The tenor of the uproar
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changed.

Ri der was wat chi ng through the web

Shai Khe had used a powerful spell to neutralize and incapacitate the marines, but before he
could finish themoff, Chaz, Su-Cha, and their gang broke in. The easterner had some bad nonents
with them In fact, Chaz and General Procopio got in blows that nearly incapacitated Shai Khe.

Su- Cha used the sorcerer's nonents of distraction and disorientation to shove Caracene into
hi di ng and take her place.

Ri der nudged the web and added to the confusion by undoing the spells binding the marines.
Those gentl enen junped up with blood in their eyes.

Shai Khe was not whipped yet. Not by a mle and a year. But he was rattled. The unexpected
recuperation of the marines decided himto retreat and regroup

He grabbed Su-Cha/ Caracene's hand and took off.

Ri der tugged the web just enough to make sure everyone in the warehouse was free and
consci ous. Them he wi t hdrew and wait ed.

Shai Khe burst out the warehouse door. Fifty yards down the street he halted, whirled, hurled
a vicious spell that underm ned the warehouse's foundati ons. That whol e nearer face of the
buil di ng came down. Shai Khe headed for the river at a brisk wal k.

The col | apse shoul d have killed all of the easterner's enem es. But Rider aborted that.

He had reached through the web and jammred an interior door. Chaz, the general, the narines and
the ot hers had gone galloping toward the far exit before the coll apse began

Ri der jogged to a parallel street, then raced to the river. He was sure Shai Khe nmeant to
rendezvous with the airshipnen's boats. Shai Khe did things meticul ously, calculatedly. He would
know where the boats and shi ps nade | andi ngs, for those points would have been preselected for his
conveni ence.

Ri der was in hiding not twenty yards away fromthe man he had | eft bound when the easterner
| oped into view, casting angry gl ances behind him H s enem es were closing in again.

He cursed once, softly, when he reached the river's edge and found his man unconsci ous and his
boat s gone.

He | et go Caracene's hand, used both of his in a conplicated series of gestures. The
ai rshipman's bonds fell away. But he would not arise fromhis dreans.

Shai Khe faced his pursuers.

He seened to swell in stature, in presence. An aura of great dread grew around him The bow
of his uplifted left hand began to gl ow turquoi se.

Chaz and the crowd were just thirty yards away. In alnost ridicul ous unison they stopped,
flung thensel ves around, and scattered.

Shai Khe arced the blue fire after them It floated through the air, trailing turquoise msts,
crackling, leaving a rent in the web that was al nost painful to Rider. The easterner either
t hought Ri der out of the gane or no longer worried about attracting his attention.

The blue fireball hit the street with an inpact that rattled buildings for half a mle. It
shattered. Pieces flew about, landing with their own thunderous inpacts, fragnented, inpacted,
fragmented. Sone chunks knocked holes in nearby walls. The smaller the chunk, the faster it noved
and nore dangerous it was. But the smaller pieces turned into mst nore quickly, so renmained
dangerous for only a few seconds.

Wil e the blue show ran, Shai Khe gathered his fallen henchman under one arm and Caracene
under the other. Wth effortless ease. He raced toward the river, each step a longer one than the
last. He did not stop because water lay in his way.

Water flew as if from huge hammerbl ows each tinme one of his feet hit. R der was rem nded of a
ski ppi ng stone flying in reverse. Shai Khe's |ast bound to Henchel side was fifty yards | ong.

The easterner headed for the smuggler. And that pushed Rider into a tight noral bind.

The man he had I eft unconscious could ruin everything. He had but to tell his story. If Sha
Khe was not totally suspicious already, finding his bridges burned before him

Ri der considered alternatives and discarded them Each was self-defeating, requiring the
expendi ture of so nuch sorcerous energy that Shai Khe would be alerted anyway. The choices were
two. Let Shai Khe be warned. O work a small nagic and close a man's nouth forever

There was no choice, really. Shai Khe was a shadow i ntent on poisoning nmillions of lives. He
could not be allowed to escape just to avoid taking the life of his ninion

Necessity nmade the thing no nore pl easant.

Ri der reached through the web and, as Shai Khe bounded aboard the smuggl er, snapped a bl ood
vessel in the airshipman's brain, behind the bruise left by the thrown bl ock

XXX 1]
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Shai Khe's feet hit the deck of the ship. He cursed, dropped his burden. A glance told himhis
man was dead. He whirled, began arcing a fireworks show toward the east bank

Su- Cha decided it was tinme he absented hinself fromthe sorcerer's conpany. To go on neant
ever-increasing danger. And it was unlikely that Shai Khe would ever be |less attentive than he was
at the noment.

H's intent was to slip over the side behind Shai Khe, hit the water, beconme a porpoise, and
swimas if sharks were after him

Ri der saw Su-Cha begin to nove, guessed his approximte intent.

He woul d never make it. A sorcerer of Shai Khe's attai nments never became so angry or so
distracted he failed to notice the novenent of people around him

Ri der cooked up a little golden firework of his own.

This quite needl ess bonbardment, which threatened to denolish the district, hinted that the
easterner was fishing for a reaction anyway.

Su- Cha was not expendabl e. Neither were the people of the district.

Ri der stepped out and delivered his apple-sized golden ball in one snoboth notion. It streaked
across the river. Halfway over it looked as if it would mss the snmuggler by fifteen feet. Three
quarters of the way over it began to slide to the right. In the last fifty feet it junped.

It inpacted upon the ship. Light flared. Tinbers flew A third of the snmuggler burst into
flames.

Mocki ng | aughter and a volley of blue firewdrks were Shai Khe's responses. He had won the
roll, drawi ng Ri der out.

Ri der noted that Su-Cha was in the water.

He pl ucked anot her golden ball out of his left hand and hurled it. This one streaked straight
toward Shai Khe. Another followed an instant later. Then another. The first died a hundred yards
fromthe blazing ship, the second fifty. The third al nost reached the easterner

Shai Khe grabbed his surviving airshi pran and bounded away, in | eaps as |long as those -he had
taken when he crossed the river. He trail ed w cked | aughter

Ri der's golden balls pursued him through every twist and turn of his flight through
Henchel si de.

"Wondered when you were going to turn up," Chaz said, coming to stand beside R der and gl are
at the burning ship.

"You played too long a bet," Ri der adnonished gently. "You'd all have been dead if | hadn't."

"I know." The barbarian was not the |east chagrined as he added, "W didn't expect you. G ad
you showed, though."

O hers began | eaving cover. Even a few residents began | ooking out to see if the storm had
passed.

General Procopio |unmbered up. "Good show Eh? Wat? Got the beggar on the run. Wat next?"

"First we dig the wonman out of the warehouse,” Rider said.

Chaz gaped. "But ... The sorcerer. He carried her off with him™"

Ri der chuckl ed. "That was Su-Cha again. He ought to be turning up any second, hungry enough to
eat one of us." He was talking to the barbarian's back

"And after Chaz saves Caracene? Wat then?" Greystone asked. The schol ar | ooked exhausted,
physically and enotionally.

"Then we | oaf down to our yards and take a short airship ride." He peered across the river.
Shai Khe was no | onger visible, but his progress could be traced by the firewdrks he tossed off as
he went .

"He's going to turn into a ghost again in about two mnutes."

"Maybe. But this time | know where he will do his haunting."

XXX V

"Caracene!" Chaz bellowed. The interior of the warehouse was a ruin. Spears of sunlight
st abbed down through dust alnopbst too thick to pernmit breathing. He stepped past an eastern
ai rshi pman groani ng beneath rubbl e which buried his |egs.

"Caracene!"

"Here." The woman's voice was feeble, like the mewl of an injured kitten

She was all right. Just shaken and dirty, looking as if she had been dragged twi ce around the
chariot course at the coliseum Chaz's concern weakened the nmonent he saw her safe. Then he
recal l ed that she had started out a witch in apparent alliance with Kralj Gdehnal, and only | ater
had she nelted into the sort of wonman to whom he was nore accustoned.

Shai Khe was cl ever and savage. She might be the sorcerer's ultimte piece to be played. Chaz
felt he was not as clever as Rider or Geystone. He was nore likely to stunble into sonething
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unpl easant. So he was a little cool, a little distant, as he hel ped Caracene to her feet.
She was not so cool. She threw her arns around his neck and clung tightly, shivering like a
captive rabbit.

Ri der chose a larger ship this tinme, one intended to survive the rigors of battle. G eystone
argued for speed.

"Speed will not count in this," Rider said. "Survivability will. W're coning up to the face-
to-face, where Shai Khe cannot duck us anynore. If it doesn't go our way, we want to be in good
shape for getting out alive."

"You really think ... "

"I'n an hour we'll see. He'll have to surrender or fight." Rider |ooked directly at Caracene.
"WIl he fight, knowi ng you are with us?"

Qut si de, one of the ground crew shouted that the airship lines were ready to cast off.

Caracene's gaze bhecane evasi ve.

Ri der repeated the question

"He would fight," she adnmitted. "He cannot back down. Not for anything. He is totally
conmmitted. "

Ri der nodded. He surveyed his conpanions. "This is what we've worked toward ... | have to warn
you. It could go sour. This is as great a w ckedness as has ever arisen. Does anyone want out?"

"Silly question,” Chaz grunbled. "What | want is to get ny hands around his throat."

Everyone el se nodded.

"Take your stations, then. Tell themto cast off."

It was a bright, clear day. The Bridge was a broad bl ue highway running to the horizon. Its
face was dotted with fishing boats and nerchantnen. Rider viewed that traffic with concern
Soneone down there could get caught in the mddle.

"Shroud's Head," Preacher announced. He was steering the nonster airship while Ri der prepared
for what was to cone. "Battle stations, everybody."

Chaz sat Caracene in a seat usually reserved for an airship's comander. "You stay put till |
tell you otherw se. You hear?"

Her eyes flashed fire, Rider noted. She had begun to show sparks of life. But she did as she
was told, if only because it was the w sest thing she could do.

Spud j oi ned Preacher in handling the airship. Chaz and the others manned sonme of its
weapons—though little good they might do in a confrontation between sorcerers the caliber of Rider
and Shai Khe. Rider said, "Take station a half mle off the point, Preacher. Hold fast there. And
wait." He seenmed to go conpletely inside hinmself then

Preacher and Spud did exactly as instructed. Shroud's Head gl ared mal evol ently. Not hing
happened for a long tine.

"What the hell ?" Soup squawked suddenly. He pointed a shaky finger

The air before Caracene had begun to glitter. The glitter becane nore intense, gave way to
crawl i ng patches of color that collided, mxed, spread, shone rainbow like oil on water. They
formed the outline of a man.

"Qur opponent wants to talk," Rider said.

As he spoke, the colors around the figure's head sorted thensel ves out and becane fixed in the
oriental features of the sorcerer Shai Khe. For half a minute those evil green eyes stared
vacantly. They sparked then, recogni zed Caracene, shifted their gaze to Rider

A hi ssing whisper seenmed to cone fromeverywhere at once. "So. Face to face now, Ri de-Master.
You have been a stubborn, resourceful, and |ucky opponent, if foolish now You grow overconfident,
| eaving the shield of your father's web. Go back. You are overmatched here."

"I was never overmatched. You have fled ne tinme and again. But now there is nowhere you can
run. Surrender yourself."

Soft, malicious laughter filled the cabin. "I was about to suggest you do the sane. For the
sake of the worman. You are a gentlenman, Ride-Mster, and would not see her destroyed. She is of
value to ne. | will give you and your nen your |iberty, after you have been disarned, if you

return her to nme."

Ri der did not respond. He stepped to a wi ndow, exami ned the Bridge. The broad blue strait
remai ned sundrenched and busy. Finally, he faced the image of the Easterner. "Your hour is done.
Gve it up. O suffer the consequences you bring upon yourself."

Rider's nen stirred nervously.

"Brave, Ride-Master. But | amfar too old to be bluffed that easily. Not even your father
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could do that." There was a glint of nmalice in Shai Khe's eye each tinme he nentioned Jehrke.
"As you will, then," Rider said. "I have warned you enough. Still, one last warning. Do not
bring that airship out of Shroud's Eye. | disclaimresponsibility for what will happen if you do."
Pure evil animated the sorcerer's |aughter. Then he vani shed.

A hal f hour had passed. Nothing had happened. Ri der was growi ng concerned. Had Shai Khe, in
his caution, readied one nore bolt hole than expected?

"Think he's decided to take your advice?" Chaz asked.

"No. Though he may try to wait us out."

"He won't get anywhere doing that." Chaz pointed.

Four giants of the air were crossing the Bridge, two to either hand. Rider said, "Procopio.
believe we'll hear from Shai Khe soon enough now. "

CGeneral Procopio had left the group back in the City. It had been his idea to | and troops upon
Shroud's Head, to prevent flight to the Iandward side. He had convi nced sonmeone very hi gh up—saybe
Ki ng Bel | edon hinsel f.

The airships discharged their weapons as they passed the headl and. The great stone face becane
spotted with fires. Several missiles penetrated the eye where Shai Khe's airship lay. The airships
moved on. Soldiers slid down ropes.

A spear of emerald fire ripped out of the Devil's Eye. Its target was Rider's airship. R der
was ready. At a gesture the |light bent heavenward.

Bot h of the nmonunent's eyes began to burn an evil carnelian. Darkness ganbol ed behind the
l'ight.

The troops were all off the airships. They were linking up. Soon they would draw their |ine
tighter.

The sea itself leapt at Rider's conmmand, a foot-thick serpent of water rising to hamer the
monunment with its head. The power of that streamtore huge chunks fromthe stone face.

A horrible screamcane from Shroud's Head. It grew | ouder rapidly. Just when it seened it
woul d becone unbearable, it died.

The world was totally silent. And in the silence Rider's water nonster collapsed.

The fires still burned in the nonunent's eyes.

The snout of an airship protruded from one.

"He's coming out,"” Preacher announced.

Ri der nodded. "Back off. Don't let himget too close. Everybody hang on."

The pirate airship exited the Devil's Eye slowy—till its rear steering vanes cleared. Then it
charged like a bull in the arena.

Ri der sighed, both relieved and concerned. Such confidence night mean Shai Khe had no gli nmer
of his earlier visit—er it mght mean that the easterner had detected it and taken steps.

Ri der's airship backed down nore slowly than Shai Khe's charged. The gap between ships
dwi ndl ed. Chaz and the others readied their weapons. Wthout a battle conplenent Rider's ship
woul d have a feeble sting, but still one stronger than the pirate's. The easterner would have no
crew to spare for fighting.

A thin, alnost invisible string of darkness connected Shai Khe's airship with the eye where
Ri der had detected the terror. The farther the easterner came out, the fatter and darker that |ine
grew. Rider watched, face grim "The man is smart and strong, but a fool at tines.”

The others did not understand. But Rider's face told them he had done sonething of which he
was nmildly ashaned.

A storm of sorceries exploded from Shai Khe's airship. Preacher dodged while R der fended.
Chaz di scharged his weapon. Its flaring bolt arced toward the pirate, but fell far short.

The air before Caracene sparkled. Shai Khe's face appeared. A whisper of a voice said, "Now
you neet the true despair, Ri de-Master." The face vani shed.

Ri der | ooked sad.

The air itself shuddered as if from godli ke hamrer strokes. The bl ack cable connecting the
sorcerer's airship with the pronontory fattened till it was as thick as a big nman's wai st. Then
the landward end broke | oose.

A gl obul e of a darkness |ike nonexi stence whi pped toward Shai Khe's vessel. The eye could not
fix upon it.

It inpacted upon the easterner's airshinp.

The pirate folded |ike a sausage bent over a knee. "Myve back now" Rider ordered. "Mve
fast!"

Preacher needed no encour agemnent.

Everyone, on both ships, knew what woul d happen. But it was a long tine com ng—as though
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nocki ng by del ay.

Shai Khe's ship fol ded al nost doubl e before a skin crack appeared where the strain of folding
was greatest.

A gas bl adder burst.

And that was the pirate's doom

The gas expl oded on contacting the air. Billows of fire flung out of the airship. The fire
penetrated another bl adder, which exploded in turn. The airship settled toward the water. New
fires continued erupting.

Waves of heat beat against Rider's airship

Ri der took control and pressed closer, followi ng the easterner down. Bel ow, the nearest
surface ships scurried away.

Two flam ng crewren junped fromthe pirate. Rider tried to reach for them to buoy them up
but wi thout the web could not respond fast enough

Gobbets of flaming ship dropped away, splashed into the Bridge, set the sea afl ane.

"Holy Zephod," Preacher finally gasped. "I never saw one bl ow before. Wat a sight."

They all watched in awe.

"What's that?" Chaz asked, as the dying nonster of the air started the final hundred feet of
its fall.

"Sounds like ... " Su-Cha frowned. "Sounds |ike sonebody |aughing."

The sound grew swiftly louder. And it was nad | aughter

Caracene made a startled, squeaky noise. Chaz whirled. He gasped. "Rider! You won't believe

Ri der turned. A vast, sparkling face was taking form between himand the woman. Fl anes
envel oped and distorted it. It was |aughing.

It glared at Rider. Its laughter becanme nocking. All-envel oping words filled the cabin. "You
have won not hing, Ride-Master. Nothing. Even | am but a messenger." Mre |aughter, rising toward
t he insane.

The phant om snapped out of existence.

The pirate airship hit the water. A last half dozen gas bl adders erupted at once. A violent
updraft staggered Rider's airship, sent it rising and whirling. He fought for control, finally got
the vessel noving toward Shasesserre.

"What did he nean, he was only a messenger?" Chaz demanded. Hi s question was for Rider but he
was | ooki ng at Caracene.

"I"'mnot sure," Rider replied.

"Well, | don't like it."

"I"'mnot sure | do, either. In sonme ways this has been al nbst too easy a victory."

"Too easy?" Su-Cha squawked

Chaz gl ared at Caracene. "Wman?"

But Caracene remmined silent. She stood at a wi ndow now, staring back at the nest of fire and
fl ock of snoke cel ebrating Shai Khe's destruction.

XXXV

Nei t her Rider nor his nen bragged up what had happened. But countl ess others had been in the
affair. They talked. In fact, nost of the City had becone aware of the struggle before its
conclusion. So when it becanme generally known that the threat froma great devil of a sorcerer out
of the east had been overcome by Jehrke's son, there devel oped a general acclamation of the son as
Protector in his father's stead.

Ki ng Bell edon was not pl eased.

Reper cussi ons continued for sone time, as the King purged or exiled the last of those who had
conspi red agai nst Shasesserre.

Border situations that had threatened all along the enpire's frontiers evaporated al nost
magi cal | y. The troubl esone easternnost provinces fell into an abnornmally peaceful state. Agents in
those far lands said the report of Shai Khe's deni se had paral yzed the eastern sorcerer's shadowed
ki ngdom of terror. The great peril was at an end. The thing was done. Even King Bell edon sent
Ri der his grudging gratitude and congratul ati ons.

But the world was filled with illusions, and the greatest illusion of all was that of safety.

Not for the first time, Preacher asked, "Wat did Shai Khe nean when he said he was only a
nmessenger ?"

Ri der had not forgotten that. He, G eystone, Spud, and Su-Cha all were scouring their sources
and resources in an effort to prepare for possible troubles.
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They unearthed no news of any val ue—not even a concrete indication that Shai Khe had been
anything less than his own agent. They found only the faintest wisp of a rumor fromthe nethernost
east about a cabal of which Shai Khe m ght have been a junior nenber. But that was only hearsay of
a runor of hearsay.

Chaz figured that in Caracene they had the next best thing to a primary source. "Press her,"
he told Rider, in private. "She knows a lot that she isn't telling."

Ri der raised an eyebrow. It was an expressive querying gesture. Chaz reddened slightly. He had
been paying el aborate public court to Caracene. And she seened pl eased by his attention

"Not yet," Rider replied. "We're not under the sword. She has been a sl ave—and nore. She needs
time to redi scover the neani ng and bounds of her freedom She has to deternine for herself if she
has a noral obligation to speak or to remain silent. Wth Shai Khe gone, and with his hold upon
her charred and sunken beneath the Bridge, | can see no reason to doubt that she will cone around.
It will have far nore neaning when it cones fromthe heart. Exercise your fanous barbarian
pati ence. Take her out on the town. Take her to the Little Crcus. General Procopio is giving
three days of ganes to celebrate his part in our success."”

There had been sone grunpi ness over Procopio's having clained so nuch. Rider, though, was
pl eased because the old officer was diverting attention fromhinself and his nen.

"Take her out and buy her a western-style wardrobe. | do not know wonen well, but never heard
of one whose norale could not be inproved by a shopping spree. Especially when soneone else is
pi cking up the cost."

Chaz grumped, "I think she | ooks just fine wearing what she has."

"You woul d. Mpst of the tine she's hal f-naked. But she can't wander the streets like that."

Chaz grunped sone nore, nostly because he had fixed notions of the way wonen shopped. He did
not ook forward to squiring Caracene around the courtiers of the City. But he went out and
col I ected her.

He knew his duty. And there was a fine chance that doing it would earn him pl easant rewards.

XXXV

CGeneral Procopio invited Rider's gang to share his personal box at the Little
Crcus—+eluctantly, after Chaz accused him of ingratitude and gl ory-hoggi ng. Since the public were
wel|l aware that the Protector's son—hinself acclained Protector nowwas primarily responsible for
thwarting the danger to the City, a few bitter words could make of the Procopi o Ganes the disaster
of the social season. The general issued his invitation rather than risk humliation.

O her than Chaz, only Greystone evinced nuch interest in attending. The schol ar had worked out
systens for betting on horse and chariot races and wanted to test themin the field. Su-Cha would
have attended had he been allowed, but the | aw was adamant about forbidding his kind to attend
sporting events, the outcone of which mght be nystically jiggered. Too many bettors' noney m ght
be affected.

Caracene was both el egant and exotic in a white pleated creation which fell to her ankles but
left her arms bare. Her hair was in a single twist that came around her neck to the right and fel
bet ween her breasts. Chaz felt drab and inadequate as they made for Procopio's private box. Ten
t housand eyes neasured Caracene and found her beauty nore than adequate. A thousand nen rurrmured
their admiration and asked one anot her who that beauty m ght be.

Chaz felt smaller than ever.

But he was carrying his sword, his illegal sword, w thout challenge, so those who mattered did
not |lose track of his identity am dst Caracene's radi ance. That was reassuring.

The box of honor was shaded by a gaudy awning. The only other seating so honored was the roya
box. Chaz dropped onto one of the stone benches. "Thanks for small favors." He pointed upward.
"It's days like this that nake me wonder why | never stayed hone." It was hot, yes, and very
hum d.

General Procopio turned, held a finger to his lips. Charioteers were getting thensel ves
aligned for a start and the herald was about to announce the contestants.

"You haven't told ne anything about your honel and," Caracene whi spered.

"Nei t her have you, sweetheart. Sounds to nme like we're even."

Greystone had arrived before Chaz and Caracene. He was seated behind the general, calcul ating
on a wax tablet. He turned and scow ed.

"Do they have chariot races there?"

Chaz eyed the woman suspiciously. Wiy this enpty-headed act? "No. Pony races. Bareback
Thr ough t he woods. "

Procopi o and Greystone both scow ed. The herald had begun announci ng the charioteers and the
stabl es they represented. Caracene got the nessage, if Chaz did not. She folded her hands in her
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| ap and watched the race get under way.

Chaz hardly noticed. A shadow too small for that of a cloud or airship, yet big, was rippling
over the crowd. Some people were | ooking up instead of following the race. He stepped to the edge
of the canopy, caught a glinpse of a |arge w ng vani shing beyond the stadiumrim "Su-Cha cl owning
around?" he wonder ed.

"I don't think so." Geystone startled Chaz, who had not seen the scholar rise. "The runt has
nore style. The bird is big but dingy. He'd be colorful."

Ri sing crowmd noi se kept Chaz from respondi ng.

The chariots were running hub to hub going into the back stretch. The npob expected rea
excitenment going into the final turn

"It been here before?" Chaz shout ed.

"All norning. Here it cones again."

"Looks li ke a giant chicken hawk," Chaz opined. "My size."

Caracene nmoved up beside him Wen she saw the bird she gasped and | ost col or. Chaz asked,
"You know what that thing is?"

Car acene nodded. As she opened her nouth to say sonething, Procopio shouted, "If you people
can't keep it down back there, go away."

The bird turned a half circle, one yellow eye fixed upon the stadi um sonewhere above
Procopi 0' s box.

Caracene' gasped again, and |ost nore col or.

The bird folded its wings, falling into an attack dive. Its plunge was directly toward Chaz.

He hurl ed Caracene and a squealing Greystone into the conceal nent provided by the awni ng
dragged his blade out and braced hinsel f.

The chariots were into the final leg of the race, the three frontrunners still neck and neck
The crowd was shrieking. Only a few spectators, quite close, noted Chaz's actions and | ooked up
They out-shrieked the race afici onados.

As Chaz prepared to neet his death Caracene bounded to her feet and rejoined him Her hair was
af l ame. Her eyes had becone whirling pools of snpbke. She flung her hands toward the hawk. They
gl owed |ike red-hot steel

The bird staggered just yards fromconpleting its strike. That saved Chaz.

It smashed into the awning, shrieking and snapping at himover its shoul der. Beneath the
canvas people scranbled. The bird ripped fabric and flesh with its tal ons.

Chaz swung his blade in a flat arc, scored the nonster's beak and opened fl esh nearby. H's
backstroke pruned feathers froma wingtip. The beast seenmed of m xed mnds. It wanted to face and
fight himwhile continuing to rip at those still trapped beneath the canopy.

It dipped its head, snapped its beak, canme up with a severed human arm Chaz bounced a sword-
stroke off its forehead, peeling flesh back. Blood flooded its eyes, it shrieked and dropped its
booty, flung itself up to attack with its talons. Chaz clipped nore feathers fromthe sanme w ng,
batted one nonster foot aside with his blade, rolled beneath the other. Fromflat on his back he
drove the tip of his sword into the beast's belly. Though he caused only a mnor wound, the bird
screeched and tried to flee.

It flung itself into the air, wings thundering. But with bl ood-blinded eyes and one w ng
trimred it could not fly a straight line. It plunged into the crowd fifty yards away. People
screaned as it began killing anyone it could reach

Chaz gained his feet, ripped the canvas off the remains of those who had occupi ed Procopio's
box, dreadi ng what he m ght see when he found G eystone

But the little scholar was fine. He had stretched out against a stone bench where it was
i mpossible for the bird to reach him

Procopi o had been less fortunate. It was he who had | ost the |inb.

Chaz roared and | ooked for the bird.

It had tried to fly again, and again it had plunged into the crowd. The panic was spreadi ng.
In a rage, he prepared to stormthrough the nob on a quest for revenge.

Caracene's touch stayed him He | ooked down into her eyes. They had returned to normal. Her
hair no | onger blazed. Her face was drai ned. Once she had his attention, she pointed.

He | ooked up a dozen rows. He saw a tall, grey-haired gentleman in antiquated apparel who
stood calmy observing the growing terror. As his gaze swept over Chaz a taunting smile tugged at
his lips.

"Green eyes!" Those awful green eyes! "It's him" Chaz roared. "It has to be him" He hurl ed

hi nsel f out of Procopio's box.
The old man strode away. The chaos parted for himas though he were fiery to the touch
Chaz did not have the sane | uck.
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A hammercrack of sorcery rang out over the stadium Every hair on Chaz's head stood up and
crackl ed. The nonster bird screaned once, died.

In the noment he was | ooking away Chaz |ost track of the grey-haired gentleman with the green
eyes. He cursed.

Then he sighted R der and Su- Cha pl oughi ng through the crowd, headed his way.

XXXVI |

"What brought you here?" Chaz denanded when Ri der reached him

"Caracene tw sting the web. What happened?”

"She tried to stop that bird. 1 don't know where it came from but | know how it got here.
Shai Khe brought it."

"But ... " Su-Cha piped.
"I saw him Caracene pointed himout. Were is she? He had greyed his hair and was wearing ol d-
time clothes, |like one of the Cynics, but it was him Not his brother or cousin or uncle or

what ever you're going to say, but him There aren't any other eyes like his eyes. Were's Caracene
gotten to?"

"There is no strain on the web," Rider said, scanning the crowd. "Su-Cha, start |ooking for
him"

Chaz was | ooking around now, quietly desperate, seeking Caracene. He did not catch a glinpse
of her. He had renmi ned cal mthroughout the crisis. Now he was ready to panic.

"Keep a watch for the wonan, too," Rider told Su-Cha. He started down toward Procopi o's box.

"Can't you feel her?" Chaz denmanded.

"She isn't leaving any trail in the web."

"It's his fault. Shai Khe. He did sonmething to her. She was al nbst ready to conme over to our
si de. How coul d he have survived an airship's destruction? Especially with that shadow of his
trying to gobble every soul in sight?"

"I don't know," Rider confessed. "I'mas nystified as you. | was convinced that he was dead
But he is old and powerful and tricky."

"I'"'mgoing |ooking too. He isn't getting away with Caracene if |'ve got anything to say about
it."

"I don't know how he could have gotten through that alive," Ri der repeated. "Unless he was not
aboard the airship at all. Wich could have been, though | don't see how he coul d have nanaged t he
airship so deftly fromashore."

Chaz, a glob of noroseness feeling sorry for itself huddling in a corner, did not |ook up. No
slightest trace of Caracene or the green-eyed man had come to |ight yet.

"We' || hear from Shai Khe again," Rider said. "If, indeed, it was he that Chaz saw." Ri der was
not convinced that his only witness was reliable. "H s ego wouldn't let it be otherw se." Wat was
meant to be a feather of hope fell flat with Chaz.

"I'f it was Shai Khe, |I'mconvinced he has left the Gty. He would have to do so. He woul d need
to restore the edifice of terror that began crunbling with the report of his death. If he lives,
and Caracene is with him he will be in the east and we will have report of them soon enough."

But the big northerner refused to be encouraged. "I'll find her,"” he nunbled. "I'Il find them
both. And when the dust settles there won't be no nore green-eyed spook doctor hangi ng around. No
nore slave-master for her to be afraid of."

Ri der | ooked at his friend with conpassion, but he said nothing nore. There was nothing to
say. What was needed now was the passing of tinme. It would be a time shorter than any of them
i magi ned.
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