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Chapter One

Rain, cold rain, asicy asonly amidwinter night could makeit, dripped despairingly into the dismd
dreets of the city of Haldene. It should have cleansed the pavements, but instead it left them looking dick
and aily; glistening with a dubious sheen, but not clean. There wasasingle lamp burning outsde a
warehouse two doors down, but athough the flame burned bravely, it did little to illuminate anything
beyond the immediate area of the door it hung above. The rain soaked through everything; the piles of
refuse waiting for the rag-picker beside each warehouse and tavern door, Tal Rufen'swaxed cape and
the woolen coat benesth it—

—thelimp and lifeless body of the Street-singer at hisfeet—

More wavering light from his ssorm-lantern moved uncertainly across her pae cheek and gave her a
cheating semblance of life. She sprawled in astrange, contorted snarl of limbs and wet garments, lying
half on her back and haf on her sde, with her arms outflung to the uncaring sky. Her own ragged cape, a
garment of the poorest and shabbiest kind, threadbare and patched and heavy with rain, had been
thrown partialy to one sde as sheféll. It had not given her much protection from the cold and rain when
she had been dive, nor had the thin chemise that served her as ablouse, now soaked and clinging to her
thin torso, nor the coarse-woven skirt, torn and muddy about the hem. Her feet, though not bare, wore
"poor-man'sboots’ of thick stockings clumsily made of scraps of yarn salvaged and reknitted, and soled
with leather likewise salvaged from some other article too worn to save. Harness-legther, Tal thought,
judging from the wear spots on it; her feet were dim enough that pieces cut from aworn saddle-girth
would be just wide enough to serve her as soles. Such make-do foot-gear wouldn't serve to protect from
rain and not much from snow, but they would have served to keep the feet out of direct contact with
frigid cobblestones.

Her instrument, atambour-drum, lay alittle way from her hand, skin-down in a puddle on the street
whereit had landed when shefell. It was avery cheap drum, quickly made, undecorated. A drum was
the usud instrument of the poorest musicians because drums were the most inexpensive of al forms of
music-maker. The rim was aready warped by the rain; one of the cross-braces had popped out, and
even the skin would be ruined by now. No longer useful, it was another piece of flotsam for the
rag-pickers and scavengers, who would soon be quarreling over the rest of the girl's meager possessions.

She had been faintly pretty—would have been quite attractive, if poverty and hunger hadn't dready
|eft their marks on her in the form of bad teeth, a sallow complexion, and lank hair. The witnesses said
she had a pleasant enough voice, but made up for al deficiencies of face and voice with asunny, outgoing
disposition. Unlike some, apparently she had never supplemented her street-singing with other sources of
income; sheld never, a least in the course of cursory questioning of those who knew her, ever been
known to sl hersdf aswell as her songs. She was too proud, said one of theloca stall-keeperswho'd
cometo identify her body, aman who sold hot drinks and fried fish in the nearby fish-market where she
made her usua stand. Hed meant that in the best possible sense and as a compliment, for the thin body
benesth the threadbare clothing would only have attracted the attention of someone mistaking her for a
preadol escent.



The cause of her desth was obvious enough, even without the witness to the murder. Despite the
rain, blood the color of black rubies till stained the front of her chemise and soaked into her skirtina
dark blotch; not just astab-wound, ablow like thisonetold Ta atae of rage, rage against the victim that
asmplethrugt of the knife could not purge. Her murderer had practicaly disemboweled her with asingle
stroke.

And that smplefact just did not fit.

The stall-keeper had seen her murderer accost her; held even overheard alittle of the conversation.
The man had offered ajob, spoken of agathering of friendsin one of the more reliable docksde taverns
who wanted a bit of lively music, and had even mentioned another musician who had agreed to come. So
far asthe stall-keeper knew, he was a stranger to this part of the docks; the girl had spent the last year or
more at the corner in front of the stall-keeper's stand, and the fellow swore held never seen the man
before today. Nor had the girl hersalf shown any sign of recognition when held spoken to her.

A piece that doesn't fit. Thismurderer was astranger, by the accounts, and bloody work of this
level of savagery only came from the desperate power of awounded animal, or the rage of someone
formerly closeto the victim. How could a stranger have built up such aterrible anger against the girl?
That level of anger needed reasons, and along and careful nurturing, both of which required previous
acquaintance.

The stall-keeper was somewhat in shock and hadn't been able to throw any light of knowledge on
thisterrible Stuation.

Nor could the single witness to the murder itsalf, aboy of about ninewho sat afew yards away,
shivering in the shdlter of his mother's tavern—the one to which the girl had alegedly been invited—so
traumatized he was barely able to speak. He rocked back and forth dowly with hisarmswrapped
around histhin torso. The boy only knew what he'd already told Tal; that the girl had been walking
alongside aman asthe boy waited outside the tavern for the bread-baker to make his ddlivery. The man
had stopped and pointed to something on the river; the girl had turned to look. While she was distracted,
the man had taken hisknife from asheath at hisbelt.

Then with no warning & al, the man stabbed her vicioudy, ripping upward with such force that he
lifted her off the ground, caught on the cross-guard of hisblade. Hisfist drove dl theair from her lungsin
agreat, choking gasp, leaving her unableto cry out. Not that it would have done her any good, for she
bled her life away too quickly for help to arrive. The boy had been completely parayzed with shock and
terror, able only to shrink back into the shadows in hopes that he had not been noticed, and certain he
was about to be murdered on his own doorstep. That instinctive reaction might indeed have saved hislife.

The man had shaken the girl off theknife as if he was shaking off a bit of fish-gut. That wasthe
analogy the boy used, and it looked apt judging by the way the girl had fallen. She hadn't been dead
when she hit the pavement, but she was dying. Sheld made a single abortive attempt to rise, one hand
clutching the wound in her scomach, before shefdl back again, and died in agush of blood.

The man had ignored her, just asif he didn't redlize he had just murdered someone. He had |ooked
around, hisface frozen in what the witness said was "a horrible look." Ta wished he knew just what that
"horriblelook™ was; the expression might have given him more clues.

Then the man had dropped the knife casualy beside the body, walked straight to the edge of the
dock, and kept going, faling right into the Kanar River. The current was powerful here and the water
cold and deep. Not even a strong swimmer would survive long, and Ta expected to hear that they'd
pulled the murderer's body out of the shalows by morning.

That wasthe point at which the boy had run for his mother, who had sent the tavern's peace-keeper
for the congtables rather than going out and investigating hersdlf. Y ou didn't live long in the wharf-district
by throwing yourself into the darkness after amurderer. She and her son had Stayed safely in the tavern
until the congtables arrived.

The witness had been very clear on onething that had Ta very puzzled: the murderer had dropped



the knife beside the body. Between his cursory examination and the witnesss description, Tal judged that
it wasavery unusud knife, three-sded, like an ice-pick or adtiletto, with a prominent hilt. And here was
the last of the piecesthat did not fit, for the knife was gone. If someone had rifled the body in thetime it
had taken the boy to run to his mother, and his mother to get the constables, then why was the clothing
completdy undisturbed and why was the girl's meager pouch of coinstill on her belt? Why sted aknife,
especialy onethat had been used in amurder?

That wasthered question; for most people, even the most hardened dock-rat, the idea of merely
touching such aweapon would be terrifying. There was a superdtition about such knives; that a blade that
had once tasted alife would hunger for more, driving the unfortunate owner to more murdersor to
suicide.

All of these things were small, but they added up to adisruption of the pattern that should have been
there, familiar and inescapable. But there was a pattern this case did fit: aseriesof four smilarly horrific
murdersthat had taken place over the past sx months. All of the victims were women, al were poor, all
were Street-entertainers, and al were murdered between midnight and dawn.

All had been killed with asmilar, triangular-bladed knife, and presumably al had been murdered for
some reason other than money. He could not be sure of that last, because this was the first such murder
to have awitness.

Three of the cases had been marked as solved. Two of the murderers had committed suicide on the
spot, even before their victims were actualy dead, and one murder was attributed to a man who'd been
picked up the next day, raving and covered with blood, and quite mad. All of the women had lived alone,
without lovers, husbands or children, in smal coffin-like basement or attic roomsin tenement houses,
roomstoo small for anormal-sized man to lie down in. They owned little more than the clothing they
stood up in, arude palet to deep on, and their ingruments. They eked out a precarious existence,
balancing rent against food in adesperate juggling act played out day after day without respite.

They werelike hundreds, thousands of othersin the city, yet in thisthey were different. They had not
died of cold, disease, or starvation; someone had murdered them, and Tal was convinced that there was
more to these murders than smple random violence. There was suspicion of sorcery and enchantment
being involved—there aways was such talk around murders, more from superstition than actual
suspicion. While he had seen the evidence of magic often enough, from the legerdemain of street
trickstersto the awe-inspiring, pa pable auras of "high magic," he preferred to look for more conventional
explanations than the supernatura. Td believed that it was wisest to look for the answersthat came from
what norma people could devise, afford, and enact, and kept his deductive powers "clean” sinceit was
all too convenient to chak up uncomfortable mysteriesto dark forces.

"Td, it'stimeto go." Thewords, uttered, he now redlized, for thethird time, findly penetrated his
consciousness. He looked up, to gaze into the weary and cynica eyes of JerisVane, the constable who
shared night-duty inthisdigtrict with him.

"Y ou aren't going to learn anything we don't dready know," Jerissaid, asif explaining something to a
brain-damaged child, "We have a murderer, and he's dready taken his punishment into his own hands.
The caseisclosed. Let's go back to the station, fill out our reports, and makeiit official.”

Td shook his head stubbornly, holding up hislantern to illuminate Jerissface. "There's something
about thisthat's just not right,” he replied, and saw Jeriss mouth tighten into athin, hard line. "1 know it
looks cut and dried—"

"That's becauseit is," Jeris snapped, water dripping off his hat brim as he spoke. "There's no reason
to pursue this any further. We have what we need—one victim, one criminal, one witness, one suicide,
end of question.”

"But why would—"

Jerisinterrupted him again. "Why isnot your job, or mine, or any other constable's. What and who,
maybe, but not why. We don't worry about the reasons people do things. We catch them, and after we



do, we hand them over to the Judticiars, the gaolers, and the executioners. Worrying about thingsthat are
not part of your job will only bring you trouble. I'll be a the station when you decide to stragglein from
meddling in thingsthat aren't your business.”

With that, the unpleasant man turned, and splashed up the rain-dick cobbles towardsthe district
station, leaving the scavengersto do their work. For amoment more, Ta hesitated, hoping he could
glean just that tiny bit more information from the scene.

But he wouldn't, and in his heart he knew it. Even if he brought in amage, at this point, the mage
would learn nothing. Rain was running water, and running water washed away magic. Just asin the other
four cases, which had al taken place on rainy nights (asif there was anything other than arainy night this
time of year!) there would be no trace of anything magica on or about this body.

That was one more thing that didn't make sense about any of these murders. People weren't
murdered in the street on rainy nights, they were killed a home, or in rooming houses, inns, or brothels,
whereit was dry and at least a bit warmer than on the street—or they werekilled in taverns and public
houses, where it was dry and the chill made people drink more than they had intended to. But no one
picked avictim, then took her out into the pouring rain to kill her. Thiswas another odd circumstance that
linked al five of these cases.

There was something very wrong here, and he wanted very badly to find out whét it was before any
more women were murdered.

He hesitated amoment longer, then followed Jeris back to the station. Perhaps by now they would
have found the body of the murderer, and he would learn something more.

Therain showed no sgns of letting up, and would likely continue until dawn. Rain, rather than snow,
was the dominant winter weather pattern in Haldene, and there were some who longed for snow insteed.
Td didn't; granted, snow did make it easier for anight-constable to do hisjob, for with alayer of snow
on the ground, nights were brighter, and fresh snow made it possible to track anight-crimina in the
less-trafficked parts of the city. Even if he got into an areawhere there was agreat dedl of activity at
night, if held left printsin the snow, a constable could look for soles that matched those prints.
Nevertheless, Ta didn't carefor snow any morethan hedid rain.

What | would like would be to have a dry winter instead of a wet one—a winter where no rain
fell until spring.

He lengthened his stepsto catch up with Jeris without losing his dignity and running. It wasfoolish,
but agreat deal of status within the ranks of the constables depended on appearances.

"You called for thewagon?' Jeris asked, as Ta came up to him.

"Right after the woman sent for the constables and | responded,” he replied—and asiif to prove that
he had done hisjob, the body-wagon rattled around the corner ahead of them, heading their way. The
wheels rumbled on the cobblestones, and the cart itsdlf rattled as the uneven surface jarred every
separate board and bit of hardware. Those were the only noisesit made; the pony hauling it, itsrain-dick
hide a mottled dark-on-dark, never made a sound, and the wooden horseshoes it wore were muffled (as
per city ordinance for horses at night) by leather bootstied over the hooves. The driver, enwrapped in his
regulation black-hooded cloak, spoke not aword as he drove past them. In afew more moments, the
girl's body would beinglorioudy tossed into the back of the cart, covered with a black-dyed bit of
canvas, and taken away to the city morgue which was operated by the Church. In weather this cold,
they'd probably keep her there for aweek, hoping for some friend or relative to step forward, clam the
body, and pay for the burid. At some point, however, they would give up, and with reluctance and scant
ceremony, drop her pitiful remainsinto ashalow, unmarked paupers grave in Church grounds at the
Church's expense. Asamurder victim, and not a suicide—and in default of any evidence that shewas
not aloya daughter of the Church—she was the Church's responsbility. The only paupersthat the
Church was not responsible for were nonhumans, suicides, pagans, heathen, and heretics—all of those
placed themsalves out of Church hands by their beliefs or actions. If no relatives cameto claim them, the



city would dispose of them in Potter's Field, in the pits | eft after clay was dug up.

This assumed, however, that the medical college didn't need a subject for dissection. In that case, a
priest would bless the body and hand it over, and the girl might have ared marked grave, athough the
bits and pieces that had once been a human being would not be reassembled before buridl. It would be
the medica college'sjob to pay for that buria and, to do them credit, they did not skimp on ceremony or
expense.

In either case, he doubted that it would matter to her. She was done with the envel ope of flesh, and
what became of it could not concern her anymore, outside of ahaunting. But assuming that there was
something beyond that envel ope—and assuming she had any reason to be concerned with anything in the
"here and now" anymore—surely her only concern would be revenge. Or justice; therewasafineline
between the two that tended to blur in most folks minds, including Ta's. He was not convinced that she
had or ever would have either revenge or justice, even if someone pulled up the body of the man who
hed killed her in the next few moments.

On those other four occasions of the past severa weeks, someone had written "case closed” after a
murdered woman's name because her killer had dain himself. And in afew more days or weeks, another
woman had died in circumstances that were al too similar to the previous, supposedly-closed case.
Either there was a sudden rash of murder-suicides going onin thiscity, or there was something very
wrong with the deductions of the city congtables.

"Y ou're asking too many questions, Ta," Jeris said, as the wagon passed by. "The Captain doesn't
likeit. Y ou'retaking up too much time with this obsesson of yours.”

"Too much time?' Hefdt asif he should be angry, but he wastoo tired for anger. Heweighed his
next words down with heavy contempt. " Since when are you concerned with my private interests? Most
of this has been on my own time, Jeris. Thelast time | looked, what | did with my own time, whether it
was bead-work, plowing, or crimind investigation, was ho one's business but my own."

Jeris grunted scornfully. "Charming hobby you have, Td, and frankly, | don't give arat's asswhat you
do on your time off. The only problem isthat you've cooked up some haf-crazed ideathat theré'saforce
out there, walking the night and murdering women. Even that would be dl right if you kept it to yoursdlf,
but you can't do that, can you? Y ou haveto tell every gypsy bitch and street whore you meet why she
should be more careful at night, asif afew stupid cows more or lessin this town would make any
differenceto anyone."

Now anger did tir in him, dull and sullen, smoldering under aheavy weight of sheer exhaustion. It
had been along night before this happened, and the end wasn't in sight. Jeris's arrogance made him want
to give the man alesson in humility—and in how it felt to be the one under the hammer. "So far, theréve
been five murder victims that look enough dike to make anyone with abrain think twice about them.
These murders are too damned similar to be coincidental, and these murders don't fit the patterns of
anything I've ever seen before, not in twenty years as a constable. Just for one moment, why don't you
play aong with me and pretend I'm right? Don't the women who have to be out in the street to make a
living deserve to be warned of danger?'

A sudden gust of wind blew raininto their faces. "They're Stregt-trash, Td," Jerisreplied cruddly,
never once dowing down to look a him, just pulling the brim of hishat down over hisface. "Anybody
out on the street at night instead of decently home where she belongsis out looking for trouble. Try
getting it through your head that scum doesn't deserve anything. They aren't worth considering, but
decent, tax-paying citizens are beginning to get wind of your stupid ides, and they're getting nervous. The
higher-ups don't like it when citizens get the idea that there's something dangerous on the street that the
constables can't stop.”

Td'sanger burned in the pit of his stomach, warming him more efficiently than his sodden cloak, but
he knew better than to make aretort. Jeris was a boot-licker, but as such, he had the ear of the Captain,
with an eye to making himsel f—Jeris-the-upstart—Il ook better. Jeris had only been a constable for four
yearsto Td'stwenty, but hewas already Ta'sequad in rank and probably his superior in advancement



prospects because of hislack of persond modesty and his artistically applied hotility. Ordinarily, Ta
wouldn't have cared about that; he'd never wanted anything more than to be agood constable, maybe
even the best if that was how things turned out, keeping the streets safe, solving the cases that were less
than straightforward. But Jeris-the-toady, interested only in what thejob could gain him, grated on Td's
nerves and enraged his sense of decency. Thiswas not the least because Jeris represented not only
everything Ta found despicablein the city constables, but aso precisely the kind of constable who would
advance through ambition and eventua ly become Tal's superior in rank. Captain Rayburn was exactly
like Jeris—and when Rayburn gave up the job, no doubt Jeris would be promoted into it.

So Jeriswas only reflecting the sentiments of Those In Charge; "street-trash” didn't matter. Forget
that those who Jeris and Rayburn styled " street-trash” were a so tax-paying citizens; Rayburn would
dismissthat smple truth with an unverifiable alegation that everyone knew that the " street-trash” cheated
to avoid paying their taxes and so did not warrant service.

Asif the"good citizens of Haldene' that Rayburn favored never did anything of the sort! How did he
think some of them got their fortunes?

That didn't matter; really, nothing was going to make any difference to the Rayburns and Jerises of
thisworld. Thered fact wasthat the underdogs of the city had no power in the politics and policies of the
city, and never would, and for that reason, Rayburn and hisilk discarded and discounted them, always
had, and awayswould.

Ta dowed his steps deliberatdly, alowing Jeristo splash on ahead. Let Jeris, the ambitious, be the
onetofiletheinitia report. Let him get the "credit” for the case. Td would file a second report, and he
would seeif Jeris could find away to explain the missng murder-wegpon, or the myriad of discrepancies
andillogicsinthe story.

Then again, it probably wouldn't matter if he couldn't. Thiswas just another inconvenient blot on the
record, an "unfortunate incident” that no one would bother to pursue any further. Neither the victim nor
the murderer were of any importance to anyone who mattered, and thusit would be smpler and easier
for the authorities to ignore everything connected with them.

That redlization—or rather, the fina acceptance of something he had known in his heart of
hearts—sickened him. If he had not been so weary, he would have been tempted to turn in his baton,
badge, and braids as soon as he reached the station and find some other job in the morning, perhapsasa
private guard for one of the wealthy merchants.

But he was tired; his head ached, hisjoints complained, his ssomach was knotted into aburning ball,
and the only thing he could redlly muster any enthusiasm for was the fact that his shift would be over inan
hour or two and for half aday he would no longer haveto tolerate Jerisand hisilk. Infact, by thetime he
reached the station, made out his report, and did the follow-up with the searchers at theriver, it would
probably betimeto stop for the day.

He plodded on, head down for many reasons, through the cold wind and intermittent rain, and
because he had deliberately lagged behind Jeris, when he arrived at the station he discovered that the
other constable had already commandeered the single clerk on duty at thistime of night. That meant Tal
would have to write out his own report, instead of dictating it to the clerk.

One more miserableitem inthelong list of the evening's miseries.

The gtation, acramped, narrow building, three stories high with a basement lockup for violent cases,
was unusualy busy for acold and rainy night. The waiting room wasfull, and the sergeant a the desk
looked as haggard as T4l fdit.

For amoment, he smply leaned againgt the wall and let the warmth and babble wash over him. With
oil lamps aong thewallsand asmall crowd pressed together on the benches, there was enough hest
being generated to make up for the fact that one of the two stoves supposed to heeat the place was cold.
Thiswasthe Captain'sidea, a means to economize during the hours that Rayburn was not on duty, and
never mind that there were other people who were forced to shiver through the coldest hours of the night



dueto hiseconomies. Thiswasthe only part of the building that the genera public ever saw, but it was
enough to make them nervous. No one ever came to the station who was not forced to.

Thefirst story consisted of one main room and severa smaller offices and the ward-room behind
them al. The main room had ahalf dozen benches arranged in front of adesk; at the desk sat the
Duty-Sergeant, and on the benches were ranged avariety of folk who either had complaints that needed
acongtable's attention, or were here to see about getting someone out of the general lockup on the
second floor where drunks and minor troublemakers landed. They were the source of the nervous
babble, and unfortunately, also of avariety of odors, none of them pleasant. Swest, dirt, garlic, wet wool,
beer, and wet rawhide; bad breath and flatulence; and a hint of very chesp perfume from the one or two
whoreswaiting to register complaints—the people who came here at night were not among the city's dite
by any dretch of theimagination, and they brought the "amosphere” of their liveswith them. Judging by
the crowd out front, the offices were probably al full, either of constables interviewing witnesses or
congtablesinterviewing people with complaints. More accurately, given the attitude of the night watch,
the truth was closer to enduring than interviewing.

The second floor was divided into the generd lockup—atemporary holding areafor drunks,
vagrants, generd "undesirables,”" and as many participantsin afight as could be rounded up—and a
second ward-room. Third floor held the records. It would be quieter up there, but much colder. There
was aclerk in the records-room by day who refused to work if the stove wasn't fired up, but there was
no oneto keep it stoked at night, and no one cared if the prisonersin the lockup were comfortable.

The harried Sergeant barely acknowledged Tal's presence as the | atter entered and saluted. Since he
was dedling with three different arguing parties al a the sametime, Ta didn't blame him. Instead, he went
in search of pen and paper to make hisreport, and arelatively quiet corner to writeitin.

When he findly found both in the ward-room his headache was much worse and hisjaw ached—and
he redlized to his chagrin hed had it clenched tight ever since Jeris started in on him. It was enough to
give him adeep throbbing at the root of histeeth, which faded dowly asintermittent shocks of pain until
only abackground discomfort remained.

By that time, the Sergeant had managed to throw out al three of the contending parties, which had
cleared the waiting room considerably. While hed been searching for writing materias, Jeris had finished
his report. The Sergeant gave him alook at it, and as Ta had suspected, no mention was made of a
missing murder-weapon or even that the wegpon had been something other than the usual bdt-knife.

Hewent up to the third floor in search of quiet. With hisfingers stiffening in the cold, Td rectified
those omissions, wishing asimilar headache and bout of indigestion on Jeris, who, according to the
Sergeant, had chosen to go off shift early once his report had been written.

When he came back down, with his stack of closdly written papersin hand, the Sergeant waved him
over to the desk.

"Theriverdde search-team comein, Td," he said with agleam in hisred-rimmed eyes. "They found
the body of aman they figger was the murderer. What's more, they know who 'twas."

He handed the new report, a short one, to Ta, who read it quickly, hiseyebrowsrising as he did.
The body certainly fit the description that the boy had given, and he had been identified amost as soon as
he had been pulled from the water by a most extraordinary chain of coincidences.

Both the discovery of the body and the identification were exceedingly fortunate for Td, if not for the
prospects of turning in his shift early, for he had not expected the body to turn up until it floated by itsdlf.
But as luck would have it, abarge had gotten torn from its moorings this afternoon before he arrived for
his shift; it had run up againgt a bridge-pier downstream, then sunk. Now the usua scavengers were out
in force on the water with al manner of implements designed to pull cargo out of the water. One of the
scavengers had netted the body and brought it up. Asit happened, severd of theriver-rats had
recognized who it wasimmediately, though they had no ideathat the man had murdered a girl before
drowning himsdif.



So now Ta had hisidentification, and the search-crew had happily retired from the scene, their job
completed.

The Desk-Sergeant had the particulars. The murderer had been the owner of a shabby shop in Jeriss
digtrict, who made aliving buying and sdlling secondhand goods. The scavengers had sold their pickings
to him more than once, and knew him not only by sight, but by habits—and the one who had pulled him
out was actudly in the gation waiting to be interviewed.

Although Jerishad officidly declared himsdlf off-duty, the Sergeant noted (with ady amile) that he
was gtill proclaiming his geniusin the second-floor ward-room to the clerk and anyone el'se who would
listen. "The boy come to witness wants out of here," the Sergeant said. "He's not likely to wait much
longer." He did not offer to send someone after Jeris.

The Sergeant was as old aveteran as Ta, and with just about aslittle patience for boot-lickers. They
both knew that since the shopkeeper was from Jeriss district, it would look very bad if someone else
took the report because Jeris had gone off-duty early and had not bothered to check back at the desk.

"Any sgn of Jeris checking back in, then?' Td asked.
The Sergeant shook his head. "Not that it's your job—"

"No," Td replied, deciding to get subtle revenge by grabbing the interview for his own report—which
was, without adoubt, what the Sergeant had in mind. "But a good constable concentrates on the case,
not the petty details of whose digtrict the witnesses and victims come from.”

"That'sthe truth," the Sergeant agreed. "Y our witnessisin the fourth crib aong, right-hand side.”

Td collected more paper, lft hisinitia report with the Sergeant, and found the man waiting patiently
inone of thetiny cubiclesin the maze of offices and interview-roomsin the back haf of thefirst floor.

Therewere oil lamps here aswell, and it was decently warm at least. Maybe too warm; as Tal sat
down behind the tiny excuse for adesk at the back end of the room, he caught himsalf yawning and
suppressed it.

He had brought with him a steaming cup of the evil brew that was dways kept seething in apot on
another pocket-sized stovein thefirst cubicle. Allegedly, it wastea, though Tal had never encountered its
like under that name anywhere else. It was as black asforbidden lug, bitter as an old whore, and
required vast amounts of cream and whatever sweetener one could lay hands on to makeit margindly
palatable, but it did have the virtue of kegping the drinker awake under any and dl possible
circumstances.

The witness had evidently been offered a cup of this potent concoction, for it stood, cooling and
barely touched, on the floor beside hischair. Ta didn't blame him for leaving it there; it was nothing to
inflict on the unprepared and unprotected, and offering it to a citizen came very close to betraying the
Congtables Oath to guard innocent people from harm. He just hoped it wouldn't eat its way through the
bottom of the cup and gtart in on the floor, since he'd be held responsible.

"| understand you and some of your friends located the body of aman who drowned?' he said ashe
dowly dropped down in the chair, after setting his cup on the table within reach of hisright hand. "Can
you tell me how that came about?'

The young man, lean and sallow, with arather pathetic excuse for a beard and mustache coming in,
nodded vigoroudy. "We been sdvagin', an' | hooked 'im. Knowed 'im right off. Milas Los's, 'im as got
the secondhand story on Lily, just off Long, in the Ware Quarter.”

Ta nodded; so the murderer had not even come from the same quarter asthe victim, dthough Wharf
and Ware were next to each other and in thisdistrict. Still, Lily Street was a considerable distance away
from Edgewater, where the girl had made her usud stand. And more significantly, Edgewater held
nothing to interest adedler in second-hand goods, being the main street of the fish-market. With luck, this
boy would know abit about MilasLoss.

"Did Milas Los's have any reason to want to do away with himsaf?' he asked.



The boy shook his head. "Hard t' tell about some of these old geezers, but not as| think. Shop was
doin' dl right, old man had no family to worry about, an' never had no reason t' want one. Usetamake
fun of usthat camein and talked about our girls—told us he'd be laughin', and free in abrace of years,
an' we'd be davin' to take care of anaggin' wife and three bawlin' brats, an' wishinwewashim." The
young man shrugged. "On'y thing he ever cared for was chess. Hed play anybody. Thasit."

And | doubt that the girl was one of his chess partners. "Did he ever show any interest in music?
Td perssted. "In musicians? Infemae musicians? Inwomen at dl?'

To each of these questions, the boy shook his head, looking quite surprised. "Nay—" he said findly.
"Likel said, on'y thing he ever seemed to care for was his chess games, an' his chess-friends. He could
careless'bout music, 'ewas haf deaf. An' about wimmin—I dunno, but | never saw 'im with one, and
there wasn't much in'is shop awoman'd carefor.”

After more such fruitless questioning, Td let the youngster go. The boy was quite impatient to be off
doing something more profitable than Sitting in the congtable-station, and only pressure from the team
searching for the body had induced him to come here a al. There were afew more hours of "fishing" he
could get in before traffic on the river got so heavy that he would legally have to sop to allow
day-commerce right-of-way and pull hislittle flat-bottomed salvage-boat in to the bank until night. He
had money to make, and no reason to think that Milas had been the victim of anything other than an
accident or at worst, arobbery gone wrong.

Td st a thetiny desk, staring at his notesfor amoment, then decided to go prowling in the
records-room again. Thiswas agood time to go poking through the records, for during the day, the clerk
defended them as savagdly as a guard-dog, alowing accessto them with the greatest of reluctance.

Hetook his notes with him, since the records-room was as good a place as any to write his addition
to the report. Besides, now that he officially had the identity of the murderer, he wanted to check thefile
on current tax-cheats, debtors, heretics, and other suspected miscreantsto seeif Milas was among them.
There was dways the barest chance that the girl was a blackmailer who'd found something out about him
that could ruin him. Not likely, but best to eiminate the possibility immediately, and leave Jerisno
opportunity for speculation.

As he had expected, the old shopkeeper's records were clean. From the complete lack of paper on
him, it would seem that this murderer had, up until thisvery night, led an amazingly boring life. There
wasn't afile on him, asthere would have been if he had ever been noticed during asurveillance or araid
onanillegd or quad-legd establishment.

Interesting.

So, once again, he had the same pattern. The perpetrator was perfectly normal, with no previous
record of violent or antisocia behavior, and no indication that he was under undue stress. He had no
interest in wegpons, music, or musicians, and none in women—and no obvious didlike of thesethings,
either. He had no record of interests outside his shop except for chess.

In short, he had led an utterly blameless and bland existence, until the moment that he pulled out a
knife and used it on the girl. He even had a perfectly good reason to have an odd knife; anyone who
owned a secondhand shop would get al kinds of bizarre weaponsin over the course of time.

Maybe I'm going about this wrong. Maybe | should be concentrating on the missing knife. It
seems to be the one thing that ties all these cases together.

Very wdl, then; it was an unusudly long knife, with astrange, triangular blade, abit longer than a
diletto. Td had seen kniveslikethat, very occasiondly, as part of the dtar-furniture during certain holy
days. No one ever touched the knives during the service, and they were evidently the remnants of some
earlier, older ceremony. Ta was not particularly religious, but one couldn't help picking up acertain
amount of religiousindoctrination when one was in school, since the schoolswere dl taught by Priests.
He'd had the knack even then for putting things together that other people didn't particularly want put
together, and his guess was that the knives were from an old, pagan ceremony of sacrifice that the



Church had coopted and turned into aholy day. Good idea, that—if people were going to celebrate
something, make them celebrate your ceremony. Keep them in the Church dl day so they can't go out
and get up to an unsanctified frolic in thewoods and fields. . . .

Td sat back in his chair for amoment, thinking about that. Perhapsit was the late hour, but his
imagination, normally held in check, began to paint wild picturesfor him.

Some of the more |urid tales that had given him goose-bumps as an adolescent rose up out of
memory to confront him with bizarre possibilities. What if some of the knivesin Church regdiawere the
original sacrificia knives of an unholy, blood-drenched ritual out of the ancient past? Wheat if thisone
was one of those knives, one of the cursed blades out of legends, craving blood now that it was out of
the safe hands of the Church magicians? Could it be taking over the murderers somehow, and forcing
them to useit so that it could drink itsfill of blood and lives asit used to do?

But why pick musicians astargets? And most importantly, where did it go when it wasn't killing
someone?

More to the point, have | got the chance of a snowball in a bakery oven of convincing the
Captain that a knife with a curse on it is going around killing people?

Not likely. Captain Rayburn believed wholeheartedly in magic, but in magic of the practical kind.
Cursed weapons were a matter of legend, and not something to be found lying about in this city.

What do | have for proof? A handful of men who killed for no apparent reason, who all used,
if not the same knife, a very similar knife. They all murdered women, who were also
street-entertainers. Rationally, even | have to admit that killing entertainers could be nothing
mor e than a matter of convenience and coincidence. The only woman who is likely to go off with
a stranger is going to be either a whore or an entertainer, and of the two professions, a whoreis
going to be more suspicious than an entertainer. Finally, the murder weapon always vanishes, and
the murderer often commits suicide.

Not alot of "proof” for anything, and no proof whatsoever for the notion of aknifewith amind and
will of itsown.

Supid idea. | must be getting light-headed from lack of sleep.

What were the possibilitiesthat fit this particular pattern? The reasonable possibilitiesthat is, not
sometae-tdler's extravaganza. Therdigiousangle did have possibilities—acult of some kind was
actually possible. People would do some very strange thingsin the name of religious belief, including
commit murder and suicide. Odd cults sprang up in the Twenty Kingdoms from time to time, and most of
them were rightfully secretive about their practices and membership. The Church did its best to wipe out
every trace of such cults once Church officias got wind of them, either directly or by threat of Holy
Wrath. And while the latter might not impress anyone not born and steeped in the fear of the Sacrificed
God, practicaly spesking, snce every law-enforcement officia in the Twenty Human Kingdomswas
likely to be aloya son of the Church, there was secular wrath to dedl with aswell as Holy Wrath.

That's a dangerous suggestion to make, though. Politically sensitive. It wasn't that long ago
that there were people saying nonhumans were demonic, and accusing them of this kind of
bloodletting. Claim that there are humans going around doing the same thing—Captain isn't
going to like it if that comes up again.

Stll, it was the most feasible and would explain the disappearance of the murder weapon, or
wesgpons. Other members of the cult could be watching the murderer, waiting for him to act, then nipping
in and stedling the ritua dagger when he was done.

That's more reasonable than a dagger with a curse onit. I'm more likely to get the Captain to
believe that one, even if he doesn't much likeit. | don't like it, though; what if he decides that it's
nonhumans who've somehow seduced humans into their cult?

Another outside possibility was that there was adowly spreading disease that droveitsvictimto
madness, murder, and suicide. People who went mad often had amaniaabout certain kinds of objects or



whatnot. He personaly knew an account of a hatter who went about trying to bludgeon redheads, for
instance—and that could explain why dl the victims were musicians. Maybe the disease made it painful to
listen to music!

But in that case, why were they dl killed with the same kind of wegpon, and where did it go
afterwards?

His death-black tea grew cold, as histhoughts circled one another, aways coming back to the
mysterious, vanishing daggers.

Until tonight, there had been the possibility that the women were being marked by the same person,
who aso murdered men, possibly witnesses, to make the crimes |ook like murder-suicides. That
possibility had been eiminated tonight by the presence of awitnesswho had not been detected.

Lastly, of course, it was possible that Jeris and the Captain were right. There was no connection;
these were al acts of random violence.

But there were too many thingsthat just didn't add up. There had to be a connection. All of hisyears
of experiencetold him that there was a connection.

His resolution hardened, and he clenched hisjaw. I'm going to solve this one. No matter how long
it takes, no matter what it costs. For amoment, the anger and his resolution held him. Then he looked
down at the papers on the desk and his cold tea, and snorted at his own thoughts.

Getting melodramatic in my old age.
Stll . .. He picked up the pages of his second report and stood up.

[diot. It's duty, that's what it is. Responsibility, which too damn few people around here ever
bother to think about. | became a constable to make a difference; too many young asses these
days do it for the uniform, or the chance to shove a few poor fools about. And the rest take up the
baton as a quick road to a fat salary and a desk, and political preferment. Damn if | don't think
Jerisdid it for all three reasons!

He made his papersinto aneat stack and carried them down to the Desk-Sergeant, who accepted
them without the vaguest notion of the thoughts that were going through Td's head. By now, it was
quitting time; the congtablesfor the next shift were coming in, and he could return to histwo rooms at the
Gray Rose, ahot medl, hiswarm bath and bed, and a dose of something that would kill his headache and
let him deep.

He could, and thistime he would, for there was nothing more that he could learn for now.

He went out into the cold and rain with a sketchy saute to the Sergeant and the constables coming
on duty. He hunched his shoulders againgt the rain and started for home.

But somewhere out in that darkness was something darker till; he sensed it, as surely asahound
picking up afamiliar scent.

Whoever, whatever you are, hetold that dark-in-the-darkness silently, | will find you. And when |
do, I will seeto it you never walk free again. Never doubt it.

The darkness did not answer. But then, it never did.



Chapter Two

There was no one waiting in the station as Tal came on duty two days later. Under other
circumstances that might have been unusud, but not on this night. It wasn't rain coming down out of the
sky, it was astinging deet that froze the moment it struck anything solid. The streets were coated thickly
withit, and no onein hisright mind was going to be out tonight. Ta had known when he |eft hisrooms at
the Gray Rosethat thiswas going to be afoul shift. It had taken him half an hour to make the normally
ten-minute walk between the inn and the station.

Asarare concession to the wesather, both stoves were going in the waiting room. He stood just
insde the door, and let the heat thaw him for amoment before stepping insde. What got into the
Captain? Charity?

Before heleft theinn, Tal had strapped a battered pair of ice-cleats on over hisboots, and took a
stout walking-stick with a spike in the end of it, the kind that was used by those with free time for hiking
inwinter in the mountains. Even so, he didn't intend to spend a moment more than he had to on his best,
and from the hum of voicesin the back where the ward-room was, neither did anyone else. What was
the point? There weren't going to be any housebreakers out on anight when they couldn't even carry
away their loot without breaking their necks! Not even stray dogs or cats would venture out of shelter
tonight. The constables would make three rounds of their beats at most, and not even thet if the weather
got any worse. A constable with abroken neck himsdlf wouldn't be doing anybody any good.

The Desk-Sergeant crooked afinger a Ta as hetook off his cloak and shook bits of thawing ice
and water off it. Tal hung his cloak up on apeg and walked carefully across the scarred wooden floor to
avoid catching acleat in acrack. He couldn't possibly ruin the floor, not after decades of daily abuse and
neglect.

"Got another mystery-killing this afternoon,” the Sergeant said in alow, hoarse whisper once Ta was
within earshot. "Or better say, murder-suicide, like the other ones you don't like. Want to seethe
report?

Ta nodded, after aquick look around to be sure they were alone, and the Sergeant dipped afew
pieces of paper across the desk to him.

Td leaned on the desk asif he wastaking intently with the Sergeant, and held the report just inside
the crook of hisebow. In this position, he could read quickly, and if anyone came in unexpectedly he
could start up aconversation with Sergeant Brock asif they'd been gossiping al aong.

Brock wasn't supposed to pass reports aong like this; they were supposed to be confidential, and
for the eyes of the Captain only. Evidently Brock had gotten wind of Ta'sinterest, and had decided to
give him an unofficia hand. Ta thought he knew why; he and Brock were both veterans, but Brock was
considerably his senior, and would never get any higher than he was now. It would be dmost impossible
to discharge him, but his hopes of advancement were nil. He could have spent histime as a place-holder,
and probably Rayburn expected him to do just that, but like Tal, Brock had unfashionable ideas about
the duties and respongbilities of acongtable.



And if someone tied a bag of rocks to the Captain's ankles and threw himin the river to
drown him, we'd both consider it a fine public service, but a waste of good rocks.

Evidently, since Brock was no longer in the position to do any good out on the besat, he had decided
to help out Ta, who was. And perhaps he was getting back at Captain Rayburn by offering tacit support
of a"project” the Captain didn't approve of.

Somewhat to Tal's surprise, this murder had taken place at the very edge of the district, upstream,
wherethe grain and hay-barges came in. Unlike this area of the docks, the barges were not towed by
steamboats nor sailed in; instead, they were pulled aong the bank by teams of mules and horses. The
presence of al those animals, plusthekinds of cargoesthat camein there, gave the Grain-Wharf an
entirdly different amosphere than thisend of town, morelike that of theinland farm-market. Td didn't
know the day-constable on that beat, but from the tone of the report, he was competent at least.

The Grain-Wharf played host to a completely different cross-section of workers than the down-river
docksaswell; apeculiar mingling of farmers and barge-drivers, sock-men, grain-merchants, and
river-saillors. In some ways, it was amore dangerous place; grifters and sharpsters of al kinds and
avocations were thick there, waiting to prey on naive farm-boys just down to see the town. But there
were businesses there you wouldn't expect to find on the waterfront, to serve the many interests that
converged there.

Blacksmiths, for instance.

For thefirgt time, the murderer was a plain craftsman, a Guild man. Even the secondhand store
owner had been operating on the fringes of society, buying and sdlling thingsthat, if not stolen, were
certainly obtained through odd channels. This man had been one of Captain Rayburn's"honest
taxpayers,”" though hisvictim had not. Perhaps this would get Rayburn's attention.

Td read the report quickly, grateful that the author had a gift for being succinct—given the paucity of
actual detail, there were constables who would have padded the text shamelessly, since athin report
could be construed aslax performance that pure word count might disguise. Thistime, though, there
realy hadn't been much to report; there were no witnesses to the murder, though there were plenty who
had rushed into the smithy at the first cry, including the smith's two apprentices. By then, of course, it was
too late.

Thiswasthefirst murder, at least to Tal's knowledge, that had taken place in broad daylight, but it
might aswell have been in the middle of the night. It had occurred in the smith's back-court, where his
wood and charcoal were stored; the court was open to the sky, but otherwise completely secluded. The
victim was a known whore—a fredlance, and not amember of the Guild or aHouse. Her officia
professon was "dancer.”

But there's a tamborine and a set of bones listed among her effects, which means she had at
least pretended to be a musician. There'sthe musical link again.

Theamith had actudly killed her with asingle stab of along, dender knifewith atriangular blade—

Thereitisagain!

—but thistime, the victim was beaten unconscious first, and rather cut up before she died. She must
have taken along timeto die, at least an hour or so. No one had heard any of this, probably because
anyone who might have noticed the sound of blows would assume that one of the apprentices was
chopping wood. Rain had been pouring down dl day—

Again.

—and asdusk neared, it wasjust turning to ice. The amith had finished with the knife the job he had

begun with hisfists, and then went into the smithy, picked up apitchfork he'd been asked to mend, took
it back out into the court, braced it in a pile of wood, and ran himself up ontoit.

He'd screamed as he did so, and that was the sound that had brought the apprentices and neighbors
running. But held done agood job of killing himsdf; he hit numerous vital spotswith thetines, and by the



time they arrived, he was dead, and so wasthe girl.

There was the expected panic and running about before someone thought to summon the law. The
knife was missing by the time the law arrived, afact that the congtable in charge carefully noted. This
fellow was competent and thorough, giving the case hisfull attention. He stayed for severa hours
guestioning those who had been at the scene about the missing blade. HEd even had the apprentices
searching the entire smithy for the missing knife, and had ordered them to take the wood and charcod
out piece by piece until they either found it or had determined that it was gone.

Good for him!

Ta handed the report back to Sergeant Brock, who tipped him awink. "1 know you're azmindful of
this sort of affair. It'sthe sort o' thing a good law-man would find odd. Bodies are a the morgue,” he
whispered as he dipped the report back inside his desk. "And I've heard thereé's something peculiar
about one of them." He shrugged. "Night like this, no Priest islikely to St about minding corpses.”

Ta nodded histhanks, and went back to the ward-room to seeif there was anything in the way of
orders at hislocker. He didn't expect anything—the weather had been so miserable al day that it wasn't
likely the Captain had bothered to tir from his own comfortable house just for the purpose of appearing
in his place at the station. When he made hisway past dl thetiny cubicles and entered the ward-room, he
found his assumption was correct.

The stove back here had another cheerful fireinit, and the desultory comments of those going
off-shift told him that the Captain had indeed sent word by a servant that if he was needed he could be
found at home today. No wonder dl the stoves were fired up—the Captain wasn't here to economize!

Nice to be able to work from home when the mood hits, he thought sourly, for Captain Moren,
Captain Rayburn's predecessor, had spent most of hiswaking hours at his post, and the only time
weather had ever kept him away from the station was the ice-storm of the year he died. Even then, held
actualy set out for the station, and it was only the urging of the constables that knew hisways and came
to persuade him to turn back that prevented him from trying to reach his appointed place.

But Td kept those words behind histeeth; you never knew who was listening. "Anything | should
know about?"' he asked the congtable he was relieving.

"Not athing; nobody wantsto move outsdein dop likethis," the man said, holding his hands over
the stove. "'l looked in on acouplefolk | thought might bein trouble down by the docks, but they've got
smarter sncethelast sorm; families are moving in together to sharefud." Helaughed sardonicaly. ™
'Course, with twelve people packed in aroom, they don't need much fuel to warm the place up. Even the
joy-girls have doubled up until the weeather turns. | guessthey figure they might aswell, snce there won't
be any customers out tonight, or maybe they think they'll get atip to split if they're two at once, hey?!

Ta shrugged; there wasn't much he could say. Except that at least now some of those women he
feared were in jeopardy would no longer be alone, not for the duration of this cold snap, anyway. And
for tonight, at least, none of them would be on the street.

But the last one wasn't taken on the street, was she? | wonder what she was doing there; the girls
who pose as street-singers don't usudly visit blacksmiths. Futile to speculate; he could find out for
himsdf, tomorrow. That was his day off, and he would be free to invade any beat he choseto.

Tonight he would take advantage of the storm to go alittle out of hisareaand visit the Church
morgue. Technically, there should be aPriest there at al hours, praying for the repose of the dead and
the forgiveness of their sns—but as Sergeant Brock had pointed out, in weether likethis, it wasn't a all
likely that anyone would be there. The dead-cart couldn't go out in an ice-storm, for the pony might dip
and break aleg, and no amount of roughing his shoes would keep him safe on cobblestones that were
under acoating of ice an inch thick. So there was no reason for the Priest in charge of the morgueto stir
out of hiscozy cdll, for he could pray for the souls of those laid out on the stone dabsjust aswel from
there asintheicy morgue. If his conscience truly bothered him, he could awaystake his praying to the
relative discomfort and chill of the chapd.



So Ta would be able to examine the bodies at hisleisure, and see what, if anything, was true about
the story the Desk-Sergeant had heard, that there was something strange about one of the bodies.

He got his uniform cape out of hislocker, and layered it on beneath the waxed-canvas cape. His
baton did into the holster at hisbelt, his dagger besideit, his short-sword balancing the weight on the
other sde. Beneath the weight of hiswool tunic and breeches, knitted shirt and hose, and two capes, he
was garting to sweat—better get out before he got too warm and killed himsaf with shock, waking into
the ice-storm.

Hetook his spiked staff in hand and clumped slowly back out, saluting Sergeant Brock as he headed
for the door to the Street. There was a constable at the front entrance handing out the storm-lanterns; he
took one gratefully and hung it on the hook in the end of his staff. It wasn't much, but on anight like
tonight, every tiny hit of light would help, and if his hands got too cold, he could warm them at the lantern.

He opened the door and stepped into the street. There wasn't much wind, but the pelting deet struck
him in the face with a chill that made up for the lack of wind. He bent hishead to it, and told himself it
could beworse. It could be hail, he reminded himsdlf.

But it was hard to think of how anything could be worse than this; ice so thick that if he had not been
wise enough to strap on those metdl ice-clests, held have broken an arm or hisneck in thefirst few
paces, and cold fierce enough to drive every living thing from the street tonight. It would be a bad night
for taverns and families with an abusive member; no one would be going out for adrink, and people with
bad tempers didn't take being cooped up well. More often than not, the abuser would take out
everything on people who could not run out of doorsto escape him. A colicky baby that wouldn't stop
crying, achild with a cough that couldn't be soothed, or awoman with the bad luck to say the wrong
thing at the wrong time—the triggers were many, but the results were dl depressingly the same. There
would probably be afew—children mostly—besaten to death before morning. Nightslike thisone
brought out the worst in some people, asthe inability to get away set tempers and nerves on edge.

Try not to think about it. There's nothing you can do to prevent any of what's coming tonight. Y ou'd
have to have amillion eyes and be everywhere at once. Td set the spike of his staff carefully, lifted afoot
and stepped forward, driving the cleats into the ice before lifting the other and repeating the motion. His
best would take three times aslong to walk tonight.

Hewas glad that he was not the morning man, who would be the one to deal with the bodies that
would turn up with the dawn. Sometimes the perpetrator would manage to hide his crime by burying the
corpse or dumping it in theriver, but it would take atruly desperate person to manage that tonight. They
never learn; they call the dead-cart and say the mate or the kid "froze to death," the constable
shows up with the dead-cart and sees the bruises or the smashed skull, and that's the end of it.
Another battering, another hanging. It generdly never even cameto atrid; aJusticiar would seethe
evidence and pronounce the verdict before the end of the day. An easy conviction, but Tal was weary of
them, for nothing ever seemed to change, no matter how many batterers were hung.

Maybe that's because for every one we see and catch, there are a dozen that we don't, because
they don't actually manage to kill anyone. They only cripple the bodies and kill the souls of their
"loved ones," they never actually commit murder. And as long as the wife doesn't complain, we
have no right to step into a quarrel or a parent punishing his child.

More than the weight of the ice on his shoulders weighed him down, and he wondered for the
hundredth timeif he should giveit al up.

No, not yet. Let me solvethislast one, then I'll giveit up. It wasdl anoble motive; tonight he was
ready to acknowledge that part too. Part of it was sheerest curiogity. | want to know what can drive a
man to kill someone he doesn't even know with awegpon that vanishes.

Asicy asthe morgue was, it was warmer than being outside. Theice-storm had finally passed as Td
finished his beat, but itslegacy would make the streetsimpassable until well after daybreak. Eveninside



his boots and two pairs of socks, Ta'sfeet felt like two chunks of ice themsdlves. At least in here he
could walk without having to caculate each step, and he didn't have to worry about the cleats scarring
the stonefloor.

The morgue was a cheerless building of thick gray stone, with tall, narrow windows et into the stone
walls, glazed with the poorest qudity glass, thick and bubbly and impossible to see through. The
anteroom was supposed to hold a Priest who would conduct visitors to bodies they wished to claim
when such appeared, and otherwise he was supposed to be on his knees before the tiny atar with its
eternd flame, praying. More often than not, he would probably be at his desk, reading instead. But just
as Td had assumed, there was no Priest here tonight, and the door had been left unlocked just in case
the dead-cart ventured out onto the ice before dawn. The flame on the dtar was the only other source of
illumination besides his own lantern, but there wasn't much to seeinitsdim and flickering light. The
morgue was not made for comfort, either spiritud or physica; the only placeto sit besidesthe chair at the
desk was on stone benches lining three of the walls beneath the dit windows. These benches, which were
not softened by so much asahint of acushion, were intended to encourage the Stter to think on the chill
of death and the possible destination of the one who reposed beyond the door. Two of the bencheswere
single pieces of carved granite that stretched the entire length of the wall. The door to the street was
framed by two more uncompromising structures, just asimposing though only half the length of thewall.
The matching granite dtar, knedling-bench, and the door to the morgue proper were ranged with
mathematica precision on the fourth wall, and the Priest's desk, holding the records of al bodies
currently held here, sat right in the middle of the room. The desk was a plain, wooden affair, but it hid a
secret, acharcod brazier in theleg-well that would keep the Priest nicely warmed dl day. Tal began
opening drawers and discovered more secrets. One of the drawers held goosedown cushionsand a
sheepskin pad to soften the hard wooden chair. There was a stack of books, most of them having little to
do with religion, and aflask and a secret store of sweets. Findly he found what he was |ooking for—the
records detailing what body lay where. A quick glance at the book told him whereto look for the smith
and hisvictim. Tal put the book back, then turned and crossed the intervening space with ow and
deliberate steps, didiking the hollow ring of his cleated boot-hedlsin the dim silence, and pushed the door
open.

On the other side of the door, what appeared at first glance to be multiple rows of cots ranged out
beneath the stone ceiling. But asecond ook showed that the "cots' were grest dabs of stone,
disturbingly altarlike, and the sheet-draped forms on top of the dabs were too quiet to be
deeping—athough Ta had known aPriest or two, moreiron-nerved or insensible than most, who would
take alate-night nap among his charges on an overly warm night. It would almost be pleasant in here
then; aspecia spell kept the temperature low, so that the bodies would not decompose as quickly. On
one of those sweltering nights of high summer, when the air never moved and rain was something to be
prayed for, the only place to escape the heat bes des the homes of the ultra-wealthy was here.

The morgue was crowded; season and weather were taking their toll of the very young, the elderly,
and the poor. Judging by the lumpy forms benegth the sheets, the Priests had laid out severd children on
each dab, and Td swallowed hard as he passed them. He could examine the bodies of adults with
perfect detachment, but he till could not pass the body of a child without fedling shaken. Therewas
something fundamentally wrong about the death of a child, and even after twenty years as a constable he
gill had not come to termswithit.

Histargetswere a the very end of the morgue, alittle apart from there<t, asif distaste for what had
happened made the Priests set them apart from their fellows. Ta was mostly interested in the smith, but
just for the sake of seeing if he spotted anything the first constable had not, he pulled back the sheet
covering thegirl.

The sight of her battered face shocked him, and he had not expected to be shocked. When he'd read
that she had been beaten, he had not really expected that she'd been beaten nearly to death. He spotted
three injuriesthat by themsaveswould have killed her in aday or less. He could hardly imagine how she



had survived long enough to be killed with the knife—her jaw was surely broken, and there was a pul py
look about her temple that made him think the skull might be crushed there, broken ribs had been driven
into lungs, and her interna organs must have been pulped. She was so bruised that he could not redlly
imagine what she had looked like before the beating, and that took some doing. The places where sheld
been cut up were odd—symmetrical, forming patterns. Her clothing was tastel ess and gaudy, cheap, but
not shabby, indicating that she was not as poor asthelast victim. That was probably because the last
victim had insgsted on earning her bread in waysthat did not involve sdling her body. Asso many girls
had found, when men were willing to pay more for sex than any other kind of unskilled work, it was hard
to say no to what they offered.

Not that | blame them. You've got to eat.

He couldn't spot anything that caught his attention, so he pulled the sheet back over her and moved
on to the smith.

Even on afreezingly cold day like this one, the heat in aforge was as bad asthe full fury of thesunin
high summer, and most smiths were haf-naked most of the time. This one was no exception; leather
trews and alesther apron were hisonly clothing. And it was because of that lack of clothing that Tdl saw
immediately what made Sergeant Brock whisper that there were rumors that one of the bodies |ooked

Infact, if Td had not known that the man's victim was ardatively frail woman, he would have svorn
that the smith had been in someterrible fight just before he died. There were bruisesall over hisarmsand
shoulders, especialy around hiswrigts.

That couldn't be post-mortem lividity, could it? The marks were so very peculiar that he picked
up the man's fiff arm and rolled the body over alittle so he could examine the back. No, those bruises
werereal, not caused by blood pooling when the body lay on itsface. He opened the shutter of his
lantern more, and leaned over to examine the bruises closdly.

Thisisvery, very strange. He wished that he was adoctor, or at least knew aHeader so he could
get amore expert second opinion. He had never seen anything quite like these bruisesbefore. . . .

The closest he could come had been in the victim of akidnapping. The perpetrators had ingenioudy
wrapped their victim in bandages to keep him from injuring himsalf or leaving marks on hiswristsand
ankles. Thevictim had been frantic to escape, full of the strength of hysteria, and had bruised himsdf a
thewrigts, ankles, and outer edges of hisarmsand legsin straining againgt his swaddlings. The bruises
had looked smilar to these—great flat areas of even purpling without avisible impact-spot.

But no one had bound the smith—so where had the bruises come from?

Td dtared at the body for sometime, trying to puzzle it out, before dropping the sheet and giving up.
There was no saying that the smith had not had those bruises before the girl ever showed up at hisforge.
And in aman as big and powerful asthis one was, no one would have wanted to ask him where they had
comefromif he himsalf wasn't forthcoming about it.

Some people have odd tastes. . . .

And that could have been what brought the girl to his businesstoday. If shewasagirl held picked
up last night, no one would be avare that he knew her. And if she thought she could get alittle extra
bus ness—or hush-money—out of him . ..

He grimaced as he walked back towards the door. All thisway—and this could very easily bea
perfectly ordinary killing, if murder could ever be called "ordinary.” Thegirl ventured out into filthy
westher because she needed money and he was the nearest source of it. And perhaps she threatened him
in some way, hoping to get that money, or wouldn't go when he ordered her out, and he snapped.

But as he put his hand on the door, he knew, suddenly, that thiswas just too pat an explanation, and
it dl depended on the very fragile supposition that the smith was aman with peculiar gppetites. Just ashe
could not be sure that the bruises had not aready been present when the girl came to the forge, he could
not be sure that they were.



Furthermore, that did not explain the strange suicide, nor the vanishing murder-weapon. Why would
the man kill himself at dl? The forge had been vacant a the time, but fully stoked; it would be more
logicd for the smith to throw the body on the flames and hope it incinerated before anyone looked in the
furnace. The temperature required to smelt iron and stedl was high enough to dedl with one small human
body. And why, with the variety of weapons and even poisons available in aforge, had he chosen the
particularly excruciating degth he had?

No, thiswas another of his mystery-crimes again; he had the "scent,” and he knew it by now.

But for the moment, there was nothing more to be done abouit it except let it al brew in hismind. He
stepped back out onto the icy street, and the sardonic thought crossed his mind that in wesether likethis,
even murder came second to getting across the street without falling.

Weak sun shone out of ahigh sky full of even higher, wispy clouds, asit hastened across the sky
towards the horizon. The only ice now wasin the form of icicles hanging and dripping from most eaves,
asif rlenting alittle for the battering the city had taken benesth the ice-storm, winter had worn asmiling
facefor the last few days.

And it was Ta'sday off; with al of hisleads gone cold, he was pursuing his private time, for once, in
alittle ordinary shopping. He needed new shirts, preferably warm—and having no vanity and not agrest
dedl to spend, he was looking through the binsin one of the better secondhand clothing stals. Although it
was late for shopping in the "better” part of town, in the district where Ta lived, full of folk who had to
work during most of the daylight hours, street-vendors and shopkeepers accommodated working folk by
opening late and staying open past sUnset.

"Td!" A vaguedly familiar voice hailed him from across the street, and he looked up. From benesth the
overhanging eaves of the building directly opposite, Constable Kaelef Harden beckoned dightly.

The shirts held found so far weren't all that good abargain, and there didn't seem to be anything
better hidden in the deeper layers of the bin, so he dropped them back and made hisway across the
Street to his colleague.

"Brock saysyou're collecting the murder-suicide, vanishing-knife cases" Harden said without any
preamble whatsoever, and hisvoice seemed srained to Td. "I had onefirgt thing thismorning, he said to
cometell you about it. Little street-beggar girl got snuffed by atrash-collector, then he threw himself
under thewheds of acarriage. Weird. Very weird."

"In broad daylight?" Ta asked, surprised. "Witnesses?'

Harden nodded. "Me, for one. | saw it, or most of it, anyway, and | couldn't stop it, it al happened
sofadt.”

Now hisvoice had atremor init that Ta didn't like. He took a second look at Harden, who was one
of the younger congtables, less than ayear on the job. Harden was white beneath his weather-tanned
skin, and visibly shaken. Tal put a steadying hand on the man's arm, and Harden made no move to shake
him off.

Hell. Poor lad'sin shock. And he doesn't recognize it, because it doesn't occur to himthat a
constable could or would have any such weaknesses.

"Areyou on duty now?" he asked.

Harden shook his head. " Just got off, and Brock was just coming on; he made a point of saying |
should come talk to you, since Rayburn just threw the report in adrawer and didn't even glance @ it. |
checked at the Gray Rose and they told me where you'd gone.”

Huh. Brock probably wants meto talk him through this one, and that's why he sent the lad to me,
whether or not this case fits my pattern. It's an excuse to get him to aveteran. Still, Harden was agood
man, and it was pretty obvious that Rayburn wasn't going to do his duty by the lad. The Captain was
supposed to help anew man through things like this, but Rayburn—



Rayburn is too busy kissing feet to take care of his men, and that's the end of it.

"Come on back to the Rose," hereplied. "WEell get something to eat, and you can tell me about it
there

"Not—I'm not redlly hungry," Harden said, hislipswhite, but he didn't pull away when Td took his
elbow and steered him back to the inn that was his home. There were never redly crowdsin this part of
town, and a constabl€'s cape aways made traffic part asif there were flunkies clearing the way. Two
constabl es together—even if one was out of uniform—prompted people to choose the other side of the
Street to walk on. It wasn't long before they paused under awooden sign boasting arose that might once
have been red, but which had long since faded to apae pinkish-gray.

The Gray Rose—which may once have been known as The Red Rose, when its sign was in better
repair—was amodest little inn in a shabby-gented part of town, and encouraged long-term residentsin
the dozen two-room "suites’ in the third story. These wereright above the single rooms normaly let out
by the night. For apricejust alittle more than he might expect to pay for private lodgings and food, Td
got the benefits of living in an inn—med s he didn't have to prepare himsdlf, and servants cleaning up after
him—and none of the disadvantages of living in aboardinghouse, where he might have had smilar
benefit. Granted, the menu never varied—afact which hetried to look upon as "being reliable’—and the
roomsweretiny compared to alodging, but he had privacy that he wouldn't have gottenin a
boarding-house, he didn't haveto tailor his hoursto the preferences of a boarding-house keeper, he
could bring home whatever visitors he cared to whenever he wanted, and he never had to come hometo
unswept floors and an unmade bed. During the day, the inn was quiet—al| the redlly noisy activity
associated with carousers and private partiesin the rooms below histook place while he was on-shift.
The girls cleaned hisrooms as soon as he left them in the early evening, just before the evening rush and
after cleaning everyone elsg'srooms. For their part, the proprietors appreciated having aconstablein
residence; that fact alone ensured that although things might get noisy, they never got past the stage of a
generdly happy ruckus. And knowing that there was a constable living here kept thieves from even
thinking about trying their luck under thetiled roof.

He steered an obvioudy shaken Harden past the broad-shouldered Mintak who minded the door,
and raised two fingers and an eyebrow at one of the serving-girls as he went by her. She nodded,
responded with aquick mime of eating, then turned away after Tal nodded back. He led Harden up the
gairsto hisrooms, knowing that food for two would be arriving shortly. He preferred to supply hisown
drink; the wine here was cheap, and beer was not to histaste.

He unlocked his door and motioned Harden in ahead of him; the cleaning-girl had already been
through this morning, so he knew that his Stting-room was presentable. There actualy wasn't agreat dedl
to tidy up; his needs were few, and so were his possessions. He had a single comfortable chair beside the
tiny fireplace shared with the bedroom, abookcase and alamp standing next to it. A braided rag rug
covered the worn boards of the floor, awooden table and four stools standing on it, and a cupboard
holding afew bottles of good wine, four glasses, knives, and plates, some preserved fruit, bread,
crackers, and cheese, stood opposite the armchair. There was a chest just under the window that
contained al of hisother odds and ends, and atiny desk besideit. As an awkward nod to the amenities,
two mediocre landscapes purchased because he felt sorry for the artist decorated the yellow-white walls.
One of the few women to ever come here as aguest had seemed surprised that there was <o little that
was persona inthisroom. "It'slike your face, Td," shed said, asif shefound it disturbing. "It doesn't tell
me anything about you."

But fellow bachelorsfelt comfortable here, and Harden settled onto one of the four stools with what
seemed likered relief. The room was, in every sense, avery "public’ room, and right now Ta sensed
that the younger constable would not be comfortable with anything that verged on the persond. He left
the outer door dightly gjar asasignd to the girl that she should bring the food straight in, and set about
making Harden fed at ease.

Hanging his cape and Harden's on once-ornamenta pegs beside the door, Ta mended the fireand



put fresh logs on, then fetched a bottle of wine and two glasses. Extracting the cork deftly, he poured
both glassesfull, put one in front of Harden, then took the other and sat on the stool opposite the younger
man. He hadn't been there more than a moment when one of the serving-girls tapped on the door with
her foot, and then pushed it open with her hip. She carried alarge tray laden with bowls and plates,
fragrant seam arising from most of them.

Dinner was, as usua, stew with fresh bread and buitter, pickled vegetables, and baked apples. If Ta
wanted anything other than the "house meal" he had to pay alittle extra, and oncein awhile, for variety,
he did so. But histastesin food were plain and easily satisfied, and he doubted that Harden was going to
pay very much attention to what he ate so long asit wasn't absolutdly vile.

The girl maneuvered her heavy tray deftly in the cramped space; before Harden even reacted
properly to her presence, she had placed his bowls of stew, pickles, and applesin front of himand Td,
plunked the plate holding a hot loaf and a pannikin of butter between them, and dropped wooden spoons
in each bowl of stew. Then she was gone, empty tray held loosely in one hand, closing the door firmly
behind her.

Harden blinked and picked up the spoon automaticaly. Tal cut dicesfrom the loaf for both of them
and buttered them generoudy. "Y ou might aswell eat,” he said casudly, gesturing with his spoon. "It's not
bad, and it'shot. Y ou may not fed hungry, but you need food.”

By way of example, he dug into hisown med, and in amoment, Harden dowly began egting aswell.
Neither of them said aword until al their plates were empty, nothing was | eft of the bread but crumbs,
and the wine bottle held only dregs. Td collected the dishes and the empty bottle and put them outside
his door, then returned to the cupboard for a second bottle of wine. He poured fresh glasses, then
resumed his sedt.

"All right," he said, as Harden took the glassin both hands but did not drink. "Now tell me what
happened.”

Harden shivered, his sober, angular face taking on alook both boyish and log. "It was thismorning,”
he began. "Late morning. | was on my third round; there's alittle haf-mad beggar-girl that dwaystakesa
particular corner, and | have to keep an eye on her, because sometimes she darts out into the street and
gtarts dancing in the middle of the road. She scares the horses and holds up traffic, people get angry.” He
shrugged apologetically; Ta understood what he did not say—that when something like that happened,
people aways blamed the constables. But what were they supposed to do? Y ou couldn't lock up every
crazy beggar in the city, thered be no room for rea criminasin the gaols.

"So you kept an eye on her," Td repeated. " She ever done anything worse?"

Harden shook his head. "Mostly shejust sitslike today and sings hymns, except she makes up words
for them. Y ou can tell when sheld be going to cause trouble, she acts restless and won't St till, and she
wasn't like that today, so once | saw that, | ignored her. She's harmless. Was harmless," he corrected
himsdf, growing pale again. "No one ever minded her. | was on the opposite side of the street from her.
|—I really don't know what happened then, because | wasn't really looking for any trouble. She wasn't
going anywhere, and no one out in the street was going to bother her. | thought, anyway."

He sat quietly for amoment, and Ta sensed hisinterna struggles as the constable warred with the
serioudy shaken man. "All | cantell you isthat the very next thing | knew was that people on the other
Sde of the street were screaming and pointing, a couple were trying to run, and there was a rag-picker
standing over her, waving abloody knifein the air. Then he threw the knife away, and before | could
move, he ran out into the street. And | could swear, honestly, he actudly threw himsdlf right under the
whedls of a heavy water-wagon. The driver couldn't stop, the wagon turned over and the barrel burst
and flooded everything, and by thetime| got it al sorted out the rag-picker was dead, too." His hands
weretrembling as heraised hisglassand drained it in asingle gulp. "I—didn't do anything. | didn't stop
him, | didn't even see himkill that mad girl, | didn't stop him from killing himsalf—" Hisvoice rosewith
each word, and he was clearly on the verge of hysteria.



A natural reaction, but not at all useful. Better snap him out of this.

"Areyou amage?' Td interrupted him.

Harden stopped in midsentence and blinked owlishly at him. Probably the question seemed utterly
irrdlevant, but Td had aparticular strategy in mind. "Ah—no," he sammered.

"Then you couldn't have done anything, could you?' Ta countered. "There was no reason to assume
that arag-picker was going to murder the beggar; they're normaly pretty feeble-bodied and just as often
they're feeble-minded, too. They don't do things like that, right? Rag-pickers wander dong the gutter,
collecting trash, and hdf the time they don't even see anything that's not in the gutter in front of them. You
had no reason to watch him, you didn't even know what he/d done until it wastoo late.”

"But afte—" Harden began.

"You sadit yoursdf, it al happened quickly. How close were you? Across the street you said, and
I'd guess half ablock down." Tal shrugged as Harden nodded. " People were shouting, screaming,
blocking the street—ypanicked. Y ou couldn't possibly have gotten across to him with any speed. There
was certainly no reason to think held throw himsdlf under awain! And short of usng magicto doiit, you
couldn't have stopped him from where you were sanding! Right?'

Harden nodded again, numbly. Ta poured hisglassfull and topped off hisown. "That wasahell of
an experience,” he said, with alittlelessforce. "A hell of athing. Bad enough when you come pick up the
pieces, but when it happensright in front of you, it's naturd to think you could have done something the
cits couldn't. But just because you're a constable, that doesn't give you the ability to read thoughts, move
faster than lightning, and pick up water-wagons with your bare hands."

Harden took afew deep breaths, closed his eyesfor amoment, then took asmall sip of the wine.
"Youreright, of course" hereplied shakily. "1 wasn't thinking—"

"No one could be, in those circumstances,” Td replied dryly. "Lad, most of the citsthink we can do
anything, and expect usto on aregular basis; that kind of thinking can get you believing you're supposed
toredly be ableto. But you're just aman, like any of the cits—just you have a baton and some authority,
peoplelisten to you, and you can handle yoursalf againgt acouple of armed ruffians. And none of those
things make you either a Priest or amage, to save asoul or abody, either. Now, what made Brock think
you should talk to me about this?"

"Well—I guess because it was another murder-suicide, and the knifeismissing,” Harden said after a
moment of thought. "He told me about your theory, and it ssemsto fit. | suppose you could say that the
beggar wasamusician; at least, she was always sSnging. She didn't know the man, | had never seen him
on my besat. Judging by the wound, it was a strange knife, too; like agtiletto, but with alonger blade. We
looked for it, too, believe me. After he threw it away, it just vanished."

From the moment that Harden mentioned the rag-picker throwing the knife away, Td had the feding
that thismurder did match his profile; now he was sure of it. Once again, the knife was gone, and he was
aready certain that it would never be found.

Hewas aso certain that no links would be uncovered joining the beggar-woman and the rag-picker,
no matter how diligently helooked. The rag-picker probably was not even from this part of town, and he
normally would never have been on that street. It was the same pattern al over again; the same
damnable, frustrating pattern.

The use of magic could explain it, somekind of compulsion-magic, perhaps operating through the
medium of the knife, but why? All the victimswere utterly insgnificant!

What was more, dl the victims were utterly unalike, especialy thelast three. A red street-musician, a
whore, and a beggar—aside from being poor and femae, and marginaly connected with music, they had
nothing in common.

He shoved it dl into the back of hismind and concentrated on coaxing Harden to talk himself out.
The wine hel ped; it loosened the boy's tongue to aremarkable extent, and once Harden started, he kept



going until heran himsdf out.
Just like | did, the night that fellow jumped off the bridge in front of me. . . .

He hadn't thought of that in many years now, but there had been atime when heliterdly could not get
it out of hismind. Now he knew that his presence or absence would have had no effect on the man, but
then—

Hdf thetime| thought I'd somehow caused him to jump by just being there, and half thetime
thought if I'd just tried harder | could have talked him out of it. In both cases, the guilt and
sdf-recrimination were the same,

Now it was histurn to listen and say dl the things that Harden wanted desperately to hear—things
he knew werelogicd, but that guilt told him could not be true.

They emptied that bottle and another between them, though most of it went into Harden. At one
point Ta ascertained that Harden lived aone, and had no woman or relative waiting anxioudy for himto
come home, and just kept replenishing his glass until he finaly broke through the find barrier and wept.

That was what he had needed, more than talk, more than sympathy; he needed to cry, inthe
presence of someone who understood. Not al men needed the release of tears after something likethis,
but many did.

And may Rayburn find himself in this position one day, with no one willing to listen to him and
pour the wine!

He came very closeto hating his superior tonight, and only the fact that Rayburn was not worth
wadting hatred on kept him from doing so. If the Captain himself did not fed cagpable of offering such
important mora support to hismen, it was his responghility to find someone who could and would! It
should not have been left up to old Brock to find someone!

And getting the lad drunk was not the most optima way to get him to unload histroubles, but it isthe
only way | know, Ta thought glumly. He should have been with someone who knows how to handle
gtuations like this one, not with me. He's going to have a head in the morning, poor boy. On the other
hand—

He was Harden's senior. He could legitimately report him in sick. Rayburn would haveto find a
replacement for his shift—

Hell, Rayburn can walk the lad's beat himself and do some real work for a change!

Although emotion wore agood bit of the wine off, Harden was il not fit to leave theinn, ether. So
when the tears were over, the guilt somewhat dispersed, and Harden reduced to telling Td what afine
fellow hewasin durred and half-incoherent speeches, Ta excused himself long enough to tap on the
door of one of the two Mintak brothers who worked as peace-keepersin the bar downstairs. He knew
Ferg would till be awake; they had the same taste in books, and the Mintak would often come tapping
on his door about thistime of the night if hisown library ran dry. He liked Ferg and his brother, and if
anyone ever said aword against nonhumansin genera and thesetwo in particular, hetook careto let
them know just how he stood on the matter. If he hadn't been a constable, that might have gotten himinto
afight or two, but between his baton and the brothers muscle, troublemakers generally took their
prejudices e sewhere.

Ferg answered the door quickly enough to have been awake and reading, sticking his shaggy brown
head out of the door cautioudy. A pair of mild brown eyeslooked down at Tal out of aface that was
bovine, equine, and human, al a once. He opened the door alittle further when he recognized Td, and
asif to confirm Ta's guess, there was a book in his broad brown hand, athumb stuck in it to keep his
place. "Got afriend who needed to get drunk tonight,” Ta said shortly, knowing Ferg would understand.
"I need to get him down to aroom for tonight.”

The Mintak nodded wisdly. "Hold amoment,” he said in that deep voice dl Mintaks shared
regardless of gender. "Let me put the candle somewhere safer.”



He withdrew his head; there was alittle shuffling, and he returned, without the book. "Nobody's using
the guest-room," the Mintak offered. "Might aswdl put him there, and we won't have to move him down
any dars”

"That might be best,” Tal agreed. "He'sagood lad, but 1'd just as soon not run up too big abill on his
behalf."

Therewasasingle, very smal room on thisfloor, aroom not much bigger than aclost, that the
tenants had—with the agreement of the proprietors of the inn—fixed up as abedroom for their own
guests. Sometimes it was used for visting reatives, and sometimes for those who were in the same
condition as Harden. Once or twice it had been used by quarreling couples, and on those occasions, the
rest of the tenants were very careful not to ask any questions of either party. Those who were going to
entertain visitorsfor more than a day were careful to schedule the guest-room well in advance, but a any
other time it was open for spur-of-the-moment use.

Harden would be less embarrassed to wake up in what was obvioudy a guest-room removed from
Td'slodging than he would be if hewoke up in Td's sitting room. And Td's charity did not extend to
giving up or sharing hisown bed.

Ferg followed Ta back to hisrooms; Harden looked up at their entrance and squinted at the sight of
the Mintak, who towered over Ta by agood severa inches.

"Din' | sheeyou downshtairs?' Harden durred.
"That was my herd-brother, good gir," Ferg replied camly. "Do you think you can stand?’

"Not by m'shelf,” Harden acknowledged ruefully, after an abortive attempt that left him staggering
and finaly ditting right where hedd begun. " 'm drunk, butsha couldn'’ tell by m' dancin’.”

"All right then, old man,” Td said, dightly amused. "We're going to get you to abed where you can
deegpit off.”
Harden nodded wisdly. "Good—idea," he said carefully. " 'f | can’ stand, | sure can’ walk, en?”’

Td and Ferg got on either Side of Harden and assisted him carefully to hisfeet. Both of them knew
better than to move abruptly with him; a the moment, he showed no signs of getting sick, but any
too-sudden movements could change that, and neither of them felt much like cleaning the mess up.

"Right you are," Ferg said cheerfully. "Now, welll take your weight and keep you balanced, you just
move onefoot in front of the other, and welll get you safely into anice, warm bed." Obediently, Harden
began to walk, swaying from side to Side, supported by Ferg and Td. "Good, you're doing fine," Ferg
encouraged. "Right. Left. Right. Left. Now through the door—into the hall—"

Thiswas hardly thefirst drunk Ferg had assisted into a bed—the Gray Rose encouraged patrons
who had a bit too much to spend the night if they weren't rowdy. It was good for al concerned—theinn
got apaying customer overnight, and the customer found himsdf only abit lighter in the pocket, rather
than waking up in an aley or aworse place. The Mintaks, with their enormous strength, were usualy the
ones called upon to help the inebriated into their rooms, so Ferg had plenty of experience; either of the
brawny brothers could have carried Harden on their own, but the companionability of Ferg and Ta doing
thistogether would likely be important to Harden when he thought back upon it. In amuch shorter time
than Ta would have estimated, they had Harden down the hall, in the bed with his boots pulled off, and
under severa blankets, since the room wastoo tiny to have afireplace of itsown. Ta closed the door
quietly and marked his name down on the schedule outside. There would be alinen charge and a cleaning
charge, and since Harden was his guest, he would be the one responsible. Ferg nodded approvingly.

"A friend of yours?' Ferg asked. "A fellow congtable? And what brought him to this pass?’

"A bad incident on hisbest,” Tal replied, grateful that Ferg knew enough of the constables to know
what a"bad incident" was.

"Ah. Hisfirgt, no doubt. Well, better to purge himsdlf in the presence of one with the experience to
advise him—but | misdoubt helll befit for duty inthemorning. . . ." The Mintak cocked hishead in



obvious enquiry, and Ta had to chuckle a his curiosity. Ta never ceased to be bemused by the blazing
intellect and extensive vocabulary possessed by Mintaks. Other humans too often dismissed Mintaks as
being as stupid as the beasts they resembled, but Tal knew better.

"Oh, | planto take care of that,” Tal replied. "In my opinion asa senior constable, that boy hasa
touch of something. Food poisoning, maybe. I'll have anote run over to the station to that effect before |
go to bed."

Ferg chuckled. "Mendacious, but reasonable. A good Captain would have excused him from his duty
for aday or two anyway. It isapity thereisnothing in the rules requiring that absence from duty. Well,
good night—and | have ahigtory | think you might enjoy, when you have the leisurefor it."

"And | have a Ddliambren travel-book | think you'l like," he replied, and saluted the Mintak ashe
opened his own door.

He stayed up long enough to write sick-notes for both Harden and himself—after all, they had eaten
the same med, and they were both suffering smilar symptoms.

Uh-hmm. We're both light-headed, dizzy, flushed, and in the morning well both have headaches and
nausea. Well, Harden will. Brock will probably guess, but he won't Iet on to the Captain. Tal decided
that if his hangover wasn't too bad in the morning, he would go ahead and gppear for duty on his shift,
but in caseit wasn't, he was covered. He left athird note, telling Harden that he/d written him up for
sck-time and not to go in on his shift, on the tiny table beside the bed, and sent one of theinn's errand
boys around to the station with the other two notes. Harden, when he took afinal look in on him, was
blissfully, if noisly, adeep.

Td nodded to himsdlf with satisfaction, closed the door, and sought his own bed, after taking the
precaution of drinking agreat ded of water.

But when hefindly lay in the quiet darkness, with only the faint sounds of creaking wood and faint
footsteps around him, his mind wrestled with the problem of thislatest case. It fit; it certainly did. There
was no doubt of that.

But what did it dl mean?

The whole thing is mad, he thought, tossing restlesdy. The pattern is there, but no motive.
Maybe that was why Rayburn was so stubborn about admitting that the cases were dl tied together;
there was no discernible motive to any of them. That was one of the first things drummed into a
congtable's head when they taught him about murder: find the motive, and you find the killer. Butin
this case, the killers were obvious; it was the motive that was missing.

Why? Why, why, why? Why these people? Why that particular kind of knife? What was there
to gain? It has to be the same hand behind all of them, but what is the motive?

No thekiller wasn't obvious, after al. The people who used the knife and spilled the blood couldn't
be anything more than tools, hands to wield the blade, and nothing more. So, the law till held true.

Find the motive, and you find the killer.

So what was the motive? What could drive aman to use other peopleto kill likethis? If therewasa
purpose, what wasit? Where wasthe killer dl thistime?

And who wasthekiller?



Chapter Three

The next murder got the attention of the entire city; it was anine-day wonder that kept the taverns
abuzz for long enough that even Tal got tired of it.

But thistime, like some strange disease that strikes three homesin arow, then suddenly occurs
halfway across the city, this crime happened so far outside of Ta's district he would never have heard of
it, if the circumstances hadn't been so bizarre. Whoever, whatever was behind dl this, "he' had moved his
area of operation from the waterfront Side of the city to the tenement district farthest inland.

Once again, the poverty of the murderer and victim should have relegated the incident to amereitem
inafew records. Ta heard about it over hismorning meal in the common-room of the Gray Rose, and
hisfirgt, cynical thought wasthat if the deaths themsalves had not been so outrageous, the entire package
of murder and suicide would have been put down as a sordid little sex-crime.

Even 50, the details were so unbelievable that he was certain they were exaggerated. It was only
when he reached the station that he learned that if anything, the public rumors were less horrific than the
truth.

And that was enough to send cold chillsover him.

When he heard the officid report for himsdf, he had one of the oddest fedlings he had ever
experienced in hislong career asacongtable. Part of him was horrified, part sickened—and part of him
knew a certain sense of sdlf-righteous pleasure. He knew what it was, of course. Hadn't he been saying
something like thiswas going to happen? Wdll, now it had, and he had told them so. It was abase
emotion, but—maybeit wasjudtified.

AsTal read the report, though, he found it very difficult to keep his detachment. A jewd-crafter (too
unskilled to be called afull Jeweer) named Pym, who made inexpensive copper, brass, and silver-plated
trinkets, was the perpetrator. A Gypsy-wench called Gannet was the victim. And what had happened to
the poor whore at the hands of the smith palled by comparison with what happened to the Gypsy.

Gannet showed up a Pym'sworkshop just before he closed, with a handful of trinkets she wanted
him to purchase. That much was clear enough from a neighbor, who had probably been the last oneto
see ether of them dive. The neighbor had been loitering about the areain front of Pym's shop and her
own; other neighbors said she had "an interest” in Pym, and what they probably meant was that she had
her mind set on inveigling him into marrying her. The neighbor was not pleased to see ayounger woman
show up at the shop, and drew close enough to hear the ensuing conversation. The Gypsy inssted that
someone had sent her to Pym specifically to sell her goods, and athough the jeweler sdldom made such
purchases, tonight he waved the wench into his shop and shut and locked the door behind her. That had
been so unlike Pym that the neighbor suspected something illegal (or so shetold the constables) and set
herself to watch Pym's door.

Right, Ta snorted to himsdlf, as he read that particular bit of nonsense. Morelike, she suspected
Pym of abit of funny-businesswith a skirt, and was nosy and jeal ous enough to wait around for details.

But the Gypsy didn't come out, dthough there were lights and shadows moving about in the back of



Pym'sworkshop al night long. And in the morning, the neighbor, whose imagination had been running at
high speed ever since the girl showed up, knocked insistently on the door on the excuse that she had
smelled something burning. Then she called the constables when Pym didn't gppear to open his shop or
answer the door.

The constables, unable to rouse anyone, broke the door down. There was no one in the front of the
shop, nor in the rooms above, but what met them when they opened the door to the workshop sent one
of them running to empty his ssomach in the gutter, and the other to rouse the entire station to come and
cope with the scene.

What was|eft of Pym lay on the floor in a posture of agony at the foot of hisworkbench. The girl lay
spread-eagled on the top of his biggest workbench, aso dead. Pym had used the entire contents of his
workshop to make a strange display-piece out of the girl, beginning by clamping wrists and ankles down
to thetable, filling her mouth with wax, then setting to work with copper wire, semiprecious stones, and
mogt of histools. She was quite chastely covered in agarment of wire and gems, dl of it laced through
her muscles and skin, and riveted to her bonesto anchor it in place. Her eyes were wired open, her head
covered with awig of finewireriveted to her head. The pain must have been excruciating, and because
the wounds were so smdll, she wouldn't even have lost consciousness because of blood-loss. The knife
he had plunged into her breast must have come as ardlief.

Now the detachment Ta had been looking for finaly came, and with it, that odd ability to andyze
even theworgt information. If shed lived, she would have been crippled for life. The amount of
nerve-damage he must have done would have been impossible to repair, let done whatever he did to her
brain by spiking that wig into her skull.

But she was not to be donein her suffering, for Pym finished his night by drinking every drop of acid
and poisonous chemicasin his shop. It was the horrified judgment of the Healer-Priest brought in to
decide on the cause of death that Pym probably lived about aslong as his victim before he died.

Once again, the girl had been murdered with aknife with atriangular blade, and once again, the knife
wasmissing. The official versonwasthat Pym had stabbed her with one of hisfiles, but none of thefiles
had even atrace of blood on them—in fact, the files were the only tools Pym hadn't used to make his
"diglay.”

Td would have given five years of hislifeto see Pym's body, but unfortunately, the acid he had drunk
had rendered it unfit even to be placed in the morgue. Or, as one of the constables with amordant sense
of humor said, "The only way to put him in the ground was to scoop him up in buckets and pour himin."

But | wish | knew if he had the same bruises as the others I've seen. . . .

The Gypsy-wench was buried the next day with al the pomp due a Guildmagter, afunerd that was
paid for by donations. If she had any relatives, they werelost in the throng of spectators who cameto
gawk rather than mourn, searching for some sign of what had been done to her under the buria-gown of
tiff snow-white slk that covered her from chin to toes. Ta didn't go, but Captain Rayburn made a
prominent appearance.

The last murder took placeright under Tal's nose.

He was making another attempt to find a decent set of shirts, because by now he needed more than
one, and thistime had gone much farther afield than hisusua haunts. Lately, bargeloads of clothing came
in a the southern end of the city on asemiregular basis, brought up out of places where a species of
edtablishment called a manufactory was becoming common. There were manufactoriesin the High
King's capital of Lyonarie, but only lately had anyone set them up along the Kanar River. Such
establishments produced large quantities of Ssmply-made garmentsin alimited range of sizesand colors,
and shipped them off by water, since shipping them overland would have made them too expensveto
compete with locally made garments. Ta was not certain that he would fit any of the szesavailable, and
he was more than alittle dubious about the quaity of such garments, but by now he was desperate



enough to go look at them when word came that another shipment had arrived.

It was a pleasant enough day, sunny with no more than the thinnest of cloud-cover, and Tal took his
time about reaching hisgoal. The only thing on his mind was the book that he'd just Sarted, and avague
wish that held brought it with him to read if there was going to be aqueue.

Ashearrived, it was obvious that he had come to the right address by the crowd just outside the
door, and heresigned himsdf to await. He was only one among athrong of customers a the dockside
warehouse, and was met a the door by a man who looked him over with an appraising eye and sent him
to stand in aparticular queue, one of Six dtogether. The warehouse was only dimly illuminated by light
coming in a some upper-story windows and by skylightsin the roof. Enough of the people here felt
compelled to chatter at the tops of their lungs that a confusing din echoed and reechoed through the
warehouse, adding to the confusion, as Ta inched forward in his queue.

Never having been here before, he was alittle bewildered about why the fellow had directed him into
thisline, until he arrived at the head of the queue and found himself confronting four piles of neetly folded
shirts, each pile being shirts of the same size but adifferent color. His choices were brown, gray, blue,
and white, gpparently, and the man at the door was evidently practiced in sorting peopl€'s sizes out by
eye.

Ta took two each of the brown and the gray, on the grounds that they would show dirt and wear
less than the white, and fade less than the blue, and moved to one side quickly, for the man behind him
seemed very impatient.

He shook out one of the gray shirtsand held it against himself, then examined it carefully. Asdefrom
the fact that the stitching was mathematically even—which was entirely possible even when sawn by a
human rather than ameachine, if the shirt was of high quality—he saw nothing wrong with it. It wasjust a
trifle large, perhaps, but no few of his secondhand purchases were aso oversized. There was no regl
"style" to it, and the pattern it had been made to was avery smple one, but acity constable hardly
needed "style." Surprised and pleased, he took his prizesto the front of the warehouse where he paid
about the same as he would have for four secondhand garments, even though there was no haggling
permitted. The clerk wrapped his purchasesinto a packet with brown paper and string, and gave them
back to him. Given that these should last longer than secondhand shirts which aready had agreat ded of
wear on them, he had gotten quite abargain, and | eft the warehouse with afedling of minor euphoria.

In fact, he had enough left over for adecent lunch, so he decided to treat himsdlf. He seldom got to
seethewharfsin daylight; by night, they were dirty, dangerous placesto walk, but by day it wasno
worse than any other mercantile area. There were several warehouses here where individuas were
buying things directly; this was something new to the city, and he wondered how the merchants were
going to tekeit.

It probably isn't going to bother them too much, he decided. Nobody with any significant money is
going to come down here and stand in lines when they can go to afine, warm shop and be waited on,
even fawned over. There might be someloss of secondhand trade, but that would even itsalf out
eventudly. Those who bought secondhand garments would rightly point out that the market value of such
goods had decreased and be able to buy them at alower value than heretofore, and the very poor, who
could not afford even cheap goods like these, would then be able to afford the second-hand goods. The
merchandise leaving those warehouses wasn't what he would call luxury goods, either. Most of those
who were buying these new items were those who would bargain fiercdly, leaving a secondhand
merchant with less of a profit anyway.

Taking advantage of the crowds, other vendors had set up shop dong the street. There were no
entertainers, probably because there was no room for them. Performing on the docks would be
dangerous, with wagonloads of heavy goods going in both directions, and the wharfs on one side. Not
only that, but the whedls of those wagons, rumbling on the wooden planks of the wharf, made it too noisy
for anyone to hear an entertainer. But there were other peddlers and vendors, anyone who could set
himsdf up in asmal space. A flash of color caught Td's eye, and he wormed hisway through the press



of peopleto aribbon-sdler. Midwinter Festival was coming up, and he liked to get smdll things for
people who were decent to him.

He bought a bit of scarlet for the black hair of the little wench who cleaned hisroom, and thelittle
blonde who usualy waited on him in the tavern would receive astreamer of blue. Farther aong, there
was a candy-monger, an orange-girl, aman sdling feathers, and aknife-sharpener with hisgrinder ina
barrow. The candy-monger had a clean-looking cart and display, and little bags of candy would make
appropriate giftsto the tavern errand-boys; Tal's mind was entirely on the complicated problem of
different-but-equal bags of sweets as he wormed his way towards the cart, when suddenly the noisy but
relatively peaceful scene changed dramatically.

He had looked down long enough to tuck his bits of coiled ribbon into his belt-pouch and make
certain the antipickpocket flap was in place, when the crowd surged into him, knocking him off-balance.
People screamed and surged into him again asthey tried to escape from something just ahead.

Training went into effect as people tried to move, surged back and forth mindlesdy, and generdly
made thingsworse dl the way around. Reacting as a constable and not as aman in the crowd, he fought
free of them with afew precisely placed kicks and elbow-jabs, and broke out into an open space for a
moment, looking for the source of thetrouble.

Hedidn't take long to spot it. Ahead of him, the knife-sharpener brandished abloody bladein one
hand, awoman covered in blood lying motionless a hisfeet. Td's eyeswent immediately to the knife and
not the man, for it was obvious who the attacker was, and in this press of bodies, he would not be able
to get away.

Though he only saw it for amoment, he knew he would be able to draw apicture of it from memory
aoneat any timein the next year. It was unusudly long, with awicked point; the cross-guard was
minimal, the hilt undecorated, and the blade itself was exactly like atriangular file, except that it was
polished to asatin-gleam on all threeflat sdes, and glinted razor-sharp on al three edges.

Td dropped his package of shirts at the feet of the candy-monger and launched himsdlf at the
murderer. In spite of the fact that he was not frozen with shock or surprise, and in fact was dready
moving towards the man as his eyes and mind took in every detail of the murder-wegpon, he was not fast
enough to prevent the next scene of the tragedy. With the speed of the weasel he resembled, the
knife-sharpener flung the blade wildly into the crowd, turned, and plunged off the dock into the murky,
icy water of theriver. And since he was wearing a belt encumbered with several pounds-worth of metal
tools, evenif he could swim, it wasn't likely he was going to come up again. Ta knew that even before
the man hit the water and sank without a sound.

Td ran to the edge of the dock anyway, but there was no sign of the murderer but atrail of bubbles.
He debated plunging in after him—and even teetered on the brink for amoment—when one of the
dockworkers grabbed his elbow.

"Dont," the man said shortly. "The bastard's agoner. Won't last aminute in that water, and neither
will you."
"You'reright," Ta acknowledged, and turned back to the woman's body.

She was dead, and he was unsurprised to find that the woman had been stabbed as vicioudy asthe
very first victim held seen. She had probably died instantly; the amount of blood soaking the dock and
her clothing indicated that the knife-sharpener had used his blade with brutal expertise.

Although it seemed to him that the better part of an hour had passed, he knew it had only been afew
minutes, and the crowd was gill milling about in panic. Hetook charge of the scene at once, getting the
crowd settled, separating out witnesses from those who only knew that someone had died, and
eventudly dispersing dl those who were not direct withesses. He also gathered up afew level-headed
volunteers.

"You and you," he ordered, picking two large, steady-looking fellows. ™Y ou two go north and south
aong theriver, and seeif you can't find the congtables patrolling this digtrict.”



Heturned to asmdller, soberly clad man, plain and ordinary. "Y ou go to the station and dert the
congtablesthere.

All three nodded, and went briskly off on their assgned errands. That left him with four more, al
dockworkers, who should know thisarea. "Y ou seeif you can't find that knife," he told them, although he
knew it was a hopeless quest. The mysterious, vanishing blade was going to vanish again, and there
wasn't anything he could do about it. "Y ou saw him throw it away; something about it may tell uswhy he
went crazy that way."

The four looked a him alittle oddly, but began their search the moment he explained that he was a
constable. He dedlt with the murder scene afew moments later, draping the girl's body with atarpaulin
given him by abarge-man.

At leadt thistimel saw it, and | know exactly what it looks like, he thought bleakly. | can describeit
to knife-makers, armorers, smiths—there can't be that many kniveslike that in thiscity. | can check with
secondhand stores and have people keep awatch for it. Maybe | can track it down that way, or at least
find out what kind of aknifeitis.

Or hewould—if thiswas not some strange cult of murder and suicide, with specid ritua blades of
their own. There were not many things more secretive than areligious cult, and doubly soina
circumgance like thisone.

Sill, someone hasto forge these things. I'll check with smiths.

By thetime the local constables arrived—more than a bit annoyed that an apparent outsider had so
cavaierly taken over their crime—he had dl of the information that redly mattered to him. The girl was
locd; she cleaned and gutted fish at one of the sdting-houses. The knife-sharpener was new; no one had
ever seen him here before. The orange-girl, the candy-monger, and the fellow with the feathers were dll
localsaswell, and knew the fish-cleaner by sight.

"Everyone knew her," the orange-girl sobbed, weeping messily into her gpron. " She was dways
singing, whistling—so cheerful, her voice so pretty, we dwaystold her she ought to go for aFree
Bard—"

Td frozeindde, dthough he knew there was no sign of hisreaction on hisface. Thereit was, the
music connection again! What was going on here?

He patted the girl on the shoulder, trying awkwardly to comfort her, then turned to the newly arrived
congtables. "I'm sorry to have barged into your territory likethis," he began, knowing that if he
gpologized immediatdy, the new arrivalswould stop being annoyed and start being grateful that he had
donedl the preliminary work for them. "I would never have, except that | know from my own experience
that if you don't take over in acase like this, theré'sa panic. Wild taes spread like afirein dry grass, and
the next thing you know, you're getting reports of awholesale massacre of fishwives. And if you don't
herd dl these people together at the start, they'll manage to wander off on their own errands before you
can get any sense out of them.”

He handed the man he judged to be the most senior his own notes. "Hereswhat I've gotten, sir, and
| hope it will be of useto you," he continued, as frowns softened to reluctant gpprova. " The oneswho
sworethey had to go, | got addressesfor in case you have to do afollow-up. Any my statement isin the
pile aswell, and my own address."

"Oh, we know whereto find you," the senior constable replied, with more approval showing when
Td made no mention of getting credit on the report, or indeed having anything to do with this other than
be awitness. "Y ou can go ahead and go now, if you like. We can takeit from here."

Ta turned to go, and the candy-monger, with adisplay of honesty that was quite remarkable, handed
the package containing his shirts back to him, undamaged except for abit of dirt. "You tried, Sr," the
sad-eyed little man said. "Most wouldn't have donethat for her. Thankee.”

Ta nodded, accepting the compliment in the spirit intended, and tucked his package under hisarm,
but his mind was el sewhere, planning the report he was going to write for Captain Rayburn. He had



severd cases now, including one with an impeccable eyewitnessin the person of himsdlf. Now the
Captain must believe him!

Enthroned in splendid isolation behind the walnut bulwark of his desk, Captain Rayburn gazed down
hislong, thin, aristocratic nose at Ta with mingled contempt and disbelief. "Would you mind telling me
what you were drinking when you wrote this bit of imaginativefiction?' he asked sarcadticdly. "I'd liketo
get hold of abottle or two mysdlf.”

Ta consdered any number of possible responses and confined himsdlf to acivil one. "Y ou can't
argue with thefacts, Chief," hereplied. "All the murders are in the records; they were dl committed with
the same kind of weapon, which always disappears.”

"They weredl committed with a knifelike object,” the Captain corrected. "We don't know what
that object could be, and thereis no evidence that it isthe same or even asimilar object in any two of the
murders. Theinstrument of death could have been afile—or a piece of bar-stock—or an ice-pick—or,
for that matter, anicicle! Thereis nothing connecting any of these murders except your half-toasted idea
that the victims were al musicians of asort, and that istoo absurd to even credit. Thereis also no trace
of magic involved in any of these deaths, and they have been checked by a reputable Priest-Mage.”

Td clamped his mouth shut on the things he wanted to say, for there was no point in going any
further. He wanted to point out that the examinations of the wounds of the victims showed identical
characteristics congstent only with atriple-edged blade, and remind Rayburn that none of the weapons
had ever been recovered, much lessidentified. He wanted to tell the Captain that the Priest-Mage was
lessinterested in finding traces of magic than he wasin getting his unpleasant task over with as soon as
possible, and that this particular man was hardly as reliable and reputable as Rayburn painted him. He
wanted to say dl of these things, but he said none of them.

ThePriest in question isin his position because heis out of favor with the current Bishop, and liaison
with the congstables is the lowest position a Priest-Mage can have. But I'm not supposed to know that.
Rayburn wants this thing covered up, and it suits him to pretend that the man is careful and competent.
The only questionis, why is he so intent on covering thisup?

"l hope you aren't planning anew career in sensationd storytelling, Constable," Rayburn continued,
tapping the pile of paperswith hisindex finger, "because thisistoo far-fetched to attract any publisher.”

Ta dropped his eyes and studied the top of Rayburn'simmaculate desk, knowing that if he wanted to
keep hisjob, he was going to have to keep histemper.

But I'm beginning to wonder if thisis a job worth keeping. Why is it worth Rayburn's while to
sweep this under the rug?

Rayburn waited for him to say something, and when he did not speak, the Captain shook hishead. "I
would have expected a piece of nonsense like this out of one of the green recruits, not out of asenior
congtable," he said with an undisguised sneer. "Really, you make mewonder if you are not ill witha
brain-fever yoursdlf! | hope you haven't been spreading this nonsense about—"

"I'vetold no one," Tal replied stoicaly. No one else would have cared, you bastard, except afew
idiots like me who want to do their jobs right, and they don't have any power or influence. Therest are dl
too busy playing politics, just likeyou. "I saved it dl for my report.”

"Oh, did you?' Td's hands, hidden by the desk, clenched at Rayburn'stone. "In that case, | won't
have to order some punitive assgnment for you for soreading rumors designed to cause panic or unrest.”
Rayburn drummed hisfingers on the desktop for afew moments. "In that case, because of your fine
record, | am going to forget | ever saw this."

Ta looked up in time to see the Captain turn in his seet, take the report that he had labored over for
s0 long, and toss it into the stove beside his desk. Tl stifled an oath as Rayburn turned back to him.

"Now, | order you to say nothing more about this," Rayburn said with acold core of sted underlying



thefalse cordidity. "I won't have wild rumors of degth-cults or renegade mages circulating through the
dreets. Do | make mysdf clear?"

The weak blue eyes had turned asicy and flat as adead fish's, and Td said what he was expected to

sy.
Go to Hell, Captain.

"Yes, Captain," hereplied, trying not to choke on the two words.

Rayburn settled back into his chair with an air of satisfaction. "Thisdidrictisquiet, and | intend to
keep it that way," hewarned Td. "Even if any of that nonsense was true, | would order you to hold your
tongue on the subject. Rumorslikethat are all that it takesto spark ariot, and | will not have ariot on
my watch." He waved hishand in ashooing motion at Tal. "Now, get out of here, and don't let me ever
see anything like thisreport again.”

Td shoved the chair back, watching Rayburn wince asthe legs grated on the floor, and |ft the office
before he could say anything he didn't want Rayburn to hear.

Hewon't have ariot on "hiswatch"! Asif he paid any attention to his district at all!

He seethed dl the way back to hisrooms at the Gray Rose, and only long practice helped him to
keep his stoic expression intact. Not even the Mintaks, notorioudy sengtive to body-language and able
to read trouble from the most subtle of expressions, had any ideathat Ta was suffering from more than
hisusua moodiness.

When he reached the safe haven of hisrooms, hisfirst impulse wasto reach for abottle—but he did
not giveintoit. He wanted a drink—he wanted to numb his mind and his soul, wanted the oblivion that a
bottle would give him, the few hours of respite when nothing mattered anymore. But that respitewasa
lie, and oblivion cured nothing, and he knew the depth and shape of the trap far too well tofal into it
himsdlf. Liquor had been the ruin of many a congtable, in part because they needed to numb their fedings
and their memories, and in part, he suspected, because more and more of late the good constables were
not able to do their jobs properly.

You can drop into despair, or you can beat the bastards at their own game. I'll be damned if |
let a pinheaded little shoe-licker keep me from doing my job.

Instead of reaching for that bottle, he sat down at his desk with pen and paper in hand. There was
more than one mystery here, and the second one was a question that concerned him intimately.

Why had Rayburn suppressed dl of this? Why was he so adamant that nothing was to leak out?
Sometimesit helped him to make physical ligts, and he began two of them, writing dowly and
carefully, with histongue sticking out at the corner of his mouth as he concentrated. Writing did not come

eadly to him, athough reading did, but working at adifficult task would kegp him from doing something
he might regret later. Like reaching for that bottle.

Murders he headed thefirgt list, and Rayburn was what he put on the second page.
He started the second page firs.

Rayburn istrying to cover up the murders, he wrote. He's trying to make them appear perfectly
common. Why?

Why, indeed? Thevictimswere dl poor, indggnificant; their neighborhoods were those where crime
was, if not adaily occurrence, certainly not astranger. Except for the Gypsy girl, whose death had not
even occurred in hisdigtrict, there had been no notoriety attached to any of the cases. And there were no
relatives clamoring for any other solution than the " officid™ one. Maybe he shouldn't be looking at the
victimsfor his answer—maybe he should be thinking about the hand behind the murders.

Who or what could be doing this? he wrote on the first page. A disease of the mind—possibly
spreading. A curse, or more than one. A mage.

Now he returned to the second page. Rayburn could be trying to prevent people knowing that
there is a disease that makes themkill for no reason. But that assumed that Rayburn would be aware



therewas such athing. . ..

Huh. He might. There was that tainted-wheat scandal. Nearly two dozen people died raving
mad from eating flour made fromit. The moneyed in this town would not want anyone to know
about tainted food, especially not if it was a common article, like flour.

A good reason for Rayburn's superiors to want it hushed up—the only thing wrong with that theory
was that in the wheat scanda, there were alot more victims, spread across al classes, for they had all
bought their flour from the same merchants.

It could till be adisease or ataint, but it would have to be coming from something only the poor are
likely to come into contact with. He racked his brains on that one. Maybe the water? The poor got their
water from common well-pumps that stood on every street corner. The rich? He didn't know, and
decided to let theidealiefdlow for the momen.

A curseis more problematic—I've never actuadly seen acurse that worked, but that doesn't mean it
hasn't happened. Elven curses—everybody's heard of those. | can't imagine why a curse would take this
particular form, though, unlessit happensto be as undiscriminating in who it attachesitsdlf to asany
disease. Why a curse, why here, and why now? And why were dl the victims of the poorer classes? It
would make more sense for a curse to strike the rich and powerful—wouldn't it? Or was that just wishful
thinking?

| suppose a curse or a cursed object would be able to work itself out no matter who was the
victim, so long as they fit its qualifications. If the qualification is something as broad as "human,"
well, just about anyone would fit.

He made anote, but he didn't expect to get much information. He just didn't know enough about the
subject of curses and cursed objects to ask the right questions.

But there was another question that was related. Why did Rayburn keep talking about riotsif any
of this got out? Did the Captain have some information, perhaps passed on from his superiors, that
would make him think that there was a possibility of ariot if wild enough rumors began to spread?

It could be. There've been riots and near-riots over nonhumans recently. There was that
nonhuman ghost that carried off a High Bishop! When people talk about curses that work, they
usually claim they came from nonhumans. Elves and the like, most of the time, but till . . . people
tend to lump all nonhumans into one group, and figure that if Elves work magic, they can all
work magic.

Therewere afair number of nonhumansworking in this city, some of them quite prosperous, and the
usual prejudices and resentments against them by those too lazy to make their way by hard work.
Nonhumans were easy targets whenever someone wanted a scapegoat. Maybe Rayburn knew more
about theriots and disturbancesin other citiesthan Tal did—and maybe hewas keeping alid on this
because he was afraid there would be more of the same hereif rumors of curses and nasty magic got out.

That certainly fitsin with dl that talk of civil unrest and ricting. Oh, talk of aknifewith acurseon it
would certainly set people off, especialy if they thought it was part of aplot! Things had been unsettled
lately, and he doubted that they were going to get any calmer. There were alot of changes going on,
Deliambrens moving huge machines across the countryside, new mechanica devices showing up and
putting people out of work as more machines replaced hand-labor, more and more nonhumans moving
into the Twenty Human Kingdoms. That would make alot of people unhappy and uneasy, and ripe for
trouble. There were dways troublemakers happy to supply the trouble. Maybe Rayburn wasn't as much
of anidiot as Td had thought.

And maybe he s, doing the right things for the wrong reasons. Keeping things quiet because
he wants to make some rich patrons happy, instead of keeping things quiet so trouble-mongers
don't have anything to work with.

He shook his head. Not enough information. Without knowing what Rayburn knew, and who (if
anyone) had ordered him to keep dl thisunder therose, it was still most likely that Rayburn was being a



sycophant and atoady.

Lagt of dl on hislis—what if it dl was being done by magic, magic that was directed and purpossful,
rather than random like a curse?

Well, that kind of magic meant amage wasworking it, and that meant—what?

Elves are mages, they don't like humans, and we humans are encroaching more and more into their
lands. If it was an Elf, or it was rumored that it was an Elf that was doing this, that would bring up more
resentment against nonhumans. That just didn't fed right, though. As he understood it, when therewas
some indication that nonhumans were going to have their rights taken away, the rich werein favor of the
move because they would have had first chance at confiscated properties and would have been ableto
purchase former free creatures as daves. Rayburn's patrons would not want riots—unless the ultimate
god meant more profit—

Oh, I'm making this far too convoluted. I'm not certain any of Rayburn's patrons are that
smart.

Who dse could be working thiskind of magic? They say that some Gypsies are mages—well,
Gypsies have some friends in questionable places, but I've never met a Gypsy that would have doneto
one of their own what was done to that poor girl. Of course, there are bad casesin everyone'sfamily,
and | supposeit could be a Gypsy mage. But that wouldn't cause any trouble with Rayburn's superiors.

Gypsies, Elves—who e se worked magic? Some Free Bards, dlegedly, through music. But how
would that figurein the fact that the victimswere al musicians of a sort themselves?

Free Bards getting revenge on substandard minstrel s? The idea made him smile reluctantly. No, that's
too far-fetched, even for me. Who else could it be? The only other magesthat | know of are Priests. . . .

Priestsl Suddenly an entirely new range of questions opened up before him.
What if thisis being done by a Priest who isamage? he wrote on thefirst page.

Why?Wédll, by strict Church standards, every single one of the victims and their putative killerswere
unrepentant sinners. Of course, the Church would never condone murdering unrepentant sinners, but the
Priest could be mad. He could imagine himsdf to be the punitive arm of astern and judgmenta God;
could even believe that God was commanding him to do away with these people in fashions that would
horrify other Snnersinto instant repentance.

Right. Assumeit is a Priest. Assume that the Church doesn't know for certain, but suspects
thisiswhat isgoing on.

That would definitely fit the other question, which was Rayburn's behavior. One word from a Priest
to Rayburn advising him to keep al of this quiet, and Rayburn would be scratching to cover it likea
fastidious house-cat. If the Church didn't even have a suspect yet, there would really be a cat among the
pigeons, as every Priest that wasin on the secret watched hisfellows with suspicion.

Next idea—assume they have a suspect or two, but don't have evidence yet. They'd have Rayburn
digging holesto dump evidence, if they had to!

Next—they know who it is, and they have him locked up, but he's ftill doing this. A barred cell isn't
going to stop aredly determined magician, but I've never heard of a Priest being executed. Asfar as|
know, they can't be executed, only imprisoned, and nothing is going to stop a renegade mage but
execution. Certainly the Church would not want anyone to know that they couldn't keep acrazy
Priest-Mage from killing people! The resulting scanda could rock the Church to its foundations, caling
into question virtually every aspect of control now exercised by Church officids. There had been enough
scandd already associated with the Church's possible involvement in the Great Fire a Kingsford, and the
trickery and chicanery of High Bishop Padrick had caused great unrest.

Riots? Theréd beriots over that one, dl right. With the Church claiming itstithe and doing damned
little for the poor with that tithe, dl it would take would be ahard winter, bad storms, and food
shortages. A redl, full-scaleriot directed againgt the Church would produce enough angry peopleto level



every Church-owned structurein the city.
If the Priest wasn't mad—if he was doing thiswith Church sanction—
A chill ran down hisspine. Don't think that. Don't write it down.

It could be some terrible experiment in magic gone wrong. And that would be another reason for
Rayburn's superiorsto want it nicely sunk in the bottom of the harbor. No one would want people to
know that the Church permitted anyone to dabble in the kind of magic that would drive a man to murder
arelatively innocent womean and then kill himsalf.

Something el se occurred to him and he wrote that down under the Murderstopic. What if thisisn't
local?What if we aren't the only city to have thisgoing on?

Wedll, if it wasn't locdl, it probably had nothing to do with the Church. Not that the Church couldn't
be involved, but mages couldn't work magic at greet distance, and something that caused murdersin
more than one city couldn't be hidden for long if Church officids knew about it. Thingslike that lesked
out, novices learned things they weren't supposed to know, spreading rumor and truth more effectively
than if the Church was spreading the tales ddliberately.

Thereisabare possibility that thisisamad Priest, that the Church knows about it, and they keep
moving him from town to town every time he starts doing thingslike this, trying to cover up the murders
and hoping that at some point hell just stop, or God will stop him for them.

Well, therewas oneway of tellingif it wasloca or not.

He put histwo lists aside and took afresh sheet of paper, addressing it to The keeper of the
mortality lists, Highwaithe, which was the nearest town upriver.

He sighed, and flexed his hand to ease the crampsin it, dipped the quill in theinkwell, then set the
pen carefully to the paper again.

Good Sir, he began, | am collecting mortdity satisticsin relation to the weather, and am particularly
interested in the occurrence of murder-suicides over the past fiveyears. . . .

There. Let Rayburn try to stop him now.

The only thing that is going to stop me now, he thought wryly, ismy aching hand, and the number of
letters I'm willing to write.

About the time he began getting repliesto hisletters, the rash of murders ended, asinexplicably as
they had begun.

There were no more stret-musicians cut down with vanishing knives. The only murders occurring
now were the sordid and completely uninteresting kind.

But Ta was not rdieved—rather, he was darmed.

Every one of the clerks to whom he had written had responded, and most had been delighted that
someone was showing interest in their dreary Statistics. Hed gotten everything he asked, and more—one
enterprising fellow had even sent him a breskdown of his violent-crime statistics by moon-phase.

Td had set up one corner of his Stting-room with amap pinned to the wall and his pile of return
|etters benegth it. He sorted out the | etters that showed no real increase in the number of murder-suicides,
then stuck a pin into the map for every occurrence in those towns and cities where the number had gone
up. Theresult was a crooked line that began—at least asfar as he could tell—at asmall town caled
Burdon Hesath. At firg, the gridy trail followed the route of the Newgate Trade Road, then it left the road
whereit crossed the river and followed that instead. There was no doubt in Tal's mind, now that it was
laid out in front of him. Whatever thiswas, it was following the course of trade. The pattern was quite
Clear.

And he knew that it was not over, athough the deadly shadow was no longer stalking the streets of
his city. The mind that had conceived of these murdersin thefirst place was not going to Smply stop



needing to commit them.

He sat back in hischair and closed hiseyes. Hisfirst partner had been a constable who had solved
the case of amadman who'd gone about mutilating whores. T remembered what the man had told him.

"A man likethishasaneed in him, lad," the old fellow had said. "It'sacraving, like drugs or strong
liquor. He needs what he gets from doing thingslike this, and what he getsis power. The ability to control
everything that happensto these girls, the moment they get into his hands—what they fedl, how much
they fed, and the most important control of al, when and how they die. That'swhat he gets. When
you've got to find the man who does thingslike this, that's what you look for—that'swhat'll tell you what
he's made of, not how he doesit. Look for what he gets.”

If ever there was a case that those words fit, thiswasiit.

And Td knew that the mind behind these crimes, the mind that craved the power he had over the
victims, had not suddenly been cured of its particular brand of madness. Rather, that mind was aware
exactly how dangerousthat last death had been—and he had moved on before he could be caught.
Being caught was no part of his plan.

He had to have been watching, somewhere—hewon't get the thrill he needsjust by hearing gossip.
He must have seen and understood what was going on when | took over the situation, and recognized
that | was aconstable. He wasn't going to take any more chances at that point. The murderer knew how
perilousit was that there had been a constable close enough to witness that |ast desth, and to have seen
the knife and know it had vanished for certain. Ta's attempt to find the knife only proved to the murderer
that Ta knew what he was|ooking for. The murderer had probably taken himself and his associates (if
any) to another hunting ground.

Mortdity Clerkswere both cooperative and incurious, afabulous combination so far as Td was
concerned. They not only supplied him with the bare statistics held asked for, they usually gave him the
particulars of each murder.

The"musician” connection was till there. And the dates werein chronological order.
The further atown isfrom here, the farther back the rash of murder-suicides goes.

There was no overlap of dates—no case where there were times when the deaths occurred in two
different places a nearly the same date. The unknown perpetrator staged his deaths, no less than three,
and so far no more than nine. Then, at some signal Tal could not fathom, he decided it wastime to move
on, and did so.

Hewas finished here. That was the good news. The bad news was that he had moved on.

Unfortunately, the most likely place was the one city in the entire Kingdom where his depredations
would be likely to go completely unnoticed for weeks, if not months, due to the chaotic conditionsthere.
The Kanar River was the obvious and easiest road; it flowed easily and unobstructed through a dozen
towns between here and the place that must surely attract this man as afine, clear stream attracted trout
fishers

The grest, haf-burned and haf-built metropolis of Kingsford.



Chapter Four

Reading too long—especidly letters with terrible penmanship—aways made Ardiss eyes ache, and
the Judticiar-Priest closed and rubbed them with the back of her thumb. Rank did haveits privileges,
though, and no one asked the Priests of her Order to sacrifice comfort in return for devoting their livesto
Justice and God. Though plain almost to the point of austerity, Ardiss quarters were warmed by afine,
draft-free stove, her reading-chair comfortably cushioned, and the light falling on her papers was as clear
asfineail, acarefully-trimmed wick, and a squeaky-clean lamp could provide.

But I'mtired, overworked, and getting no younger. Briefly, she wondered what her life would be
likeif she had wedded according to her stature, as her family had expected her to. At thishour, she
would probably be receiving callersin aluxurioudy-gppointed reception room, giving find ordersfor a
sumptuous forma dinner, and thinking about which dress she would wear to the evening'sball or party.

I'd be bored, which would be wor se than overworked; my mind would have gone to mush, and
| would probably have joined some stupid group devoted to mystical rubbish out of sheer
desperation for something different in my life. Or 1'd be having affair after frantic affair, like so
many of my female relations are doing, because they are shackled in loveless, lifeless marriages
with nothing to occupy their minds.

"I could read those and give you asummary,” said her secretary Kayne Davenkent, aclever and
steady young novice that Ardis had plucked from the ranks of the scribes just last summer.

Ardisdidn't immediately reply, but she smiled to hersdlf as she recaled the occasion that the novice
had been brought to her attention. Like most novicesin the Order of the Justiciars, she had been assigned
to the copying of legal documents from all over the Twenty Kingdoms; these copies were sent out to
Church libraries everywhere, in order to keep everyone current on legal precedent in dl of the
Kingdoms. There were only two forces common to dl of human life on Alanda, the Church and the High
King; and of the two, only the Church substantialy affected the life of the common man. Kayne had
persisted in questioning the authenticity of arecently acquired document she was supposed to be
copying, which had irritated her superior. Ordinarily, he would have taken care of the problem himself,
but he was of the faction that had not been in favor of Ardiswhen she asserted her control over the
Abbey of the Order of the Justiciars & Kingsford, and he ddighted in taking the smallest of discipline
problems directly to Ardisrather than dealing with them himsealf. He probably hoped to overwhelm her
with petty details, so that he and hisfaction could proceed to intrigue her right out of her position while
shewas drowning in nit-picking nonsense.

Unfortunately for his plans, shewas dready aware of hisintentions, and in particular this attempt to
irritate his superior had backfired. Intrigued by the notion of anovice who stood her ground against a
Priest's judgment, Ardis demanded the particulars, and discovered that Kayne was right and Father Leod
waswrong. Further, she discovered that in disputes of asimilar nature, Kayne was usudly right and
Father Leod wrong.

Intelligence, acute observation, courage, wit, and persistence, and the ability to think for herself rather
than parroting the opinions of her superior—those were quaities al too often lacking in novices, and



quditiesthat Ardis appreciated. Knowing the young woman was wasted in her position, she had
snatched Kayne up for her own staff before Father Leod knew what was happening.

"I know you could give me asummary, and agood one too, but you know why | won't let you,”
Ardisreplied, putting her head back againgt the padded lesther of her chair, her eyes till closed. "I told
you why aweek ago when you made the same offer—which is appreciated, by theway, evenif | don't
accept it.”

"Because asummary won't give you the sense of thingsthey aren't putting down,” Kayne repeated,
with alittlewell-bred irritation of her own. "That sounds rather too much like mind-reading, and | can't
seewhereit'sdl that important in persond correspondence.” Her irritation showed alittle more. "It a'so
sounds, frankly, asif you smply didn't want meto seetheletter, and if that'sthe red reason, | wish you'd
just tell meinstead of making something up.”

Ardislaughed at that, and opened her eyes. Kayne was very young to be anovice, but her clever
tongue, acidic wit, sharp features and sharper temper were unlikely to win her many friends, much less
auitors, so perhaps that was why she never attracted amarriage proposal. Ardis appreciated her sharp
tongue, but she was going to have to teach Kayne how to curb it. Kaynewasredly too intelligent to ever
remain amere secretary, but if it hadn't been for Ardis, she probably would have been kept ina
subordinate position dl her life, and she would remain subordinate if she made too many enemiesto
advance.

She might have done well enough in secular society, but she had told Ardisin her initid interview that
thereredly hadn't had any choice but to go into the Church. She was too poor to become a merchant,
and there were not too many Mastersin the more interesting Guilds and Crafts who would take on an
Apprentice without the Apprenticing Fee.

Not much like myself at her age—but | think she's going to go far, if the Church will let her.
And it will, if I have any say in the matter and she can learn when it is better to keep your
observations behind your teeth.

"It's not mind-reading, and it's not intuition either,” Ardistold her. "It'sdl based on patternsthet |
have observed after many years of dedling with these same people. | know what they say, how they say
it, and how they conced thingsthey don't want me to know by the way they choose their words. It's
knowledge you can't describe briefly to someone elsg, but it'sknowledge al the same. And it'sall the
more important in personal correspondence, when the people who are writing to me are the movers and
shakers of their areas—like my cousin Tdaysen."

Kayne's brow wrinkled as shetook that in. "I don't suppose you could give me an example, could
you?' she asked.

"Asamatter of fact, | can, from thisletter." Ardistapped the sheet of thick, cream-colored vellum on
the desk, just above the sedl of Free Bard Master Talaysen, currently the advisor to the King of Birnam.
"My cousin mentionsthat his King has had three visitors from Rayden—from our part of the kingdom, in
fact—Dbut goesinto detail on only two of them. He knows al three of them from hislife at Court, before
he gave up his position asaMaster of the Bardic Guild, although it seemsthat none of them recognized
him as heisnow. | know from things we have written and spoken about in the past that he believes that
the third man, who appearsto be an ordinary enough fop, isactualy playing amuch deeper game
involving both secular palitics and the Church; he'swarned me abouit thisfellow before. | also know from
other sourcesthat thisfellow has said things about me in the past that are less than complimentary. My
cousin doesn't like to worry me, and if he believes there is something going on that threstens me, he will
take whatever steps he can to thwart it himsalf without involving me. Hence, thisthird visitor has said or
done something that makes Taaysen think heis gathering information for possible use against me, and
Tdaysenistrying to spike hiswhed s—probably by feeding him misinformation.” She raised an eyebrow
at her credtfallen secretary. "Now, assume you've read thisletter. Would you have made those
deductionsfrom it?'

"No," Kaynereplied, properly humbled. "1 probably wouldn't even have mentioned the vigtorsat al,



thinking they came under the heading of socid chit-chat.”

"Nothing comes under the heading of socia chit-chat when people have managed to make aHigh
Bishop out of you," Ardis corrected sourly. "May God help me." That last came out with the fervor of the
prayer it actually was. Ardiswould have been much happier if no one had ever come up with that
particular notion.

"| thought you wanted to become a High Bishop,” Kayne said in surprise. "How could you not?

"What, how could | not want to become abigger target for dander, libel, and intrigue than | aready
was?' she responded tartly. "If | were only the Abbess and the Chief Judticiar, | would have been much
safer; asawoman, they would aways underestimate me so long as | didn't intrigue for ahigh postion. If |
had the power, but not thetitle, | would not be nearly the threet to other power-holdersinside and
outside the Church as| am since | wear the miter. | am not so fond of fancy hatsthat | was pleased to
put up with al that just so | could wear one.”

Kayne snickered a Ardiss designation of the High Bishop's miter asa"fancy hat." Ardisleaned over
her desk and fixed her young secretary with a stern look.

"If you are going to progper in the Church, you'd better keep in mind that awoman isawaysin a
more precarious position than aman,” she said carefully. "It is much better to hold power quietly, without
trappings, than it isto make ashow of it. The men will resent you agreat ded less, listen to you agreat
dedl more, and might even cometo respect you intime.”

Kayne nodded, dowly. "So that's why—" She spread her hands, indicating the office.

"Correct. The gppearance of austerity and modesty, the reality of acertain level of comfort.” Ardis
smiled. "Y ou should have seen this office when my predecessor sat here. It |ooked like a cross between
a Cathedral and athrone room. | cleared most of that out, sold the expensive trash to pay for this, and
donated the rest to one of the orphanages Arden established after the Fire." She chuckled reminiscently.
"Somewherein Kingsford there are orphans bouncing on his overstuffed, plush-covered sofaand
grinding muddy little feet into his gppalling carpet, and | do hope he finds out about it."

Kayne snickered again. "Wadll, isthere anything you'd like to dictate to me before | retireto my office
and catch up on the last of thework from yesterday?"

Ardis consdered the stack of correspondence before her. "How are things coming acrossthe river?”

By "acrosstheriver," Ardis meant in the city of Kingsford, which had been haf burned down by a
disastrousfire alittle more than two years ago. Thefireitsaf was not naturd; it had been set by
congpirators hoping to murder Duke Arden who had joined forces (or so Ardis suspected) with
members of Ardissown Order in an attempt to usurp control of the Cloister and Cathedra of the
Justiciars, and then take full control of al of the Church holdingsin Kingsford and put the lot in the hands
of agroup of closed-minded fanatics.

Ardis only suspected that the two groups had been in league with each other, even though there was
nothing but rumor to link them—the fires had certainly been started magicaly, in the rafters of the Duke's
Thesater while the Duke was attending a performance. So far as Ardis knew, the only humansin
Kingsford and the surrounding area who could use magic were Priests of the Order of Justiciars. There
had been any number of the fanatical faction preaching and stirring up trouble before the Fire, and there
were afew witnesses among the actors and musicians who had seen afigure in the robes of a Priest
loitering about the theater in a suspicious manner just before thefire. And the uprising within the Cloister
walls had occurred so smultaneoudy with thefiresin the theater that even the most skeptica were
convinced thet it could not be a coincidence. But ahot, high wind combined with the driest summer on
record had contributed to spreading the fire out of control, while the uprising within the Cloister walls had
ensured that there were no mages to pare to fight those fires, and when it was all over, the greater part
of Kingsford lay in ruins. It was only the persond effort of Arden himsdlf that kept the disaster from being
worse than it was. The Duke had led the battle againgt the fire himsdlf, working sde by sde with the
lowest citizens of the city. His actions had earned him the undying loyalty of al of Kingsford, and thetitle



"Good Duke Arden."

Two years|ater, the city was till partly in ruins, and Ardisfelt very sorry for the Grand Duke. He
had beggared himself to help pay for the rebuilding, with the intentions of creeting an ided city out of the
ashes, acity with no dums, acity that was planned from the beginning, acity where resdentid digtricts
would not sit cheek-by-jowl with tanneries, and sewers would not dump their noisome contents upstream
from places where people drew out their water.

But the best-laid plans of men and Grand Dukes were subject to the whims of fate, and fate had
decreed otherwise. Unwilling or unable to wait on the Duke's plans to rebuild their homes and
businesses, those who had money of their own proceeded to put those homes and businesses wherever
they pleased—usudly building on what was | eft of their old property.

The result wasthat hdf of the rebuilt city waslaid out dong Duke Arden's plans, and the other half
was laid out the same way it had been—in as haphazard afashion as could be expected. The only resl
change was that he had been able to decree that streets would be laid out on agrid, so there were no
more dead ends and cul-de-sacs, or meandering dleys that went nowhere.

"Arden finaly got the fireboats he ordered,” Kayne reported. "They arrived today. Whether they
work or not—" She shrugged.

"If they don't, I'll make a point of assgning someone to get those pumps working by magic, providing
Arden doesn't browbegt a Deliambren to come up with something better,” Ardisreplied. She till
suffered from twitches of mingled guilt and anger when she thought of how easy it would have been for
Church mages to hdlt the fire before it had spread more than ablock or two. Not that she was
respongble for the fact that they hadn't, but still—

| ama mage and a Justiciar, and what happened to the people of Kingsford was a gross
miscarriage of Justice.

"He probably will; he dready has them working on a system to pump water to every part of the city,”
Kayne observed. "What's alittle thing like fixing the pumps on afireboat, compared to that?"

Ardis nodded absently. If theidiotsthat started those fires didn't perish in the conflagration, they had
better be so far from Kingsford that humans are an oddity. Becauseif | ever get hold of them, they'll pray
to be handed over to the Duke for punishment. Hell only hang them. She had aready taken care of those
she had been able to catch. Recalling amagic transformation discovered and abused by another
renegade Priest-Mage, she had put his discovery to better use. The miscreants were serving out life
sentences, toiling under baskets of rubble and ashes, and wearing the forms of donkeys. Titularly the
property of the Abbey, they were under long-term loan to the city. And when al the rubble was cleared
away, they would be hitched to the carts that carried away the dead. They werewel| cared for, housed in
their own stablein the city, where a specia Priest of one of the Service Orders—aclose, persond friend
of both Ardis and the Duke—who knew what they were had been assigned to their physica and spiritua
needs. They were awakened every morning at dawn with prayer, put to bed in their stalswith prayer,
and prayed over while they worked. They would have ample opportunity for repentance, redemption,
and contemplation.

They were dso performing the hardest physica labor they ever had in therr lives, saven days aweek,
from dawn to dusk, in pouring rain, burning sun, or blinding blizzard. They would never be human again,
for Ardis had locked the spell on them hersalf. No one knew of their fate except Ardis, the Grand Duke,
and the young Priest assigned to their care, who was far more concerned with the state of their soulsthan
the discomfort of their bodies. Even Duke Arden agreed that the punishment was sufficient. Ardishad
gmilar fates planned for any more miscreants that turned up.

"Asfor therest, Arden has given up on the Carpenters, and now he'strying with the Weavers and
Dyers" Kaynelooked thoughtful. "I think hell have abit more luck with them; they need water for their
work more than the Carpenters do.”

Arden wastrying to persuade those who had built according to their own plansto tear down what



they had put up, and rebuild according to his. He was having mixed success, and often it depended on
the season and whether or not he had dternatives available while those who were displaced waited for
the new construction to be completed. People who might not mind spending amonth or twoin a
well-gppointed tent in the summer, would get decidedly testy about the ideain midwinter, and those
whose businesses required that their materials stay dry were not likely to give up aroof for the sky.

Ardis chuckled. "Poor Arden! Hell never give up, not aslong asthereisasingle crooked street in

Kingsford."

"Perhaps. Or perhaps he will find other things to occupy him," Kayne observed. "He can't stay out of
politics forever, as you have pointed out in the past. Speaking of palitics, have you anything youd like me
to take care of for you, since you haven't got anything to dictate to me?"

"Here—" Ardis handed the young woman asmall packet of invitations. " Accept the invitation to
Duke Arden's musicd entertainment, give permisson for the Novice's Choir to sing at the opening of the
new Wool Guild Hall with the stipulation that no more than haf the repertory be hymns mentioning sheep,
shepherds, spinners, weavers, or wool, and decline everything else with my sincere regrets.” She shook
her head. "I never got thismany invitationsto dinners and parties when | was amaiden looking for a
husband; | can't conceive of why I'm getting them now."

Kayne accepted the packet with a shrug. "I haven't the background to tell you," she said with callous
frankness. "Maybe they hope God will judge their entertaining with charity when they dieif you attend.”

Ardis gtretched, the heavy deeves of her scarlet robe falling down around her elbows. "That's as
good atheory asany,” shereplied. "Now, I'll just write abrief letter to my cousin, and you can pick it off
my desk and addressit in the morning.”

Taking that properly as her dismissal, Kayne rose and made the ritual bows: abrief nod of respect to
Ardis, and a deeper genuflection to the small dtar in the corner of the room. When she was gone, Ardis
picked up her pen and took a clean sheet of paper. It never took long to write to Talaysen; words
flowed aseaslly asif shewastaking to him rather than writing. No matter how long it had been since
they last saw each other, or how many leagues lay between them, they were still closer than many
ghlings

When she had finished, she sanded the letter to dry theink, then set it asidein the tray for Kayneto
take in the morning. There were more records to deal with, for record-keeping had not been a priority
when there were people who were going to die of injuries or exposure if something wasn't done about
their needsright that momen.

Ardis had never minded record-keeping or paperwork, unlike some of her colleagues. These daysit
gave her sometimeto hersdf, time when she was not the High Bishop. Even now, it fill gave her a
twinge when she redlized that thetitle and dl that went with it were hers. It was an honor and a
respons bility she had not expected to attain before her hair wastotaly white, if ever.

She had known al aong that the position would be as much trouble as honor, and she wasresigned
to dealing with the former. These records were a part of thet; extremely sengtive information that she did
not want in the hands even of her loyal secretary. These were the Abbey records that dedt with crime
and punishment.

Priestswho "failed the Faith"—the euphemism for crimina s—were seldom turned over to secular
authorities, and were never punished publicly. Every Abbey had asection of cellswith locks on the
outside of the doors—effectively a gaol—and some even referred to that section by that name. Others,
likethe Justiciars Kingsford Abbey, were more discreet, and called the section by the term "repentance
retreat.” Those who stole, committed fraud, or violated Church canon law ended up there until they truly,
sincerely repented. Sometimes, however, there were cases that were more serious and required a
solution that went beyond smple incarceration. There had been four such caseslocked in the cdlls at the
time of the rebellion and Fire, three of whom had been mages, and like the others who had been down
there, they had been released by the rebels. One had died in a mage-battle. The one who was not a



mage had fled, though not to the rebels, but to Ardis's people and had earned a certain amount of
forgiveness by warning them and fighting at their sde. Two had vanished completely.

Since they had last been seen fleeing for the city, it was presumed that they were dead, but Ardis
didn't much care for making such presumptions. Especidly not where these two were concerned, since
both of them, like her little donkeys, had been locked into formsthat were not human. One of them was
the renegade Priest-Mage named Revaner, who had discovered transformative magic in the first place,
and histransformation was public knowledge, sinceit had occurred very draméticdly at the Midsummer
Faire.

It was ataethat had been made into more than one song. Revaner had lusted after ayoung Free
Bard and Gypsy named Robin; she had spurned his advances, and in revenge, he had conspired with a
Guild Bard named Betristo catch and confine her. When she was caught, Revaner transformed her into a
huge, brightly-colored bird that he displayed as a curiosity and forced to sing for his guests at the Faire.
Master Talaysen, his apprentice Rune, and another Free Bard called Heron had discovered what had
happened to Robin and apped ed to the Justiciars. Ardis had directed them to bring the bird before her;
they had stolen the captive and after along and dramatic chase through the grounds of the Faire, had
brought not only the transformed Bard, but had brought Revaner who had been pursuing them. The
Priest made the mistake of underestimating Ardiss power and had claimed the bird as his property; Ardis
and the other two Justiciar-Mages with her had demongtrated by bresking his spellsthat the bird was the
Gypsy after dl.

They had been not only hisjudges, but the instrument of his punishment; in bresking his spells, they
turned his magic back on him, and he was the one who was transformed. Ardiswas senior enough to
decree that thiswasfit punishment, and transformed he had remained until the day of the Fire.

There were two more rebellious priests who were among the unaccounted-for, athough they were
not mages. Ardis had spent the last several days going over the records of the unidentified dead from the
Fire, hoping to find matches for her missing miscreants. She frowned as she came up empty-handed.

Thisisnot good. | would rather not contemplate the consequences of renegade Priest-Mages
wandering about, feeding their own mad agendas. Granted, they had been stripped of their powers, but it
hadn't been their magic powersthat were the cause of their incarceration. They could sill do harm.

They could set themselves up as Priests of some other Order out in the back of beyond, and go
back to abusing those who are in their care. And we wouldn't know unless someone reported
them, or the local Priest got curious because they stopped attending servicesin his chapel. Even
then, we wouldn't know unless he made an inquiry—

She shook her head. The only thing that she could think to do wasto send lettersto the Clerks of the
Records of dl the other Orders, describing the runaways, advising that they might try to set themselves
up in their own parishes, and asking that copies of any suspiciousinquiries be sent to Kingsford Abbey.

If they dare try that and we catch them— She gritted her teeth. They would be made very

unhappy.
| wonder how they would like serving the Church as oxen at one of the hermitage farms? That would
be particularly appropriatein the case of Revaner.

She did what she could among the records, made afirst draft of the letter she was going to have to
send to the other Orders, and locked it in adrawer. She'd have to make some specid preparations
tomorrow, but thiswas one time when it made more sense to make copies magicaly than by hand.
Someday, perhaps, she could alow Kayne to know this particular secret, but for now it was best kept as
private as possible.

She turned back to the letter from her cousin, for thefina paragraph troubled her. Talaysen very
seldom asked her for anything, and the request he had for her thistime was adisturbing one.

| have been receiving reports from Rayden of the murders of severd Free Bards and Gypsies, he
wrote. Ardis, | will bethe very first to admit that my people tend to get themsalvesinto trouble of their



own accord, and occasionally some of them do end up on the wrong end of aknife. But these have dl
been violent, senseless, horrible murders by absolute Strangers; no one understands why or how they
happened, and al the victims have been women. Some of my people are becoming very darmed; they
don't know how to explain it, but the oneswith magic think that there is some power that is ddliberately
seeking them out to day them. | don't know what you can do—but you are a Priest, amage, and a
Jugticiar. Can you try to find out what is going on and put astop to it?

She smoothed her short hair back with both hands and stared at that |ast paragraph, cursing Talaysen
for not sending her al thefacts.

But that assumed that he had them; he might know nothing more than what he had told her. Still, if
she had names, dates, places—she might have been able to start an investigation. It would be a great
dedl more difficult to do so with "information” thet was this vague.

She had dready told him, though, in an equally vague sentence at the end of her letter, that she would
do everything she could to "help him with his problem.”

Shefolded up hisletter and locked it away with the other senditive materia in her specia desk
drawer. I'll put it in the back of my mind and sleep on it, shetold herself, knowing that she often came
up with solutionsto difficult Stuationsthat way. Right now, more than anything, | need a little timeto
myself. My mind feels as bloated and stiff as a cow-gut balloon.

Now—now was her one hour of indulgence, the hour she kept solely for hersdlf, when she could
read in sllence and peace, and not have to think of anything but the words on the page before her.

Shed only begun taking this hour for hersdf in the last few weeks; until now, things had been too
hectic even to sted asingle hour for hersdf. Thiswasthe quiet time she had been hoping for sincethe
Grest Fire; in the months that had followed the conflagration, she had been forced to do the work of four
people. There had been the Situation in her own Order to consolidate, by making certain that her dliesin
the Order were placed in every position of importance and those whose loyaties were in doubt were put
in positions of equa stature, but where they could do her no harm—such as Father Leod. Occasiondly,
she had been forced to manufacture such positions, to avoid making an outright enemy by demoting him.
Then there had been the rdief effort in the city—the number of deaths had been appalling, and asthe
days passed, more and more of the missing had to be added to the rolls of the "presumed dead." The
number of burned and injured was even worse than the number of dead, for at least the dead no longer
suffered. Theinjured suffered terribly, for fatal burns made for along, drawn-out, agonizing death when
there were not enough painkillersto treat more than afraction of those hurt. For those who were most
likely to die anyway, she had had to make the unpleasant decision to give them the painkillers with the
wordt long-term side effects—saince after al, they would not survive long enough to suffer them—but
whilethey il breathed they could have less agony. Then there were the homeless. . . and theillnesses
that followed exposure to the eements, food and water that could not be kept clean, and of coursethe
overwheming shock and grief.

The one saving grace had been that it was summer rather than winter. The one miracle was that some
of the warehouses where the tents used in the Kingsford Faire were stored had been spared. One of
Ardissfirst acts was to order the warehouses broken into and the tents erected on Faire Field to shelter
the homeless, no matter who owned them. Her second had been to commandeer as much canvas as
existed within several days journey and arrange for it, rope, tools, and polesto be made available to the
refugees. It was amazing how many of them acquired tent-making skills when the raw materids were left
at hand for them to use. She had ensured that no avaricious profiteer could scoop it dl up and sdl it by
having the canvas parceled into reasonable bits and rationed by armed guard.

All of the resources of the Church had been put to the task of making it possible for peopleto begin
savaging their lives again, and between the Church and their Duke, by that winter, most people had some
sort of reasonable shelter to meet the snow.

And now, most people had real wals and roofs, and it was their duty to get their livesin order, and
not the Church's. Things were not back to normal, and would not be for many yearsto come, but they



were at the point where people could take over their own lives.

And Ardis could, at last, go back to some of her old habits. She might even be able to devote more
of her timeto reading than just that single hour.

Kingsford was not ajewe without aflaw; there were plenty of them. The Duke's cofferswere far
from bottomless, and he could not remedy every ill. He would very much have liked to build places
where the poor could enjoy walls and roofs as solid asthose of their "betters,” but he had to budget his
resources, and there were others with fewer scruples ready to supply the needs of the lowborn. Nor had
the nature of the people who had lived there been changed by the Fire. So as aresult, the new Kingsford
was agreat ded like the old Kingsford. There were blocks of ramshackle tenements that looked as if
they would fal down in the first strong wind—but somehow managed to survive dl the same. Therewere
afew lawless places where even the constables would not walk at night. There were thieves, cutpurses,
sharpgters, game-cheats, procurers, unlicensed street-walkers, and those who preyed upon their fellow
humansin every way that had ever been thought of.

Ardis, who as aPriest was far more cognizant of the breadth of human nature than Duke Arden,
could havetold him that this would happen. She had adso known that it would be usdessto tell him, as
thiswas the last thing he wanted to hear. So she had held her peace, and as Kingsford rose Phoenix-like
out of the ashes, she did her best to counsel and console him when some of his city's new-grown
"feathers’ were broken, dirty, or stunted.

At least now that winter had settled in, there would be less violent public crime for her peopleto
handle. Dedling with that was yet another task of the Judticiars, dthough they generdly only were
involved when a putative criminal was apprehended and not before. The degth rate wouldn't drop off, for
the very old, the weak, and the very young would succumb to the cold and the illnesses associated with
the cold. Those deaths were the purview of the Charitable Ordersin the city itself, and not of the
Judticiars. Judticiars and Justiciar-Mages could and did work limited Healing magics, but not often, and it
was not widely known that they could do s0; the fact that the Justiciars worked magic at all was not
exactly asecret, but detailed knowledge was not widdy disseminated. The problem with doing magica
Hedling was that it was difficult to know when to ssop—and who to help. It would be easy to spend all
onestime or energy on Healing and get nothing €lse done.

That would certainly be a cause for rgoicing among the city's miscreants and criminals, who would
be only too happy for the Justiciars to spend their time on something besides dispensing justice.

Well, they're all bottled up until warmer weather. When the winter wind howled, even the
cutthroats huddled beside their stoves and waited for spring.

And just asthey, she settled into her often-uneasy new position, huddled beside her stove, and took
an hour's consolation each night in books.

Thiswasn't frivolous reading—she'd left dl that behind her outside the Cloister walls—but she didn't
often choose devotional works, either. Usudly, it waslaw or history; occasiondly, works on magic.

Today it wasto be avery private work on magic which had arrived with her cousin's|etter, written
expressly for her by one of Talaysen's Gypsy friends, and to be destroyed as soon as she finished reading
it. It was a short manuscript on Gypsy magic—or rather, the fashion in which Gypsies used the power
that was magic. Another manuscript had come with this one, which had been hidden insde the larger
tome—also written by a Gypsy, it described the means by which miracles could be faked. After some
editing for form rather than content, Ardisintended to have this one published for the general public.

Then, perhaps, there will be less of a chance for another High Bishop Padrik to deceive the
public.

She evened the manuscript and set it down on the desktop before her. But before she had read more
than the introductory sentences, Kayne returned, afrown on her face.

"Theresafdlow herewho indgsts on seeing you," she said with annoyance. "He won't leave, and
short of getting guardsto throw him out, | can't make him leave. He claimsto be a constable from



Haldene, and he says he hasinformation it'svitd to give you.”
Ardissighed. "And it can't wait until my morning audience hourstomorrow?" she asked wearily.
Kayne shook her head. "He says not, and he won't talk to anyone else.”
Ardisweighed duty againgt desire, and as dways, duty won. "Send himin," she said with resignation,
putting her manuscripts safely away in that specia drawer, and locking it. She secured thelock with just a

touch of magic astheimportunate visitor camein, escorted by Kayne, who made no effort to hide her
disapprovd.

But Ardiswas not so certain that Kayne's disgpprova was warranted. The fellow was quite clearly
exhaugted, his plain, workaday clothing travel-stained, and hisface gray and lined with weariness.

Firgt impressions were important, and this man impressed her because of hisphysical date. If
whatever he had to tell her was not redly important, he would have taken the time to clean up and don
hisfinest garments.

"Congtable Td Rufen of Haldene," Kayne announced with an audible sniff, and Ardisrose and
extended her hand. Rufen took it, went to his kneein the gppropriate genuflection, and pressed it briefly
to hisforehead in token of his submission to the authority of God and the Church. So hewasa
Churchman. Not al humans were—the Gypsies, for instance, held to their own set of deities, chief of
whom wasthe Lady of the Night. Very different from the Church's sexless Sacrificed God.

"Sit down, Ta Rufen,” Ardis said as soon asheroseto hisfeet. Sheturned to her secretary. "Kayne,
please bring us some hot tea and something to eat, would you?"'

Kayne's disapprova dropped from her like a cloak when she saw that Ardiswas going to take the
man serioudly. "Yes, High Bishop," the young woman said respectfully, as Ardissvistor dropped into the
chair sheindicated with alack of grace that bespoke someone nearing the end of his strength.

Ardisignored that and settled into her own chair, steepling her fingers together as she considered the
constable before her.

The man was of middling stature and middling years; she would guess he was very nearly her own
age, perhaps ayear or two older. He had probably been a constable for most of his adult life; he
exhibited his authority unconscioudy, and wore his uniform tunic with an easy familiarity that suggested he
might be more uncomfortablein civilian clothing than in hisworking garb. No paper-pusher this, he had
the muscular strength of aman quite used to catching runaway horses and running thieves, wrestling
rowdy drunks and breaking down doors. The lines on his face suggested that he didn't smile much, nor
did he frown; his habitual expression was probably one of neutra sobriety. He had an oblong face with a
dightly squared chin, high, flat cheekbones, and deepset eyes of an indeterminate brown beneath
moderately thick brows. Gray in his brown hair suggested that he might be a bit older than he looked, but
Ardisdidn't think so.

He probably earned those gray hairs on the streets. He looked competent, and a competent
congtable took his duty serioudly.
So what was he doing so far from Haldene?

"Td Rufen of Haldene," she said, breaking the sllence and making him gtart. 'Y ou're along way from
home."

The entrance of Kayne with aloaded tray gave him areason not to answer, but Kayne didn't stay.
Ardis caught her secretary's eyes and made a dight nod towards the door; Kayne took it asthe order it
was and |left them aone. Ardis poured out tea and handed him a cup and a plate of cheese and
unleavened crackers. Ta drank his cup off in asingle gulp, asked permission with aglance, and poured
himself a second cup that he downed while he wolfed crackers and cheese asif he hadn't eaten dl day.

Perhaps he hasn't. Very curious.

But if hedid hiswork theway he ate, his superiors would never be able to find fault with him; he was
quick, efficient, and neet. Without being rude or ill-mannered, he made the food vanish as thoroughly asif



he were adeight-of-hand artist, and settled back into his chair with athird cup of tea clasped between
hishands.

"l don't see very many congtables from outside of Kingsford," Ardis continued, "And then, itis
usudly only inthe summer. | would say that it must have been some very urgent errand to urge you to
travel so far inthe middle of winter."

"If you consider murder an urgent errand, you would be correct, High Bishop,” the man replied
quietly in aringing baritone. "For it is murder that brings me here." He waited for her to interrupt, then
went on. "l want to beg your indulgence, however, and allow meto tell you thisin my own way."

"If your way isto begin at the beginning and acquaint me with the facts as you discovered them, then
proceed,” shetold him, watching him from beneath lowered lids.

He nodded soberly and began his narrative. He was precise, detailed, and dry in away that
reminded her of ahistory book. That, in turn, suggested that he had more than a passing acquaintance
with such books. Interesting; most of the constables she knew were hardly scholars.

She had interviewed any number of constables over the course of the years, and he had dready
dtated it was murder that brought him here, so it was no surprise when he began with the details of a
particularly sordid case. The solution seemed straightforward enough, for the murderer had turned
around and immediately threw himsdlf into the river—

But it can't be that straightforward.

Her conclusion was correct, for he described another murder, then athird—and she very quickly
saw the thingsthat linked them all together. The bizarre pattern of murder, then suicide. And the missing
knife

She interrupted him as he began the details of afourth case. "What isgoing onin Hadene, Td
Rufen?' she demanded with concern. "'1s there some disease driving your peopleto kill each other?|
cannot ever recal hearing of that many murder-suicidesin asingle year in Kingsford, and thisisafar
larger city than little Haldenel™

He gave her alook of startled admiration. "I don't know, my Lady Bishop,” hereplied with new
respect. "'l did consider that solution, but it doesn't seem to match the circumstances. Shal | continue?!

She gestured at him to do so, and continued to listen to his descriptions, not only of the chain of
murder-suicidesin Haldene, but smilar crimesthat he had uncovered with patient inquiry over the
countryside. They began in achain of villages and townsthat led to Haldene, then moved beyond.

Beyond—to Kingsford, which wasthe next large city in the chain, if the pattern wasto follow the
Kanar River.

He cameto the end of hischain of reasoning just as she cameto that redization.

"Interesting.” She watched him narrowly; he didn't flinch or look away. "And you think that Kingsford
isnow going to bevisited by asimilar set of occurrences? That iswhat brought you here?"

"Yes, High Bishop," hetold her, and only then did heraise ahand to rub at his eyes, wearily. "I do.
And now | must dso make a confession to you."

"l amaPries,” shesad dryly. "I'm rather accustomed to hearing them."

She had hoped to invoke at least afaint smile from him, but dl he did wassigh. "I fear that | am here
under somewhat false pretenses. | was a constable of Haldene, but I'm rather afraid that | am no longer.
| began investigating this string of tragedies over the objections of my superiors; | continued againgt their
direct orders. When they discovered what | had learned, they dismissed me." Hewaited to seeif shewas
going to react to that, or say something, and continued when she did not. "'l would have quit in any case,
when | saw where this—series of coincidences—was heading." He smiled, with no trace of humor.
"Thereisabetter chance that the King will turn Gypsy tomorrow than that my superiors would permit me
to take leave to inform authoritiesin Kingsford about this. After dl, the plague hasleft Haldene; itisno
longer aproblem for those in authority there.”



"l ... see”" Shewondered for amoment if he was going to ask her for aposition. Had al of thisbeen
manufactured just to get her attention?""Have you gone to the Captain of the constablesin Kingsford?

"| tried,” hereplied, and thistime he did smilefaintly. "He's not an easy man to get to.”

"Hmm. True." Infact, Captain Fenriswas the hardest man to find in Kingsford, but not because he
was mewed up in an office behind a battery of secretaries. It might take weeks before Ta was ableto
track him down. "I believe that a the moment he is on double-shift, training the new recruits. He could be
anywherein the city at any given moment, and his second-in-command is unlikely to make any decisons
inagtuation likethis"

"Moreto the paint, I'm hardly going to get a glowing recommendation from my former superiorsin
Haldene, if his second-in-command were to make an inquiry about me,” Tal pointed out. "They'll
probably tdl him I'm atroublemaker with ahistory of mentd ingtability.”

Honest. And he hasn't said a word about wanting a position.

"I will admit that I'm becoming obsessed with thiscase,” Ta continued, and then she saw a hint, just
the barest glimpse, of something fierce and implacable. It gazed at her out of hiseyesfor amoment, then
vanished. "Who or whatever isbehind this, | want it slopped.”

"And you want from me?" Ardis spread her hands. Now, if there was going to be a pleafor anything,
she had given Td an opening.

He hesitated. "1 want—authority," he said findly. "Credentials. Not agreat dedl, just enough that if
anyone asks me why I'm snooping around, | can say I'm acting on your behaf and with your knowledge.
Of course, I'll keep you informed every day, eveniif | find nothing, and | won't actually do anything unless
it isto stop amurder in progress. | won't search houses or people, | won't try and haul anyone off to
gaol, | won't threaten or bully. I'll just observe and ask questions.”

Ardis graced him with her most skeptica look. "And that'sal you want?'

"Well, obvioudy I'd like to have dl of the Kingsford constables working on this, I'd like the services
of amage, and I'd like four or five persond assstants,” hereplied alittle sarcagtically. "But I'd dso like to
be made Captain of the constables, stop this madness beforeit infects Kingsford, and be rewarded with
the Grand Duke's daughter. Obvioudy none of thisis possible, so I'm asking for theleast | need to
continue to track this case."

"And what had you planned to do to make ends meet?' she asked bluntly. "I assume you aren't
independently wedthy."

He shrugged. "I wasworking on the case in my off-time anyway. | have enough muscle and
experienceto get ajob as a private guard, or even a peace-keeper in atavern. | can ill work onitin my
off-time, and without being harassed for doing so, if | can just get minimd credentias.”

S0, he's willing to support himself in a strange city just so that he can continue following
this—whatever it is. HE'sright. He's obsessed. | wish more people would become that obsessed
when it is necessary.

"L et me assume for the moment that thereredly is a—force—that is causing these deaths. It occurs
to methat derting the entire constabul ary to this case might aso make that force go into hiding,” she said
aoud, not quite willing to answer hisrequest yet.

"That could easly betrue," he agreed. "Which is, unfortunately, a good reason not to inform Captain
Fenris—or at leadt, to ask him not to inform the rest of the constabulary. And it aso occursto me that
thisforce knows agreat ded about how both investigation and magic operate.” He raised one eyebrow
at her. "1t hadn't escaped my notice that every one of the suicides was either by means of running weter
or under running water—even the jeweder.”

Now she was surprised, for she had thought that last horrific case had al been perpetrated indoors.
"How could thejewder—"

"He worked with acids, and he had a kind of emergency downpour rigged in hisstudio,” Td replied.



"He had a pipe coming down from his rooftop cistern that ended in the celling of his studio, with avave
on the end that was operated by a string with adrain beneath it. After he drank his acids and poisons, he
staggered over benegath the pipe and pulled the string. When he was found, the cistern was empty—the
initial investigation missed that, because by then the floor was dry." Helooked at her expectantly.

"Obvioudy | don't haveto tell you that running weter isthe only certain means of removing evidence
of magic." Shetapped the ends of her forefingers together and frowned. "Thisisbeginning toforma
picturel don't like"

"Because most of the human mages arein the Church?' Ta asked quietly.

Surprised, but pleased at his audacity, she nodded. "There isthe possibility that it is not a human, but
frankly—what you've told me fits no pattern of anonhuman mind that | am aware of. At least, not asane
one, and the nonhuman races are very careful not to alow their . . . problems. . . to escape to human
lands™

"Just aswe are careful not to let ours escapeto theirs," he corroborated. " Still. Elves?!

She shook her head. "Elvestake ther revengein alesurely fashion, and an artistic one. Thisisboth
too sordid and too hasty for Elvesto beinvolved.”

"Haspur aren't mages, nor Mintaks, nor Deliambrens,”" he said, thinking out loud. "It could be
someone from avery obscure race—but then, I'd have known about him; held stand out in those
neighborhoods like awhite crow. What about Gypses? I've heard some of them are mages.”

Again, she hesitated. "There are bad Gypsies—but the Gypsies are very careful about policing their
own people. If thisisa Gypsy, he has somehow euded hunters from among his own kind, and that isso
difficult that | find it asunlikely asit being an EIf. | have information sources among them, and | have
heard nothing of—"

She stopped in midsentence, suddenly struck by something. Her cousin's letter—

Td waited, watching her expectantly.

"l was about to say that | have heard nothing of this" she said very dowly, "but | have had some
distressing information from my sources. The victims—have they by any chance been Free Bards or
Gypsies?’

Again, she got agtartled look from him. "I can only speak for the casesin Haldene; | didn't get much
detail on the onesin the other towns and villages, and frankly, | didn't soend much time investigating when
| learned that the murders were going in the direction that | had feared. No Free Bards, and only one
Gypsy," hetold her, licking hislips. "But—perhaps thiswill seem mad to you, which iswhy | hesitated to
mention it—every one of the dead women was either amusician of sorts, or posing as one.”

Ardispursed her lips. "So. Thereisalink between the victims, even when they seem disparatein
everything but their poverty.”

| don't like this. | don't like this at all. Ardiswas not aware that she was frowning until she caught
abrief glimpse of worry on Ta'sface. Sheforced her expression into something smoother.

"I bedieveyou, Td Rufen," shesad at last. "Anyone planning to hoodwink me would have concocted
something less bizarre and more plausible.”

The congtables vishblerdief conjured at least atiny smile onto her face. " So you'll vouch for meif |
have trouble getting information?' he asked hopefully.

"I'll do more than that." She pulled the bell-cord that summoned Kayne from the next room. When
the novice arrived, eyes brimming with suppressed curiosity, Ardis motioned for her to St down aswell.

"Td, thisisNovice Kayne, my persona secretary. | suspect you will be working at least peripherally
together." They eyed one another warily; agrayhound and a mastiff trying to decideif they were going to
be friends or not. She hid her amusement. "Kayne, | an making Ta one of the Abbey Guards, and my

persond retainer." She smiled abit wider asthey both turned tartled eyes on her. "Please get him the
appropriate uniforms and see that he has housing with the others. A room to himsdlf, if you plesse, and a



key to the garden doors; hishours are likely to beirregular. Heis going to be a Specia Inquisitor, so
draw up the papersfor him. No one e'seisto know of that rank for the moment except you and the
Guard-Captain, however. To therest, heissmply to be my Persona Guard.”

Kayne's eyes danced with excitement; thiswas obvioudy the sort of secret she had hoped to be
privy to when Ardis appointed her to her post. "Y es, High Bishop. At once. Guard Rufen, have you any
bel ongings you wish meto send to your quarters?”

"I have apack-mulein your courtyard, and ariding-mule,” Td said dazedly. "I |eft them tied to the

post there."

"I'll seethat they aretaken care of." Sherose quickly to her feet, and looked briefly to Ardisfor
further ingtructions.

"Y ou can come back for him here," Ardissaid. "Oh—and draw out hisfirst quarter's pay, would
you?"
"Of course, High Bishop." The young woman left in aswirl of rust-colored robes and anticipation.

Ardis settled back in her chair, secretly alittle pleased to have so startled the stone-faced constable.
"There aretimeswhen it is very useful to have no oneto answer to but one's own sdf. So, Guard Rufen,
you are now a Specid Inquisitor. That means that no one can hinder you in whatever you wish to ask or
wherever you wish to go. That which istold to you is under the same vell of secrecy asthe Confessond;
you may tell it to no one except your direct superior, which is mysdf, ance you are the only Inquisitor the
Kingsford Abbey now boasts. Within reason, and Kayne will tell you when you have transgressed those
bounds, you may requisition anything you need from the Abbey resources. That includes bribe-money—"

She laughed at his shocked expression. "Oh, come now, Inquisitor Rufen—do you take mefor a
cloigtered unworldly? Y ou will have to bribe people; often only money will loosen the tongue when not
even thregt of eternd damnation will have an effect. Smply tell Kaynewhat it isfor, and keep srict
accounts.”

"Yes, High Bishop," hesad faintly.

"Cometo Kayne for whatever you need,” she continued. "Report to me once aday if you have
anything new to report, to Kayneif you have nothing. Take your mealsin the Abbey or in the city, asyou
prefer, but medsin the city will have to come under your own expenses. Wear your uniform as you deem
advisable; always within the Abbey, but outside of the Abbey, you may choose to wear civilian clothing.
AsaSpecid Inquigtor, your duty isto investigate what | deem necessary, not religiousirregularities.
Those arefor the Generd Inquisitors, of which this Abbey has none. The city constableswill not interfere
with you when you show them your papers—but in any event, once they know you by sight, they won't
bother you. I'll tell Fenris only that you are conducting an investigation for me. Only Duke Arden'smen
might continue to impede you, and they won't after | send my cousin alittle note. The people who will
know your true rank will be myself, Captain Fenris, Captain Othorp, Duke Arden, and Novice Kayne.
Any questions?'

Td Rufen dill looked asif he had fdlen from agreat height onto his head. "Ah—just one," he sad,
findly. "Why?"

Asan answer, shetossed him her cousin's letter—for those who did not know Taaysen—or
Gwydain, the name he had been born with—the contents were innocuous enough.

Td read it through quickly; that answered one of her questions: he was obvioudy not only ableto
read, but fairly literate. Which means he may well be an amateur scholar of history. | shall have to
be sure to let him make free with the Abbey library. He got to the last paragraph, and she watched
him as he read it through twice.

Helooked up a her. "This Talaysen—thisis—?"
"Free Bard Talaysen, Master Wren, Laurel Bard, and advisor to the King of Birnam.”
"And the leader of the Free Bards, aswell as a person respected and admired among the Gypsies. |



see" He handed the letter back to her. "1 think we can probably assume that most, if not al, of the
murders he speaks of bear the same signature as the ones | told you about.”

"l would say s0." She put the letter away in her desk. "Y ou also asked for amage; | can offer you
two. Thefirst isafdlow Justiciar who aso has some other abilities—he can touch minds, and sometimes
read the past from objects. His nameis Arran, and he just happens to be another cousin of mine."

The corner of Ta's mouth twitched alittle at that; the first hint that he had a sense of humor. "Areyou
related to haf the Kingdom?"' he asked.

She sghed. "Only athird. Oh, not redly, but sometimesit fedsasif | am,” shereplied fedingly.
"Especidly when they dl seem to have favorsthey want granted.”

"Wadll, it looks asif you are granting another," he observed cautioudy.

She shook her head. "No. That wasn't what | meant when | handed you that Ietter. | would have
donethisif Talaysen hadn't sent that |etter and that request. It was Smply a confirmation of everything
you told me, with the additiond information that there were more victims than even you knew about. It is
the duty of the Justiciar to see that all creatures have justice. Generdly, miscreants are brought before us,
but it isfully within our power to order investigations when the secular authorities are moving too dowly."

"Ornot at dl," Ta muttered bitterly, giving her abrief glimpse of how deeply hisanger ran that he had
not been heeded.

"Or not at al," she agreed. "It isour duty to seeto it that nothing impedes an investigation that needs
to be made. Not even when suspicion indicates a suspect within the Brotherhood of the Church.”

Another startled glance from Ta made her nod. "Thisian't thefirst time | have suspected a
Priest-Mage of wrongdoing,” shetold him with brutal frankness. "The only differenceisthat al the other
times| at least had actua suspects. Now | have only the—wheat did you call it?—the sgnature?’

"The dgnature,” he confirmed. "The methods and the victims change, the settings change, but the
signature stays the same. There are some very basic needs being addressed here. A great anger isbeing
fed, and | sugpect thereis some—" He hesitated.

"Sexud link?" she asked shrewdly. By now he was over being shocked or surprised by anything she
would say, and nodded. Probably due to the fact that | suggested it could be a Priest. "If itisa
member or former member of the Brotherhood, that would not be a surprise. Sometimes the appearance
of chadtity isused as a disguise rather than being part of avocation. Sometimesit is used as an escape.
Sometimesit isasymptom of agrest illness of the spirit, rather than being embraced joyfully.”

He nodded, hisface very sober. "Domination, manipulation, and control; that's what drivesthese
murders, for certain. Maybe revenge.”

"With the ultimate control being, of course, the control of the victim'slife and death.” She nodded her
understanding. "Not one constable in a hundred thousand would have reasoned that out. | do not think
my confidence ismisplaced.”

She would have said more, possibly embarrassing the man, but Kayne returned at that moment.

"Y our belongings are in your quarters, asare your uniforms and your firs-quarter pay, Inquisitor Rufen,”
shesad asshecamein thedoor. "Y our mules are in the stables, and you will have just enough timeto
clean yoursdlf and changeinto auniform before dinner, where you will have an opportunity to meet the
rest of the Abbey Guards. And by the time you are ready for dinner, your paperswill also beready and |
will bring them to your quarters.” She beamed at both of them, and Ardis rewarded her.

"Wdl done, Kayne, very wdl and efficiently done, and thank you." She stood up, and Ta Rufen did
likewise, again making the genuflection when she extended her hand. "That will be the last time you need
sdute mein that fashion, unlesswe are in the presence of others, Inquisitor,” shetold him. "I do not stand
on formality in private with my associates.”

He stood up, and gave her ahaf salute. "Thank you, High Bishop," he said, with more feding than he
had yet shown under any circumstance. "Thank you for—"



Hewas at alossfor words, but she dready knew what he would have said if he could have. "Thank
you for competence and courage,” shereplied. "Thank you for being ethical, even a acost. Both of you.
Thosetraits are too rare, and should be cherished. Now, if you would?’

Kaynetook the hint, and so did he. The new Inquisitor followed her secretary out the door, and she
resumed her chair, wondering what box of troubles she had just opened even as she turned her eyes
towards her page.

Chapter Five

Ardis could no more have settled down to abook now than she could have renounced the miter and
gone back to being asimple Priest. She rose from her desk, but rather than pace as she might have done
when she was younger, she turned with a soft sSigh of heavy woolen robes and went directly to the small
dtar in the corner of her office. She genuflected, then knelt there, and clasped her hands on therail
before her.

Put your body in the attitude of meditation, and your spirit will follow. That was the precept,
and she had generdly found it to be atrue one. Thistime was no exception; as she stared at the Eterna
Flame upon the dtar, she found her mind dipping into the proper state where she could examine what she
had just done without any emoation intruding. Now she played Justiciar for her own actions, answerable
to her own conscience and the will of God.

Had she been too hasty in coming to adecision? Had she been so desperate for away to shift the
burden of Gwydain's request from her shoulders to someone el se's that she had grasped at thefirst
opportunity to be shed of that respongbility that presented itself?

The answer to the second question was no. Decidedly not. Murder was adreadful thing, Tal Rufen
was accustomed to solving dreadful crimes, and he wanted—in fact already had assumed—that burden.
If he wasforever after this night unable to solve these murders and stop the fiend responsible, he should
be honored for that. That he had not been aware of the murders of Gypsies and Free Bards meant
nothing; there was no point in launching abelated second investigation when Ta Rufen was dreaedy well
aong on his. All she had done wasto make it possible for him to continue the work he was aready
doing—and it just S0 happened that her problem and hiswere the same.

| would make avery poor constable, just as| would make avery poor carpenter. Rather than
solving this set of crimes—or building ahouse—it isfar better that | give those whose businessitisal of
the means at my disposa to do what they are suited for. What was the point of having authority if you did
not delegate it appropriately? What was the point of having rank if you did not exerciseit in order to
smooth the way for someone accomplishing something important?

No, shewas not shirking her responsbility. If Tal Rufen got himself into trouble with Captain Fenris
or Duke Arden she would bear the brunt of the blame. Not that thiswas likely, but she had known when
she ordered Kayne to write up those papers that she would be answerable not only to the secular
authorities, but to the Conclave of Bishopsif anything went drastically wrong. That, too, wasjustice.



And now that she knelt here, shefelt adeep certainty that none of this—Gwydain'sletter, Td's
appearance, and all the rest of it—was a coincidence. When circumstances conspired to involve a Priest
in some Stuation or other, it was her experience that it was never coincidental. When they moved to
involve a Justiciar, that was doubly so, and when the Justiciar happened to be a mage aswell, the odds
againg it being a coincidence were inggnificant. Ta Rufen had been guided to her, just as she had been
guided to the decison to make him a Specia Inquisitor. Only a Justiciar could create an Inquisitor, and
only the High Bishop, who was aso a Judticiar, could create a Specid Inquisitor. Td Rufen was, in
effect, a constable who was answerable to no secular authority for hisactions, if he but knew it. If heleft
Kingsford now, with those papersin his hand, he could go anywhere and do anything he pleased.

But he won't; he'sdriven by this, as surdly asthe one behind thisisdriven in turn by hisneeds. The
Hunter and the Hunted, and which was which?

Or perhaps—the Hunted, and the Haunted. Tal has his ghosts to exorcise, and | suspect, so
does our unknown enemy.

Blessed God—the burden of the Justiciar, who would and must always see dl sdesto a problem.
Andwhat kind of life must it have taken to drive this man to feed his hungers on such a dreadful feast of
blood?

And that she was how involved, with her link to the Gypsies and her experience with renegade
clergy? What did that say about this Stuation?

She sighed and closed her eyes, bowing her head over her hands. Let it not be that | have been
blind to the faults of those who are my friends, she prayed. It wasn't likely—there wasn't anyonein
this Abbey that she could think of who had been in Haldene amonth ago, let donein dl the other towns
and villages Td mentioned, but that was, shefdt, her besetting Sn. She was hard on hersdlf, implacable
with sirangers, but with her friends—

Soft. Too forgiving.

Sheremained kneeling for the rest of the time left to her before dinner, praying. Firt, that she had not
forgiven too much, been too compassionate. It was so hard to balance justice with compassion. . . .

Second, for the souls of al those unfortunates that she and Gwydain had not known about, aswell as
those that they had.

And third, for Tal Rufen. Hisway had been hard, and it waslikely to be harder ill, for evenif he
found and caught the person behind dl of this, he would still have to come to termswith the fact that he
had not caught this evil creature earlier, and forgive himsdlf for al of those who had perished.

And so shall I, was her last, grave thought before the bell rang for dinner. And soshall |I. . . .

Ta had never seen the uniform of a Church Guard before, and he was a bit taken aback by its jaunty
gplendor. He had expected something agreat deal more sober—something al in dull black, perhaps, or
dark gray. Thisbold scarlet trimmed and edged with black piping was more like the uniform he would
expect to see on the Grand Duke's guards than anything the Guard of the clergy should wear.

Hefet much the better for ahot bath and the bit of food the High Bishop had given him. His
headache was amost gone, and he wasfinaly warm again. With agood med insde of him, hewould fed
better ill.

After hisbath and a change into the only clean clothing he had left, he had returned to histiny room to
find the Bishop's secretary and his new uniformswaiting for him.

"We don't have many Guards at the Abbey," Kayne observed as he picked up the wool tunic and
sniffed at the scent of cedar that till clung toitsfolds. "We have the uniforms, of course, to fit just about
anyone, but most of them have been in storage for aslong as I've been here. That's lucky for you; that
uniform has probably never been worn, but we novices get nothing but handed-down robes until we
become full Priests.” She chuckled. "I supposethat'sto get us used to sharing with sweet Sister



Poverty!"

She handed him his papers; he took them, Hill feding atogether dazed by the High Bishop's swift and
decisive actions. He hadn't quite believed that she had been serious, even though he had made free of her
hospitaity, tucked his belongingsinto thetiny cell of aroom that Kayne had shown him, and used the
Abbey's hot water and soap with abandon. Now though—with this uniform and two morelike it waiting
on the narrow, but comfortable bed—he had to believeit.

I'm a Church Guard. A Specia Inquisitor. I've been assigned to the hunt.

The officid papersonly confirmed the redlity. He looked them over carefully, but they smply
reiterated what the High Bishop had told him.

"And heresyour first quarter pay,” Kayne added, handing him ablack leather pouch that chinked
softly asit went from her hand to his. "Ardis didn't tell you how much it is—she wouldn't of course, she
never thinks about things like money—but I'm told it's not bad. Not as much as a specialy licensed and
bonded Bodyguard, but not bad. Ten silver aweek for twelve weeks; enough, supposedly, to make you
unbribable.”

Since that sum was more than he had made per week after al hisyears on the force at Haldene, he
hardly knew what to say except—"1tis."

And with no personal expenses to speak of—it's quite good. Food, lodging, uniforms—the Church
supplied dl of these. What would he do with ten slver pieces aweek?

She nodded briskly. "Good. Anything €'se you need to know?"

Hehdd thetunic up alittle. "This. It'snot what | expected—" He flushed. "Actudly, it seemsabit . .
. gaudy. | thought I'd be wearing black or something.”

Kayne laughed, her dark eyes sparkling with amusement. " That's because you've never beeninan
Abbey of the Justiciars before. Y ou should see dl of usin our ecclesastical best—you'd think the room
wasonfire"

"Ah." He'd noted the red robe that Ardiswore, and the rust-colored one of the novices, but it hadn't
occurred to him that these were their equivaent of working clothes. " So on an occasion like aHigh Holy
Day, we Guards wouldn't stand out at al, would we?!

"Infact, youll blendin," she assured him, "And if you wore, say, black—like the Guards of the
Hedling Orders—you'd stand out like crows against a sunset.”

At that moment, a bell sounded somewhere, and Kayne cocked her head to one side. "That's the bell
for dinner, and | believe | hear one of the other Guards coming to show you the way." No sooner had the
words passed her lips than a shadow blocked the door, and a discreet tap on the frame proved that she
wasright.

Sheturned, asthe biggest man that Tal had ever seen eased himsdlf into the room. "Well, thisisan
honor, indeed! Ta Rufen, thisisthe Captain of our Guards, Herris Othorp.”

The huge, black-haired man who was clearly severd years Ta'sjunior gravely offered aham of a
hand to Tal to shake. Ta took it, and was pleased and relieved when the handclasp was firm without
being atest of dominance. It seemed that Herris Othorp saw no reason to prove he was a better,
stronger man than those under his command.

What a pleasant change!

"| am pleased to welcome the new Specia Inquisitor,” Othorp rumbled, actualy sounding pleased.
"l havetold the High Bishop more than once that her office requires at least one. No one among the
Guards has had any experiencein investigation; | wouldn't have the faintest idea of whereto start if |
were assigned to acase.”

"Don't betoo pleased,” Ta warned. "Maybe | have experience, but I'm not sure I'm any good!”

At that, Othorp laughed, adeep bass rumble. Tal decided that this man was going to be, not only
easy to work with but adefinitedly. "1 think we should let God and Time judge that, and go to our



dinner.”

"And on that note, | shal take leave of both of you,” Kayne said, and turned with that swift agility that
Td had noted in the High Bishop's office, and left them.

Othorp waited expectantly, and after amoment, Ta realized that the Captain was waiting for Ta to
assume one of his new uniforms. Fedling alittle self-conscious, Td shed hisold, worn canvastrews and
knitted woolen tunic, and did so. When he belted the new tunic and pulled it straight, the Captain beamed
with asmuch pride asif he had tailored the uniform himsdlf.

"Y ou make afine show, Inquisitor, and that'safact,” Othorp told him. "When you aren't out
investigating, 1'd like to have you up in the front ranks at our major ceremonies, if you've no objection.
It'sapity, but hadf the old fellows here are just that—old fellows, one short step from collecting their
pensions. They look sad, that's the truth of it. What used to be their chest has gone south, you might say,
and I'm afraid they think more of their dinnersthan they do of why they need to bein shape.”

"And why do they need to be in shape?' Ta asked curioudy as he preceded the Captain out the
door and into the hallway. "Other than for ceremonia occasions, that is?' He coughed. "1 hope you'll
forgive mefor saying this, but it would seem to me that an Abbey full of Justiciars would be the last place
atroublemaker would care to go. Constablesin general reckon a position like Church Guard is a soft
berth.”

Othorp's face darkened, but not with anger; hewas very clearly worried. "Y ou'd think that, wouldn't
you." He made it a statement, not a question. "Think about it, though. Someone has a suspect, they want
the truth out of him—they bring him to Justiciar Arran to seeif Arran can usehismagicto cal it out. City
constables have evidence, have a group of suspects, they call in the High Bishop or one of the other
magesto link the two. And when it's Judgment time for misuse of magic, murder, rape, serious crimes,
who isthe one who setsthe pendltiesif the Duke and his two Judges don't have the time or don't fedl
qudified to make a Judgment? Judticiars, that'swho. And the more serious the crime, the morelikdly it is
that it'll be passed here acrosstheriver." He shook his head as he walked.

Td suddenly felt very supid. "That'salot of enemies” he said dowly. "The bad lads tend to put the
blame on anybody but themsdlves for what happensto them.”

"And not al of them wind up doing the rope-dance. Some of them even see out their time and get
turned loose.” Othorp sighed heavily. "And do you think | can get one of them to believe that they might
be the chosen target of some very bad people and take care about their movements?' He shook his
head. " That's why | wish we could just retire our old men when they get too fat to run, but they're
sentimenta around here, though you wouldn't think it. They won't hear of sending aman off to pasture on
haf-pay and replacing him with someone younger.”

Ta shrugged; there wasn't much he could add to that. "Maybe you could urge it on gppearances—it
doesn't look good for Church Guardsto look fat—Ilike, aren't we supposed to be part of the chastity and
poverty busness?

Othorp chuckled, and rubbed his heavy eyebrow with hisforefinger. "I could try that. At the leat, it
might get the High Bishop to order some of these old fellows on aserious training regimen. Reducing
dietswon't work; most of them are steady customers of the inns acrosstheriver.”

By now they had reached the tall wooden door at the end of the hallway; Othorp pushed it open, and
Td looked into the refectory.

He'd had occasion to stay at Abbeys of the Wayfaring Order atime or two when held taken
excursonsinto the country, and these dining-hals dl looked dike. The one thing that struck him as odd
about this one wasthe relative quiet. Benesth a high ceiling crossed with age- and smoke-blackened
beams, tables and benches were arranged with mathematica precision on aplain, scrubbed wooden
floor. At two of them, rows of scarlet-clad Guards were dready waiting for their med, talking in hushed
voices. From another door, Priestsin the scarlet robes of the Justiciars, and novicesin the same
rust-colored gowns that Kayne wore were filing in sillently to take their places at the rest of the tables.



They must have been wearing soft-soled boots or dippers of some sort, astheir footfalls were barely
audible.

All four walls were plastered white, with dark beams exposed. One wal held a hugefireplace, the
opposite one nearest Tal and Othorp had three windows glazed with tiny diamond-shaped panes of glass
inlead. Therewas araised dais of dark wood at the far end of the room with awooden lectern on it;
beside the lectern was another table, thistime with only asingle bench behind it. Othorp led Td to the
second table full of Guards; there were wooden plates of bread and cheese aready on the table, wooden
spoons, mugs, plates, and bowls before each place. Someone—probably Kayne, he thought—must
have informed the kitchen staff of hisarriva, for there was an extraplace laid ready for him. Heand
Othorp werethe last of the Guardsto arrive, and it was plain that Othorp had only spoken truth when he
commented how important their dinners were to some of these men.

When the last of the Priests had taken his or her place a a bench, the High Bishop entered, followed
by four other Priests, dl mae. All of them wore the standard cowled scarlet robe, belted with ablack
cord. The High Bishop wore asmall round cap of scarlet on her short blond hair; the rest went
bareheaded.

"That's Arran, Leod, Harden, and Cole," Othorp whispered. "Chief Justiciar, Chief Clerk, Chief
Exchequer, and Chief Household. Y ou'll only have much to do with Arran and Cole; you'll only see
Harden if you need to draw out some extraordinary expense and Kayne can't handle it for you—and as
for Leod, write your own letters, he has aknack for making aman fed like achunk of street-scum.”

Of thefour, Arran and Cole looked the easiest to deal with. Ardistook her place in the middle of the
table. Arran, atall, raw-boned man with amouth like Ardiss and the kindest eyes Ta had ever seen,
took his place beside Ardis on theright. Cole, lean, bald, and good-humored, took the left. A novice
stepped up to the lectern, opened the book there, and began to read aloud as other novices with white
apronstied over their robes passed among the tables, ladling soup into bowls and cooked vegetables
onto plates. The Guards passed the bread and cheese up and down the table, ignoring the novice, who
was reading some religious text; Td, with the edge taken off hisraging hunger, took a modest amount of
both bread and cheese and passed the rest on. The soup proved to be pea, and the vegetables amix of
sguash, beans, and root vegetablesin athick sauce.

"Thisis Td Rufen," Othorp said as hetore off ahunk of bread for himsdf. "New man, High Bishop's
own Guard from now on. Recommended by Justiciar Brune, from Haldene."

Td gave Othorp pointsfor giving him the story he should follow, and nodded affably at the rest of the
Guards, hoping there would be no jealousy over what should have been a prime position going to an
outsider.

"About time she got her own Guard,” one man said without prompting, afellow with awegthered
face and graying black hair. " Stop messing up the duty-roster every time she takes anotion to go across
theriver. Hard on us, trying to reshuffle so that nobody gets stuck with double-duty.”

The others nodded, in total agreement, and Tal was taken a bit aback for amoment. Then he redized
what was going on—as Othorp had hinted, these men were used to afairly set routine with very little
variance, and resented any changein it. They had the soft berth that he had described.

As heligtened to them talk, he had no doubt that mogt, if not al of them, would spring to the defense
of their chargesif one of the Justiciars was attacked—assuming some of them could spring
anymore—but if therewas no crigs, they smply didn't want to be stirred from their set ways.

"Don't envy you, Ta Rufen,” said another, one of the very men Othorp had complained about, whose
uniform tunic strained over a decided paunch that overlapped hisbdt. "High Bishop's dways gadding
here, gadding there—you'll miss half your medls, leave your bed early and get to it late. When you aren't
running your legs off to keep up with her, you'll be standing around outside of doors for hours and hours.”

"Oh, I'm used to that by now," hereplied easily. "1 was on third shift, dockside duty in Haldene. At
least now, if it rains, | won't be spending afull shift outinit.”



"Thereisthat, but | wouldn't have lasted ayear on athird shift," agreed the second man, and tucked
into hisfood with awill.

There seemed to be plenty of that food; at least, the novices kept serving the Guards as long as any
of them wanted further helpings, dthough the Priests and their fellow novices were gpparently restricted
to sngle servings. More of that asceticism, he decided, grateful that they did not imposetheir ruleson
their secular servants. At the end of the medl, dl of the Brotherhood rose as one and filed out again,
leaving the Guardsto wipe their plateswith the last of their bread and make amore leisurdly exit.

"High Bishop will want to see you, 1'd expect,” Othorp said, as Td hesitated just outsde the door,
not certain what he was expected to do next. "I doubt she finished with you before dinner. You
remember theway."

He nodded; he would have made a poor congtableif he couldn't remember afew turns and twistings
of corridors. A constable was supposed to be able to negotiate an unfamiliar neighborhood in the dead of
night.

They parted at thefirgt intersection of halways, and Tal made hisway back to the High Bishop's
office. There was no one outside, and he tapped tentatively on the door, wondering if he was supposed
to have gonefirst to Kayne.

But it was Kayne who opened the door, and she seemed pleased enough to see him. "Comein,
please” shesad. "The High Bishop isjugt finishing up some business, but she has dready mentioned that
she wanted to talk with you before Evening Services."

Evening Services! Hed forgotten that part of Abbey life! His dismay must have shown on hisface,
for Kayne chuckled. "Oh, don't worry," she whispered, a conspiratorid sparkle in her eyes, "The Guards
aren't expected to attend al the Services. Just one of the ones on Sevenday. It'slike therest of the
Abbey life; we have vocations, we don't expect you to, and we don't expect you to abide by the rules
made for those who do."

He dghed, just alittle, and hoped hisrdief didn't show too much. Kayne gestured him insde and shut
the door behind him.

He resumed the chair he had vacated only afew hours ago, and waited for the High Bishop to finish
whatever she was doing. It seemed to involve agreat ded of paperwork, and some whispering between
hersdf and her secretary. Eventudly, though, Kayne went trotting off with a huge sheaf of papers, and
Ardisturned her attention back to him.

"Thisisalittle backwards," she said with acrooked smile. "I usudly know al about someone before
| engage them, and | would liketo rectify that Stuation now so | know what kind of man | am dedling
with." She settled back into her chair, and clasped her handsin her 1ap. " So tell me, Inquisitor—what
kind of aman is Tal Rufen? What does he care for? What does he despise? What makes him the man he
is?'

Her shrewd gray eyes regarded him soberly from beneath winglike brows the same color of gold as
her hair.

"Td Rufenisaman who never wanted to be anything other than acongtable," hetold her. "As soon
as| wasold enough to play, | had abaton I'd made from an old broomstick and a constabl€'s cape from
ascrap of canvas. The otherswould play at robbers, and I'd capture them and hang them. When | got
old enough, | learned everything | could about the job, and as soon asthey'd take me, | gpplied. I've
been a congtable since | was sixteen, and if they'd taken me younger, 1'd have gone. If you're looking for
what drives me, that'sit."

"And do you consider this position to be astep back for you?' she asked unexpectedly.

He had to think about that for amoment. "No—no, | don't think so. Thisiswhat being aconstable
should belike. Y ou've put mein apostion to be able to do my job again, which was more than my
Captain was doing. When this case is over, though—"



"You'reafraid it might turn into aglorified Bodyguard position,” she stated, with alittle nod.

He shrugged. "I don't know. | don't think 1'd be satisfied to stand at attention at ceremoniesfor the
rest of my life”

A brow lifted. "I don't think there will be any danger of that," shetold him crisply. Y ou may not
pursueinvestigationsas .. . ." She paused to search for the correct word. " . . . astense and distressful as
thisone. But you will be pursuing investigations; | have needed someone with your skillsto ad measa
Jugticiar for sometime, and now that | am High Bishop, | need your skills more than before. Magic isn't
awaystheright way to find the answers, and when it isuseful, it doesn't dways supply all of the
answers. | midike making a Judgment without al of theinformation.”

He nodded grave agreement, and she continued. "Now, besides wanting to be aconstable all your
life, what else are you?"

"Dull." Helaughed. "Asaperson, I'm afraid | tend to become my work. | don't have many interests
outsde of that. Games—skill games, not cards or dice. Reading. History, mostly.”

She amiled at that, and he wondered why, but she made no comment. "Parents?’ she asked. "Other
ties?'

He shook his head. "Parents are both dead; | was alate-born child, came long after Mother thought
shewas past having any, and | don't think either of my parents was comfortable around achild. They
both died afew years ago. No close friends, no women who cared to put up with the hardships of being
acongableswife.

"l understand.” She contemplated him for amoment. " Perhaps you are more suited to our sort of life
than | had thought. | was afraid it would be too dull for you; our entertainments are mostly mentd. If you
had avocation, you could be one of the Brotherhood."

She'sright, actually. How many of the lads on the force told methat | lived like a Priest? "That
may be," he agreed. "Since most of my life could be packed up on the back of amule and carried off
with me." He thought about that for amoment, and added, "The only thingsI'm realy going to missin
Hadene are the books | |eft behind and the friends | left them with. A pair of Mintak brothers, we used
to play castle-board and share books we'd read. Other than that—" He surprised himself with abark of
laughter. "Other than that, the only thing I'd like isto see the Captain'sfaceif he ever finds out what I'm
doing now. | have the feding that asa Specid Inquisitor, technicaly | outrank him."

A broad grin sprang up on Ardissface, making her look very like avixen in her coat of scarlet and
little round red cap. "1 sometimesthink that the reason God demands that we leave revengeto Him is
because He prefersto keep such ddightsto Himsdlf," she said sardonicaly. "1 quite understand. Well,
Td, before | send you off to the bed you very much deserve, | only want to tell you three things. Make
free of the Abbey library; use of it isone of the privileges of being atached in service to the Abbey, and |
think you'll be pleased by what you find."

Heflushed alittle and ducked his head, obscurdly ashamed for some reason that his hunger for
books had been found out, and her smile softened. "Tomorrow you can present your papersto
whomever you think you will need to work with; trust me, no hour istoo early for Captain Fenris, if you
can find him. Use your own discretion as to who you inform of your true rank; I'll take care of notifying
the Duke mysdlf."

He started to object, and stopped himsdlf. She was right; she had ways of getting to the Duke
quickly, where he would have to wait days or weeks for an audience. "I'll probably tell this Captain
Fenris, High Bishop, and I'd rather tdll him in person, myself. | want him to see me, | want to seehim, so
we can—"

"So the two hounds can sniff noses and decide not to fight,” she interrupted with anironic look that
dared him to say otherwise. And since that was pretty much what was going to happen, he couldn't deny.

"Wdll, we do have to know that we can trust each other,” he pointed out. "Where I'm going to be
prowling—well, | might need someoneto cometo my aid, and if | haveto ask Fenrisfor help, | want him



to be willing to send aman with me. Hewon't do thet if he's never seen me.”

"| rather thought that.” Shelost her smile. "That brings up the last point—remember that you can't
track this murderer down if you're dead, Td. Thisisaruthless creature, and if he redlizesthat someoneis
tracking him, he may deviate from his chosen victimsto remove you from histrail."

With afedling of shock, heredlized that she wasright. It had not occurred to him, he had been so
preoccupied with the pursuit, and so focused on the femal e victims, but she wasright. Whoever thiswas,
he was smart enough to not only elude pursuit, but to avoid it in the first place.

That meant he was not only clever, he wasintelligent. Someone like that would be smart enough to
watch for pursuit, and if he could not shake that pursuit from histrail, he would diminateit, or at least
try.

I'm going to haveto think like someone who is stalking one of the Gregt Catsin unfamiliar territory.
At any moment, it could be the Cat who becomes the stalker, and the former hunter becomesthe prey.
Td had never beenin aposgtion likethis. It gave him avery unsettled fedling, to think of himsdf asthe
hunted, rather than the hunter.

"I'll remember,” he promised. "And | won't go picking up any strange knives!" She nodded, accepting
that promise.

With nothing else to be dealt with, he took hisleave; Kayne was waiting outside the door with
another sheaf of papers, and hardly waited for him to clear the doorframe before entering the office. He
wondered alittle at this; did the woman never rest? It was long past the time when most folk would have
considered that they had put in agood day's work.

When he returned to hislittle room, and sat down on the side of the bed, he redlized that he had been
working on nervous energy for sometime. The moment he got off hisfeet, it ran out, leaving him
exhausted.

For awhile, he smply sat there, examining his new quarters. Thiswasthefirst time held had achance
to get agood look at them.

Aswasto be expected in an Abbey, thislittle room, about the size of his bedroom back at the Gray
Rose, was not what anyone would call luxurious. At least it didn't have penitential Sonewalls, though;
like the rest of the Abbey, this room was plastered and painted white, with all woodwork and exposed
beams stained a dark sable. There was a closet opposite the door; the closet stood open, and his bags
wereindgde—obvioudy, he was expected to tend to his belongings himsdf. The narrow bed was set
along onewall, and asmall table and chair on the other. There was a bookcase—empty—at the foot of
the bed, a nightstand with a candle dight in a pewter holder on it a the head. Except for ahook on the
door and two more on the wall, that was all there was.

The bed was firm enough, with plenty of blankets, which would be welcome since the room did not
boast afireplace. But there were no windows, either, so at least there wouldn't be any drafts—though in
summer, there wouldn't be any cooling breezes.

How are we supposed to deal with these woolen uniformsin summer? Or do they have a
summer uniformas well?

He couldn't imagine the Priests wearing those long woolen robes in summer either, so perhapsthe
summer-weight clothing had been packed away for the season.

Wl if | don't get my things put up now, | probably won't get to them for days. Somewhere, he
dredged up alast bit if energy, and got back to hisfest.

The books he had brought with him dl fit nicely into one half of thefirst shelf of the bookcase. He
hung hiscivilian clothing up firdt, then his new uniforms. All the rest of his belongings, such asthey were,
fitinto the two drawers of the nightstand.

Except, of course, for his weaponry. He had seldom employed it as aconstable, but he kept in
constant practice; a hand-crossbow and a belt-quiver of bolts went on one hook on thewall, his



short-sword on the other. His various boot-, belt-, and wrist-knives he laid out on the table, along with
his cudgel and abag of lead shot. That last served double-duty, both as awegpon in and of itsdf and as
ammunition for theding tied to it. Over the back of the chair helaid hiswide, Siiff lesther belt that served
as kidney-protection, and the leather collar that protected his throat. His leather wrist-braces went on the
tablewith hisknives.

He'd worn none of thisfor hisinterview with Ardis; he hadn't known what kind of guards shed have
and how they'd take to aman bearing armsinto her presence. But he had no doubt that someone had
looked through his weapon-bag when they put it in thisroom, and that Othorp knew precisaly what held
brought with him—and that it al had that well-worn look.

Held wear dl of thistomorrow when he went into the city to find Captain Fenris. He got out of his
new uniform, blew out the candle, and was surprised at how dark the room waswithout the light. There
wasn't even aline of light from the hall under the door. He might have been insde acave.

And it was quiet; unnervingly quiet to aman used to degping in aninn. He couldn't hear anything out
therein the hdl, and if there was someone on the other sde of hiswalls, he couldn't hear any soundsfrom
them, ether.

Hefdt for the head of the bed, and climbed under the thick, soft woolen blankets. But once he was
there, he kept staring up at the celling in the darkness, unable to quite get to deep. Partly it wasthe
slence, sothick it made hisearsring, but partly it was abdated state of nerves.

It wasal catching up with him now, and he found himsdlf alittle dazed. He had come hereto the
Abbey on awhim when he'd been unable to locate the Captain of the Kingsford constables or the
Kingsford Sheriff; everyone knew about the Justiciars, of course, and down in Kingsford he had heard
stories about Ardis and had taken the chance that she might hear him out and perhaps get him an
appointment with Captain Fenris. He had not expected her to take a persond interest in the case.

He had expected even less that she would turn around and coopt it and him. After trying to dedl with
the authoritiesin Haldene, he had redlly been anticipating that he would be put off. Infact, if his
suspicions were correct, and aPriest or high Church officid was involved in this, Ardiswould have had
every reason to deny him an interview at al. He'd been steeling himsdlf for the long trudge acrossthe
bridge to Kingsford again, a scant dinner, and the cheapest room he could find. His resources, never
large to begin with, were dwindling quickly.

And now—

Now he was beginning to get the fedling there was much more going on here than he had dreamed of,
and hewas afraid that the High Bishop was privy to more and more serious information than he had yet
uncovered.

Wasit possible that he was getting in over his head? Was that why everyonein Haldene had tried to
put him off this case? Wasit more serious than he knew—did it involve suspicion of someone with a very
high rank?

It didn't haveto be anoble, it could be a Priest, as he had suspected many times now—and it could
be that she knew it, even had some suspects, but had no way to prove who it was. Perhaps that was why
she had conscripted him so quickly. Oh, wouldn't that just open abox of beetles!

And | could end up being the scapegoat when | catch the man. He could, if Ardiswaslike other
high-ranking people hed worked under. But nothing he'd seen and heard so far made him inclined to
think that shewas. In fact, her reputation was that she protected her underlings from those who were
higher in rank, provided that those underlings were on the side of the angels.

So | just have to make sure I'mon theright side.

If it was a Priest, in one of the other Orders, say, he and Othorp and Fenris might end up having to
goinand pry thefelow out, which could get very ugly. Then again, at least if it was a Priest, as a Specid
Inquisitor he wouldn't have the problems with bringing him to Justice that he would have had asa
congtable. A Priest could claim immunity from secular authority, but not from someone delegated by the



Church.

I'm the enforcement arm of the Church. | can throw anyone | need to into gaol. It wasn't the
heady thought it might have been; he'd never cared for the power of the baton, only for its use as atool
to get bad people put where they couldn't hurt anyone again. It only meant that there was nowhere he
could not go in the course of thisinvestigation; he hoped that he wouldn't need to use that authority.

The other complication wasthe one Ardis hersaf had briefly touched on. If histarget was a Priest
and amage—or just amage—well, he would know that Ta was coming, and who Ta was, long before
Td ever learned who he was, and there would be plenty of opportunity for "accidents' to occur. Magic
opened up an entirely new set of problems, given that Ta redly didn't know thefull breadth of what a
mage could and could not do.

Thisisno timeto get cold feet, he chided himsdlf. Y ou've never backed away from a case before;
not when you had to go after mad drunks, murderers, and cutthroats. Any one of them could have
disposed of you if you'd made the wrong move. She's aready told you that you can go to her or any of
the other Justiciar-Mages she thinksis discreet and get help, which includes finding out what amage can
do. And besides, the High Bishop is counting on you. She thinks you can handle this, or shewouldn't
have given you the authority in thefirgt place.

Yes, and just what had convinced her to give him the authority? Hed like to think that he showed his
own competence as clearly as she showed hers, but he doubted that was the case. How could he have
looked like a professional, when held come in exhausted, travel-worn, in shabby clothing? He wouldn't
have impressed himself, and he doubted that his outward appearance had impressed her.

| probably looked like one of her Gypsy friends. Then again, maybe that wasn't so bad. If she had
contacts among the Gypsies and Free Bards, she must be used to looking past shabby clothing and
weary faces.

It could have been his careful investigation thus far that had impressed her—and held redlly liketo
think that wasthe case. He had done good work, especialy considering all the opposition hed faced. He
could have done moreif held just had some cooperation, and she probably knew that aswell.

But the reason why she trusted him could a so have been desperation. If you didn't have the faintest
ideawhere to start with a problem, wouldn't you take the first person who came dong and said, "1 know
what to do" and throw the whole thing at him? She'd had that letter on her desk when he camein; sheld
probably just gotten it. She wasn't supposed to track criminals, she was supposed to sentence them, and
congdering that the Bardic Guild had its Guild Hall in Kingsford, she might not get much cooperation
from the Kingsford authoritiesin trying to hunt down akiller of Free Bards. For that matter—maybe the
killer was some high-ranking, crazed Master Bard! Hadn't he heard it said, more than once, that Bards
were supposed to be mages?

It might be that when he walked in her door with additional evidence, sheld been disposed to
welcome him as God's answer to her difficulty.

Maybe so. But she didn't get where she is now by being incompetent to handle her own
problems.

For that matter, why did he agree so readily to become her servant? Or the Church's servant, redly,
but it amounted to the same thing in this case. What in Heaven's name made him throw away everything
he'd done to this moment to take this position? He'd never imagined himself serving the Church, not even
asasecular adjunct. He never wanted to be a Guard, even one with other duties. He would have done
s0if that had been the only answer, but he hadn't even begun to explore his optionsin Kingsford. He
certainly hadn't comeinto that office looking for a position!

It might have been the persondity of Ardis hersdf that had persuaded him. Td knew that, in some
respects, he was afollower, not aleader. He felt more comfortable with someone competent in authority
over him, for al of his cherished independence; and what was more, he was honest enough to admit it, at
leadt to himsdf.



Competent—'d say. She couldn't run this Abbey better if she was a general and it was a
military barracks. Not that he'd beeninalot of Abbeys—but there were little sgns when things weren't
being run properly. Dirt in the corners, things needing repair, indifferent food, an aura of laziness or
tenson, agenera sense of unhappiness.

A lot like the headquarters back in Haldene, as a matter of fact.

People weren't tense here, but they weren't dacking, either. Nobody was running around asif they
were aways forgetting to do things until the last minute, but no one dawdled. That novice, Kayne—she
moved briskly, got things done, but there was no panic about it, no sense of being harried, and that went
for every other person he'd seen. Even the rest of the Guards—though Othorp sighed over their
condition, they were competent and they got their jobs done properly; their biggest problem was that
they were set in their ways. They weren't lazy, just so used to routine that changesin it made them
uneasy. When it came down to it, that would probably hold true for al the Priests aswell, and why not?
Routinewas part of an Abbey. No, Ardis had this place well in hand. Maybe that was what he had
responded to.

The moment | got here, | felt it. He hadn't even ridden al the way into the courtyard before
someone cameto greet him and ask his business—one of the Guards, he realized now. A stablehand had
cometo take hismules and tie them up for him, anovice had led him to alittle chamber just insdethe
front door, and brought Novice Kayne to him. Kayne had questioned him briefly, and everything had
fdleninto place, and al without alot of running about and fuss and feathers.

Not what | would have expected from a place being run by a woman. But just as he thought thet,
he knew it could just be prejudice on his part.

| don't expect much out of women when it comes to running things. But—redlly, look at the
women held had the most to do with! Y ou didn't expect much of women, when al you saw them doing
wasfdling gpart in acriss. The women he saw on a day-to-day basis mostly seemed to be looking for
men to take care of them.

And they weren't very bright. Or if they were, it had been starved or beaten out of them along time
ago. Y ou could have some pity for the pathetic strestwalkers of the dockside district, you could have
sympathy for al the hard work a tavern-wench had to do—but the women who took those jobs were
not exactly the cream of the day's skimmings when it cameto intelligence. So far asthat went, most of
the men he saw were not long on mind-power.

Well, morethan haf the battlein getting rid of aprgjudice wasin recognizing that it was one. Ardis
would have been as formidable as a man; the Abbey would have been just aswel run; hence, there were
other women who were her equalsin intelligence, and he had just never run into any before. Which was
not too surprising, when you considered his socia circle—or lack of one,

That brought him to the High Bishop hersdlf; she seemed very young to be wearing amiter, and even
younger to be wearing the gold miter. Mogt of the Bishops he had seen had been gray haired—and male.
He might have aprgjudice, but so did the Church; femalesin any position of authority were rare birds,
indeed.

So how had Ardis, not only female, but relatively young, gotten where she was now? It couldn't have
been an accident that she had been the highest ranking Priest in this Abbey when the previous High
Bishop died—and even then, it wasn't the usua thing for a Priest to Smply step into the vacancy. He
vaguely recalled that High Bishops had to be e ected by the Council of Bishops, which meant she had to
pass muster before dl of them—gray-haired men. She can't be any older than | am, or not much, he
decided. Not that I'm all that young, but I'm not all that old, either.

Wil shewas related by blood to alot of important people, including Grand Duke Arden. After
amogt single-handedly saving Kingsford from afire which—so rumor had it—renegade Priestshad a
hand in setting—well, if Duke Arden suggested that his cousin ought to be made High Bishop, he rather
suspected that there were plenty of people on the Council of Bishopswho would take that asaVery



Good |dea.

The Great Fire might have had something to do with the decison. He hadn't been in Kingsford long,
but stories about the Fire had spread dl the way to the High King's capita. The Grand Duke was
consdered ahero—but Ardiswas considered asaint for throwing herself and the Abbey into the
problem of healing, housing, and feeding al of therefugees. If | have my politics right—making Ardis
High Bishop might solve some problems here for the Church, in the case of those rogue Priests.
The Bishops wouldn't want to give up their authority over their own renegades, but unless the
Grand Duke had assurance that the caught Priests would get full and appropriate punishment,
well . . . If he had been Duke Arden, he'd have been tempted to hang the bastards from the highest tree
and let the Church complain dl they liked about it. But by making Ardis High Bishop, everybody would
be satisfied—the Duke had assurance that the criminals would get everything they deserved, and the
punishment would &l come from an instrument of the Church.

She might also know afew inconvenient secrets about the other Bishops hersdlf; most peoplein
power did.

Still, she was aremarkable woman; shewould have stood out in any setting, and in this one—

She's amazing. Nothing short of amazing.

Attractive, too. At least, to him. That vixen-grin sheld flashed him, full or humor and what dmost
looked like mischief; she could charm the boots off aman with that one, if she ever used it as aweapon.
Another prgjudice; hed aways thought of female Priests as being unattractive, waspish, something like
young Kayne, but more so. It was odd to think of a physicdly attractive woman in aPriest'srobes. Very
odd, actualy.

Why had she become aPriest in thefirst place? She didn't seem the type to have been pulled in by
religion. Shejust didn't have that glassy-eyed sort of devotion he expected out of someone dedicating
their lifeto religion.

But maybe that's another prejudice on my part. | just don't know that many Priests, |
suppose.

Still, shewaswell connected, probably money or titles or both, attractive, intelligent—why had she
become a Priest?

Might have been the traditional thing. I've heard some of the noble families do that—firstborn
inherits the estate, second-born goesinto the military, third goes to the Church, whether they like
it or not.

But he couldn't picture Ardis being coerced into anything, so she must have had some reason to go.
A disgppointment in love? No, she didn't seem like the type to moon tragicaly around because someone
shewanted didn't want her. More than that—a tragedy? The man she loved had died?

She wouldn't dive into the Church unless she thought she could exorcise the grief in work. But
she doesn't seem at all grief-ridden; there's usually a shadow over people who lose a loved one.

Maybe it had something to do with the fact that she was amage. He didn't know of too many places
that could train aperson in magic, and most of them wouldn't be the sorts of places that would apped to
someone aswell-bred as Ardis. And the rest were dl in nonhuman lands.

| certainly can't picture her marching up to an EIf Hill and demanding to be let in. The Elves
would drive her mad with their ways.

But he dso couldn't picture Ardis ever letting ataent go to waste. Maybe that was the reason; it
made more sense than anything else.

Except— Maybe she went into the Church because the Church was the only place where she would
be expected to exercise al of her intellect.

Thiswas al sheer speculation. He didn't know enough about the Church, the lives of the nobles, or
Ardishersdf to make aredly inteligent guess.



That was part of the trouble; he knew nothing about the High Bishop, except thelittle that she had
told him hersdf. He had nothing to make judgments on, and that left him at adisadvantage.

I'm going to have to make it my business to learn everything | can about her, he decided. This
clearly wasn't going to be the kind of situation held had back in Haldene, where he was just one
constable among many. He was the only Specid Inquisitor; he and she were going to be working closely
together. It wasn't even the equivaent position to the other Abbey Guards.

In a sense, she's going to be both my superior and my partner. Or—maybe a little more like
when | first came into the force, and | was attached to a senior constable. | had to learn as much
about him to work smoothly with him as | was learning about being a constable.

It was along time since held been in that kind of position; it was going to take some getting used to.
Still—why not? The only trouble was that it meant he was going to be working on two investigations, not
one. Themurder chase, and the investigation of Ardis.

What the hell. | work better under pressure.
And with that thought, his exhaustion findly overcame his nerves, and he dept.

Chapter Six

Visyr hovered, wings pumping furioudy to keep him in place, roughly ahundred wingspans above
Archer Lane. Hovering was harder than any other kind of flying, but Visyr was used to it, and his chest-
and wing-muscles were stronger and heavier than any of the Haspur who specidized in fancy flying and
aerobatics. He kept taking deep breaths of theicy air to bring new fuel to those muscles as he made
notes on his pressure-sensitive Deliambren dryboard with the tip of aneedle-sharp talon, notestoo small
for mere human eyesto read. After each entry, he glanced down at the street below and concentrated on
the next building on the north side of the street, measuring it by eye and noting its position relativeto its
neighbors. Thiswas his specia taent; any Haspur could hover above a street, and any Haspur could
make arough map that would show the placement of buildings and their sizes relative to one another, but
very few could gauge the dimensions so precisdly that aphysical measurement would be off by no more
than afraction of aninch. It wasapeculiarly Haspur taent, this ability to create accurate maps from
memory—auseful talent in arace that flew—>but Visyr was an artist among the talented.

When he had filled his dryboard—aflat, white board sensitive to pressure, used by the Deliambrens
as anote-pad—he would fly back to his drafting room at the Duca Paace and transform the notesinto
an actuad city block on the new map he was making for the Grand Duke. When he was done, Duke
Arden would have amap of Kingsford that showed not only every tiny lane and back-dley, he would
have one that showed every structure that existed at the time the map was finished, including sheds and
fences. His congtables wouldn't have to guess where miscreants might be hiding to ambush the unwary,
they would know where every blind-alley, dead-end street, and cul-de-sac lay. Thiswas making Captain
Fenrisvery happy; in fact, the Captain had a page checking on Visyr's maps and making copies of them
as Visyr completed each section. He could hardly wait for the whole thing to be done. With the



rebuilding of Kingsford proceeding rather chaotically in some sections, Fenriss people were at adistinct
disadvantage when they had to pursue afootpad into an areathat might have changed sincethelast time
they werethere.

This, however, was not why Visyr had come down out of the mountains. Although the Duke and his
people certainly appreciated what the Haspur was doing, and athough he was gaining agreat deal of
support for himsaf and other nonhumans with thiswork, this was not what he had intended to do.
Eventudly, or so Visyr hoped, hewould be part of the great Deliambren mapping expedition; that was
why he and his beloved, dynamic mate Syri had left their homeland in thefirgt place. But humanswere
dreadfully short-sghted when it came to permitting nonhumansto do anything in their lands, and the
Deliambrens didn't want to mount this project until they had iron-clad agreements of cooperation aswell
aspermisson from therulers of dl of the Twenty Kingdoms, agreements that no subsequent monarch
could overrule.

Not that | blame them, Visyr mused, as he noted down the size of the warehouse below him, and the
dimensions of thetiny scrap of yard behind it. Taking that ship out isgoing to be an effort worthy of an
epic song, and if they ever haveto stop it they may not be ableto get it sarted again. The ship and many
of the machines the Deliambrensintended to use were ancient; parts were difficult to duplicate and had to
be made one at atime by hand, and the mechanisms themsealves were often poorly understood. Intended
to be manned by an assortment of races, controls were not always suited to the hands, hooves, or beaks
of those who were to operate them. Visyr didn't envy those assigned to tend and use the things. The
expedition itsdf was amassive effort on the part of not only the Deliambrens but of many other
nonhuman races, and even of some humans aswell. There would be hundreds of people tending and
operating the ship and dl of its mechanisms, and more working outside it.

His assgnment with the ship would be smpler; bascaly, what he was doing now. Hewould be one
of afew mapping-scouts, making an aeria survey of heavily inhabited areas where the ship couldn't go;
other scouts would roam ahead to find asafe route for the behemoth that contained the bulk of the
expedition. Once and for al, the Deliambrens hoped to survey all of Alanda, or this continent, anyway,
to locate minerd resources, underground watercourses, and ancient ruins, aswell as mapping the surface
accuradly.

Thiswasn't dtruistic, dthough the Deliambrens would provide copies of the generd topographica
maps to anyone who wanted them. Besides their mechanica wonders, the Ddliambrenstrafficked in
information—in return for permission to crosstheir land, the rulers of each kingdom would get copies of
any of the surface mapsthey wanted, but if they wished to know the locations of other thingsthe
Deliambrens uncovered, they would haveto pay.

All of which seemed perfectly reasonableto Visyr, but apparently there were those who were
incensed by the ideg; they fdt that information should be given away, no matter how hard someone had
worked to obtain or cresteit. Asaresult, the expedition was stalled, and he was taking little jobs like this
oneto prove just how useful those accurate mapswould be. If the Deliambrens could point out that even
the basic maps would contribute to generating revenue or solving problems, the various rulerswho were
causing difficulties might see their way clear to removing their objections. They might dsofind it eesier to
accept the very moderate fees that the Deliambrens would charge for other information.

Of course, Visyr thought, noting down the dimensions of another building, they could aways go out
and look for their treasures themsalves.

Thiswas no bad way to pass the time while he waited; it was useful and needed work, and the Duke
was being quite generousin hiswages. The Duke had aways wanted absolutely accurate maps of his
city—and now that Kingsford was being rebuilt, such maps were more important than ever and not just
for the congtables. People now had the opportunity to build whatever they pleased, wherever they
pleased, and many of them were doing just that. Property owners were taking advantage of the Situation
to move origina property lines, steding inches and even whole feet of property from their neighbors.

Sadly, there were many who were no longer around to care what their former neighbors did, and



their heirs were ether children or too wrapped till in grief to redlize what was happening. Eventudly,
though, they might discover what had happened and want some legd redress, and Visyr's maps would
give evidence of what had happened.

The trouble with human, ground-pounding surveyors was that they took moretime than Visyr did.
They had to lay out measuring tapes, and use other equipment, to do what he did by eye. They often
ddled traffic while they were working, and they got in the way of pedestrians. And while they could
measure the Sze of something, they wouldn't necessarily get its placement correct.

Humans do this very well, when they are measuring out open fields. For ajob likethis, you need
someone like me. That was the long and the short of it, so far as Visyr was concerned.

Another problem that surveyors encountered was that people were building things behind walls and
fencesthat they wouldn't et the surveyors pass. Without going and getting an authority who would force
the ownersto let the surveyorsinsde, there was no way of telling what was or was not in there, and most
surveyors smply didn't want to take the chance of angering home and business owners. Walls and fences
didn't hinder Visyr, and there would be anumber of folk who would be very unhappy with him when this
survey was over, and they got tax-hillsfor outbuildings, workshops, and secondary dwellings that they
hadn't reported.

But by then I'll be gone, so they can be as unhappy asthey like. Frankly, | think Arden deservesthe
extratax money. If it weren't for the money heis putting into the city, these people wouldn't have public
water, covered sewers, or any of the other more pleasant innovations he's building in.

Visyr liked Duke Arden; most people did, he suspected. It wasn't difficult to like the Duke, as Arden
was personable, persuasive, and redlly did have the welfare of his peoplefirst and foremost in his mind.
He had made some very sensible laws about the rebuilding in Kingsford that were being violated every
day. There would be some unhappy people when the Duke's men appeared to levy fines or tear down
illega congructionsthat Visyr had uncovered, but some of those Structures were fire hazards and others
were clearly not supposed to be where they were. It was one thing to keep pigs and goats in the country,
but putting them in atiny scrap of yard in the middle of aresidentid district was going to make someone
sick eventualy. Visyr had even spotted aman keeping cowsin ashed barely large enough to hold them!

Unfortunately, it will probably not be the fellow who is keeping the livestock who pays the
price of their being there. Visyr didn't want to think about what dl those little goat- and pig-yards
would smdll like when summer came. Hopefully by then, the Dukée's ingpectors would have most of them
cleared out. Dove-cots and rabbit-hutches, fine. Those created manageable waste. Not farm stock.

Not to mention the possibility of the damage a large animal could do if it got out. Horses and
donkeys were necessary evils, and were properly kept in stablesin areas meant for them, but even so,
Visyr distrusted such large and unpredictable creatures. He was just glad that he spent the largest part of
histimethat he was outside the palace in the air.

It might have seemed odd to conduct this survey in the dead of winter, but cold didn't particularly
bother Visyr, and he would much rather fly in asnowstorm than in arainsorm. Besides, in winter no one
was doing any exterior congtruction; any building going on wasdl interior work. That meant thet if he
could finish thiswork before spring (and he certainly should be able to!) he wouldn't have to backtrack
to add new buildings.

So far no one but the Duke and afew of his people were aware of what Visyr was up to. Plenty of
people knew that the Duke had aHaspur at his Court, but after the great to-do caused by another
Haspur at the Court of the High King, the masterful musician and singer T'fyrr, they probably al assumed
he was a musician, too. And hewas, but not a professiond like T'fyrr; al Haspur could sing, and any
Haspur would probably impress a human who'd never heard one before, but anyone who had heard
T'fyrr would never mistake Visyr for aprofessond.

I'm not even a really talented amateur, but then, T'fyrr can't make maps either. He'd probably
even get lost in the High King's palace.



But as long as people thought he was a musician, no one would wonder why he was hovering over
their houses. If they asked, he had a standard—and quite truthful—reply.

Research. A delightful word that covers any number of circumstances. They'll assume I'm
making up some epic about the rise of Kingsford from the ashes of the Great Fire, and ignore me.
At the worst, they'll want to tell me the story of how they survived the Fire, which might be
entertaining.

Actualy, very few people seemed to notice him; the humans here in the Twenty Kingdoms were
remarkably unobservant creatures, especialy when it came to scanning the sky.

Maybe because their eyes are so bad. Humans, poor things, are remarkably deficient in that
area.

Hardly anyone ever looked up at him, not even when hislarge shadow passed over him. Curious,
redly; aHaspur noted every little floating seed and tiny wren in the sky, and never went more than afew
heartbests without taking a glance upward. The humanswho lived in partnership with the Haspur were
the same, glancing up at even ahint of a shadow or amoving motein the sky.

| supposeit'sall in what you're used to.

The dryboard was amost full; Visyr made afew more notations about a building with an extenson
hidden behind atall fence, cupped hiswings abit and dropped, losing afew dozen feet of height to get
some forward momentum. It was agood trade; shortly he was well on the way to the Ducal Palace
whereit rose above therest of the city, rivaling even the Kingsford Cathedral. Hereveled in thefed of
freeflight, in the force of the wind through his nares, in the powerful beats of hisown wings. It wasa
lovely day in spite of being overcast; arecent snowfal covered the raw placesin the earth that
surrounded new congtruction, hiding signs of dilgpidation and shoddy building, and softened the lines of
roofs and fences. With clean, white snow everywhere, thisredly looked like the modd city the Duke had
dreamed of.

And gtraight ahead rose the palace, afine piece of architectureinitsown right. He had hisown
Separate entrance into the tower that served him as workroom and private quarters; an aeria entrance, of
course. Humanswould probably refer to it asabacony, but the railing was just the right size to land on,
the wood sturdy enough to hold up under histalons, and the servants who tended the room had ordersto
keep therailing and the bacony ice-free. The room had an unpardleed view, too; right over the city and
acrosstheriver, where the Abbey and Cathedral of the Justiciars presided over Faire Field. He hadn't
been there yet; there wasn't much to survey in that direction, so hewas leaving it until thelast.

At the moment, he was working hisway along the Kanar River, at the point farthest from the high,
stone bridge that crossed over to Faire Field. He had an ideathat the bridge itself was older than
Kingsford—it was so tal in the center that virtualy any ship that could navigate theriver could sall
benegth it, and certainly the river barges had no difficulty getting between its massive white piers. The
only damagetime had doneto it was cosmetic, and athough it was commonly thought of as being made
of stone, the materid didn't resemble any stone Visyr wasfamiliar with. The only "improvement” that
humans had made to it was atoll booth on the Kingsford side. The road leading to the bridge was
unpaved, but that didn't mean anything; the paving could have been pried up by the people who'd built
the Abbey and Cathedrd to use for construction materias. This sort of destruction drovethe
Deliambrenscrazy. Visyr thought it was rather amusing. It certainly proved the humans were resourceful
devils, ant-likein ther ingenuity for picking things up and carrying them away.

He pumped hiswings through full power-strokes, angling the surfaces to gain dtitude rather than
gpeed. Soon, if there was anyone watching him from below, he would be just another dot in the overcast
heavens, no different from acrow or asparrow. He had to go around to the back of the palace in order
to reach hisbacony from here.

He came around the building and made awide turn. Sidedipping, he angled in towards hisroom. The
Ducal Paace stood in one of the digtricts that had been mostly spared by the Greet Fire, but if the



Church mages hadn't come when they had, it too would have gone up in flames, and the facade il
showed the marks of flame and smoke in places. Arden wouldn't have them removed; he wanted those
marks as a constant reminder of what the city had endured. The gardens had been destroyed, though,
and only steady work by the gardenersfor two years had brought them back to their former beauity.
Eveninwinter, under ablanket of snow, they werelovely. Although there were no longer any of the trees
and bushes sculpted into fanciful shapes, the gardeners had replaced them with trellises that would be
covered from spring to fal with flowering vines, and which in winter formed the basis for snow

sculptures.

Visyr was above the palace now, and he folded hiswings and dropped in adive that ended as he
backwinged with his taloned feet outstretched to catch therailing of hisbacony. It was apity there was
no onein the balcony below to see him; it was a particularly good landing.

Ah, well. They wouldn't appreciate it, anyway.

He baanced for amoment, then hopped down onto the surface of the balcony itsdf and let himself in
through the door. Made of dozens of little square panes of thick and wavering glass set in awooden
frame, it let in welcome sunlight, but a somewhat distorted view. Still, it was better than nothing, and
without it, Visyr would have fdlt rather claustrophobic.

Thiswas his bedroom, with the bed replaced by a peculiar couch shaped to be comfortable for a
deeping avian, and many padded, backless stools. Searching for an dternative to a human bed, he had
found the couch in aused-furniture store the first week he had been living here, and had bought it
immediately. The servants had dl sniggered when they saw it; he wasn't sure why, and he didn't think he
realy wanted to ask. Whatever it had been used for before, it was comfortable for him, and that was al
he cared about, and the odd little stirrups made a nice place to tuck hiselbows or knees. Beside the
couch was apile of light but warm down comforters; one of the Duke's people asked him onceif it made
him feel odd to be deeping under something made from dead birds, and in answer, he snapped his
decidedly raptoral beak. And in case the fellow hadn't gotten the message, he had added, "Only in that |
didn't get to eat any of those birds."

The only other furniture was a chest that contained the body-wrappings that Haspur used in lieu of
clothing. There was no point in wearing clothing with open legs or arms; such garments would get tangled
up when aHaspur flew. And the idea of wearing ashirt or along robe was ludicrous, possibly even
dangerous. A Haspur wore aslittle as possible, something that clung as closdly to the body as possible,
and was as lightweight as possible. Hence, "clothing” that was essentialy wrapped bandages.

He walked through the bedroom without a sidelong glance, and into the second room of his suite,
which had been converted into hisworkroom.

Four large drawing-tables, tables built with surfaces that could be tilted upwards, stood against the
walls, with mapsin progresson al of them. Thefirst wasagenera view of the city, river, and
surroundings, showing only the major streets and no buildings. The second was a closer view, adding the
minor streets, but still showing no buildings. The third was more detailed, with al possible thoroughfares
shown, but till with no buildings displayed except for the largest or public structures. The last wasthe
completely detailed map, made in sections, with the current one pinned to the board. That wasthetable
Visyr went to, taking up a set of drafting implements made for taloned Haspur hands, and setting to work
trandating his notes into deft patterns of streets and structures.

The Duke was often surprised at how unexact those buildings and streets were when drawn out as
measured. The streets themsalves, even when laid out by the Duke's surveyors and engineers, often
meandered afoot or two at atime, so that they were never perfectly straight. The buildings tended to be
more trapezoida than square or rectangular, though the odd angles were more obviousto Visyr thanto a
human. Thiswas nothing like the Ddliambren strongholds, which looked like patterns of crystasfrom
above, 0 exact weretheir angles. Then again, these people had none of the advantages the Deliambrens
had. No clever machinesto give them the advantage of Haspur eyes, no devices to measure without the
need for tapes or cords, no machinesthat flew.



And in a Haspur Aerie, thereis scarcely a right angle to be seen. Haspur tended to build curves
rather than straight lines, and avoided right angles as much as possible. A Haspur Aerielooked likea
patch of strange plants clinging to the cliff-sde.

All of which only proves that there's no one way to build a house. Hefinished thelast of his
drawings, put down hisingrumentsin their tray, and looked around for apitcher of water. Although a
Haspur beak was abit more flexible than abird's, it was still more comfortable for him to drink from a
pitcher, with its pouring spout, than from a human cup.

The page had evidently been and gone; the water-pitcher was on asideboard rather than the table
Visyr had left it on. He got aquick drink of water while he stretched his wings as wide asthey would go,
then put the pitcher down and roused all hisfeathers with abrisk shake.

Helooked back over his shoulder at his progress so far. Had he done enough for the day?

Well, yes—but there's still plenty of daylight, and I'm not particularly tired. | can do another
trip easily, then quit flying for the day and add this section to the larger maps.

He picked up the dryboard, took the cleaning-rod out of its pouch on his belt and passed it over the
surface of the board, leaving it pristine and white. He stowed the rod back in the pouch and hung the
board from his belt, then trotted out to the bal cony again.

With no hesitation, he legpt up onto the bal cony rail and out onto the back of the wind, returning to
the river and the section of taverns, inns, and businesses that catered to river-men whom he had left
behind.

It wasjust about time for the midday meal as he kited to his next position, and it was a pleasant
enough day that there were street-musicians setting up all over the city to play for the crowds coming out
to find abite to eat. He was pleased to hear the strains of music drifting up from below, ashe
approached the next areato be charted, and when he glanced down, he saw that a street-musician had
Set up on one corner with astringed instrument that she played with aset of hammers. From the
multicolored streamers fluttering from each shoulder, Visyr gathered that she was either one of the
humans known as a"Free Bard,” or was a least pretending to that status. She was probably the real
thing; she was agood enough player to qudify. Visyr relaxed and listened with one ear to her music,
habitualy filtering out the rushes of wind noise from his own wings, as he went into a hover and took out
his dryboard again.

Now that the noon hour had come, the streets were full of people; there was aknot of them around
the musician and traffic flowed around them like river-water around arock. Human surveyorswould
have had aterrible time with the crowd; Visyr, of course, was unaffected, and felt rather smug about it.

People would be tripping all over a human, all over his equipment—it just goes to show that
humans don't have all the answers. Even Deliambrens would be having trouble with people
interfering with their measurements! Sometimes there's no substitute for an expert.

Thiswas an interesting block, one with buildingsthat were dl different in Syle, asif every
property-owner on the block had gone to adifferent builder for his construction. Proportionswere all
different, and he began to suspect that there were some nonhuman merchants operating here, for some of
the buildings had proportions more suited to, say, aMintak than a human. That made his job even more
interesting. Aswas often the case, he soon became so absorbed in his measuring that he was very likea
hunter at hover over prey; helost sight of everything but the work, ignoring the people and the traffic
entirely.

Right up until the moment that moverment on the street below snapped him out of his hover-trance
and into instant awareness that something was wrong.

Nothing derts apredator like the movement of another, and in the moment that the young,
well-dressed man on the street began his rush towards the musician, that movement broke straight
through Visyr's concentration.

What? He glanced down, thinking perhaps it was another purse-snatcher who had caught his



attention; he had caught onein the act aweek ago, and had pinned the urchinin an aley until the
constables could come get him. The child would likdly have nightmares for ages of giant scarlet hawks
dispensing vengeance.

That's no street-brat— Alert, startled in fact, but not mentally prepared to act, he watched in
stunned horror as the man lunged, pulling something from his belt, then plunged adagger into the
woman's back.

One or two of those nearest her screamed, others stared as numbly as Visyr asthe man pulled his
wespon out of the woman's back, and stabbed her three times more in lightning-fast succession before
shefdl forward over her instrument and brought it and herself crashing to the ground. Blood spilled out
on the snow-pack in a crimson stain beneath her, even more artling againgt the whiteness.

The sght of blood dicited kill-rage in the Haspur, ingtinctive and overpowering, asif the man had
attacked one of Visyr's own Aerie. Without a second thought, Visyr screamed a challenge, pulled his
wingsin, and dove straight at the man, foreclaws outstretched to kill. Time dilated for him, and everything
around him began to move in dow motion. The man had taken asingle step backward. The crowd had
just barely begun to react, some trying to escape, one fainting on the spot, one trying to seize the man,
most just saring.

The man looked up, eyes blank; Visyr noted in a detached part of hismind that he had never seen a
human face look so masklike before. Therest of him wasintent on snking histaonsinto the masklike
face. Already he had closed the distance between them to haf of what it had been amoment ago, and he
was gill accelerating.

The man reacted faster than Visyr had thought possible for ahuman, spinning as quickly asaHaspur;
he dashed off into the crowd of terrified onlookers, shoving them aside with hands smeared with blood.
Those he shoved fdll to the ground, tripping his pursuers, further adding to the confuson. Many of the
onlookers screamed or cried out and either tried to escape or to catch him; others milled like aflock of
frightened herbivores, sometrying to get away from the area, somejust standing and staring, some
confusedly trying to get closer to see what was going on. Inevitably they got in each other'sway, some
fdll to the ground and were trampled, resulting in more confusion and enabling the man to get away from
those who were trying to siop him

By now, Visyr wasin aflat trgectory above the heads of the crowd. They dl got in hisway, asthe
man ducked and writhed through the confusion, and Visyr had been forced to pull up & the last moment,
turning the stoop into atail-chase. That didn't concern him at al. He'll dive into one of those alleys,
thinking | won't be able to follow him, but | will, and since they all turn into dead ends, I'll have
him. The man didn't belong here; he was too well-dressed for this section of town. He couldn't possibly
know theareaaswell asVisyr. Visyr zigged and zagged to follow his erratic movement through the
crowd, mindful of hiswingspan and taking purposely fast, shalow strokes, till going much faster than a
human could run, even though he had to keep changing direction.

But hedidn't go the direction Visyr expected.

He dashed down the street to thefirst intersection, and made an abrupt turn towards the river.
Dumbfounded, Visyr was forced to pull up again and do awing-over to continue the pursuit, losing
vauabletime. But the man was heading straight for the small-boat docks, he was going to have to stop
there! With ill and shalow water suitable for the smallest craft, these docks were surrounded by ice. He
couldn't possibly get acrosstheriver ontheice; therewasnoiceat dl inthe middle, it wasfar too thin
except right near the bank, and there were clear channels cut for the barges al aong the larger docks.

But he didn't stop; he got to the riverbank, and jumped down onto the ice. Expecting him to stop,
Visyr overshot him, talons catching a the air as he shot past, his momentum taking him all the way across
theriver before he could do another wing-over and start back. Now he had serioudy lost speed; he had
to pump hiswingsfurioudy to get any momentum going a al.

Miraculoudy, the ice benegth the man held, but he kept going, angling away from Visyr but headed



right towards the other side, scrambling and dipping, but ill going straight towards the open water.

Visyr clawed hisway upwards, intending to make ashalow stoop down on the man, hit himin the
head and knock him to theiice.

Hedidn't makeit, of course. Just as Visyr got overhead, the ice broke beneath the man, and he went
in. He didn't even make a sound when he did so, either. Visyr stooped, but thistime it wasto try and
seize the man before the current pulled him under.

He grabbed just as the man began to sink, and managed to snag the shoulders of the man'stunicin
histalons, pumping hiswingswith al hismight to pull him out of the water. The man suddenly looked up
at him, and still hisface was utterly expressionless: no terror, no anger, no nothing. Only, asVisyr heaved
and pulled, for one brief ingtant, the eyes of atrapped and horrified animal |ooked up at him out of that
lifdessface.

Then the man suddenly began to writhe and thrash like amad thing.

Is he trying to get away? Why? Granted, he was in the talons of agiant predator, but he was also
about to drown—

No matter; at that moment, the fabric of histunic toreloose, and before Visyr could snatch another
hold on him, he actudly dove under the water and beneath the ice, and was gone.

Visyr landed on theice as agroup of humans on the docks stared, screamed, and gestured towards
him. He stared at the black water in dumbfounded amazement. Had he really seen what he thought? Had
the man actudly gone under the ice on purpose?

Heleapt up into the air, struck by a sudden thought. Maybe the madman had hoped to make open
water, swim to firmer ice, and escape! He gained alittle height and hovered there for amoment,
searching for movement in the weter, the flash of adeeve, the hint of ahand.

Nothing.

He besat up and down the river, from the bridge to the end of the docks and back, and there were
still no signs of the man. If he had hoped to escape in any way except into death, he had been cheated of
his hope.

Someone beckoned franticaly to him from the crowd on the docks; he caught the movement in his
sde-vison, and turned his head. It was a constable, and he obeyed the summons, flying with wings that
fet heavy with more than merefatigue.

"Areyou the bird-man in service to the Duke?' the congtable called, as he came within shouting
distance. Visyr waited for amoment asit was difficult to speak and concentrate on landing at the same
time. He fanned hiswings hard, blowing up quite awind as he powered in to alanding, and the hair and
garments of those waiting on the dock whipped wildly about for amoment. He made quite a creditable
landing, consdering how little room they'd Ieft him, alanding that restored some of the confidence hed
lost infailing to catch the murderer.

"l am," heanswered, in hismaost authoritative and deep voice, flipping hiswingsto settle them. That
voice always surprised humans who'd never heard a Haspur speak and expected aharsh scream or a
fluting whistle. "I am profoundly regretful that the miscreant escaped me. Sadly, | cannot swim, so | could
not pursue him.”

"Escaped? He practicaly tore himsdlf in half to get away!" one of the spectators said. "And he dove
right under theice when hetore loose!”

The congtable looked up at Visyr, alittle startled by both the voice and by Visyr'sheight. "Did
you—see any sgnsof himin thewater?'

Visyr shook his head. "None, | am sorry to say,” hereplied. "1 believe he is beneath theice.”

A grizzled old fellow in the garb of ariver-man hawked and spat into theriver. "Hell betherea
while. Current ther€lll take him in to shore away from the docks. Y ou won't find him till the thaw."

"Or if we get adudticiar and locate the body, then chop through theiceto get him," the congtable said



with resignation. "Which is probably what's going to happen. That was a Free Bard he murdered; the
Dukewon' rest until he knowswhy." He turned back to Visyr. "I'm afraid I'm going to have to take you
to the station to make a statement.”

Visyr jerked hisbeak up in the Haspur equivalent of ashrug. "l expected as much, congtable," he
replied with equa resignation. "Lead on."

Fortunately, the station wasn't far, because Visyr attracted many stares and alot of atention ashe
walked. But it wasn't asingle statement that Visyr made, it was severa. He was required to repest his
gtory twicefor lower-level congtables, then for Captain Fenris himslf, then, just as histemper was
beginning to wear thin, two new humans were ushered into aroom that was beginning to seem far too
small. Hiswings were starting to twitch, and it was harder and harder to get full breaths. He knew why,
of course, for what Haspur would ever voluntarily confine himself to aroom that wasn't big enough to
gpread hiswingsin? Humans didn't know that, though, and he kept reminding himsdlf to be charitable,
athough it was very difficult. He faced the newcomers with adistinct sense that his patience was at an
end.

One, awoman, wore the robes of a Priest, in scarlet, and the other a scarlet and black uniform. It
was the latter who peered at him with adight frown then said, abruptly, " SirraVisyr, would you care to
move to another venue? Are you feding confined here?'

"Yed" Visgyr replied, with surprise. "And yes! How did you know?'
The man in the uniform glanced at the woman who nodded briefly, thustelling Visyr immediately who
was the superior here. "Y ou were twitching, and your eyeswere pinning, and since we aren't questioning

you at the moment, it had to be because of the room. | have Mintak friends, and they have spoken of
Haspur particulars,” the man said as he opened the door for Visyr and held it open for the woman.

Visyr nodded; he knew he had been twitching hisfeathers, but he hadn't been aware that his eyes
were pinning—the pupils contracting to mere pinpoints then dilating again rapidly. Many birdsaswell as
Haspur did that in times of acute stress.

And Mintaks, taler than humans, felt uncomfortable in placeswith low ceilings, so the man would
have known how to interpret those signs of stressfor what they redly represented. Still, it was surprising
to find ahuman in one of the Human Kingdoms who was sengtive to what made nonhumans
uncomfortable.

Rather than leading Visyr to another room in the station, the man led them out into the Street; asthey
paused in the doorway, though, it was the woman who spoke. She had alow voice, pleasant, though not
particularly musical. "Have you any objectionsto going acrosstheriver with us?' she asked.

"To the Abbey and the Cathedra ?' Visyr looked up and down the street, thinking about the last time
aHaspur fdl into Church hands. "And if | say | do?"

"Y ou can go back to the Duca Palace, of course," shereplied dryly. "We'd rather that we were able
to question you while dl of thisis il fresh in your mind. We aren't barbarians here, no matter what may
go on elsawhere. But you should know that no matter how irritated you are with dl of this, the Duke will
most probably ask you to make a statement for us. He feels very strongly about the Free Bards. Now,
with his permission it could be done at the palace, but by then, the incident will be aday or more older in
your mind."

They couldn't know just how accurate Haspur memory was, of course; Visyr considered that option,
and aso consdered the fact that he had been curious for some time about the Abbey and the human
Church and that this was an excellent chance to ask some questions of hisown. The fact that the Duke
would definitely want hisinvolvement was another consideration. He could not imagine that the Duke
could be coerced by anyone, not even a Church officia, after what he'd been told about the Great Fire,
s0 it was unlikely that this Priest was using the satement as a bl uff.

"If thisisany reassuranceto you," thewoman said, il inthat ironic voice, "'l give you my word that
you need not fear the kind of ‘welcome' that T'fyrr received at the hands of Bishop Padrik.”



So she knows about that. "And whose word would | be taking?* he asked boldly, as passersby
glanced at them with curiogity, then stared harder, then abruptly looked away. That was an interesting
action—they did not act as though they were afraid of attracting attention, but asif they did not want to
intrude upon someone they respected. Visyr often saw the same reaction when he walked out with the
Duke.

She amiled, asif hisquestion did not offend her in the least, though the man looked a bit irritated.
"Theword of High Bishop Justiciar Ardis," shereplied mildly.

Hefdt asif he had been hit with ablast of wind shear. The High Bishop? The Duke's cousin? She
had come hersdlf to question him?

This must be a more serious situation than | thought.

There could be no doubt of it, now that he looked at her more closdly. The family resemblance was
not to be mistaken, especialy not for someone whose job it was to estimate rel ative proportions as well
as exact measures. She had the same cast of features as her cousin. . . .

"Ah, | beg your pardon, High Bishop," he said, snapping out of hisintrogpection and minute
examination of her festures. "Of course | have no objections. Do you mind if | fly over, though?| shall be
ableto shake off thelast of my fedling of being confined.”

The High Bishop glanced skyward and shook her head. "Not at al. Shal we meet you at the main
gate of the Abbey, then?'Y ou should have no trouble spotting it from above."

Without waiting for an answer, she and her escort turned and went down into the street, leaving him
to do as he pleased. And at the moment, it definitely pleased him to take to the skies and makefor the
spire of the Cathedra acrosstheriver.

Heflew dowly, well aware that even with the crowd parting to make way for the scarlet robe, he
would beat them to the rendezvous. Unless, of course, they had some of those unreliable four-legged
beasts to carry them across.

Just out of curiosity, he landed on one of the bridge-piers and waited for them, perched atop the
white monoalith like an ornamenta carving. Sure enough, he had not waited long enough to fed the chill
when he saw two humansin scarlet mounted on apair of gray beasts, making their way to the bridge.
Thetoll-takers waved them through—no great surprise there—and they moved out onto the span. The
onedightly in thelead moved his head congtantly, asif he waswatching al about them.

Bodyguard, Visyr decided, just asthe head pointed in his direction, and the figure raised one hand in
abrief but unmistakable salute. Visyr saluted back, pleased to have discovered at least one humanwho
was as observant as the ones back home.

Obsarvant, and—dare | say it?—sendtive. And in the uniform of the Church, but in the service of
someone who is supposed to be unusualy broad-minded. Very interesting.

Hetook wing again, landing before the main gate and sartling the gatekeeper there no smal amount.
"l am to meet High Bishop Ardis," he said shortly, asthe gatekeeper, dso clad in ascarlet uniform,
stammeringly asked his business. The man asked nothing more, probably supposing that if he was hereto
do some mischief he would not have landed so openly.

A reasonable supposition, that, though not an intelligent one. If he had been prepared to chalengethe
High Bishop, he would aso have landed openly. Sometimes these humans were not very bright, besides
being unobservant.

The same could not be said of the High Bishop's guard; asthey moved into view, Visyr watched his
eyes. Once they had registered the Haspur's presence, they flitted here, there, everywhere someone
might be concedled, even in the shadow of Visyr'swings. That did not offend Visyr in the least; it wasthe
man's duty to think of such things.

The two dismounted and | eft their long-eared creatures in the hands of the gatekeeper. Once again,
the man took the lead, escorting them into the building and down awide, high-ceilinged corridor that led



to ahuge, eaborately carved wooden door. There he paused with one hand on the handle, sending an
inquiring glance towards the High Bishop.

She amiled. "I can think of no more appropriate place," she said in answer to his unspoken question.
He opened the door and held it open as Visyr and the High Bishop walked in.

His beak parted in amazement as he looked up—and up—and up.

"Weare very proud of our Cathedrd," the High Bishop said, behind him, "dthough it is no match for
the onein Gradford. Isthis open enough to make you fedl comfortable?"

"More than open enough,” he replied, taking in the sweep of the building with admiration. Interesting.
That istwice that she has mentioned Gradford, and | believe thisis meant to assure me that she knows
what went on there.

Unlike the Cathedra in the heart of the city, which was built al of stone, this one was constructed
entirely of wood, many kinds and colors of wood. The vaulted ceiling was of alight, dmost white wood,
while the curved beams supporting the vaults were of a honey-colored wood. The floor was
amber-colored, thewallsinlaid with geometric mosaicsin every color of wood imaginable.

Figures adorned every pier supporting the vaults of the ceiling, and &t first, Visyr thought that they
were, impossibly, figures of Haspur. Then he redlized that they were humans, but humanswith wingsand
most impracticd, flowing robes.

"We're very fond of our angel-vault," the High Bishop said, following his gaze. "Thereis no Cathedra
in any city that has one to match it. Each of the angelsis different; | am told that the carverstook as
modelsal of the Priestsin this Abbey that they admired.”

"That must have caused some hard feglings when some searched the vault for their likenesses and did
not find them,” Visyr replied, and Bishop Ardis chuckled.

"I would prefer to think that al of the Priests were admired, and that iswhy there are extraangels
tucked up in odd places where you wouldn't expect to find them,” she replied. "The choir members
sometimes complain that there are so many angelsin the choir loft that thereis scarcely room for dl the
sngas”

"And spesking of music, the organ loft might be the best place to conduct thisinterview,” the man
interjected. "Or the choair loft, depending on whether or not you careif thisinterview is overheard.”

"The organ loft, | think," shereplied. Thistime she led the way to the front of the Cathedral where the
enormous pipes of the organ were ranged againgt thewall in shining splendor. There was a veritable flock
of angds here, supporting everything that could be supported, frolicking sngly and in pairs, and amid al
of thisflurry of pinionswas hidden the place where the organist sat. They climbed asteep little Saircase,
more of aladder, redly, and behind acluster of widespread wings was the alcove holding the keyboard
of the instrument, abench, and two small seats. Visyr hesitated for amoment, but the two humans took
the seats, leaving the backless bench for him.

"This areawas designed so that sound doesn't escapeit,” Bishop Ardis explained. " The noise made
by turning music pages can be very digtracting, I'm told. But more so, if someoneisin here between
services, meditating or at prayer, isthe sound of the musician practicing slently. If the bellows aren't
pumped up, thereis no sound, and the organist can practice without disturbing anyone, so long asyou
can't hear the noise of him pounding the keys and the pedals.”

"If we keep our voices down, no onewill hear usin the sanctuary,” the man added. "Areyou
comfortable enough here?’

Although the alcove was smdll, the fact that the celling was il far above their heads made the
Stuaiontolerable. It was very chilly here, but with hisinsulating feathers, Visyr was comfortable
enough—which, interestingly, the humanswould not be. Sitting here, they would soon get chilled, and
they probably knew that. So they were accepting discomfort that he might be comfortable, and that was
exceedingly interesting. Visyr nodded.



"Well try not to keep you too long, then,” Bishop Ardis said, then began a series of questions that
were far more thorough than anyone had yet asked him, even the redoubtable Captain Fenris. He didn't
mind, because neither she nor the man—whose name, hefindly learned, was Td Rufen—ever repested
aquestion asthe others had. They might backtrack and ask something that would elicit more details from
him, but they never repeated the same question over and over asif they weretrying to trip him up.

Infact, hefelt surprisingly comfortable with them; occasiondly one would pause for amoment and
look thoughtful, and that was when the other would pause in the questioning to make normal conversation
and answer any of hisquestions.

After alittle while, the organ loft seemed cozy; the carved wings cupping them could have been the
natura sides of anesting-crevice, and athough Haspur were quite beyond nesting in dliffs, they il
reacted well to such surroundings. The soft voices did not travel beyond the wall of wings, and they could
eadly have been at thetop of adliff inthe middle of inaccessible mountains.

All of which wasinfinitely more reassuring to him than awindowless room afew paces across.

Hedid not learn nearly as much asthey did, but he did find out why they were so concerned about
thisoneincident. It was not thefirg, but the latest of many. They didn't tell him how many, and he didn't
ask, but he had the fedling that it was alarger number than "ahandful.”

Hedidn't think that the local constables were aware of this; their questioning had not tended in the
directionthat Ardisand Td Rufen'sdid. He could not imagine the High Bishop getting persondly
involved unless this problem extended beyond Kingsford, and he wondered just how far it did go.

He was torn between wanting to volunteer his services and wanting to stay out of it al. Heredlly
didn't havetimeto act asakind of aeria constable. He wasn't trained to do so, he wasn't deputized to
do so, and he did have another and very important job to perform.

On the other hand, the more the Bishop and Ta Rufen spoke, the more he admired them. He found
himsdlf wanting to help them however he could.

And he could not deny the fact that he was curious, very curious, about what was going on. Never
mind that these were not his humans, not of his Aerie, nor dlied directly with the Haspur; never mind that
he was very busy with hisown work. Hewasintensdy curious, aive with curiosity, dying to ask
guestions he knew would not be answvered.

Unless, perhaps, he volunteered his services. Perhaps not even then, but the only chance he would
have that they might would beif he volunteered. It was dtogether disagreeable.

In the end, he couldn't make up his mind, and they finaly ran out of questions themsdlves.

"Thank you, SirraVisyr," the High Bishop said gravely. "1 know that we have, among usdl, rather
thoroughly disposed of most of your day, and | gpologizefor that."

"Not at dl," hereplied gracioudy, and before he could say anything more, Ta Rufen had escorted
him out of the Cathedra and left him in the courtyard behind the main gate. And at that point, there was
nothing left for him to do but endure his curiosity and spread hiswingsto fly acrosstheriver inthe last
scarlet light of sunset.



Chapter Seven

Oncethey were safely ensconced in her office, Ardisturned to Td, one eyebrow arched significantly.
After aweek of spending most of histimein her presence, he knew most of her sgnals. This one meant,
"Wdl?'

Which inturn meant, "Tell me everything you think about what just happened.” When Ardis chose,
her expressions could be very eoquent. It was convenient, having away to convey abroad request with
asmple gesture of asingle eyebrow. He wished he could do the same thing, but hisface didn't seem
inclined to oblige him.

He began with the first supposition that the Kingsford constables had come up with. "I never for a
moment suspected the Haspur of being involved with this, and | doubt that he ddliberately murdered the
red killer to keep usfrom finding out that he wasinvolved.”

Shetilted her head to one side, which meant, "Oh? Why?'

"For onething, there weren't any Haspur anywhere near any of the other places where we've had
smilar murders, and it would be cursed hard to hide a Haspur anywhere around avillage of lessthan a
hundred people.”" He raised his own eyebrow, and she nodded. "For another, | never heard anything
about Haspur being able to work magic, and if they could, wouldn't you think that poor bird your friend
Padrik tried to turn into the centerpiece of a holiday feast would have worked some magic to get histall
out of that cage?'

"Only afew humans have the powers of magic, so just because one Haspur is not a mage does not
imply that al of them lack that capacity, but your point istaken,” shereplied. "Why don't you think he
killed the man ddiberatdy?*

"Because he'sapredator,” Ta said firmly. ™Y ou can seeit in how he's built—taons and besk like a
falcon or ahawk, eyes set in the front of his head rather than the sdeslike aMintak's. Predators do their
own killing. Hell kill for food, or in the heat of rage, and helll do it himsdlf, but hewon't et theriver doit
for him. That'swhat Padrik's captive Haspur did—tore his guard apart in the heat of fear and rage, with
hisown talons. That'swhat this Haspur was going to do before the killer cheated him and fell through the
ice. At that point, the rage ran out, and the Haspur stopped wanting to kill the man.”

"Asatheory, | would say that isreasonable. In this case—" she paused for amoment. "1 would say
that in thiscase, it probably istrue. It certainly fitsthe facts.”

"And al the other reports of the witnesses," he pointed out. "They did say that the Haspur grasped
the man by histunic shoulders and tried to pull him out of the water, and the man tore loose and dove
under theice. It was certainly not too far from the docks for them to see clearly, despite the distracting
effect of thisHaspur's colors.”

"All right, dl right!" She held up her hands. "I believethat | can trust your reasoning; | am pleased to
seethat you don't rely oningtincts aone."

Heflushed; at one point he had waxed €l ogquent on the subject of "atrained constabl€s ingtincts.”
Perhaps he had been alittle too € oquent.



"Never mind," she continued, "I think you are correct and my ‘ingincts aso agree with yours. I've
sent one of the magesto theriver to try and find the body, but as we both know, finding it now will
probably be of limited use."

"Becauseit's been in running water." He sghed. "What about the victim?"

She shook her head, sadly. "Usdless" shereplied. " The poor child was wearing a Gypsy amulet, and
the mere presence of that contaminated any dight aurathere might have been from her atacker. It would
be andlogousto looking for atrace of incense smokein the presence of asmoldering campfire.”

"Damn." Hehit hislower lip, then hit hisfist on hisknee, angrily. "Were gill reacting after the fact.
We have to anticipate him somehow!"

Her face darkened, and she looked away from him for amoment. "'I'm sending warnings out, but |
can't reach everyone, not even dl the Free Bards. Some of them smply won't hear the warnings,
especidly the oneswho are till traveling. Somewon't heed them; even if it comesfrom me, | am ill of
the Church and they do not trust the Church. And asyou yoursdlf discovered, there are many unfortunate
women who are not Free Bardswho are till street-entertainers, and most of them will never hear
anything but the wildest of rumors.”

"And most of them can't afford to spend asingle day or night off the street, much lessweeks or
months," he muttered. He thought it was too low to hear, but her ears were better than he thought, and
she bowed her head.

"And there, too, the Church hasfailed."” She sighed very, very softly. Her lips moved slently and her
eyesremained closed; and he flushed again, feding asif he was spying on something intensely persond.

She looked up again, her face stony. Evidently God had given her no revelations, not even ahint of
what to do.

"Wewon't be ableto prevent him," she said bitterly, her voice steady and calm. "We both know that.
And | can't think of any way that we could even catch him in the act, except by accident.”

It was unpaatable—but it was truth. He winced, and nodded.

"So we continue to react as quickly as possible, and we pray that he makes amistake somewhere,
omeiime”

He nodded again. "l can't think of anything eseto do," hereplied helplessy. "And he's proven twice
that he can act right in the middle of acrowded street at the height of the day and till get away. He
doesn't have to wait for the cover of darkness anymore. He has us at a complete disadvantage, because
hell dwayswear adifferent face. Witnesses do us no good. | can't think of anything that will help
except to ingtruct the constables to keep an eye on fema e entertainers.”

"Unfortunately, neither can 1." She bit her lip; it was getting adistinctly chewed-on appearance.
"I'll—think on thisfor sometime. Perhaps something will occur to me.”

Think? She meant that she was going to pray about it. He knew exactly what she was going to do,
she was going to spend half the night on her knees, hoping for some divine advice. Maybe sheld get it,
but he wasn't going to hold his breath.

Her eyes were focused on something other than him, and he tried to be as quiet as possible to keep
from disturbing her. Abruptly, she shook her head and looked at him again.

"Y ou might aswell go," shetold him. ™Y ou go do whatever it isthat lets you think; perhaps you can
evolve some plan. If anything happens, or if they find the body, | shal have someone fetch you."

He stood up, gave a brief, stiff nod of asaute, and took hisleave.

His own form of meditation wasto sit and focus his eyes on something inconsequentia while hismind
worked. When he got back to hisroom, that was precisely what he did, leaving the door open so that if
Kayne camefor him, she would know he was waiting for the summons. He sat down on his bed with his
back to thewall, and stared at a chipped place on the opposite wall.

This case was precisdly like dl the rest, with nothing left to tie the murderer to an actua person. Ta



had been studying case-historiesin the files of the Justiciars with Kayne's help over the last week, and he
had found one other murderer like this one—a man who'd been compdlled by some demoninsde himto
kill, over and over again. "Demon" was the word the Church clerk had used, but Ta and Ardis had both
been abit lessmelodramatic. "I would say, need, rather than ‘demon,’ " she had commented when he
showed her the case. "Asyou yoursdlf pointed out; domination, manipulation, and control. This man was
driven by his own need, not by some other creature's, he was the only director of hisactions.”

That particular man had taken mementos from each of hisvictims, some persond trinket from each of
them, and once the Judticiar-Mages redlized what he was doing it was through those mementos that he
was caught. They had done something that alowed them to follow those objects to the place where they
were lying—which happened to be the man's gpartment, hidden behind afadsewal in acloset.

It was obviousto Ta that the missing knife or knives served the same purpose here, but amage
would know better than to leave such aknife uncleansed after the murders, so there was no hopethat a
trace of the victim's blood would provide the link they needed to find him. Tal was certain—and so was
Ardis—that the person they sought was male. The fact that al the people taken over had been male was
thetelling clue, rather than the fact that al the known victims were femae. A woman who hated other
women usudly felt that way for some other reason than confusion about her gender—in fact, other than
women who were of the cutthroat variety of thief, femaleswho murdered other females usudly did so out
of jedlousy or rivary and consdered themselvesintensely femae. It was Ardiss opinion that in order to
control the secondary victims, the murderer would have to identify intensaly with them, and it was Tdl's
opinion that most femaes, even one with severe menta and emotiond warping, would find that
distagteful.

They could both bewrong, of course, but again, women who murdered women amost awayskilled
people they knew, and it would ssimply not have been possible for the murderer to get to know dl of the
widely disparate victimsin the short period of time between murders.

Men kill strangers; women don't, except by accident, or as part of another crime. That wasthe
pattern that had emerged from Tad's study of the records.

Asto wheretheir killer got his knowledge of magic—the most logica place to look was the Church
itself. Thistroubled Ardis, and athough shefaced it unflinchingly, Ta avoided bringing the topic up. But
that made it yet morelikely that the killer was male, for Ardisknew al of the femae Justiciar-Magesin al
Twenty Kingdoms persondly; none of them had gone missing, was subject to strange or inexplicable
tranceslately, or indeed ever had been in dl of the cities, towns, and villagesin question. "I don't think it's
possibleto do thisremotely,” Ardishad told him. "1 think the killer hasto be there, nearby, somewhere.
There arejust too many thingsthat can go wrong if he can't actudly see what's hgppening.”

Which meant their killer was hidden somewherein plain view of the scene. It would haveto be
somewhere above the level of the street, too, in order for him to have a decent view.

Ta wished that there was some way to conscript that bird-man. If anyone had the ability to spot
someone watching the murders, it would be him! And no onein the entire city of Kingsford had a better
chance of stopping another murder in the act than thisVisyr. At least, he would if the murder took place
in daylight, in the open street. After thislast incident, the murderer was quite likely to go back to murders
at night, or evenindoors.

We gtill don't know how he'staking control of his secondary victims. How hard would it beto take a
roomin abig inn, stand up on the bacony, and take over one of the patrons? Ta thought glumly. Then,
when the constables come to question everyone, the murderer can either be gone completely out the
window, or protest thet, like everyone else, he was tucked up in his virtuous bed.

Frudrating.

But if Visyr would just volunteer hisservices. . . .

Ah, but why should he? He wasn't human, he had no interests here except for his paid postioninthe
Duke's household, he probably hadn't the least notion what a Free Bard was. He was a predator; how



would hefed about murder?

WEell, obviously he felt strongly enough about it to try to kill the presumed murderer. Therewas
that. Td just wished he could have read the bird-man alittle better; obvious things like feather-trembling
and eye-pinning were one thing, but what had it meant when the cresture went completdly <till ? What
had some of those head, wing, arm, and talon movements meant?

Y ou can't coerce aflying creature, and | don't know what to say or do that would tempt him or
awake whatever sense of justice livesin him. | fear the answer isthat there is no answer for this one,
unlessthe Duke lends us his services. That meant that the Duke would have to do without whatever the
bird-man was doing for him, and he didn't know just how willing the Duke would be to sacrifice anything
he personally wanted to this man-hunt. Especialy when there was no guarantee that there would be any
concrete result from the sacrifice.

Wéll, hed mention it to Ardis, she had more channels to the Duke than anyone else he knew of .

If only Visyr had managed to snatch the knifel But once again, it was missing. Visyr definitely recalled
that the man had had it in his hand when he bolted from the murder scene, and had not had it when he
ran out onto theice. It was a point of pride with the bird-man, how accurate Haspur memory was, and
Td was not inclined to doubt him. So, once again, the tdlltale knife had vanished into the crowd. Which
meant it probably had been dropped, ddiberately, in a place where the real murderer could findit. The
knives were probably serving the same "memento” purpose—or, more accurately, perhaps, serving as
trophies—as the small, persona objects had served for that other killer.

One other thing they had learned that they had not known before. 1t was not the same knife, although
the blade was the same shape. This one, unlike the onethat Ta had seen the knife-grinder use, had
boasted a gaudy, jeweled hilt—precisdly the kind of toy that ayoung, well-dressed man might wear asan
ornament. So it was reasonable to assume that the murderer had severa knives of the same type, each
suited to aparticular "tool” for murder. For the jeweler it might have been thisvery piece. For the
blacksmith, the plainer blade that Ta had seen, or even arough, half-finished blade. So the "curse"
notion, at least, could be discarded. It wasn't at dl likely that there were two or more knives of the same
type carrying so powerful acurse!

Well, that's one small spot of progress, anyway. Then again, it could be the same blade, with a
different handle.

Movement at his open door caught hiseye, and he nodded in greeting to Kayne. "They've brought
the body in; Ardisiswithit,” she said shortly. He nodded again and rose to follow her.

Ardis, assisted by another Judticiar, was aready in the process of examining the body with a
detachment that Td found remarkable in someone who was not used to seeing the victims of violence on
aregular bass—and certainly someone who was not used to seeing nude young men on aregular bas's,
ether!

The other Justiciar was amuch older man; thin, bald, with an oddly proportioned face, very long, as

if someone had taken an ordinary man's face and stretched it. His eyes were acolorless gray or faded
blue; his hands and fingers aslong and nimble asany musician's.

"Well, there's no trace of magic, which iswhat we expected, but it's more than merely frugtrating,”
shewas saying to her assstant as Ta and Kayne entered. Kayne went white, then red at the sight of the
nude body, then excused hersdlf. Ardisdidn't even notice.

Td took his place on the other side of the table. The body hadn't been in the water long enough for
any rea damage to have occurred, but Td did notice one thing. "He doesn't look drowned,” he pointed
out. "L ook at the expression; he doesn't look asif the last thing he was doing was struggling for air.” In
fact, the expression on the corpse's face was one of profound relief; if Ta hadn't known better, he would
have thought that the man had died in his deep. It was most unsettling to see that expression on this
body.

"True." Ardisfrowned. "Of course, that could be smply because the cold rendered him unconscious



fird. Hislungsarefull of water, a any rate, so drowning is definitely whet killed him."

But Ta had aready moved on to the next thing he was |ooking for. Again, the fact that the fellow had
drowned in very cold water, and soon after committing the murder, had kept the formation of those
Strange bruises to aminimum—>but the bruises were there. Ardis and the other Justiciar bent over them to
study them at close range when Td pointed them ouit.

"Y ou say you've seen these on the other killers?' Ardis asked, delicatdly turning the man'sarm to
avoid further damage as she looked at the bruising on the inside of the upper arm.

"All the ones | was ableto examine,” Td replied. "They don't look like the bruises that would come
fromfdling, or from being struck.”

"No, they don't,”" the other Justiciar replied. "There's no centra impact point on them; it'smore asif
the limb was shoved or struck by something large and soft, but shoved or impacted hard enough to leave
abruise" Helooked up a Ta from across the table, and nodded. ™Y ou must be the Specid Inquisitor;
I'm Father Nord Hathon, the Infirmarian.”

That accounted for his presence here: hismedica knowledge. Ardiswas calling in anyone she
thought might give her aclue. Ta had no doubt of the Priest's competence, for no one who worked
closdly with Ardis had ever proved lessthan competent. | just hope that the same can be said about
me.

"L ook on thelegsfor the bruises, too," Td told him. "Y ou'll probably find them on the backs of the
thighsand the calves.”

"Fascinating,” Father Hathon murmured, following Tal's suggestion. "1 can't account for this; kicks
would have been directed towards the shins or the knee, blows to the head or torso, and attemptsto
seize the hands probably wouldn't have left these bruises on the wrists and hands. Those are particularly
odd; they don't look like ligature marks, but they don't ook like blows, either. Fallswould have left
bruises on the outside of the arms, not the inside, and on the shins again. Thisisn't quite the damage one
would seefrom crushing, but it isn't far off fromit."

Ta shook hishead. "'l don't understand it, either,” he confessed. "All | know is, they ook just like the
ones| saw on the other bodies."

"Fascinating,” Father Hathon said again. Ardis straightened up from her own examination and wiped
her hands on atowel placed nearby.

"l don't think well learn anything more here” She Sghed. "There's nothing magica in the clothing, no
traces on the body. We might aswell turn his corpse over to hisrelaions. We're questioning the relatives,
but I'm virtudly certain that they're going to say precisely what dl the friends and relatives of other
secondary victimshave sad.”

"Thisisamost curious case, Ardis" Father Hathon said, still examining the body. "I fear the only way
that you will apprehend this perpetrator is when he makes amistake."

"So you agree with me?" she asked, turning to look at him. " The man didn't smply go mad and
murder astranger, like the fellow at the Cathedrd ?!

Father Hathon looked up, and nodded.

"Absolutdly," hereplied. "Thisis not behavior that can be rationalized even by avery disturbed soul,
and despite what the laity might believe, people do not suddenly run mad and begin killing strangers
without giving very powerful sgnsthat dl isnot right with them long beforehand.”

"People don't suddenly run mad and murder strangers at dl,” Td interjected. "It might look asif they
have, but either a person they redly wanted to kill was one of the job-lot, or €lse the people they kill bear
some strong connection or Similarity to someone they do want to kill but don't dare.”

When both Ardis and Father Hathon turned to look at him in surprise, he flushed. "I—handled a case
likethat," he murmured apologeticaly. "We caught the murderer and | got achance to question him.
Fellow ran mad in the marketplace and killed three older women. Turned out he really wanted to murder



hismother. | got curious and looked up other cases of supposed stranger-killings, and indeed they were
likehis"

Ardis and Hathon exchanged alook; hers was rather proud and proprietary, hiswas an
acknowledgement. Hathon continued, thistimeincluding Ta. "1 shdl question these relatives mysdlf to
assure myself about signs of adisturbed mind, but | believe, with you, that | shall find no such signs, for |
find no accompanying signs of physical neglect or abuse on this body, and no sgnsin the belongings that
he planned this crime." He shrugged. "I cannot account for these bruises, and they trouble me. | concur
with your analysis. If | did not know better, | would argue for demonic possession.”

Ta couldn't resist the obvious question. "What do you mean, Father Hathon, that you 'know better'?

He smiled, thinly—more agtretching of hislipsthan ared smile. "I have seen nothingindl my years
to make me believe in demonic possession. There are spirits, certainly, even oneswe humans might term
‘evil." There may even be demons. But | do not believe that such a cresture can infest a human soul and
makeit do itsbidding. That ahuman could invite onetoinfest, | do truly believe, but that isvoluntary
hosting, and not involuntary possession, and the creature that is hosted is no greater in evil than the one
doing the hosting." Helost what was | ft of that faint smile. "Believe me, Specid Inquisitor, the human
heart is as capable of evils asany supernatural cresture of legend. It is capable of things moreterrible
than any poor, homeless spirit could engender on itsown. In my time, | have seen the worst that man can
wreak, and | would prefer to face the worst that a pirit could do than fall into the hands of one of my
fellow humans who harbors such adamaged soul.”

Ardis drew asheet over the body, shrouding it from view. "Father Hathon, if you would seeto
dedling with therelatives, | would be grateful. Y ou can tell them that the Church believestheir sonwasa
victim himsdlf, and that he can be buried in hallowed ground with al the appropriate rites.”

"And | shal be suitably vague when they ask mewhat | believe hewasavictim of." He nodded
briskly. "Y ou can trust my discretion.”

"I never had any doubts," Ardisreplied and, gesturing to Tad to follow her, lft the room that evidently
served the Judticiars as amorgue.

Once again, they retreated to the haven of Ardiss private office. Once they were in their accustomed
seets, Ardisleaned back and watched him under half-closed eyelids. "Y ou surprised me back there,” she
sad dowly. "Pleasantly, | might add. | knew that you wereintelligent, but | did not know that you were
inclined to supplement that intelligence with research. What other oddities have you studied in the
case-books, Ta Rufen? Perhaps we might find some smilaritieswith thiscase.”

Kayne camein at that moment bearing atray with the dinner they had both missed, which wasjust as
well, snce Td's somach was beginning to tell him that it didn't matter what turmoil hishead wasin, his
body needed food. She set mugs of hot tea and plates of bread, cheese, and picklesin front of both of
them.

"Rank hath its privileges, including raiding the kitchen-stores, and | borrowed your rank and your
keyson your behdf,"” Kayne said crisply. ™Y ou two need to eet, or you'll collgpse and nothing will get
done. May | stay? If you can't find anything for meto do as a secretary, | can take atoasting-fork and
make you toasted-bread-and-cheese.”

Ardis seemed more amused than annoyed; Td was smply grateful for thefood. "Certainly,” Ardis
replied, picking up the mug and taking asip. "At this point, you should be part of our investigation. Y ou
may be in my position one day, and have to conduct another likeit."

Kayne made the sign of the flame with her two hands againgt her chest. "God forbid!" she exclaimed.
"l don't want to see any such thing happen!™

Ardisonly arched abrow and waited for Tal to begin. She knows that once a crime has been
committed, sooner or later someone will emulate it. He grimaced.

"Well, thefirgt thing that comesto mind probably doesn't have anything to do with thisone," he
replied, seeing the page before hismind's eye asvividly asif he had aHaspur's memory. "That'sthe one |



cal the 'would-be hero." Hes afellow that does something deliberately to put people'slivesin danger so
that he can bethefirst on the scene to rescue them. The fellow in the archives set fires, then rushed inand
rescued those who werein peril, but | suppose it would be possible to make holesin boats, set up
Stuations where things could fall on people, lure aboat onto a hidden obstruction—"

"I suppose you find thistype out because he's a hero once too often?' Kayne hazarded. "Or he
keepsturning up at the scene, whether or not he gets a chance to rescue anyone?"

"Or asinthiscase, aJugticiar-Mage found alink between him and the fire. He'slucky no one died,
s0 hewas only sold into servitude to pay for the damages.” Td personally felt that the man might have
gotten off too easily—but then again, it didn't say who he'd been sold to. A life of hard labor ona
road-crew would certainly have kept him out of any further mischief, though it might not have cured him
of wanting to be ahero at the expense of others.

"Another characteristic of people with this nature isthat they tend to try and mingle with constables,
fire crews, guards—the people they would like to emulate,” Ardisnoted, and smiled a Td. "Yes, | am
aware of thistype, dso. Very often you will discover later that they applied to be a constable or
something of the sort, and were let go or turned down because they were clearly unsuitable. Go on,
please"

Kayne had taken up atablet of foolscap and was busily making notes, after making good her offer as
toasting-cook. Ta continued, taking time as he spoke so that she could keep up with him.

"There was the fellow | mentioned earlie—the one who walked into the marketplace with an ax and
cut down three women before he was stopped,” he went on. "I had that case—I brained him with an
awning-pole and dropped him where he stood. That one was so sensationd that the City Council sent for
agpecid Judticiar-Mage from herein Kingsford to examine him and read his thoughts.”

Ardisnodded. "I recall—that would be my cousin Arran, the one who can sometimes read what isin
aman'smind."

"Widll, this Priest discovered that the man hated his mother, who was one of those nagging, selfish
women who raise children by telling them what incompetent assesthey are, no matter what they do or
how wedll they doit." He shook hishead. " She congtantly belittled him, then expected him to serve her
likeadavedl her life. He wanted to kill his mother, and had gone after her to the market to do just that.
Heactualy struck at her, but she got away, and then he just struck at anyone that looked like her." Once
again, he shook hishead. "I haveto say that | thought and till think that the man deserved hanging, which
he got, but once | met the mother, | wished there was away to hang her alongside him. There was
another when | was just beginning in the force, who daughtered whores—he was inept where women
were concerned, never able to handle himsdf with them. The only women who'd have anything to do
with him were the ones he paid. He was punishing dl the women who'd mocked him and turned him
down by killing thewhores."

"And the smilar cases you found in the records?’ Ardis prompted, looking interested, as Kayne
scribbled dong asfast as she could.

"There was a young man who'd been denied very unpleasantly by agirl, who went up into atower
and began shooting crossbow boltsinto the crowd bel ow—heavy crossbow, too, meant to carry far and
kill withasingle strike. At firdt, it was a her and anyone e se heimagined had dighted him, but after hed
killed three or four people, he started shooting anything and anyone that moved. His rage and madness
fueled his strength, and he fired more quickly than even aprofessona soldier would with such a hefty
weapon." Td closed his eyesamoment and tried to recall the rest of the cases he'd seen. "A fellow made
apractice of murdering wives because the first one was faithless and ran off with a horse-trader, but he
didn't do it wholesale, he did it over the course of ten years, and he didn't do it in public.”

"That would come under another heading, | would imagine,” Ardis agreed, clasping her handsin front
of her on her desk. "In fact, that might be the pattern we are seeing here.”

"Punishment of many for the sins of onewho can't be reached?' He nodded; it made alot of sense.



"That's what I've been thinking for some time now. Of coursg, if he ever killed the one person he's
obsessed with, that doesn't mean held stop.”

" Punishment of many—that would account for the fact that al the women concerned have some
connection to music and musicians,” Kayne put in, looking excited, for she had not been privy to most of
the discussions Ta and Ardis had had on the subject.

"If thisistrue, and we could deduce what kind of person isthe source of his anger, we might be able
to anticipate him,” Td continued for Kayne's benefit. "The trouble with that is, in order for the deduction
to be of any use, we would have to alow that sort of person to walk in danger, and—" He shook his
head. "It's moraly reprenensible. We can't be everywhere, and protect everyone.”

"l agree," Ardissaid firmly, to hisimmenserelief. "But let's do what we can for the purpose of
warning exactly that sort of person.”

Thiswasthefirg timethat they had made apoint of ddineating dl of the smilar characterigtics of the
primary victims. It didn't take long to deduce that the targets that had been attacked with the most
ferocity and in the riskiest circumstances were al young, dark-haired or of the Gypsy clansand real
musicians. Even the half-mad woman Tal's colleague had seen attacked was ared musician in that the
source of whét little income she had came from her hymn-singing. The trouble was, because of regiona
tendency, haf the young women in Kingsford were dark-haired, and from the way the murderer was
behaving, he would probably react to someone smply singing because she was happy.

"Thisisan awfully broad description,” Kayne said dubioudy, her brows knitted as she studied their
too-brief notes.

Td licked abit of hot cheese off hisfinger. "That's not the only problem. The trouble with thisis that
even if we get this sort of woman to be careful, helll either find away to ambush his chosen victims or
hell switch to something else" Td replied glumly. "He's done that before, and if he doesn't get the
satisfaction of aperfect victim, he'slikely to make up in quantity what hiskillslack in quaity. Look &t that
ligt in Derryton—six over the course of four evenings!”

Ardiswinced, and nodded, and finished her own dicein afew quick, neat bites. "That would teake a
mage of congderable power and endurance, unless he was fueled by his determination, like that
crosshowman you spoke of. Theré's another problem, in that we don't have any physical characteristics
for him. We certainly can't search door-to-door for every man who feels he's been wronged by a Gypsy
muddan.

"Without Arran dong to know if they told usthe truth, that wouldn't exactly be productive, evenif we
could confine every man in Kingsford to his own house until we questioned him," Kayne pointed out. "I
he knows we'relooking for him, he's hardly going to tell usthetruth if wefind and question him!™ She
folded abit of paper over and over, anervous habit Tal hadn't noticed until now.

Ta gritted histeeth. "So, we're back to where we were when we started.”

"Maybe not—" Ardis said dowly, tapping the desk with her forefinger. "We actudly know afew
things about the man himsdlf. He must have a source of wedlth; he's been moving fregly from city to city,
and evidently hasleisureto seek out victimsthat match his needs. Conversaly, he's unexceptiond,
unmemorable, because no one has commented aword about seeing strangers lingering conspicuoudy
before the murders.”

"Except for the secondary victims," Ta pointed out. "They're often strangersto the area themselves.”

Ardisnodded, and picked up adice of cheese, nibbling it ddicatdy. "If hesdoing thiswithin
line-of-sight, as| think he must be, he's either in the crowd or aboveit, which means heé's either very
good at getting himsdlf into other peoples homes or businesses and up to a second story, or he's climbing
about on roofs." Shefinished the cheese and started as aknot popped in thefire. "If | werein his place,
I'd offer myself asacheap roof-repair service; after asnowfall followed by aday of sun, roofsare
awayslegking."

Td fdt arisng excitement. Now we're getting somewhere! "We could seeif there was anyone



having hisroof repaired at thelast Ste,” Td offered.

"That'sadart," Ardissaid, brightening alittle. "We could aso check with al the business-owners
down by the docks, and find out if there were any strangers working around their buildings a thetime.”

Workers; it wouldn't necessarily have to be workers. "People who claimed they were inspectors,
maybe, or surveyors—" Td put in, as Kayne scribbled madly. "Or extraworkers they can't account
fo—"

"Checking innsfor strangers—" Kayne began, catching the excitement, then shook her head.
"Impractica, and besides, aninnisn't the only place a stranger to Kingsford might lodge. Good heavens,
he could even rent aplace, and with dl the disrupted neighborhoods, he might not be recognized asa
Sranger.”

For amoment, there was silence as they ran out of idess. "There's another reason why he must have
consderable resources,” Ta put in. "The daggers. We aready know that there was more than one, and
the second one was jewel ed, decorated well enough that awell-dressed man did not look out of place
carrying it. He either had to buy or make them, and | don't expect that sort of bladeisthe kind of thing
you could pick up at an arms shop." He gave Ardis asidelong glance, to seeif she admitted that the
daggers were what he thought they were.

Ardissface darkened for amoment at that reminder, and she findly shook her head and put down
her tea. "Perhaps not asrare as one would think, sincethisisacity recovering from agret fire, and
trading an heirloom dagger for a cook-stove or some wood would not be out of place when hunger and
cold tap on one's shoulder. | also didike saying it, after how helpful the Haspur was, but a Haspur's—or
most bird's—vision would be good enough that if thiskiller is seeing the murder scenesfrom above,
perhaps heis dso, somehow, seeing through the eyes of birds and is nowhere near the murder steitsdf.”
Ta nodded grimly, and Kayne looked bewildered despite her best attempts to appear matter-of-fact.
Ardis continued. "I think we are looking for someone who has agrudge againgt the Church aswell,” she
said to Kayne with some reluctance. "Ta and | have touched on this before. Perhaps even adefrocked
Priest. | cannot imagine why anyone esewould be using an ecclesagtical dagger.”

"Probably adefrocked Priest," Kayne snapped, then colored. She must have been thinking the same
thing after seeing Visyr's description of the murder-weapon. "Forgive me, Ardis; | know thisis probably
the last thing you want to hear, but I'm only anovice and | don't have the—" she searched for words
"—the emotiona investment in the Church that you have. Maybe | can see things more clearly because of
that. There just aren't that many lay people who know about ecclesiagtica daggers!”

Ardissighed, and covered her face with one hand for amoment. "Perhaps you areright,” she
murmured from behind that shelter. "It must be said, or we won't consider it serioudy. Writeit down,
Kayne, writeit down. | don't want to cost people their lives because | don't happen to like the trend the
invedtigation istaking.”

"It might not be aPriest a dl,"” Ta pointed out, hoping to spare her some distress by giving her other
optionsto consider. Now that she had made the effort to include this one, she would be honest enough to
pursue it to whatever end it led to. "1t could be someone who, like those woul d-be congtables, istrying to
emulate a Priest in someway. It could smply be someone who wants to make the Church out to be a
villan."

Ardisremoved her hand and looked up at him. "Thereis no one who wishes to make the Church out
to be avillain so much as someone who has been cast out of the Brotherhood,” Ardissaid dowly. "And
Kayneis right; the number of laymen who know about the ecclesiastical daggersisvery low; the
ceremoniesin which they are used are so seldom performed publicly that it isvanishingly unlikely our
particular miscreant could have seen one of them.”

An uncomfortable silence reigned, and it was Ta who interrupted it by clearing histhroat. "If—if—it
isaPriest, or adefrocked Priegt, it probably isn't anyone you know," he pointed out lamely. "After all,
the murders didn't start here; Kingsford isonly thelast link in a path that goes out past Burdon Hegth. |



don't actudly know where it started; Rinholm was just the last place | got an answer from."

"And it could bethat it isn't adefrocked Priest," Kayne admitted after amoment. "1 can think of
another enemy of the Brotherhood who would know about the daggers. It could be someone who was
sentenced to lifelong pend servitude and excommunication by aJusticiar. Y ou do have the dagger on
view at the sentencing of those you are casting out of the Church, Ardis, and you useit very prominently
when you symbolicdly cut dl tiesto the community of God and the fellowship of man." She madeafew
flamboyant and stylized flourishes, asif shewas using abladeto cut something in theair. "It's pretty
theatrical, and | would imagine it would stick in someone's mind.”

"The ceremony of excommunication is performed on those whose acts are so heinous that the Church
cannot forgive them, and sometimes they are people we neverthdess haveto dlow to live" Ardis
murmured asideto Tdl. "Granted, we don't do that often, but—"

"But when you do, it'son pretty hard cases," Td pointed out. " That's where | saw it! A Justiciar was
excommunicating aparticularly nasty piece of work—he hadn't killed anyone, but—well, what held done
to his own daughters was pretty foul. Caught in the act, no less, and the poor child no older than nine!
Theloca sre had him castrated, and the Church excommunicated him, then they both bound him over
into pena servitude, and he il defied dl of us. Theré'sahard casefor you! | thought it wasa
mock-sacrifice of somekind."

"Oh, we use the daggers there, too, in another rare ceremony,” Kayne said chearfully. "And itisn'ta
'mock’ sacrifice. It's a case where—well, never mind; the point isthereis no way you would have seen
that ceremony unlessit was being performed on your behdf, and | don't think you qudify for that degree
of urgency. In fact, no onewho isthe beneficiary of that ceremony islikely to hate the Church; they're
more likely to want to spend their lives scrubbing Chapel floorsto repay us.”

"Huh." He was surprised at her candor. He hadn't expected anyone in the Church to admit that they
performed pagan-style sacrifices.

"We aso excommunicate heretics—" Kayne screwed up her face for amoment. "We don't do that
often. Y ou have to be doing more than just making a Priest angry or disagreeing with him. Six High
Bishops have to agree on it—it's hard to be declared a heretic—"

Ardisinterrupted. "We haven't excommunicated a heretic sncewe did it posthumoudy to Pedrik, the
origina Priest who bound the ghost a Skull Hill, and al those who sent the ghost further victims."

"The point is, suppose our murderer did something really heinous that warranted excommunication.
Maybe a secular punishment too. Hed have seen the dagger, and held know it was an important object
intimately connected with the Church,”" Kayne said in triumph.

"Especidly if adudticiar-Mage wasthe oneinvolved,” Ardis added, looking more normal. "We tend
to dress the ceremony up quite a bit—invoking ghost-flames on the blade, and auras around the Priest.
Widl! Inthat case, well need to get accessto the Great Archives and find the records on
excommunicationsin the last ten to fifteen years. And, whilewe're at it, we should get the oneson
defrocked Priests. Ther€'s no point inignoring atheory just because we dont likeit.”

"I'll go take care of that now," Kayne said, getting quickly to her feet. "I'll send it by amessenger and
have him wait for the records. We need thisinformation now, not next spring.”

"If there's a Priest-Mage there, have him send it to me directly,” Ardis ordered. Kayne nodded and
headed for the door.

She was gone before Ta could say anything more, leaving him alonewith Ardis.

Hetilted his head to one side, watching her, as she subsided into brooding. The crackling of thefire
was the only sound in the room. "Y ou've never had a case like this one before, have you?" he asked,
softly, so as not to break the sillence too harshly.

She shook her head; the dark rings under her eyes bespoke severa deepless nights. The case was
making inroads on her peace of mind, aswel as Td's. "Wéll, I've had difficult cases, but—"



"Not onesthat were persondly difficult, that involved your emotions,” he persisted.

She gave him arueful glance. "True. Never one of those. I've had cases that made me angry, even
onesthat involved other members of the Brotherhood, but they weren't peoplel liked. In fact, | must
confessnow as| did then that it gave me some inappropriate personal satisfaction to put them away
where they couldn't hurt anyone dse.” She looked postively fierce at that moment. "1 above al know that
the physica Body of the Church isfar from perfect, and some blemish can't be hel ped—but those who
misuse their power and authority are not to be tolerated.”

"But now—now that it looks asif it'saPriest-Mage, it could be someone you know, someone you
like" He nodded. "It's like knowing there's abad constable on the force, and knowing it probably is
someone you know and like, because otherwise he wouldn't be able to get away with it for long."

She sighed, and rubbed her temple asif her head hurt. "That's it exactly; we overlook thingsin friends
that we are suspicious of in enemies or strangers, and we do it because we just know, in our heart, that
the friend couldn't possibly be doing something bad. Thetroubleis, I've known enough criminasto be
aware that they can be very charming, very plausible fellows, and they make very good friends. They use
friendship as a cloak and aweapon.”

"And someone in the Brotherhood?' he ventured.

"That's doubly hard to face," she said, looking off beyond him somewhere. "We have no families of
our own, you see; that makes the ties of friendship within the Priesthood doubly specid. And—quite
frankly, we're supposed to be able to weed bad apples out long before they get out of the Novitiate.
We're supposed to be able to police our own ranks.”

"But if someone entered the Church, intending from the very beginning to concedl hisred motives—"
Td shook hishead. "Y ou wouldn't be able to catch him until he did something. It's asif someone planned
to have adouble identity of crimina and congtable from the beginning, and kept the fase face intact. Until
he was actualy caught in the act, we'd never know, never guess, and even after being caught, perhaps
dill never bieve™

She glanced at him sharply, then looked away. "Thisisn't what | anticipated when | joined the
Church," was her only answer.

"Why did you join the Church?' he asked, feding that an insolent question might take her mind off her
troubled conscience. "And what did you expect when you got here?"

Thefireflared up for amoment, briefly doubling the light in the room and casting moving shadows
where no shadows had been a heartbest before.

She cast him another sharp glance, but an ironic smile softened her expression asthefire died down
again. And athough she had no reason to answer him, she choseto indulge his curiosity. "Well, | actudly
joined because | convinced my father that it was more—economica—to send me here. | was Sixteen
and betrothed to a man who wasforty, and not &t al looking forward to my coming marriage.”

Ta winced. "Not exactly a pleasant prospect for ayoung woman," he ventured.

"Oh, it could have been; there were people in my father's circle—older men—who were quite
attractive and clever. | was a precocious child, audacious enough to be amusing, intelligent enough to be
worth educating; many of father's friends found me charming and severd said outright thet if they were
not aready married, they'd have snatched me up as soon as| was of lega age. Marriage to one of them
would have been no hardship—but not the man my father had chosen.” She made alittle face of distaste.
"He wasn't one of my father'sintimate circle, rather, he was someone my father had wanted to cultivate.
Boring, interested only in hisbusiness, and convinced that women were good only for bearing and caring
for children and being ornamental at the occasiona dinner. Hed aready buried two wives, wearing them
out with multiple sets of triplets and twins, and | wasto be the third. He wouldn't hire a proper overseer
for the little ones, and not one of his children was older than twelve.”

"Y ou were supposed to shuttle from his bedroom to the nursery and back, | takeit?' Tal asked.
"Sounds asif he expected you to be anursemaid aswell as an ornamenta bed-piece.”



"Well, what he expected and what he would have gotten were two different things,”" she replied
tartly. "1 dready had plans—but asit turned out, around the time when the wedding would have been
scheduled, the old goat logt his politica influence through a series of bad choices. Since palitical influence
was the reason father had arranged the marriage in thefirst place, it wasfairly easy to convince him that
he would gain more by sending me to the Church instead. He was skepticd, until | proved to him | had
what it took to become amage. Priest-Mages are never without influencein the Church, and it didn't
take him a heartbeat to realize how much good it would do him to have one of his own blood saying
what he would say in closed Church conclaves." She grinned. "So, he told the old goat 1'd discovered a
genuine vocation; the old goat didn't have so much influence now that he was willing to fight the Church
for apromised bride. My father told the Justiciars that | had mage-tdent, and the Justiciarsdidn't givea
hang if | had avocation or not, so long asthey could make a Justiciar-Mage out of me."

"Andyou?' Ta asked.

"In the Church | would get things | wanted: education, primarily, and eventua independence. Bless
his heart, Father never intended for meto act against my conscience or against the Church itself—what
he wanted is essentially whet | have been doing, especidly with regard to softening the Church's
hardening attitude towards nonhumans. It was agood enough bargain to me." She shrugged. "If | didn't
have avocation when | entered, | discovered that there was pleasure in usng my abilities to the utmogt,
pleasurein being of service, and yes, acertain pleasurein piety. Not the kind of piety-for-show that
makes up most Church ceremonies, but—well—Dbelief. Belief, and living what you believe.”

"l see," Td said, though he didn't redly understand that last. Perhaps hejust didn't believe enoughin
anything to know how it felt. "Then what?'

She chuckled. "Then, after severd years of fairly pure service, | discovered that my father'stalent for
politics hadn't skipped my generation. | found myself in the thick of palitics, lured in by my own sense of
justice—or injustice, perhaps. Eventually that led to arift in the Kingsford Brotherhood, which led to one
faction dlying itsdf with enemies of the Grand Duke, which led in turn to the Greet Fire. That essentidly
hastened a purge that would have been inevitable, though lessimmediate, costly and dramatic than it was
after theFire" Her smileturned atrifle bitter, atrifle fera. "To be plain-spoken, it was alittle war, awar
of magic and of physica force. It wasawar | didn't intend to lose, not after seeing the Fireraging across
the Kanar. In away, the worst mistake they ever made wasin helping to set the Fire. Everyone here
knew it had to have been set by magic, and that brought many of the Brotherhood over to my side who
might otherwise have remained neutral or helped the opposition. So | won thewar, and won it in hours,
and | will never permititslike here again.”

Hetook in her expression, and decided that he didn't want to be involved with any faction opposing
thiswoman. If she was opposed, and was certain to the depths of her soul that she was right, shewould
never relent, never admit defeat. "And what happened to the old goat?" he asked, changing the
subject—or rather, returning the conversation to the original subject.

"He found another bride within amonth; he still had money, even if he didn't have the influence held
once possessed. His political star had set, and he knew it, so he found a pretty little kitten with no more
brains than a duck. Two more sets of twins, then he died, somewhat to everyone's surprise.” She shook
her head. "The girl managed to hold her looks, so now she had beauty and money, and needed to
answer to no man for what she chose to do. She hired an army of tutors and nursemaidsto care for the
children, and has been working her way through a series of lovers unencumbered by offspring, scruples,
or husband. And there are plenty of my former set who envy her."

Her gaze wandered off el sewhere, and he thought that perhaps she was wondering what she would
have been like, had she tamely alowed the wedding to take place.

She might have been able to prevent having children entirdy until he died. She would have had the
old man's money, and as awidow, she'd have been able to do whatever she chose. She could have
bought that education she craved, helped her father politicaly, traveled, had freedom she doesn't have
now. He wondered if she had thought of that at al.



"Was there anyone you would have rather married?" he asked curioudy. ™Y our own age, | mean.
Y ou were Sixteen, that's a pretty romantic age, after al. At sixteen, every pretty girl had me ready to

pledgemy l."

"But | was never more romantic than | was practical,” she pointed out to him. "Unfeminine of me, but
thereitis. In someways, Td, you and your peers have far more freedom than me and mine. | knew that
the boys my age were dl under the same condtraints that | was; we had to marry or take positionsto suit
our families. If we didn't, we'd be cut off, the way my cousin Gwydain was when he passed the Trids
and joined the Bardic Guild againgt hisfather's wishes. Even when he became aMaster Bard and was
feted by everyone, hisfather refused to acknowledge him. Of course," she smiled crookedly, "being in
the Guild was no great hardship, and being aMaster Bard meant he had any luxury he wanted, so he
didn't lose anything by his choice. And neither did I, if it cameto that, and once | knew | could bea
mage |'d have goneinto the Church whether or not my father consented. He knew it, | think, so—" She
chuckled. "It'sagood thing we're agreat dedl dike. He knew not to push metoo far, and | knew not to
push him, ether.”

"But running off with an ingppropriate boy—"

"Would have gotten both of us cut off from family and support, with neither of us suited to or trained
for atrade, and | didn't careto livein poverty,” she said crisply. "Lovein ahove quickly turns sour for
those who aren't mentally and emotionally inclined to sacrifice. Great sacrifice, anyway, dl for loveand all
of that—there was some sacrifice involved in going into the Novitiate, but those who are granted
exceptiond gifts get exceptiond trestment, inside the Church aswell asoutside of it."

But therewas atinge of regret in her voice, and Ta was suddenly taken with adevilisn wish to
pursue the subject, but she might have sensed that, and she turned the tables on him.

"And you—there's nothing wrong with your looks, and the constabulary doesn't require celibacy, so
why aren't you married?" she asked, awicked gleam in her eye. "What happened to al those pretty girls
you yearned after?'

Heflushed in confusion. "'l don't know—" he confessed. "'For awhile, none of those girlswas
interested in anyone who was earning barely enough in the constabulary to support himsaf—they'd flirt
with me, but they married tradesmen. Then later, when | wasafull constable, | didn't ever see anyone |
wanted to pursue. | supposeit was because | was alwaysin districts that didn't have any decent women.
| mean, they had decent women, but the ones who weren't married were brainless. Even most of the
oneswho were married were brainless. And when | saw ones who had afew brains, they spoiled it dl
by faling in love with some muscle-bound idiot who'd get them with child then leave them with the baby
and spend most of every night with a pretty barmaid.” He shook his head. "I never understood it.”

"Well, maybe they fdl in love with muscle-bound idiots because that's what they thought they were
supposed to do," Ardis commented sardonically. "It's amazing what sheep women are, sometimes. But
it'sequally amazing how happy men areto have them that way, so there's plenty of blame on both sdes”

"l suppose s0," Td began, and shefixed him with that penetrating sare again.

"Y ou suppose so? Did you ever go to one of those women who attracted you and encourage her to
think for herself? Did you ever compliment her on making aclever decison? Did you ever show her that
you vaued brains over looks?' At his shamefaced flush, she nodded. "1 thought so. Well, what'sagirl to
do, when her parents are telling her she hasto be a pretty little fluff-head, her peers are rewarding the
behavior of apretty little fluff-head, and the handsome fellows only seem impressed by big, empty eyes
and adender waist? If her parents can't afford to apprentice her, and they don't have abusiness she can
learn or they won't let her learn it, what is she to think and do?’

Hefet obscurely ashamed. "I suppose—they do what they fedl they're supposed to do.”

Ardiswas clearly rdishing her low-key but heartfelt tirade. "'If someone ever gave them
encouragement to think for themsealves, you might get afew girls outside of the Novitiate who find
pleasure in gpending as much time cultivating and nurturing their intelligence asthey do their hair,” shesad



crisply. Y ou know, | tried starting a school down in Kingsford for girlswith brains and ambition, and it
got nowhere, because there weren't any men saying that girlswith brains and ambition were atractive.
The onesthat stuck ended up in the Novitiate, where they'd have gone anyway."

"That wasthen," he pointed out, rather desperate to get his gender out of trouble. "Maybe now you
would be able to make it work. Y ou're aHigh Bishop, you're awoman, young girls have your example.
Things have changed in Kingsford, and there are alot of women who've had to make their own way—"

"Y es, well, maybe now it would work," she admitted, grumbling alittle. "Especiadly now that | could
get aFree Bard tutor or three from my cousin, some help and encouragement from Duke Arden and
Lady Asher, and | could requisition quite afew folk from this Abbey asteachers. | know Kayne would
be perfectly happy to provide her services as example and teacher.”

"You see?' he said eagerly. "Y ou just took on too much by yourself. All you needed to do wasto
wait until you had the authority to get more help, and the power yourself to be an example.”

She gave him an odd, sideways look. "Y ou can be very persuasve yoursdf, Td Rufen,” shesad. "l
shdl haveto requisition your skillsfor this school; then welll seewhat you have to say abouit it."

"So long asdl you ask meto teach ishistory, | have no particular objection,” he said, surprised by
the sudden longing that came over him when she made the suggestion. "I am not suited to teaching much
of anything ds"

Again, she gave him one of those sdelong glances. "Perhaps | shdl do just that. But in the meanwhile,
we have another sort of work ahead of us." She brooded for amoment. "I want you on the strest, Td.
Go make those inquiries we spoke about; get some coin for bribery, and seeif anyone knows anything.
And warn the women."

"That could let him know werelooking for him," Td pointed out, "if heswatching for such things."

"Well haveto take that chance." Her face had taken on the look it had when she spoke of the "little
war" sheld fought within the Church. "Y ou can defend yoursdlf, Tdl; what defenses have those women
got?”

He sighed. "None. I'll do everything | can, Ardis—and thereisthis. We may not be able to catch
him—but perhaps we can makeit so difficult for him that he becomes desperate. Desperate men make
mistekes"

Her face sobered. "We will have to hope for those mistakes. At the moment, that is the only hope we
have"

Chapter Eight

Orm Kdend settled into the corner formed by the intersection of the booth-bench he sat on and the
wall of thistavern, his eyes discreetly hooded as he toyed with his mug of dark ae. Around him, the
muted sounds of conversation and eating provided a soporific background for histhoughts. Thiswas
precisely the sort of tavern he most favored, one with such good food that the meals themselves were the



attraction for customers, not the liquor nor any form of entertainment. The drink available here was only
averagein taste, and below averagein strength;, that fact when combined with the excellent provender
assured that there were never any fightsin this inn.

Thiswas precisaly asthe proprietor, afamous cook himsalf, preferred it; in fact, Orm suspected that
if he could have managed it, he would have omitted serving wine, beer, and de atogether and relied
entirdy on kaffa and teas. He was of the pious, Church-going sort that frowned on strong drink and
prohibited intoxication. But he probably knew only too well that, if he were to do that, not even the finest
food in the world would keep his customers returning. Most salf-styled gourmets demanded light wines
and passable beer at the least to accompany their meals.

Thiswas agood place for Orm to do business, especidly business with some of his
more—sengtive—cugtomers. The lighting waslow, the clientele incurious, and the aamosphere very
soothing to the nerves of gentlemen who might otherwise have second thoughts about working with Orm.
Not that Orm gppeared to be anything other than a gentleman himsaf—but if he had inssted on mesting
his customersin aplace only scoundrels frequented, those customers would naturally assume that Orm
bel onged among them.

So long as we appear respectable in all ways, the polite fiction of appearance is maintained.

Asif that thought had been amagic spell to summon him, one of those gentlemen entered the door of
the tavern dong with afew flurries from the light snowstorm outside. Asthe flakes settled to the wooden
floor and melted, the gentleman peered around the tavern until he spotted Orm at hisusua seat and in his
usual posture. He made no sign of recognition, but he did move straight to that corner booth, intercepting
asarving wench on the way to place his order. Orm noted with satisfaction that the young man bore arall
of paper in hishand.

Good! One more section of the Duke's maps! Rand will be pleased.

"Greetings, friend,” Orm said lazily, paying no outward attention to the rolled-up document. Y ou're
justintimeto join mefor luncheon.”

"Always a pleasure, snceyou pay,” replied the fellow ashe did into place opposite Orm and placed
the map on the table againgt thewall. Ridiculoudy thin, the young man resembled nothing so much asa
norma man who had somehow been stretched an extrafew inches lengthwise; even hisface had the
oddly disconcerting proportions of anormal face that had been elongated. He clearly had difficulty in
finding clothing that fit; his deeves ended above his bony wrists, and his breeches exposed the ankles of
his boots. Hisfingers were stained with ink in the manner of al clerks, and he squinted asif hewasalittle
short-sighted.

Orm chuckled. "The pleasure is mine, both for the sake of your company and the opportunity to
reward one of good Duke Arden's hardworking clerks. Y ou gentlemen earn little enough for your efforts
that agood citizen should fed obligated to treat you now and again.”

The scrawny young man grinned as the wench brought hismeal and Orm's. "I wish more of the good
citizens of Kingsford felt theway you do," he said, then wasted no more words as he dug into a portion
of exquiditely seasoned oysters. Orm never stinted his gentlemen, especialy clerks, who were usudly
perpetudly hungry. Every med wasafull one, beginning with appetizers and ending with afine dessert.
Orm knew that men with agood meal in their ssomachs were ready to please the person who arranged
for that medl to be there.

A full stomach makes for poor bargaining.

The young clerk and Orm continued to exchange pleasantries astheir meal progressed, just asthe
othersin thisroom were doing. At some point during the progress of the medl, severa silver coins made
up in apaper packet found their way beneath the basket of delectable yeast rolls. At another point, they
vanished again—and an intdlligent deduction could be made that they vanished into the clerk's capacious
pockets, since Orm didn't reclaim them, but no one could actualy claim to have seen the coins change
hands.



At no time during the med did either of them refer to the coins, or to the rolled-up map. Nor did
Orm ever refer again to the fact that his companion wasin the Duke's service. But when the young man
stood up after finishing the last morsal of abowl of bilberry trifle smothered in brandy and whipped
cream, and took hisleave, he left behind the map, and his belt-pouch bulged alittle more than it had
when he arrived.

Orm'sown med had been lighter than his companion's, and he lingered over his own dessert and
over the mug of black teathat ended his medl. Only when enough time had passed that the tables nearest
him held different customers than they had when the young man arrived did he casudly pick up theroll of
paper and carry it away with him.

Once outside the door of the inn, he waited while his eyes adjusted to the thin, gray light. He stood in
the street, out of theway of traffic, as the continuing snowfal dusted the shoulders of his coat with white.
To anyone watching, it would look asif he was debating his direction. Then, with no Sign of hurry, he
tucked his map under hisarm and strolled off towards Old Town and the house he had rented.

Old Townwasdl of Kingsford that had not burned in the Greet Fire; the Fireitsaf had been no
respecter of rank, and had eaten as much into the sections housing the wedlthy asinto the sections
housing those of middling fortune. Only the poor had suffered complete devastation, which was hardly
surprising, considering that most of the homes of the poor had been, and were again, poorly-built
firetrgps. But enough time had passed now that there was no longer a shortage of housing; in fact, in
some places there was a surplus. There were now segments of Old Town where one could rent modest
homes for modest fees, and that was becoming easier dl the time. The reason was Smple; as more new
homes were constructed, the older ones became less desirable.

The owners of those modest—but ol der—homes had often capitalized on the shortage of
living-space by renting out as much of their dwellings as they could spare, with the resultant added wear
and tear that was only to be expected when strangers moved into adwelling they had no vested interest
in keeping up. Now the owners of such houses coveted a place with more space, in a better
neighborhood, with more of the modern conveniences, and they had the means put by to begin building a
new home—renting the entirety of their current abode made the acquisition of such aproperty much
easer. So long as the tenant |ooked respectable and paid down the requisite sum, most such absent
landlords saw no reason to be curious.

Orm had counted on thiswhen his employer Rand decreed that it was time for them to move their
operationsto Kingsford. It had not taken Orm very long to find the perfect house for them.

Orm had further plansfor the place; if Rand decided to stay here, it might even be possible to
purchase the property outright. It would all depend on what Rand wanted, of course. Rand wasthe one
with the money; Orm merely spent it for him.

That gented little house looked exactly like its neighborsin the row: tall, narrow houses, made of pale
brown stone with gabled, date-covered roofs, with passages between them too small for most muscular
men to squeeze through. Out of habit, Orm did not enter the dwelling from the street-entrance; instead,
he went around to the end of the block and dipped into the alley when no one waslooking, entering his
own house like athief, through awindow &t the rear.

It was good to stay in practice; although Orm hadn't stolen anything in years, it was wise to keep the
old skillsup.
Rand wasn't around, which didn't surprise Orm in the least. He was probably out "celebrating the

senses' ashe cdled it; he dways did that when his curse left him and he was able to walk the streets
unremarked.

Ormwasin no hurry for that condition to become permanent. For now, Rand needed him and his
skills, and paid well for them. If Rand ever became normal again, he would no longer require Orm. Until
Orm amassed enough wedlth that he no longer needed Rand, Orm would prefer that the curse remain
intact.



The two-story, rented house was divided into two suites, each one comprising an entire floor, linked
only by agtaircase a the front. Orm had the ground floor and Rand the second; Orm seldom entered his
employer's domain unless, as now, he had something to leave there. Whistling cheerfully, he stepped into
the unheated foyer at the front of the dwelling and climbed the stair leading off the tiny room to the
second levdl.

At thetop of the staircase was adoor, usudly left locked. Unlocking the door, which led directly into
thefirst room of the suite, he stepped just far enough insde to lay the rolled map down on Rand's empty
desk. He never went farther than this unless Rand himsalf was here, and that was not just because he
respected Rand'swishesfor privacy. Orm's employer was a mage, and mages had very unpleasant
means of enforcing their desires.

Besides, there was nothing in Rand's suite that Orm was at dl interested in. He dready knew
everything he needed to know about Rand himsalf, and Rand had no information Orm was at al
interested in. Although Rand had severd sources of wedth, Orm was not tempted to steal from him,
either. Stedling from Rand would be as unproductive as draining a pond to get the fish; left alone, Rand
would be the source of far more wedlth to Orm than he would be if Orm was foolish enough to stedl and
run.

S0, leaving the new map in plain sght, Orm descended the stairs to his own cozy den. Rand would
return soon enough, and Orm would regp the pleasant results.

Orm built up the firein the stove he had instead of afireplace, and settled into achair at his desk
beside it with apen and aledger. Although Orm had begun his professond life asathief, and had in the
course of things been forced to injure or even kill, he was now, for the most part, in the lessrisky
business of buying and sdlling information and expediting (though not carrying out) the plans of others.
Rand was not hisonly client, dthough dl of Orm's other commissionswere of srictly limited scope. Rand
had been Orm's chief concern sincethey "met" in atiny village many leagues and months ago.

Sincethat day, Orm devoted histime and energy to Rand, and Rand paid him handsomely for
information, for personal services, and to ensure Rand's safety and security. Rand needed someone to
take care of even thetiniest tasksfor him, because Rand was generally not human.

Rand particularly needed Orm now that they were operating in the city; although Orm was not a
native of Kingsford, he was quite familiar with both Old Town and New. Rand only knew Kingsford asit
had been before the Gresat Fire, and as aresult was frequently disoriented when he went abroad in the
dreets. This had frustrated him to the point of fury, and Orm had been trying (though with little success)
to draw diagrams of the city asit was now. Then when Orm had learned that a bird-man in the service of
the Duke was making detailed and highly accurate maps of the city, he had moved heaven and earth to
find aclerk who could be bribed to supply him with ongoing copies. To the clerk, he was an enterprising
merchant looking for the best spotsto place fried-pie stdls; the clerk found nothing amissin this. A
merchant prepared to put money into alarge number of fried-pie stalls could stand to make afortune or
lose one, depending on whether he found good locations or poor ones. Vendors of foodstuffs had been
operating from barrows since the Gresat Fire precisaly because no one knew yet where the good
locations were—but that meant that there was no such thing anymore as a place that people could
patronize regularly other than an inn. Thefirst person to capitalize on this Stuation could find himsdf a
very wealthy man, and it would be more than worth hiswhileto bribe aclerk for advance copies of the
new city maps.

Rand had been very pleased when Orm presented him with the first of his new maps, pleased enough
to make Orm'sreward a golden one, even though the map was of an areathat Rand would not be able
to use, at least not effectively. The mage rightly considered the reward to be onefor initiative rather than
immediate services rendered, and had brooded over his acquisition with his strange eyes half-closed in
pleasure.

Hewould not have been nearly so pleased if held known that Orm knew why he was going to want
those maps—knew why he had wanted to come to Kingsford in the first place—knew what his real



namewes.

It'sreally very amusing, actually, Orm thought as hefinished thelast of hislittle notes and sat back
inhischair, listening for the sound of Rand's footsteps on thewalk outside. He's quite, quite naive. To
think that he really believed that since | was not a native of Kingsford | would not have
recognized him for what he was!

Perhapsit was only that it never occurred to him that his employee would turn his consderable skills
to ferreting out everything he could about his new employer. Perhapsit wasthat he completely
underestimated the ability of the Free Bards to spread information in the form of songs, and
overestimated the ability of the Bardic Guild to suppressit when they tried. Or perhapsit wasthat he
smply had no ideahow good atae the story of the foul deeds and punishment of Priest Revaner was.

Very singable—though that shouldn't be surprising, considering it was composed by the Free
Bard they call Master Wren.

Oh, Orm knew al about his employer—more than was in the song, for there were still plenty of
peoplein Kingsford who knew the story inits entirety, and even a handful who had seen the end of it
themsalves. Those acrobats, for instance. . . .

Oncethey had reached Kingsford, Orm had made it a part of his businessto sniff out those who had
actualy been witnessesto the tale of Priest Revaner—or, as Master Wren titled it, "The Faithless Priest."”
Now he knew just about everything there was to know, including afew secrets known only to Revaner's
fellow Priests, for even aPriest likesto talk.

Priest-Mage Revaner, of the Kingsford Order of Saint Almon, had often claimed that he never
wanted to be aPriest. He had felt himself restricted by the rules of his Order, his vows before God, and
the congtraints associated with being aPriest in the first place—most notably, celibacy and chadtity, but
aso poverty and humility. Orm persondly didn't see where he had anything to complain
about—presumably he should have known those rules before he ever took hisfinal vows—but it hardly
mattered.

The fact was that Revaner wanted many things. Wealth, for one—and that state was attainable only
to those of sufficiently high office. Even then, it was wedlth that, in the end, belonged to the Church and
not to the Priest, and that wasn't good enough for Revaner. So Priest Revaner had set about using (or
misusing) his magicsto help him gain wedlth and hide it awvay from the prying eyes of his superiors. So
much for that obstacle, and dthough it chafed him, the virtue of humility was easy enough to feign.
Cdibacy, whileirksome, was condricting only in that it meant he could not attain further wedth and the
position he had not been born into through marriage. But chagtity—there was a problem.

Revaner craved women, but not just any women. Hiswomen had to be subservient to him in every
way. Since he did not consder himsdlf to be particularly impeded by his other vows, the vow of chastity
made no difference to his desires. Unfortunately, confined to the Abbey Cloigter, it was difficult to get
away for long to indulge himself, and impossible to bring awoman there.

But when Faire Season came, he saw a possible answer to his problems, for afew weeks, at least.
Sowith alittlejudicious bribery, abit of flattery, and cultivation of one of the Masters of the Bardic
Guild, he got himsdf assigned asaFaire Warden, patrolling for unlawful use of magic, for the duration of
the Faire.

That much had Orm's admiration. Clever, that. He had his own tent on the grounds of the Faire, and
he knew that on hiswatch, the only person who would have been checking for magic was himself.

Revaner saw the Faire as his own private hunting-preserve, a place where he could indulge himsdlf in
ways he had only dreamed of before. He had his own private tent and servants whose minds were so
controlled by magic that they never saw anything he didn't want them to see. Hisduty only lasted from
the time the Faire opened in the morning until sunset, and mostly consisted of walking about the Faire
searching for the sgns of magic. And while he was doing that, he was marking women for further
attentions, thus combining duty with pleasure. Orm rather fancied that Revaner had assumed that aslong



as he confined his atentions to those technicaly outside Church protection—Gypsies, for instance, or
other folk who did not consder themsel ves Churchmen—his victims would never dare report him to
Church authorities.

For the most part, he would have been right. There aren't very many pagans or Gypsies who
would trust the Church to police its own, and those who had turned from wor ship of the
Sacrificed God to some other deity would be afraid of being taken and punished as heretics.
Complaints against a Priest to secular authorities would be turned over to the Church, and where
would they be then?

Revaner had used his magic to coerce women who didn't cooperate with him—uwhich was another
violation of secular law, twice over; first for using coercion insde the Faire boundaries, and secondly for
using magic asthe instrument of coercion. Then there wasthe violation of Church law in using his powers
and his position to further hisown ends.

Altogether he was a very naughty boy.

Revaner had enjoyed himsdif to the fullest, with nothing more than merest rumor to aert his superiors
to the fact that he was alawbreaker so many times over that he would be doing penance until he died if
he was caught.

The blatant misuse of everything the Church gave him would have had even the most corrupt
of them livid. Not to mention the amount of keep-quiet money they would have had to pay to his
victims.

They did not even know who the cause of the rumor was; he had managed to keep hisidentity
secret. But he had aready made onefatal error, and that had been when he had checked to see who the
Prior of the Abbey of the Justiciars at Kingsford was without also making the effort to discover who his
underlings were. The Prior waslazy and subject to avenia sin now and then of his own—but
immediately benesth him in rank was Justiciar-Mage Ardis, dready known for dispensing the purest
justice without regard for rank, privilege, or Sation, and it was Ardiswho wastruly in charge of the Faire
Judiciary. Then, after three weeks of enjoyment, Revaner had made his second fatal error.

He had approached a Gypsy Free Bard named Robin and was rebuffed, publicly, vehemently, and in
such away asled to agreat dedl of humiliation on his part and amusement on that of the witnesses. But
his success had bred overconfidence and inflated his pride, and his pride would not tolerate such ablow.
Obsessed with the girl and angered at her contemptuous refusal, he had conspired with aGuild Bard
named Beltren, one of his cronies, to kidnap her.

Even that might only have earned him exile to some distant, ascetic Abbey in aharsh and unforgiving
climate, constant penance and prayer, and perpetua confinement to his cell if he had been caught—but
his pride was too high to merely use her and discard her. No, he had to triumph over her and keep her as
aprivate trophy. He had used his magic to transform her into a man-sized bird of gaudy plumage, placed
her in acage, and compelled her with further spellsto sing for his pleasure. Then he displayed her for al
the Faireto see.

Pride and folly went hand in hand, and he was bound to fal over such ablatantly stupid action;
Revaner was found out, of course, and he was condemned by the Justiciars to the same condition he had
forced upon the Gypsy girl. Transformed into ablack bird of amazing ugliness, hewasdisplayedin a
cage above the gate of the Abbey as an example to others. And since he was a bird, without accessto
hiswedlth, his connections, or his persuasive tongue, no one was tempted to try to defend him.

When fal camethat year, he was taken down and lodged in acell in the Abbey until the warmer
wegther arrived, in larger, if not more luxurious quarters. But when spring came, it was easier to keep him
there ingtead of putting him back on display. Eventualy, he became afixture in the Abbey gaol.

Then came the Greet Fire, and the revolt within the Abbey itsdlf. And, presumably, during the
confusion or perhaps out of misguided compassion, someone | &ft the cage door open and the bird

escaped.



The Gypsy transformed into a bird had not been ableto fly, but even asabird, Revaner was till a
mage, and he could use hismagic to ad hiswings. He had put as much distance between himsdf and
Kingsford as possible, ending up at last in Sandast, atrade-city Situated below acliff riddled with caves.
There Revaner had made ahome, stole food, and attempted to work out how to change himsalf back.

That much Orm had managed to reason out for himself. What he didn't know was how Revaner had
learned that the key to transforming himsdlf back to aman was the death of someone else, and it wasthe
onething that he was not likely to ever find out. There were only two people who had ever known that,
and Revaner'sfirg victim was the second. Short of bringing back the dead spirit to speak, Orm was
unlikely to discover what the circumstance had been.

Orm had recently removed himsdlf to Sandast from the vicinity of Kingsford until acertain party
returned to his homeland. A business ded had gone awry, and it wasn't particularly hedthy for Ormto
linger in the vicinity of Duke Arden's city. Although hisorigind customer was no longer available, it had
occurred to Orm that the information he possessed could easily be sold el sewhere. Sandast, for instance.
And it wasin the course of trying to find abuyer for that information that he had come upon Revaner in
the moment of histhird attempt at transformetion.

Now, there had been rumors of a madman stalking the streets at night and murdering unwary victims
by driving an enormous spike or spear through their chests, but Orm had dismissed it. After dl, sucha
person would hardly be inconspicuous, loping about with a spike the size of asmall tree trunk over his
shoulder! So when his search for aclient took him out into the densefog of atypica Sandast evening, he
wasn't particularly worried about coming across anything worse than a pickpocket or back-aley
assaultigt, ether of which he could handle eesly.

Not until he rounded a corner and found himsdf in adimly lit cul-de-sac, facing a scene out of
nightmare.

Filtered light fell down from windows above onto the murderer and hislatest victim, and the murderer
was agreat deal more conspicuous than a madman with aspike. A huge black bird, with the body of a
street-singer impaled on itslancelike beak, glared at Orm out of angry red eyes. Blood was everywhere,
turning the dust of the street into red mud, plastering the feathers of the bird in sticky tufts, splattered
againgt the peeling walls of the buildings surrounding the cul-de-sac. Orm had been so startled, and so
fascinated, that instead of running, he had smply stood and stared.

And so he had the unique experience of watching the bird transform into a black-robed man.

Or rather—try to watch it do o, for there was something about the transformation that made his
eyes hurt and his ssomach churn, asif whatever was going on was not meant to be watched. He looked
away for amoment, and when he looked back, there was a man in the black robes of a Priest standing
over the body of the girl. The man was unarmed, but Orm did not for amoment assume that he was
helpless. The very opposite, in fact.

So hedid the only thing logica under the circumstances.

"Well, you seem to have asituation on your hands. | believe you can use my help,” he had said, as
camly asif the man had just walked into an inn looking for him. "Would you care to come with meto my
quarterswhere we can discussit?"

Whether it was due to Revaner's own desperation, or Orm's glib tongue, Revaner engaged his
services on the spot.

Revaner 4ill had most of hismoney, and agreet ded of it, al deposited with the Goldsmith's Guild,
and thus accessible to him any time he cared to write out the proper papersto get it. But when it took
seven daysto get the money, and he was able to remain in human form for considerably less than that—

Wéll, he had aproblem to say the least.

Inthe first few days of their partnership, Orm's role had been asmple one; he got a suite of rooms

with windows overlooking a bare courtyard used for storage, so that Revaner—or "Rand,” as he now
caled himsdf—could come and go at hisleisure when he was abird. Orm made certain that al of Rand's



physical needswere cared for, both as abird and as aman. But Rand's period as ahuman did not last
more than three days, and when he transformed, he was nearly beside himsdf with rage.

Orm let him rage, for there was nothing much in his room he could damage, and waited for him to
calm—or at leadt, to exhaust himsdlf.

Rand-as-bird had learned how to speak, athough his Gypsy captive had not had the time to master
that art, so when hefinaly stopped stabbing holesin the bed-linens, Orm ventured afew words.

"Thisishardly asurprise,” he had pointed out. Y ou knew you were going to revert eventualy.”

The bird's voice was a harsh croak, unpleasant but understandable. "Not so soon,” Rand protested,
and made another stab at a pillow. White feathers flew out of the hole, and Orm shook his head.

"But it held for longer thistimethan the last,” Orm replied. ™Y ou told methe last timeit only held for
two days. Thingsareimproving."

Rand tossed the pillow aside with asavage twist of his head, scattering more feathers across the floor
asit landed. "It should have been longer," he muttered. "It should have been permanent.”

Orm shrugged, and spread his hands. "I'm no mage,” hereplied, "but thisisthe most powerful piece
of magic that | have ever heard of outside an EIf Hill—and cast by a—amage that powerful, | can't
imagine how three paltry deeths could negate anything like this.”

He had caught himsdf for amoment, realizing that he had been about to say something about a spell
cast by aJudticiar-Mage, and even though he hadn't actudly said anything incriminating, he caught Rand
giving him asuspiciouslook out of those ruby-red eyes.

It occurred to him that Rand might well consider him expendable at that moment, and he hastened to
ded with that contingency.

"It'sobviousto methat if each death lengthensthe time you are—" he chose hisword ddlicately "—
cured, you smply haveto find more victims. The trouble with that is obvious. dready peopleinthislittle
town are beginning to talk, and it's only amatter of time before someone hasthe bright idea of starting a
house-to-house search. Granted, you could fly away during the search, but you wouldn't be able to pick
your moment to fly, and what if someone saw you and made the obvious concluson? Y ou clearly need
more sacrifices, but you smply cannot stay here and keep killing people.”

"Sowhat am | to do?' rasped Rand. "Move somewhere else and kill people?!

"Why not?' Orm countered. " | can move you comfortably—uwell, more comfortably than flying all
that distance. | can find you safe quarters, | can stand watch for you—I can even find potentia victims
for you. But | think you ought to find asafer way of doing your killings, away in which you'relesslikdy
to be caught in the act. It's already happened once, and you were just lucky that it was me and not a
constable who discovered you. Think about lifein the long term—we don't have to stay in once place,
we can move on when things become risky. Think about what you need to accomplish, instead of
franticaly daughtering in the hopes that thistime something will work!™

Never before or since had he seen such atransformation come over a creature. Rand went from a
creature dangeroudy enraged and making no effort to hide that fact, to one suddenly locked in thought.
Literdly locked in thought—Rand went rigid, and his eyes unfocused. Silence prevailed for sometime,
but Orm wasin no hurry to leave, so he waited the creature out. He had, he thought, just proved to Rand
that his services were indispensable. Rand had a great ded of ready cash, and Orm wanted as much of
that money transferred to himself as possible. He aso wanted to continue living, and he was under no
illusions about his continued existence if Rand decided to get rid of him.

This, of course, was not thefirst time he had found himsdlf in that position. A manwho sdls
information often comes into possession of knowledge that others would rather he didn't know, and
sometimes those others are willing to teke drastic stepsto ensure that the information islost again. Orm
hed aways saved himsdf in the past by proving that it was more expensive to diminate him than to
purchase his cooperation, and he wasfairly certain he could do the same thing thistime.



Findly, Rand shook al of his shabby drab feathers and fastened his gaze on his would-be partner.
"You areright," the bird croaked. "And | want to think about thisfor awhile. | have been very
shortsghted until this moment.”

"Inthat case," Orm had said, risng and making alittle bow, "'l shall leave you in peaceto think." He
knew then that he was safe, for Rand had spoken the key word: shortsighted. Rand had just made the
jump from thinking only about the immediate need of becoming and staying human, and had moved on to
other desiresaswell. And aman who looked as Rand did probably had amgjor desire driving him.

Revenge. Orm loved that motive; it was one of his most profitable. Revenge was complicated and
expensve, it involved eaborate plots and agreat ded of planning. And given that Rand would probably
want revenge on a least one person moderatdy difficult to find—well, the possibilitiesfor profit were
Saggering.

Rand made several requests of Orm over the next couple of weeks, with the most difficult being the
acquigtion of an ecclesastica dagger. Rand had probably intended for Orm to steal one, but Orm had
no intentions of leaving that kind of trail for the Church to follow. It wouldn't be too difficult for Church
mages to put the theft of a piece of regalia of that sort together with amurder by means of that kind of
weapon—and Orm had the suspicion they might be able to tell who had taken it and what had been done
withit. Instead, he broke into a Chape dl right, but when he found one of the daggers, he only studied it.
The next day he purchased atriangular file of gpproximately the correct dimensions, broke into asmithy
whose owner was out of town, and ground it into asimilar knife-blade himself. Since the new "knife"
already had awooden hilt of sorts, Orm had judged that it would do.

When he brought it to Rand, the creature studied the offering closdly, then clacked hisbeak in away
that Orm had cometo learn signified his approva. "Very clever, and usable for thefirgt attempt, anyway,”
the bird croaked. "We may have to do something else next time, but thiswill do. Now—I want you to
find metwo people.”

Rand outlined the kind of victim Orm had aready assumed he would want: femae, amusician—a
Gypsy or aFree Bard by preference, but any musician or dancer would do, so long as shewasfemale.
But he aso wanted a man, someonewho might plausibly pick up the clumsy knife that Orm had
constructed, at least for amoment.

Orm dready had afew candidates for the first position, but the second was something of a puzzle for
him. In the end, he chose a petty tough with a penchant for knives, the man couldn't resst ablade, no
matter how clumsy or poorly made, and once he had one, he could be counted upon to carry it with him.
If the man ever fel into the river, held sink to the bottom from the weight of steel he carried.

Rand made thefind selection of the girl, and glesfully chose awench who at least wore the ribbons
of aFree Bard, though Orm privately suspected that if any real musician heard her sing, they'd demand
the ribbons back. Too much drinking and other abuses of her own body had taken aheavy toll of her
voice, mind, and musical taents. All of her songs sounded dike, and dl of them were smilar intheme as
well. She fancied the company of people precisdy like that young street-tough, perhaps for the thrill of
association, athough she claimed that they gave her ideas for more of her songs. Bitter, uncertain of
temper, aggressive and yet cowardly, she made trouble just for the sake of seeing what happened. Orm
privately considered that he would be doing the world afavor in helping torid it of theill-natured
creature.

Orm got the blade into the hands of the street-tough as Rand requested. Only then did he hear the
rest of the plan.

"WEell be using the knife for the killing, rather than this besk I've been cursed with. For the moment,
don't worry about how; I'll explain that in amoment. Y ou seem to know enough about magic to know
that mages can read where objects have been and you were probably wondering how | intended to deal
with thetraces of your persondity that you left on that knife, aswell asthe magic that | shall imbueit
with," Rand-the-bird rasped smugly as he cocked his oil-sheened head to the side to gauge Orm's
reactions. "It'ssmple, redly. After thewoman is dead, you movein and stedl the knife before anyone



dsecantouchit.”

Rand had probably expected Orm to put up a strenuous objection to this, Orm just waited for the
details. Rand wouldn't have tried to shock him with thisif he didn't have adamned clever plan to avoid
the two of them getting caught.

Orm had been correct in his assumption. Rand did have a damned clever plan, and the more he
outlined, the more at ease Orm became. Rand knew what a Justiciar-Mage could and could not do (as
well he should), and he had planned for everything.

"l usethe knifeto gain control of the street-thug's body," Rand explained carefully. "Once |l have
donethat, | use him to murder the woman. Then | have him throw the knife away, which iswhen you will
look for it and carry it off, bringing it back to me. When that isdone, | have the man throw himsdf into
theriver asasuicide. The very few traces of magic contamination will be washed off in running water.
Thiswill ook likeasmple crime of passon or arobbery gone awry, and no onewill think that thisis
anything out of the ordinary. People are murdered dl the timein an arealike the one these two frequent.”

"Y ou take control of him?' Orm had asked, fascinated in spite of himself. "How?"

If Rand had possessed such athing as an eyebrow, he might haveraised it sardonicaly. "It isagreat
ded more smplethat you would think," Rand had replied, assuming the manner of avulture. The wicked
bird chuckled harshly, an odd sort of crow, and fluffed hisfeathers.

Orm had laughed softly with ddight; thiswas the kind of clever scheme he enjoyed the mogt, and
when Rand detailed just how he would control the bodies, he gave the mage credit for even more
cleverness than before. The only unanswered question was why Rand didn't suggest that after Orm stole
the knife, he get rid of it elsewhere; Orm had a suspicion that Rand wanted it for personal reasons. That
was perfectly acceptable to Orm, and Orm planned from the beginning to see that the knives Rand used
were clean of even the dightest trace of blood before he ever turned them over to his employer. Blood
could also be used to mark atrail for amage hunting amurderer, but if there was no blood, there would
be no way to follow the path of the knife.

It hed dl followed just as Rand had wished, from thefirst killing to the last. Orm would find severd
possible victims and Rand would watch them, stalking them in either human or avian form. When he had
chosen who he wanted, if he had not aready reverted to birdshape, he would wait until he had done so
while Orm made anote of every movement of their days, finding places and timeswhere it would be easy
to ambush them. Orm would construct the knife, then find away to get the knife into the hands of the
mean, often commissioning ahilt to suit the victim, but always making the blade from atriangular fileso
that there would be no trace of where it came from. He was no fool; sooner or later someone would
begin to notice that there were strange murder-suicides committed with avery odd weapon, and he didn't
want any smithsrecalling the fellow who had asked for triangular blades.

When everything wasin place, Rand would follow thefirst victim and take him over, then make his
kill. When their activities began to draw the attention of constables or other peoplein positions of
authority, they moved on before the civil authorities could begin ared investigation. In small townsand
villages, they would move after only asingle degth; in larger, they might take four or five victims before
judging it prudent to move to the next venue. Occasiondly, circumstances would permit Rand to enjoy a
lingering and el aborate ritud of mutilation of his primary victim—this, of course, increased the anguish of
his secondary victim amost as much. Rand rdlished these opportunities, athough they were few, and
looked forward with anticipation to opportunities for more such. Rand kept with him agrowing collection
of knives, and he would take them out to gloat over them as soon as they were established in their new
home.

Orm had asecret of his own which he had no intention of sharing with the mage. He enjoyed
watching the murders; it gave him dl of the pleasure with none of therisk. And the moment he got his
hands on the blades that did the deed, he experienced athrill that was almost as good as being with a
woman. He wondered sometimes if Rand felt the same.



Well, whether he did or not, each successive victim alowed him to spend time as ahuman being
again, dthough how much time varied from victim to victim. The best had been the jeweler and the
Gypsy, both for Orm and for Rand. Once the girl had been pegged down to the worktable, Rand had
made the jewder let them in, and they had both watched every step of the proceedings. When the girl
was dead and the man had drunk every drop of caustic chemicasin hisworkshop, it had been Orm who
dragged the body beneath the water-barrel and let the water flow over him, erasing the taint of magic that
was on him. The beautifully jeweed knife had been sold to him by athief who had in histurn "stolen” it
from Orm—careful study had shown that at least haf the jeweler'sincome had come from the purchase
of stolen property and the sale of the component parts. Orm himself had directed the Gypsy to that
jeweler on thefatd night, after seeing to it that the clasp of her belt of copper coinswas broken past
amateur repair. Rand had stayed human for an entire week after that.

Some of the murders had gone dightly awry, which wasinevitable congdering the neighborhoodsin
which they were operating. Twice the knife was stolen by someone € se before it could be used on its
intended victim, and anew victim of opportunity had to be found—Rand had hated that, but there was
nothing to be done about it if he wanted to take on human form again. But on the whole things were going
entirely to plan, or to the plan as Orm knew it.

He suspected that Rand had some specific goa in mind, which was likely to be the murder of the
Justiciar-Mage who had put him in the form he now wore. A few wenches more or lesswouldn't cause
an authority to issue an dl-out manhunt, but the murder of a High Bishop would bring out every Hound of
God, every congtable, and every private guard until the killer was caught. Too risky, far too risky. If that
was the case, Orm had plans of his own. Once the deed was done, the knife would not be stolen and
carried away, because Orm would not be there.

Rand was so busy controlling hisvictimsthat he had no time to watch for Orm, and on thisfina
occasion, Orm would be elsewhere, possibly even on ahorse on hisway out of Kingsford. Thiswould
negtly circumvent the problems that would arise when his employer no longer needed his services. Once
Rand was caught and punished, Orm would be free to return and take up hisold professon again. The
very congtruction of this house would make it possible for Orm to claim that he had no idea that the other
tenant of the place had been up to no good, no matter what claims Rand made—for although the suites
did share the common entrance, that was all that they shared. Orm would be shocked and appalled,
professing horror and relief that he himsalf had escaped the fate of so many. He would expressthe
opinion that a man mad enough to murder SO many people was mad enough to claim anything, including
the ideathat hisinnocent fellow tenant had ahand in the evil deeds. And as for how many victimsthe
madman had claimed—well, the callection of bladesin Rand's bedroom would serve as mute testimony
so powerful that the Justiciars would need to look no further for their killer.

A light tap on hisdoor aerted him to the fact that Rand was home again, and he went to answer it.
No one but Rand ever knocked on his door; none of his other clients knew where he lived.

As he expected, Rand was standing at his door, impatiently tapping afoot. "Did you get it?" Rand
asked, inlieu of agreeting. He was probably a handsome man in his human form, though Orm'staste
more mundanely ran to women. His body was kept in perfect physica shape by the exertion of flyingin
hisavian form; hisfeatures were regular and dmost aggressively masculine. Although he no longer wore
the black robes of aPriest, he continued to favor black clothing. It seemed that when he transformed,
whatever he was wearing became his feathers, and ablack bird was less conspicuous than any other
color.

"It'sinyour room," Orm replied, and Rand smiled in away that had very little to do with good
humor.

At least he transformed immediately this time. Rand's bird-form made Orm fed alittle queasy,
athough he managed to hide hisreactions, and he was dways very well aware of the deadly potentid of
those claws and that spearlike beak.

"Well, how did it go? Did anyone see you?' Rand continued, without bothering to thank Orm for



what Orm considered to be avery net little bit of theft. He had plucked the knife literally out of the
gutter, with at least adozen people around him looking for it aswell.

"No one saw me," he said, restraining hisirritation. "The bird-man set off after your man, and
everyone was watching the bird-man. They never even noticed | wasthere, much less saw metaking the
blade."

"Good." With an abrupt nod, Rand turned on his hedl and went up the stepsto his own rooms,
leaving Orm standing in his own doorway like a dismissed servant, his breeth seaming out into theicy
foyer.

Orm repressed moreirritation and Ssmply closed his door. He reminded himself that Rand had been a
high-ranking Priest and awedthy man, with servants who were accustomed to being ordered about like
Deliambren automata. Rand would never change, and that was that.

Sill, he grumbled alittle as he threw the latch on the door, it would be nice to be appreciated for
good work once in a while. It annoyed and sometimes angered him to be treated like a scullery-maid.

But then again, if he suspected how clever | am, he might be more wary of me, and moreinclined to
get rid of me. | am aconvenience, he reminded himsalf. Heis used to having me around to do hiswork
for him, but now he could be rid of me without harm if he chose. All he needs mefor isto stedl the
daggers, and he could hire a petty pickpocket to do that for him. Given that—perhaps it wasn't so bad to
be dismissed.

Orm went back to his chair before the fire, settled in with hisfeet near the grate, and considered his
actionsfor therest of the day and evening. | should go down to the Purple Eel, he decided. By sunset
every constable not on duty will have heard what happened, and all of the onesin that district will
be there to flap their mouths over it. Thiswas an easy way to discover what the constables knew and
what they didn't, and Orm had used it in every city they'd worked so far.

Orm had been a congtable himself for about ayear, in between being athief and becoming a broker
of information. He had come very near to being caught after atheft that had resulted in the desth of his
victim, and had decided to learn how the constabl es themsel ves thought and reasoned so that he would
know what they were likely to do in agiven Situation and assesstherisks of agiven action in an ingtant.
Asaresult, hewas able to pretty well anticipate every move that the constables made so long ashe
knew how much information they had.

It did bother him that the murder victims were always women of a particular type; that was a pattern,
and patterns made them vulnerable. If the particular women Rand insisted on ever took this serioudy
enough to start staying off the streets altogether, Rand would ether have to pursue them insde—which
was very, very dangerous—or choose another type of victim. Knowing Rand, it wouldn't be the latter.
Hewas brilliant, but obsessed, and quite insane.

More than that, although it hadn't yet occurred to them, the constables could set up atrap for them
by usng aseemingly ideal victim as bait. Of course, that would mean setting her up in such away that
neither Rand nor Orm detected the trap, which would mean that her behavior would have to be perfectly
congstent for severa days. And that in turn would mean either that the constables were able to deduce
that these were not victims of opportunity, or that the constables planned to set up atrap around a
street-girl who was unaware that she was being used as bait.

The former wasn't likely, he decided. For the most part, he had been very careful to select potentia
victimsthat no one cared about. The closest they had ever come to getting caught was that obsessive
fellow afew towns back—and he had been working aone, without the cooperation of the constabulary
officids. Asfor the latter—well, there were hundreds, if not thousands, of potentia choicesin Kingsford,
and the chance that the constables would select exactly the same one as Orm and Rand was minimd.

But | should listen for such aplan, he decided. The Purple Edl is definitdy the place to go tonight.

But he wasloathe to leave his chair just now. Held gotten horribly cold out there, waiting for Rand to
make his move. Before he went out again, he wanted to be warmed down to the bone.



He thought back once again over the last set of murders and could see no flawsin them. Most
murders not committed for gain were committed by people who knew the victims, often very well—most
often, rdatives. Orm made very certain that no one ever connected him with the recipients of the knives,
generdly finding ways of getting the bladesinto the chosen handsindirectly, as he had with the jeweler.
The only pattern wasin the women, and none of them were ever seen near, much lesswith, Orm.

Rand would be unbearable this evening, exulting in his stolen power and his new form, but by
tomorrow he would be pleasant enough, if overbearing. That was the pattern, and Orm was used to it.
There would be a generous reward for asuccessful "hunt,” as Rand termed the murders, and as soon as
Rand camed down from the intoxication of success, he would want to know who Orm had singled out
for the next prey. Orm, of course, would have hislist, and Rand would be very pleased, which would
make him generous.

It'stoo bad he's so obsessed, Orm thought idly. If he didn't mind spending time in that bird-form, he
would make agood thief. As soon asit got warm, and people in the fine houses began opening their
windows at night for fresh air, he could nip in, snatch up jewelry-cases, and fly out without anyone ever
knowing he'd been there.

Wéll, that was not likely to happen. Rand wanted to break his spell entirely.

Which is probably avery good reason why he would like to choose High Bishop Ardisasavictim.
Not only isshefemde, not only is shethe direct cause of him being theway heis, but she cast the spdll in
thefirst place. Not only would he gain revenge, but since she's the mage involved, the only way to break
the spell might beto kill the cagter. | hope he doesn't think of that.

Hedghed. It was apity that Rand couldn't be more content with life asit was. He wouldn't mind
spending about haf histimeasabird! Think of al the things he could overhear, perched in the shadow of
chimneys or lurking in the branches of treesin private gardens—listening outside windows, or on
ba conied

Too bad, but things aren't going to change, and | need to start for the Purple Eel, he decided, getting
reluctantly up from hisarmchair. All of hisbrilliance and my cleverness aren't going to help if someone's
got an unexpected card up hisdeeve.

Y ou couldn't plan for the unexpected, but you could prepare your mind to deal withit. That was
Orm's motto, and he went out into the dusk to make good onit.

Chapter Nine

Ardis, Td, and Kayne sat in Ardis's office with the door locked and a guard posted to ensure that no
one disturbed them unlessit was alife-or-death emergency. Ardis had finally gotten thelast of her
information. Some came from the farthest town with murders that matched the pattern, and more detailed
information arrived from Master Wren, her cousin. She dso had something that Tal would never have
access to: the records from the Confessiond for dl of the victims—or at least, dl of those that attended
Confession. Rather surprisingly, amgjority of them had, and she now possessed detailed glimpsesinto



thelr persondities.

"I'm going to try something different thistime," she said to the other two. "Instead of trying to deduce
anything more directly about the murderer, | want to look at hisvictims and come up with more
information about him based on what they were like. And | want to start from the negative—what those
vicimsaren't."

Kaynelooked dert and thoughtful, but it was Tal who spokefirdt. "Rich,” Ta said promptly. "Or
even moderately well-off. I'm talking about the women, of course, but only one of the men waswhat you
would cdl rich, and that was the last one—the first one we know about in Kingsford. The rest were
never better off monetarily than working tradesmen.”

"They aren't whores, ether; infact, most of them would have been insulted if you suggested they
were" Kayne put in, as Ardis noted that the word "whore" did off her tongue without liciting so much as
ablush, whichwasin itsdlf an interesting devel opment. " There are more whoresin any town or city than
there are Street musicians, so he'sreally having to make an effort to find them.”

Ardis nodded, for that agreed with the information she had; when she had been able to find the
femde victimsin the Confessiond records, they had been honest musicianswho left paid loveto the
professionds. "What about the men?' she asked.

Td scratched hishead. "There you have me," he admitted. "They don't match a pattern, not even
close. They'redl kinds."

Now was the time to spring her surprise. "Until you look in here." She tapped the folder of records.
"l have accessto certain confidentia records; | can't let you look at them, but what | see shows at |east
one pattern, which isthat our murderer worked very cautioudy, at first."

"Oh?' Td sad skepticdly. "He doesn't seem all that cautiousto me.”

"The men who attacked women in the open, in daylight, in front of witnessesare dl recent. | think
he's gotten bolder with success." She placed her palm on top of the folder. "Now, the others, the ones
that occurred in the street at night under cover, or even under the protection of aroof—that's where I'm
seeing a pattern. The men al confessed to sins of the flesh and preferred lights-of-love who at least
pretended to be musicians. If at al possible, they wanted a mistress, even for an hour, who was more
than just awhore. It made them fed asif they had discernment and taste, according to what | read here.”

"Interesting.” Ta chewed hislower lip. "So what we haveisaman who islikely to be out in the street
inthefirg place, and equaly likely to accost women who are acting like musiciansto seeif they might
have othe—ah—talents.” He blushed, which wasinteresting; it was unlikely he felt embarrassment on his
own behaf, so it was probably because he wasin Kayne's presence—or hers. "So, the question is, why
gotodl thistroubleto pick that kind of victim?'

"So that he wouldn't bregk a pattern of behavior and aert the neighbors or the family that there was
something wrong," Kayne declared, her head up.

But Td shook hishead. "Not logical; most of the murderstook place too quickly. It wouldn't matter
if the nelghbors saw something just before that made them think there was something wrong with the
man. | still don't think there was a pattern there, or areason—unless—" He paused, asif struck by a
thought.

"Unlesswhat?' Ardis asked.

He frowned and rubbed one closed eye before replying. "Unless it was a peculiar sort of revenge.
Weve got one theory that he's taking revenge on the girlsfor being scorned by afemale musician, but
what if he's dso taking revenge on the men they are willing to deep with?"

"That's not abad thought,” Ardisreplied after amoment. "It has a certain twisted symmetry.” She
congdered it for amoment. "But what about the others, where there was no previous contact with
street-women? There was &t |east one man who had no interest in women whatsoever as| recall.”

Td shrugged. "'l agree with you that there is a pattern of increasing complication and risk-taking. At



firgt, he takes men who have areason to be aone with women who make their living in the street, and
women who have areason to go aong with these men. This, of course, keeps him from breaking the
established patterns of his mae victims, which keeps anyone from noticing that there is something wrong."

"There were some cases early on where that isn't true,” Kayne protested.

Td nodded agreement. "But those could have been cases where something went wrong—either he
couldn't get the kind of victims he wanted, or something el seinterfered. And remember, dl of those took
place under cover of night and four walls, in nelghborhoods where no one ever looks to see what's going
on if there are cries or screaming in the night.”

Ardis couldn't find anything to disagree with yet. "Go on," she said. "What next?'

"Nextismorerisk," Td told them, as Kayne franticaly scribbled notes. "He takeslonger with the
victims, mutilating them aswell askilling them. Next, he goes out into the strest, into the open, and takes
men who are strangers to the women hekills, and women who wouldn't normally go off with a stranger
unlessthey thought his purpose completely honest. He breaks the patterns of the lives of hismaevictims,
but he'ls moving quickly enough that even if anyone notices there's something wrong with the man, they
don't have time to do more than wonder about it. Then—we have things like the killing here, in broad
daylight, withamaevictimwho never set foot in that part of town, who might well have been stopped
by afamily member or retainer before he had a chance to act on behdf of the murderer. A thousand
things could have gone wrong for him at that last killing. They didn't, which only meansthat ether hisluck
is phenomend, or he's sudying his victims with more attention to detail than we've guessed.”

"And thejewder?' Kayne asked.

Ardis shook her head. "I don't know. The jeweler often had women in his home, but that doesn't
mean that the Gypsy girl didn't go there with legitimate businessin mind."

"If he'sclever, he could have manufactured that business” Ta pointed out. " Gypsies often wear their
fortune; she could have come to the man with coinsto be made into abelt or necklace. All hed haveto
do would beto drop agood handful of silver into her hat, and she'd be off to the nearest jeweler to have
the coins bored and strung before she lost them.”

"A good point,” Ardissaid with alittle surprise, Snce it wasn't apossibility shed have thought of.
"But what sedo the victims all havein common?*

Tad made asour face. "They are people no onewill miss. Thefactis, dl of hismae victimswere such
that even if they did things that were out of character, no one would care enough to stop them until it was
too late. Even their relatives don't pay any attention to them until they're dead and the way of their degth
isadisgrace to the family. Even then, they seem relieved that the man himsdlf isno longer around to make
further trouble for them.”

Ardissmiled sardonicdly. ™Y ou caught that, did you?' she asked, referring to the behavior of the
young dandy's parents when she had questioned them.

Ta nodded, and so did Kayne.

"So we can assume that these men, the secondary victims, are people who would not question the
origin of agtray knifethat cameinto their hands, especidly if they had any reason to believe that it was
stolen." She raised an eyebrow, inviting comment, and once again the other two nodded. " They would
amply take the object, especidly if it appeared vauable. They would most probably keep it on their
persons.”

Ta held up afinger and, a her nod, added a correction. "All but one or two—I think the
knife-grinder | saw had been given the knife to sharpen. And it's possible the jewel er was brought the
knifeto repair some damage to the hilt. In both those cases, the men were perfectly innocent of
everything. But I'd say it was more than possible in acouple of casesthat the men who had the knife
actudly soleit themsdves" Td told her. "And that may account for a couple of the victimswhere the
connection with music is so tenuousiit might aswell not be there”



"Hetook what he could get in those cases, in other words." Ardis made anote of that on the side of
acouple of the dubious cases. "That argues for acouple of things. Either thereisonly one knife—"

"That in't right, unless he's changing the hilt," Td interrupted. "The one | saw didn't ook anything like
the one Visyr saw."

"Then inthat case, it isavery powerful and complicated spell, and he can't have it active on more
than one weapon at atime." Ardis made another note to herself, suggesting aline of magical research.
"To amage, that isvery interesting, because it implies a high degree of concentration and skill, and one
begins to wonder why so powerful amageisn't in Duke Arden's Court.”

"Maybe heis—" Kayne began, but Ardis shook her head.

"Therésonly one magein his Court, and she's one of my fdlow Justiciars. Furthermore, she hasn't
detected anyone casting a spell that requires so much power anywherein the Duca Pdace." Ardis
sighed, for it seemed to her that the answer was, more and more, likely to involve a Church mage. "There
amply aren't that many powerful magesin the Human Kingdoms outside the Church."”

Td grimaced, and Kayne shook her head. "It certainly seemsto be the direction the hunt istending.”
Shesghed philosophicaly.

Ardisclosed her eyes and told her ssomach to cam itsdlf. "1 would much prefer to be ableto point a
finger a an EIf, Sncethere are plenty of Elveswho would gleefully daughter as many mortas asthey
could get their hands on, but | have been assured that no EIf would be able to cast magic on anything
made of iron or stedl. So, that's the end of that idea”

"What about other nonhumans?' Ta asked. "1 don't think it'slikely, mind you, but what about them?"

"I don't think it'slikely elther,” shetold both of them. "Any nonhuman is going to be very obvious, and
anonhuman mage even more s0. Even if anonhuman mage didn't practice magic openly, held be
congpicuous, because he would have to be wealthy. He smply wouldn't be able to purchase the privacy
he would need to work magic without being wesdlthy."

"If this Justiciar-Mage can detect the casting of spdllsin the palace, why can't we have mages
watching for the casting of magic out in the city?' Ta wanted to know.

"Y ou can see the smoke from afirein the forest quite clearly, but can you pinpoint the smoke from
anindividud fireinthecity?' Ardis countered. "There'stoo much e se going on out in alarge population
of humans, with as much disruption asthereisin Kingsford, amage would have to be in the same city
block asthe caster in order to detect the casting of even a powerful spell.”

"Have we enough magesin Kingsford to try that?' Kayne asked. "Couldn't we station mages around
to catch himin the act?"

A reasonableidea, but not very practical, consdering that the priestly mages of Kingsford had more
demands on their time than they had hoursin the day. "1 think we would have better luck trying to find
where the knives themsdves are coming from,” Ardis said tactfully. "If he's usng more than one, someone
has to be making them for him. There just aren't that many missing ecclesiagtica knives."

Td went very quiet at that. "1 didn't know that,” he said findly. "I'd just assumed that held stolen or
found ritua knives—maybe in secondhand shops or something of the sort. But if he's making them—that
amost means there has to be more than one person involved.”

Ardisfelt her ssomach turn over again. One murderer was bad enough—Dbut two?"'1've had people
looking for amaker in Kingsford, and | can't find any smith who'll admit to making triangular-bladed
knives"

"Oh, I wouldn't worry about that too much,” Kayne said with awave of her hand. "They don't have
to come from Kingsford, or thiskingdom, or even aHuman Kingdom. Any little village smith would do,
and | bet there are plenty who would he happy to get ajob in the winter when people don't need farm
equipment mended. All he needs to do would be to get asmith somewhere el se to take a commission for
the finished blades, and he can put whatever hilt he wants to on them. For that matter, he could be



rehilting the same knife, over and over. That would solve the question of why you saw one kind of knife,
Td, and why Visyr saw another."

Td shook hishead. "I don't think so," he said firmly. "1 think I've figured out why they're disappearing
when al he'd need to do would be to drop them into theriver to destroy our ability to trace him from
them. What hel's doing is taking them as his mementos.”

"Hiswhat?' Kayne asked.

"Mementos" Td offered an gpologetic smile. "Trophies. Killerslike thislike to have thingsto
remember their victimsby. A lock of hair, anitem of clothing, even jewery. It lets them experience the
thrill of the murder all over again. | know of one man who gave hiswife apresent of the jewelry hed
taken from the woman he killed; made a point of asking her to wear it, and he said later it was so he
could relive the murder. | think that's why the knives are disgppearing; | think our man is collecting them,
cleaning them, and keeping them astrophies. He probably has them al mounted on awall somewhere, or
doneupinalittledisplay case”

Kaynelooked alittle green. "That's sick,” she said in disgust.

"And murdering twenty or thirty women isn't?" Ardis countered, fedling certain that Tal hed
uncovered another piece of the puzzle. "I think Td'sright. | aso think that the mage in question is smart
enough to wipe not only every vestige of blood off the blade but cleanse it of every glimmer of magic, so
we can't trace it. He may even have shielded the room the knives are in against atrace. We could search
till we die of old age and never find the daggers.”

Kayne gritted her teeth in frustration, showing openly what Ardis was keeping hidden beneath a
veneer of cam. "Y ou do redize what you're saying? We have a murderer who knows as much about the
waly crimes are traced by way of magic as the constables and Justiciar-Mages do! How can we even try
to catch him?”

Ta reached out and patted her hand in a very fatherly fashion—which relieved Ardis. Sheld been
hoping those blushes weren't on Kayne's behaf. Not that Tal and Kayne would make a bad couple, but .

Shelost the thought, and didn't careto pursueit.

"We catch him the way constables have aways caught clever criminads™ Td said, hiscam and even
tones belying the tenson Ardis sensed beneath his stoic surface. "Firstly, there are more of us than there
are of him. Secondly, he will make amistake. He may aready have done so, but wejust didn't catch it at
the time. Once he makes one mistake, helll make more, and the consequences will begin to pile up.”

"How can you be so sure of that?' Kayne demanded.

He rubbed hisforehead and shut his eyeswhile replying. "It's the oddest thing, you know," he
continued, in amatter-of-fact voice, asif he wastaking about one of hisfellow Guardsmen rather than a
multiple murderer. "But I've never seenittofail. A clever thief can and will continueto sted dl hislife—a
clever sharpster continue to extract money from the unwary until he'sin his grave. But amurderer—he
may show no sgns of remorse at dl, may even claim that hisvictims deserved what came to them—but
sooner or later he startsto make mistakes that get him caught.”

"Remorse?' Kayne suggested. "Even if he doesnt redizeit? Could his conscience be manipulating
him so that he does get caught and pays for what he did?'

Ta shook hishead. "I don't think so. Maybe it's contempt—when he keeps escaping the net, he
gartsto think he doesn't need to work so hard to avoid it. Maybe it'safedling of invulnerability, that we
can't catch him however cardless he gets. After dl, every bit of evidence that he gets shows him that we
smply can't find him."

"And maybeit's God," Ardisputin quietly. Tal looked at her with abrief flash of startlement. "God
doesn't often act directly in our lives, but when He knows that we are doing dl that we are able and are
gtill out of our depth, He may chooseto give usalittle help." Shefdt that; shetruly did. She only hoped



that He would see that they were at the end of their resources and grant that help before any more
women died.

| am not going to tell myself that He has reasons for letting those others die, however. God is
not cruel; Heis not some Eternal Tormentor and Tester. They died because they were unlucky or
careless, and not because God had a purpose for their deaths.

Her Specid Inquisitor looked for amoment asif he was about to challenge her to atheologica
discussion, then hislipstwitched alittle. "I'm not about to argue the point with you, High Bishop,” Td said
findly. He looked for just amoment asif he was going to say something more, then just shook his head
and remained slent.

| had better change the subject—or rather, get it back where it was supposed to be. "Theway
this man treats the tools he takes over isinteresting,” Ardis pointed out. " Once he's done with them, he
discards them immediatel y—within moments of the murder, in fact.”

"He doesn't have much choicel" Kaynereplied.

"Oh, but he does," Ta responded instantly. "At least, he doesin the cases where he'skilled in
private. | assume he could walk around with that body for aslong as he likes, but he doesnt—hekillshis
chosen victim, then discards the man hel'staken.” He suddenly looked startled. "I don't suppose we could
be dedling with aghogt, could we? Or something like a demon? Something that can come in and possess
thekiller?'

"Ghosts can't place ordersfor knives," Ardis pointed out dryly. "And dthough I'm aPriegt, | haveto
say | truly doubt the existence of demonsthat can move in and possess someone's body." She thought
about the few cases of so-called possession that had been brought before her—until people likely to
claim possession redized that she was entirely unsympathetic to the idea. " I've never seen an authentic
possession, nor do | know anyone who has. Sometimes it's asimple case of someone being struck with
anillnessthat affectsthe mind; at other times; itisdl fakery. All the accounts of what are supposed to be
genuine possessions are at third or fourth hand—or €l se the symptoms of possession as described are
such that they are clearly hysteriaor the clever counterfeit of someone with an agenda of her own to
pursue.

"Her?' Ta asked wryly.

Ardis shrugged. "Most people claiming to be possessed are female and more often than not young.

Y ou can read what you like into that."

Kayne snorted with contempt. "I'll read it asfoolsfor pretending and idiots who believe them. Back
to the knives. You've said it before, and I'll repest it. | don't think the shape is an accident, but we need
to discussthat in depth for amoment.”

"There could be anumber of reasonsfor picking that shape,”" Td mused. "The most logicd isthat this
fellow wantsto give the Church and its mages a powerful reason not to pursue him too closdy.”

"Thereisno doubt that iswhy the authoritiestried to prevent you from investigating back in your city,
Td," Ardistold him, pleased that her investigation had proved his own suspicions were correct. "No one
wanted to be the one to uncover akiller inside the robes of a Priest.”

"He could be hoping that afaction of the Brotherhood will take him for avigilante," Kayne observed.
"After dl, he'sgetting rid of people the Church doesn't approve of. Truthto tell, Ardis, if you weren't the
High Bishop here, | don't know if the Justiciars would even consider trying to catch him." She pinched the
bridge of her nose amoment. "1t makes me wonder if he might not bein the pay of someone.”

"Who?' Ta asked, surprised.

"I don't know; the Bardic Guild, maybe?' Kayne hazarded, alittlewildly. "They'd just as soon berid
of every kind of entertainer that isn't amember of the Guild."

Ardisgrimaced. "A madman acting on behalf of the Bardic Guild? I'm afraid you're reaching a bit too
far for that one.”



"Or being too redundant,” Kayne retorted.

"We don't have sufficient evidence that the killer has a collaborator,” Tal pointed out gently. "And |
don't think I've ever heard of amurderer of thistype who had someone working with them."

Kayne made adisparaging face. "It was a thought. Things would be much easier for himif hehad a
partner inthis.

"These murdererstend to be loners," Ta replied. "What you do hear from the neighborswhenit'sdl
over is, 'Hekept to himself alot,' and 'He was dwaysvery quiet.' My feding is, peoplelike thisman are
too obsessed with their own desires, needs, and rituals to want to share them with anyone else.”

"Frankly," Ardissaid, rubbing her thumb and fingerstogether restlesdy, "1 think he has severa
reasons for what he does—we don't need to limit him to just one. He's obvioudy intelligent enough to
have complex motives." Asthe other two acknowledged that she was probably right, she continued. "'l
think he'strying to throw confusion into the ranks of Church officias, and he would get many benefits
from doing so0. He certainly wantsto delay pursuit, and thisis one good way to make sure that
cooperation with Priest-Mageswill be somewhat less than perfect. If he doesn't redize that using aritua
dagger asamurder wegpon islikely to cause severe conflict within the Church itsdlf, I'd be very
surprised, and as Kayne pointed out, there is asubstantial minority among the Brotherhood that would
applaud what he's doing—in private, if not in public.”

Td looked asif his stomach was giving him as much trouble as Ardiss was giving her. "Once word
getsaround that there are murders being done with apiece of priestly equipment—" Ta said very dowly.
"God help us. Peoplein the street will be only too willing to believe in some bizarre secret society,
sponsored by the Church, dedicated to murder. Thereisno love lost between the Church and Gypsies,
the Church and street-women, or the Church and Free Bards. All three of those groups have good
reason to think of themselves as persecuted by the Church. The very people we need to protect most will
fleefrom usin fear."

"And start more rumors,”" Kayne added.

"And | can't argue with either of you." Ardis couldn't just Sit anymore; she got up and paced back
and forth in front of the fireplace, keeping arestraining hold on her temper. "I have worked and sacrificed
to make the Justiciars respected rather than feared, and trusted to give absolutely impartid justiceto
those who were loya Churchmen and those who werent,” she said fiercely. "Now—thid It fedslikea
persond attack!"

"It can't possibly be, Ardis," Kayne soothed, swiveling her head to watch Ardis pace. "How could
anyone connect you with these murders?'

"Perhgps they wouldn't directly connect me—but what if the Justiciars can't find the murderer?' Ardis
asked. "Won't people say that we just weren't trying very hard because we knew that the murderer came
from our own ranks? Everything I've built up with the people of Kingsford isin jeopardy!"

Since neither of the other two could refute that, they remained silent.

But Ardisredized that she was being a bad example to both of them. She stopped pacing and
returned to her chair, willing hersdf to the appearance of cam if not the actual ate.

"We considered the least pleasant possibility about the identity of the murderer; now let'smakeit a
priority," shesaid grimly. "We have to do more than alow that this man could be aPriest, we have to
actively pursuetheidea. Td, thereis nothing you can do to help uswith this, so smply continue your
investigations as you have been; perhaps you will come up with more information that will help us.
Kayne—"

The secretary waited, aert as a grayhound waiting to be loosed.

"I want you to undertake another search among Church records,” she said, with atightening of her
throat. "L ook for Priest-Mages who have been disciplined in the last ten years. | can't believe thisman
has just sprung up out of nowhere; | fed certain that he must have been caught at least once.”



Kayne grimaced, but made the note. "Y ou areright,” she agreed. "A Priest who'sbeen disciplinedis
the one most likely to have agrudge against the Church—or at least, the Church Superiors.”

"The other thing you might look for is Priests who've gone overboard in their chastisement; assigning
redlly dreadful penancesor thelike." Ardis put thetips of her fingersto both temples and massaged.

"Good idea; aPriest like that won't necessarily get Discipline, but helll show up in theright
records—and that might point usto someone likely to turn vigilante." Kayne looked preoccupied, asif
some of these suggestions were turning up uncomfortable thoughts.

"I'vegot athird request,” Ardisfinished. "Whileyou're at it, you might ask for the records of those
who had ahigtory of sexud crimes or violence against women before they entered the Priesthood. Just
because we think he's reformed, that doesn't mean he has."

Kayne nodded, noting al of that down.

"You're probably right inthis, Ardis" Ta said dowly. "The sgnature traits of these crimes—I've been
thinking about the things he has to have, the ones that always appear, without exception. Death by
sabbing—"

Heflushed so0 scarlet, that Ardiswas distracted for amoment with amusement. "Go on,” shetold him.

"Thisis—rather inddicate," Ta choked. "Yourea—"

"I'm aPriest, dear man, and I've taken my turn in the Confessiond with condemned criminas,” she
reminded him. "Thereisn't much you can tell methat | haven't dready heard in one form or another. Y ou
mentioned stabbing—which is, after dl, aform of penetration. | assume you think thisis hisform of rape
in absentia?'

Ta was 0 red she was afraid he would never be able to speak, but he nodded. "I think so; that
makes these sexual crimes. The knifeisthe primary part of his sgnature, and the shape may be part of
that—fantasy. Either he hates the Church or he views himsdlf as an arm of the Church's vengeance.
Theres nothing in between, and in either case, a Priest would be more—frustrated. More likely to
choose aknife astheinstrument of desth.”

"And for either, we have to look at the Brotherhood itsdf." She sighed, and felt a headache closing
down over her scalp like atoo-tight cap.

"The second Sgnature dement isthe sex of the victim, which, if I'm right about this, goesadong with
the sexud nature of the murders. | have to think that the third eement isthat the victim preferentidly isa
musgician,” Ta continued, hisred face dowly fading. "I know I've said dl this before, but it wasmorein
thelight of speculation than certainty. | would stake my life on the fact that no matter how thisman kills
people, he has to have those three signature el ements to be satisfied. | wish I'd seen more of the crime
scenes mysdlf, or | would know more."

"So look particularly for Priests who have had problemswith musicians” Ardisdirected her
secretary. "Either whilein Orders or before taking them.” A thought struck her, and she voiced it. "'l
wonder if hesafaled musician himsdf?!

Ta nodded, now completely back to normd. "Could be. Particularly if he was obsessed with the
ideaof being consdered aMaster. Love and hate—add obsession, and you have anasty little soup. If he
tried getting into the Bardic Guild and failed, he might be able to forgive men for making aliving & music,
but never inferior females.”

"He could even congder that the fema e musicians were somehow polluting musicitself,” Kayne

offered, which drew an approving glance from both Ardisand Tal. "Music being supposedly pure, you
wouldn't want an unclean female mucking about with it."

"That'sagood thing to add to the list of possbilities" Td told her. "Once again—Ilove and hate, love
and worship of music, hate for those who are desecrating it. But that certainly doesn't precludeit being a
Prieg.”

"Far fromit," Ardisadmitted. "There are plenty who came into the Priesthood after failing at their first



choice of vocation. He might even have discovered his ability at magic after hefailed & music. Dont
forget, we are looking for mages. He can't do thiswithout magic.”

But that seemed to exhaust their inventiveness for the moment, and after they had thrashed the
subject around abit more, they al went back to their respective tasks. Kayne went off to her office to
draft more ordersfor records, and Ta went—wherever Ta went, when he wasn't specificaly to meet
with someone or go off on one of Ardiss errands. She suspected he had gone back into the city, chasing
down eusiveleads.

When they were gone and the door to her office closed and locked, the room felt strangely quiet and
empty. It wasdifficult to tell what time of day it wasin here, Since the room had no windows. The
previous occupants had al been old and subject to rheumatism; this office shared awall with the huge
kitchen ovens, and as a consequence was nicely warm al winter, even without afirein thefireplace.
There might have been problems in the summer, but as soon as the weather was warm enough, al baking
was donein ovensin the kitchen court.

Usudly the lack of windows didn't bother her, but this afternoon it occurred to her that shewas
curioudy isolated from the world outsde because of that lack. Wasthis good, or bad? AsaPriest,
perhaps she should cultivate that isolation, sinceit theoretically would enable her to get closer to God.
But asaJusticiar, she needed to remain within the secular world so that she could understand and
dispensejudtice to itsinhabitants. Aswith so many thingsin her life, it seemed thisrequired striking a
delicate balance, too.

Ardisremoved afat, brown folder from the locked drawer of her desk: the record of the Priestsand
Priest-Mages who had vanished from the Kingsford Abbey during the Greet Fire. Coincidentdly, she
had not had enough time to devote to unraveling the mysteries the stiff pasteboard contained before al
thisfel upon her, and now the very records she would have requested from the Archivist for her own
Abbey were aready on her desk.

But these were only the records of those who had been severdly disciplined by the Order over the
past ten years, and it could be that this ssmply wasn't long enough.

Should I go back twenty? she wondered. Or perhaps just fifteen? Where should | place the cutoff?
I'll haveto look at more than severe penance, that much | know. Thefirgt cluesto trouble may liein
seemingly minor infractions.

Kayne was dready planning on bringing the full record for the last ten years, and that would be afair
pileto go through, even if she diminated dl those who weren't mages. Well, perhapsif she looked a
these recordsin the light of this new trouble, something would spring out at her.

But nothing came immediately to mind as she skimmed over the records again. Those who were
missing smply did not fit the pattern, unless something had occurred to them between the Fire and now
that set them off. Mogtly, they were undergoing penance for the sins of lust and greed—aquite common
expressions of both, with no indication of the kind of cruelty exhibited by the murderer. Her headache
worsened as she held the records concerning Priest Revaner.

This—thisis so frustrating! The only obvious possibilities are dead, or just as good as dead,
and he's at that top of that list.

The one thing working against Revaner—aside from the fact that he was probably dead, and the fact
that he was agiant bird—was that the murders began so far away from Kingsford. He would have had to
travel an enormous distance to get there.

How would hetravel asabird? He couldn't fly—he wastoo heavy. | very much doubt that he could
have walked the distance, and he would have been incredibly conspicuousif he had. Even if he somehow
found someone to take him that far away, why would he bother to come back here? There was nothing
for him here; even if | wanted to take the spell off, since it was a backlash of hisown magic, I'm not sure
that | could. He probably ended up in Kingsford and was burned to a crisp—or waskilled by some
farmer thinking he was after chickens. Or he'sin afreak-show as one of the gtar attractions, which would



be nothing more than poetic judtice.

No, it couldn't be Revaner, but she wished she could find some sign that it might be one of the lesser
Priest-Mages who'd escaped. Any of them had a perfectly good reason to return to a place they would
find familiar. Any of them would be perfectly happy to take revenge on the Free Bards who had foiled
the attempt to kill Duke Arden in his own thegter.

Thetrouble was, none of them were powerful enough to work thiskind of magic.

But would it take power? That's something | still don't know. It might be abrilliant spdll, difficult to
execute, but actualy requiring very little power. Thiscertainly didn't act like the variations on coercive
magic she knew; every one of those left the victim till ableto fight for his freedom, and the more heinous
the act he was forced to do, the more successful he waslikely to be at breaking free. Perhaps the mage
executing this magic was not powerful, merdly brilliant.

Or it might be someone still in the Brotherhood. She couldn't evade that possibility. There wasno
usein saying that an active Priest couldn't possibly be doing such things when she knew very well that
there were those who could, and with a smiling face. Men with a profound hatred of women often went
into the Church because they knew that there would be fewer women there, and that most, if not al of
them, would be in subordinate positions to males. The killings themsalves demonstrated such hatred of
women that even Kayne had commented on it. The garb of a Priest only meant that aman had mastered
the book-learning and study required to become a Priest—it didn't mean that the man had automatically
acquired anything like compassion on the way to taking Holy Orders. Every person who took vows had
adifferent reason for doing so, and not all of those reasons were admirable,

She made alittle face at that thought, for it came very close to home. Even my reasons were not
exactly pure. They could be boiled down to the fact that | took vows, "because | didn't have a better
offer.”

Her head throbbed. She buried her facein her hands, wondering if this was the punishment she had
earned for her cavaier decision of years ago. Wasthis God'sway of chastising her for not coming to Him
with awhally devoted heart?

No. No! | can't believe that. God does not punish the innocent in order to also punish the
quilty—

But were those people who had dready died so very innocent? By the strict standards of the Church,
they were dl apostate and in a state of sin. The Gypsies were pagans, and the Free Bards were hardly
modd citizens or good sons and daughters of the Church. Was God punishing Ardisfor her pride and the
victimsfor their Snsat the sametime?

She dropped her hands and shook her head stubbornly, asif to rid it of those thoughts. No! Nothing
| have ever seen can make me believe God is so arbitrary. It makes no sense!

She could not, would not, believe in the petty-minded God so many of the Brotherhood
worshiped—the God who demanded obedience rather than asking for worship, who punished like a
petulant and autocratic patriarch.

Besides— may not have had a strong vocation when | entered the Church, but neither have
hundreds of others. | have served God and the Church faithfully; | have never swerved from that
path, never questioned why | was in the Brotherhood.

Until now, perhaps.

A twinge of guilt assaulted her, as she recalled how, less than an hour ago, she had been admiring the
grong line of Tad Rufen'sjaw. Something was threatening to come between her and her service.

If there was ever something she would have named as atest of her fiddlity, it had comein the person
of Td Rufen—intellectudly her equad and willing to acknowledge it, resourceful, cregtive. Precisely the
sort of person she would have been willing to spend alifetime with.

Unwedded. And, if I'm any judge of human nature, attracted to me.



Ardis had never been particularly impressed by rank, not when so many of her own set were
absoluteidiots. That Tal was acommoner would not have bothered her before she entered the Church,
and it certainly didn't now that she'd spent yearsin the company of other commoners who were her
equasor superiorsininteligence and rank within the Church. Shewas pleased to havehim asa
subordinate, would be even more pleased if the relationship became one of friendship. But she would
have been lying to hersdlf if she denied that, from timeto time, she didn't wonder how her life would have
turned out if she had met someone like him before taking her fina vows.

Now, with Ta on the scene, she was doing more than wonder abot it.

Give me the motivation and opportunity to break my vows—oh, yes. | can see that. The God
she pictured had afinely-honed sense of humor aswell as curiosity, and she could readily see Him giving
her great temptation just to seeif she could resst it—

Or seeif she could find another solution to her problem.
Like leaving the priesthood.

Therewas no great stigma attached to a Priest who resigned her position, left the Church, and took
up asecular life. There were dways those who discovered that something inside them had changed, and
with that change had come the need to leave the Church. Of coursg, if she did leave the Church, she
would no longer have any more status than any other commoner. She had formally given up al secular
bonds with her family when she took vows, and if they took her back, they would probably do so
grudgingly, since in her tenure as High Bishop she had made as many enemies asfriends. Those enemies
would happily take advantage of the fact that the Church no longer sheltered her, and the friends were
not aways exactly in high places.

In short, she would have nothing moreto rely on than her own persona resources and abilities. She
would come back into the secular world with rather less than when she had lft it.

And that is why Priests break their vows rather than taking the step of renouncing them. They
want to have their pleasure and keep their position.

She was no more suited to the secular world of trade and business than Kayne was, and she had
never redly thought about earning her place in the world. Now, she found herself making plans. Perhaps
she could use her abilities as amage to solve thefts, find missing persons—perhaps she could get
permission from the Church to act as a physician. Shewould still sacrifice status and comfort, but neither
meant that much to her.

Given theright set of circumstances—it might be worth it. Physical comfort wasn't everything.
Status didn't mean agreat dea except as protection from current enemies and to make the way abit
smoother. Theloss of status could be compensated for with cleverness and charm.

With mysdlf usng magic and the kills I've learned as an adminigrator, and Td using hiswitsand
experience, we could do agreat dedl of good. The mental image that accompanied the thought was
atractive. Very atractive. There were dways crimesthat the constables had difficulty solving. There
were aso the occasions when a solution was found, but it was difficult to bring aburden of proof before
the Justiciars. Justiciar-Mages were not necessarily supposed to solve crimes, and more often than not,
Ardis had been forced to sit back and grit her teeth while constables bumbled through a case or et the
red crimina get away for lack of evidence. But if sheleft the Church—she could take on anything she
chose. Granted, the people she would probably want to help most often wouldn't be able to pay her
much, but there would be so much satisfaction in seeing red justice done!

You know, | imagine my cousin the Duke could see clear to hiring us. . . .

She shook her head suddenly. What was she thinking of ? How could she even contemplate
renouncing the Church?

Her ssomach knotted, and her hands clenched. Thiswasinsanity; what was Ta Rufen that she should
throw out everything that had cometo give her life meaning? Where were her senses?



Dear and Blessed God—what's putting thisinto my mind? The stress? Am | under such
pressure that my mind is conjuring these fantasies just to give me something else to think about?

Surely, surely that was the explanation. Now was not the time to even consider such things; she did
not want to continue this case with anything less than the full authority that her status as High Bishop gave
her. That would be abetraya of hersdf and al those victims aswell as of the spirit of her vows. If this
murderer redly was an active Priest, nothing less would serve to catch and convict him.

Shefiercdy recited one of her favorite meditationsto drive al thoughts of Ta Rufen as anything other
than a subordinate and a colleague out of her mind—for the moment, anyway. She must concentrate.
Her own fedlings meant nothing in the face of thisthrest.

She returned her rebellious mind to the proper path, but at least in its wanderings something else had
occurred to her, based on the fact that as acommoner, she would be treated very differently from the
deference her current status afforded her. There was another characteristic of the murders that made her
think the murderer was either a Priest or anoble—or both. The sheer contempt with which the man used
and discarded his"tools" argued for someone who regarded the common man as completely disposable
and not worth a second thought. So many Priestsin her experience held commonersin scarcely
concealed contempt, a contempt she thought she saw operating now.

There didn't seem to be any point in pursuing another hare—all the information they had fit theidea
that this mage was or had been aPriest-Mage. If he was aformer Priest, well, he had earned himsdlf
double punishment, both secular and sacred, and neither the secular nor the sacred Judges would be
inclined to grant him any mercy. But what do | do if it isan active Priest? How can | handle thisto
do the least amount of damage to the trust that people have in the Church? The disaster in
Gradford had shaken the trust of many to the core. Ardis and many others had barely averted aworse
disagter involving the High King. There were many nonhumans who feared the Church and its
representatives so much that they would probably do anything in their power to avoid even casud
contact with it. If thiswas an active Priest—

| have to hope it's an apostate, someone who has been g ected from the Church for previous
crimes. Otherwise—no matter how well we handle it, the situation is going to result in an
enormous setback. It will take decades to recover fromit.

Her hands and feet were cold; her ankles ached. Her somach was amass of knots. Sheleft her chair
behind her desk to take her place beside thefire.

For amoment shefdt completely overwhelmed by the Situation; felt that it was more than she could
handle. She wanted, desperately, to giveit al up, put it in the hands of someone else, and run away. Oh,
if only she could do that! If only she could retreast somewhere, to some place where she could
concentrate on minutiae and forget this dreadful burden of responsibility, the torment of awayward heart!
She clenched her hands on the arms of her chair and forced back tears of exhaustion.

But when the Sacrificed God faced the Flames, He didn't run away. He entered them bravely,
without looking back. And | don't care what the cynics say that the fact that He knew He wasimmortal
made him fearless; the Hames weren't any less agonizing asthey burned awvay His mortd flesh and
permitted Hisimmortal soul to escape. He had every reason to fear the Flames, yet to save the world,
He stepped into them. If He could face His own degth, how can | not face my own life?

She wanted faith, wanted to believe. The problem wasthat shewas at heart an intellectua creature,
not an emotiona one. Belief didn't come easily for her; she wanted empirica evidence. She envied those
whose bdief smply was, who believed as matter-of-factly asthey breathed, or dreamed.

And the only evidence | haveisthat evil has a freer hand in this world than good.

All her life she had waited in vain for that tiny whisper in the depths of her soul to give her an answer.
Shedidn't redlly care what question the answer addressed—she just wanted to hear the whisper, once.

Maybe she was unworthy. If that was true, then maybe she ought to renounce her vows and run off
with Tal Rufen. Therewould certainly be no lossto theworld if shedid. Shewasno Priest if she could



not believe hersalf in what she preached. If she was unworthy, she should give over her place to someone
who was worthy of it.

But maybe the reason she had never heard that whisper was only because she had always had the
capability to find her own answers, if shejust worked hard enough at it. And if that was the case, then
running off with Ta would be aterrible betraya of everything she was, everything she hoped to be, and
most importantly, everything God had placed her here to do. Would a person with more faith and fewer
wits be making a better job of this problem, or aworse one? She had to think that it would be the latter.
Faith would only sustain a person through this Situation; only intelligence and reasoning would bring an
endtoit.

The murderer will make amistake, shetold hersdlf. That's the pattern with crimes like these, too.
Hell get overconfident and make amistake. Helll choose atarget who has protection—or one of our
people will get the knife before he does. | have to believe that. If we just work hard enough, well find
him.

She wasn't altogether sure she wanted to face the troubles that would erupt when they did find and
catch him, but failure was not an option here.

Perhaps | can have the Free Bardsin Kingsford spreading the word to be wary among the
women of the streets. If | can keep them all within walls, I'll have an easier chance of finding him.

Of course, the only Free Bard likely to believe her wasthat disreputable rascal, Raven—and Raven
was off somewhere el se this season with that saucy young bride of his. But maybe he'd returned by
now—

| can certainly find out. And just maybe the letters from Talaysen will convince his friends that
I"'m trustworthy.

Action. Doing something. That made her fed better, less helpless, more effective.
Maybe a little more discreet pressure on the bird-man. | could remind him that some of the

people dying are friends of his friends. How important are kin and friends to one of hiskind? |
should find that out if | can.

Now that would be a coup; if she could get Visyr to cooperate, he might be ableto get histalonson
aknife beforethekiller stoleit back. If they just had aknife, their job would be enormoudy easier.

I'll concentrate our efforts on stopping the murders by getting women under cover, she decided. And
oncethey're under cover, I'll concentrate on getting hold of aknife.

She sghed, and felt alittle of the tension ease. With clearly formed tasks of her own to concentrate
on, it would be easier to keep other, more troubling thoughts at bay.

She got up and returned to her desk, prepared now to open the complicated channels of
communication between the Church and the people of the Streets. Therewas, after dl, only so much time
before the murderer struck again, and she was determined to give him asfew opportunities as possible,



Chapter Ten

Ta was not dtogether certain that Ardiswould be happy about the course he was pursuing today,
but he had decided to take advantage of his status as a Special Inquisitor to pry into anumber of records
he probably should not see under ordinary circumstances. Hed tell Ardis when he made hisreport; it
was aways easer to gpologize for overstepping one's bounds than to get permission aforehand, though
careers and friendships would aways suffer from that policy's overuse.

He'd had Kayne get him copies of the Abbey records of Priests, al of whom had been associated
with the Kingsford Abbeys, who'd been dismissed or resigned from the Church over the past twenty
years. Hewasn't confining himself to Priests who were aso mages, although he had never seen or heard
of such akiller working with someone el'sg, it had occurred to him that the stakes were too high for him
to ignore the possibility. The murderer could be aPriest in league with amage, and they didn't even have
to have identical obsessonsfor the partnership to work. If the Priest in such a partnering, for instance,
had been expelled from the Church for misgppropriation of funds, well then, there might certainly be
subgtantia enough money to just hire amage. Alternately, amage might be in conspiracy just for the sde
benefits. It was easy enough to guess what the mage would get out of such an association; everyone
knew that there was power to be had from death, and the more violent the death, the more power could
be obtained. For someone with no moras and agreat dedl of ambition, thiswould be a situation too
tempting to refuse. Often magical prowess was directly linked to the power available to be used, in much
theway that a glass-blower could only become adept at creating huge ceremonial bowls by having
enough raw glassand fud for hisfurnace to practice with.

S0, againgt the occasiond grumblings of his old, walk-the-streets-and-listen constabl e reflexes, he
spent more time in papers and tablets. There were six Priest-Mages who fulfilled those qudifications, and
another nine Priests. Written at the end of the records of four of the Priest-Mages was the disappointing
word, "Deceased," followed by adate, but at the end of two were the more cryptic words, "Missng,
presumed dead." Since the dates on these records were clearly the time of the Gresat Fire, he could only
assume that the two Priest-Mages had somehow gotten misplaced in the confusion. Where they were
missng from, the records gave no clue, dthough he suspected very strongly that there were other
records associated with these that only Ardis had accessto.

The causesfor dismissa were enlightening, but not particularly surprising. Td had beena
street-constable for too long not to know that Priests could be asfalible as ordinary folk, and aswesk. It
often gppeared to him that the real Snwasin getting caught sinning rather than the act itself.

Fraud, embezzlement, fornication, abuse of privilege—those were the most common, though there
were one or two other references that might have puzzled someone with less experience than Tal.
"Ingppropriate behavior with children,” for ingtance, followed by avery heavy punishment, made him very
glad that thiswas afile on a Priest who was demonstrably dead, or Ta might have been tempted to pay
an extra-legd vigit to the man.

In the end, he had only five names out of the possible fifteen who might ill beliving in Kingsford. To
track them down quickly, hewould need help. It wastime for avisit to Captain Fenris.



Hed dready made one visit, asforma as one ever got with that energetic man, presenting himsdlf
and his credentid s to Fenris during one of hisinsgtructiona rounds for new constables. Fenris had been
skeptical of Td's abilities—not that he'd been so ill-mannered as to show that he was, but Tal could read
volumesinto hislittle pauses and silences. But asit happened, an dtercation over agame of chance had
broken out not far from where he met up with the Captain, and Ta had gotten caught up in quelling the
small riot and sorting out the claims and counterclaims afterwards. After that, Fenristreated him with the
respect his own superiors never had, leaving word with his own men that Tal wasto get full cooperation,
No questions asked.

Td tucked hisligt of names and descriptionsinto his belt-pouch, bundled himsdf against the cold, and
headed for the stable. His old nag of ahorse was patient and easy to handle; it was amatter of afew
moments to get him saddled and bridled, and he was through the Abbey gate and heading across the
bridge into Kingsford.

Captain Fenrisworked out of acommon-looking, three-storied building just outside the walls of the
Duca Paace; though it had no stable of its own, a servant took Tal'shorse and led it through a
postern-gate to the Duke's stables. As Td dusted the snow from his shoulders and approached the front
door, he had to chuckle alittle a the thought of his stocky, common-as-dirt gelding being housed
side-by-side with the Duke's matched carriage-horses and fine saddle-breds.

As soon as he entered the front door, he was greeted by a Desk-Sergeant stationed just inside. He
presented his identification, and the man's attitude changed from civil to positively submissive.

"Sir" theman said, al but rising to sdute. "The Captainisnot in, but | can send arunner after him, or
send arunner with you to guide you—"

"I don't precisaly need to see Captain Fenrisin person,” Ta replied, interrupting the man, but as
politely ashe could. "What | need is accessto city records. | have the names of five men who were once
associated with the Abbey who might gill be living in Kingsford, that | would like to track down. If that's
possble”

The Sergeant nodded, hislipsthinning alittle. "I'm sure | don't have to point out that these men might
have changed their names—" he began.

Td didn't quite chuckle. "And I'm sure | don't have to point out that if they've been up to any
more—mischief—the constabulary records will have noted those name changes.”

The Desk-Sergeant smirked. "Third floor, fourth door on the right. Show the guard your credentias,
the Captain has dready |eft sanding orders about you."

AsTa climbed the stairs, he wondered just what those "standing orders' were, since he had stressed
that Ardisdid not want it known that he was a Specid Inquisitor. Evidently the Captain had his own way
of establishing someone's authorization without resorting to the actud titles.,

A guard on arecords-room, though—that'sinteresting. | suspect theresagreat deal of ddicate
information in there. Dear God—Fenris must trust me more than | thought! Or he trusts Ardisto know
that I'm trustworthy, which amounts to the same thing. With a sensation of unsettled emotion, he wasn't
quite sure how he should react to that revelation. Should he fed flattered? Perhapsalittle, but he
suspected that Situation was due more to Ardiss competence than his own. He was embarrassed,
certainly; it was embarrassing to be accorded so much respect when he didn't redlly feel held earnediit.

Still it was helping him get hisjob done, and for that alone he was grateful. When he presented his
papersto the guard at the end of the corridor (who was evidently guarding all of the rooms at that end,
not just the single records-room) he got another smart salute, and was ableto return it with grave
equanimity.

Theroom in question was smdll, but lit quite adequately by means of aclearly often-patched skylight.
Folios of papersfilled al four walls, and if it had ever boasted awindow, the window had long since
been boarded up. Ta would have been at a complete loss as to where to start had there not been an
indexing-book on the table in the center of the room.



It still took hours before he found three of hisfive men. He resolved to take what he had and come
back later; asit was, he would only be able to investigate one before he was due back at the Abbey.

He picked the easiest of thelot, aformer Priest who had resigned with no reason given. That, to his
mind, was the most mysterious of them all; there had been no disciplinary actions taken, no marks against
him, yet out of nowhere, he resigned and left the Church atogether. There was nothing about himin the
congtabulary records either, except his name and address.

Ta sduted both the guard and the Desk-Sergeant on hisway out; both seemed gratified by his
courtesy, which reawoke that faint sense of embarrassment. He could only chase it away by telling
himsdlf that it was not himself they were reacting to, but to the fact that he served Ardis. She wasthe
onethey redly respected, not him. He was awalking Title, rather than arespected person, and the
humility of the redlization was an odd but redl comfort.

Snow fel steadily now, and it had accumulated to ankle-depth since held entered the building. He
waved away an offer to get his horse; the address he was in search of was not in that far away, and he
would be less conspicuous on foot.

He pulled the hood of his cloak up over his head; the Church Guards were assigned plain black wool
cloaksto cover their resplendent uniforms, wonderfully inconspicuous garments unless you happened to
be going through a neighborhood in which garments without patches and holes were oddities. The place
he sought now was not that shabby an area, dthough it could best be described as"modest” rather than
"prosperous.”

Thiswas agreet of smal shops and tradesmen, many of whom were now lighting lanterns and
candles againgt the sudden gloom of the late afternoon snowstorm. As snowflakesfell thickly al about
him, Ta paused to check his address againgt the shop to his|eft.

Thisisthe place, he decided, alittle surprised to find that it was a shop and not the address of a
place that had roomsto let. "Bertram—Chandler" said the sign above the door, with apicture of alighted
candle to make the meaning clear to theilliterate. | hope thisisn't just an address where letters are left
to be picked up. If that happened to be the case, the shopkeeper could in al honesty claim that he didn't
know Dasdl Torney, and had no notion where the | etters | eft there in that name were going.

Td brushed snow from his shoulders, shook it off hishood, and opened the door. A bell jingled
cheerfully as he did so, and he entered a shop that was no wider across than his outstretched arms, but
was awarm and cheerful place nonethdess, brilliantly lit, and softly fragrant.

On shelvesto the right and I eft were displayed bottles of lamp-ail. On the bottom-most shelf were
common pottery jugs that contained equally common rendered animdl oil; in the middle were large casks
of distilled ground-ail, which the customer would useto fill his own container; on the top, ddlicate glass
flagons of clear, scented oils distilled with rare gums and berries. A solid wooden counter stretched
across the middle of the room; on shelves behind it were barrels of tallow-dips bundled in dozens and
wrapped in paper, cakes of raw waxes, and candles. There were hundreds of candles, from smple
tapersto eaborately colored, carved, and molded sculptura pieces. The warm air was gently scented
with barberry, presumably from the candles burning in glass-and-brass lanternsin the four corners of the
room.

Behind the counter stood awoman neither old nor young—a woman with such a cheerful, vita
countenance that Ta could not for the life of him put an age to her. Cheeks of aflushed pink, no sign of
wrinkles around the smiling lips or blue eyes—her hair was hidden beneath asensible scarf, so he
couldn't seeif therewas any gray init. She could not possibly be as youthful as he thought, yet he had
never before seen a middle-aged woman who was so entirely happy. Her dress was modest,
blue-and-white linen, impeccably clean but nothing like luxurious; she was clearly not awealthy person,
yet he had the impression that she was completely content with her lifein every way.

"Can| help you, sir?' she asked, beaming a him, her eyes sparkling in the candidlight.
"I don't know," he said, hesitantly. "1 really—I'm looking for aman named Torney?' Her very cheer



and confidence rattled him; he would amost have preferred some surly old man to this charming woman,
and he dreaded seeing her face fall when he mentioned the name of hisquarry.

But if anything, she glowed at the mention of the name, asif one of her own candles had suddenly
come dight within her. "That would be my husband,” she said immediately, her face softening &t the fina
word.

If | had awife like this one—is she why heleft the Church?
"But the Sgn says Bertram—"

"Ismy father," she replied promptly. "Dasdl ismy husband. | never had aknack for the chandlery and
he does, oh, most certainly does! My father could never have made lovely things such asthis" she
gestured at one of the carved candles, "and helll be thefirst to tell you that. HE's mostly retired, but he
comesin now and again to help me or Dasdl." Now shetilted her head to one side; her eyes grew
keener, though no lessfriendly, and alook of recognition came over her, though she lost none of the
glow. "Yourewith the Church, | takeit?"

Hedidn't sart, but he was surprised. "How did you know?"

"The cloak. | saw afew of those before Dasdl's troubles were over.” She did not lose aflicker of her
cheer or her composure, but her next words startled him al over again. ™Y ou've come about the girls,
haven't you? The poor things that were stabbed. | don't know that Dasdl can help you, but helll tell you
anything he knows."

Hedidn't say anything, but hisface must have given him away, for sheraised her eyebrows and
continued. "How do | know what you've come about? Oh, the wife of a former Priest-Mageisgoing to
know what it means that there are women dead and a three-sided blade has done the deed. We knew,
we both did, and we've been expecting someone like you to come. The High Bishop ordered everything
taken out of Dasdl's record when he was allowed to leave—which only makesit ook the more
suspicious when something out of the common happens, | know."

Now she picked up a section of the counter and let it fall, then opened a door in the partition benegath
it. "Please come into the shop, sr—your name, or shdl | cal you Master Church Constable?!

Her cheerful smilewasirresigtible, and he didn't try to evade her charm. "Ta Rufen, dear lady.
Would you care to be more specific about why you were expecting someone like meto cal on you?'

"Because," she dimpled as he entered the area behind the counter and waited for her to open the
door into the shop, "we knew that the records you would be alowed to see wouldn't disclose the reason
why Dasdl resigned, as| said. The High Bishop isthe only one who has those, and she would keep them
under her own lock and key. With those girls done to degth by ecclesiastical dagger, the first suspect has
to be a Priest or a Priest-Mage, and you would be trying to find every Priest that had |eft the Church that
you could. You'd rather it was someone that wasn't in the Brotherhood anymore, and the Church would,
too, so that's the first place you'd look. We've dready talked about it, Dasel and |. Dasel—" she called
through the open door "—Ta Rufen from the Justiciarsfor you." Sheturned back to him, till smiling. "I
have to mind the shop, so go on through.”

He did so, and she shut the door behind him. He had never been in a chandlery before, and looked
about him with interest, as amuffled voice said from the rear of the room, "Just amoment, I'm inthe
middle of amuddie. I'll be with you as soon as| get mysdlf out of it. Don't fret, there's no back entrance
to thisplace, it butts up againgt the rear wall of the building on the next street over.”

The workroom was considerably wider than the shop; Ta guessed that it extended behind the shops
on either sde of thisone. To hisleft was an ingenious clockwork contraption that dipped rows of cheap
tallow candlesin avat, one after the other, so that as soon as alayer had hardened enough that it could
be dipped again, it had reached the vat for another go. There was another such contraption doing the
same with more expensive colored beeswax, and another with a scented wax. There were rows of metal
moldsto hisright filled with hardening candles, an entire section full of thingsthat he smply couldn't
identify, and aworkbench in the middle of it al with severa candles being carved that werein various



stages of completion. At the rear of the workshop was another door, leading to a storeroom, by the
boxes he saw through the open door.

Again the air was scented with barberry, and Tal surmised that this room was the source of the scent,
which was probably coming from the warm wax in the dipping area. As he concluded that, the man he
had heard speaking from the rear emerged from the storeroom with abox in his hands. He was
condderably older than the woman in the front of the shop; gray haired, with athick, gray mustache and
afacejust beginning to wrinkle. He was, however, avigorous and healthy man, and one who appeared
to bejust as content with hislife ashiswifewas.

"Well, thereis one thing that abit of magic isgood for, and that is as an aid to someone too
scatter-brained to remember to label hisboxes," said Dasdl Torney as he set the box down. "Fortunately
for one such as mysdlf, thereisthe Law of Identity, which alows meto take a chip of Kaerlyvae
beeswax and locate and remove abox of identica wax. Unfortunately, if that box happensto bein the
middle of astack, | can find myself with an incipient avalanche on my handdl™

Dasdl Torney would not look to the ordinary lay-person like a man who could kill dozens of women
in cold blood—but looks could be deceiving. Such men, as Td knew, could be very charming if they
chose.

But they were seldom happy, not as completely, innocently happy as Dasel was. Once again, except
for the gray hair, Ta could not have put an accurate age on Torney if he had not aready known what it
was from the records. His sheer joy in living made him look twenty yearslessthan hisactua age, which
was Sixty-two.

"Wel!" Torney said, dusting his hands off. "Welcome, Ta Rufen! Y ou'l find astool over there,
somewhere, pleasetakeit and St down.”

Looking around near the workbench, Td did find atal stool, and took a seat while Dasdl Torney did
the same on his side of the bench. "Y our wife isavery remarkable woman, sir," he ventured.

For thefirst time since he entered the shop, Tal saw an expression that was not completely cheerful.
Therewas afaint shadow there, followed by a softer emotion that Ta could not identify. "My wifeisthe
reason | was dismissed from the Church, Sirra Rufen,” Torney told him candidly. "Or rather—I was
permitted to resign. The permission did not come without a struggle.”

Td fet very awkward, but the questions till had to be asked. "1 know that you may find this painful,
but your wife did say you'd discussed the fact that someone like me would be coming to talk to you—"

Torney shrugged. "And | know it will be my job to convince you that | had nothing to do with the
murders—which, by the way, | think were done with the help of magic, spesking asamage.
Mages—Priest-Mages, at |least—are expected to study the darker uses of magic so that they will
recognize such things and know how to counteract them. | doubt | haveto tell you that, though; | can't
imaginethat aslearned and intelligent as High Bishop Ardisis, she hasn't aready cometo that
concluson.”

Td hedtated, then said what he'd been thinking. "There was only one murder in Kingsford, sr—"

"That you know of. Therés storiesin the street of another two beggar-girls with triangular
stab-wounds here, and | know of adozen or more down theriver," Torney interrupted him. "I'min trade,
sr Rufen; | deal with people who sall me scents, ails, and waxes from al over the Human Kingdoms and
beyond. The one thing that tradesmen do is talk—and there hasn't been anything more sensationd to talk
about in the last Sx months than murder—especialy the murder of that poor Gypsy girl by the jewder.
Stabbed with afile, indeed! | knew then it was an ecclesiastical dagger, and when another girl waskilled
inthe same way here, | knew it was only amatter of time before Ardis sent aHound of God out on trail.”

Td sghed. "And you, of course, never leave the city.”

Torney nodded. "I could bring witnessesto that, obvioudy, and it isjust as obvious that they could
belying for me. Takeit asgiven that | have the witnesses, what can | do that will convinceyou | could
not have anything to do with these horrible crimes?



"Tdl mewhy you left the Church,” Td replied ingantly.

Dasd Torney nodded asif he had expected that very answer. "'l will give you the shortest possible
verson—I| was a Priest-Mage, trained by the Justiciars, but not of the Order mysdlf. | was out of the
Teaching Order of Saint Basyl, and &t forty years of age, | was given the assgnment of acting astutor to
the daughter of awedthy and extremely influential merchant of Kingsford—the head of the Chandler's
Guild, in fact. | had the bad judgment, athough the exquisite taste, to fal in love with her, and she had the
poor taste to fall equally in love with me. Theinevitable occurred, and we were discovered together. At
that point, neither of uswould give the other up, not even after ten years of separations and penances,
nor under the threat of far worse punishments than we had aready undergone.”

"Worse?' Td asked, curioudy.

Torney chuckled. "There were those who thought | ought to pay for my sin by having the organ in
question removed—and | don't mean my heart!"

Td blanched; he couldn't imagine how Torney could joke about it.

"Fortunately,” Dasdl continued, "cooler heads prevailed, and both my fellow teachers and the
Judticiars prevailed upon both the High Bishop and my darling's father to soften their wrath. In the case of
the former, they prevailed upon him to smply alow meto resign provided | never used magic directly to
make a profit—and in the case of the latter, they prevailed upon the Guildmaster to accept measa
son-in-law." He quirked asmile. "It did help that | have ataent with wax and scent, and that my ability as
amage was never better than minimal. It was very uncomfortable for dl of us, however; he acted to both
of usasif we were strangers. | thought he would never redlly forgive us. We never spoke outside of the
shop until the Greset Fire."

Td could well imagine what the Fire must have doneto acandle and oil shop. "Wasthere anything
left?"

Torney shook his head. "Not athing. Nothing but ashes, and by the time we got back to where the
shop had been, scavengers even had sifted those and carried away any bits of metal they'd found.”

All this had the ring of truth about it—furthermore, it would probably be very easy to verify al these
facts. "What happened then?' Tal asked.

"Well, the Gresat Fire destroyed L oren Bertram's fortune and business—but—" He smiled. "I
supposeit'smy training as a Priest that makes me value things of the spirit and heart more than of the
materid world. My minimd ability in magic saved our lives, and when Bertram was deepest in despair, |
was ready to fight. He gave up, but | wasjust beginning, and determined to prove that | could be his
friend and restore what he'd lost. Between Loyse and mysdlf, we scraped together enough for atiny dice
of ashop. The good will we had built among the traders got us raw goods on credit. My considerable
talent in the business has brought us back to where we are now. We have aleve of comfort, if not
luxury. It'sbeen adifficult time, but the results of our efforts have been well worth it. But best of dl,
Bertram saw how | stood by him aswell as Loyse, and now he is my friend, not my enemy.”

A very short verson of what must have been adifficult twenty years, but dl of it was verifiable now
that Ta knew the facts behind the smple resgnation. And if Torney had been trying to rebuild abusiness
out of the ashes of the Fire, there was no way he could have been out of Kingsford to commit the earlier
murders.

And there must be aworld of thingsthat had been left out of that smple story—Ta could only
wonder at alove that was powerful enough to defy Church and parent, and still emerge radiating joy.

"I knew when | saw her that your wife was aremarkable woman,” Tal said. "She must be far more
than that—"

"l wish | wereapoet or amusician,” Torney replied softly, turning ahaf-carved candlein his hands.
"I cannot begin to tdl you what she meansto me. | would have given up everything smply to bein her
presence—and if they had locked me away in asolitary cell for alifetime of penance, | would never have
repented amoment of thetime | spent with her. And she fedls exactly the same towards me." He looked



up. "l supposethat's remarkable. To us, though, it isas natura as breathing, and as necessary.”

If aman's soul could be said to shine from hiseyes, Ta saw Torney's a that moment—and fdlt alittle
inawe.

Of dl of thethingsthat he could have uncovered in the course of thisinvestigation, thiswasthe most
unexpected.

"Have you any ideawho thismight be?' he asked after amoment. "'Is there anyone among the Priests
or the Priest-Mages that you knew who could be doing these things?'

"That'swhat has me troubled and puzzled," Torney replied, picking up aknife and gently carving
petals of wax out of the Sde of the candlein hishands. "I'm older than Ardis—she wasn't the High
Bishop at the time | was dismissed, she was nothing more than the most promising of the young
Justiciar-Mages. Thereis one man who could very easly be doing these things, but the last time | saw
him, hewasn't aman anymore.”

Wl that certainly made Td St up Straight. Torney didn't chuckle, but it was clear that he was
amused—hed obvioudy intended that his statement would startle Tal, perhaps as agentle sort of
revenge. Without any prompting, hetold Td the tale of Priest-Mage Revaner, Guild Bard Beltren, and
the Gypsy Free Bard called Robin.

"I've heard something like this before—" Tad said, uncertainly, when Torney wasthrough.

"Likely enough; the Free Bards made aballad out of it, though they changed the namesto protect
their own hides," Torney replied. "Now, the part that didn't makeit into the ballad was that Ardis doesn't
know how to reversethat particular effect, snceit wasdl tangled up with Revaner'sorigina dark
sorcery, the Bards magics, and her own. Asfar asany Priest-Mage | ever spoke to knew, Revaner was
going to beabird for therest of hislife. And the part that no more than ahandful of people know isthat
during the Greet Fire, the Black Bird disappeared.”

"Could he have changed back, somehow?' Td asked eagerly. "I've heard that there was alot of
magic going on during the Fire—could he have gotten caught in some of it and changed back?’

Torney spread hishandswide. "I you're asking could more tangled and confused magic undo what
tangled and confused magic did to him in the first place?—well, | can't tell you. | was never that good,
and the theory up at that level of thingsjust goes clean over my head. But if there was ever aman likely
to want revenge on the Church, it was Revaner. And if there was ever aman convinced that the world
should run to his pleasure, it was Revaner. Could he have escaped? Could he have survived on his own?
Does that make him aman evil enough to do these horrible deeds?' He looked helpless. "I don't know. |
couldn't judge my own heart, how can | presumeto judge my fellow man's?*

"You'reacharitablefdlow, Dasdl Torney,” Td said a last.

But Torney shook his head. "Not as charitable as | should be. It's easy enough for meto say that |
can't judge Revaner, or the man who's done these things—but | haven't suffered harm from either one of
them, either. If it had been Loyse who'd been seduced and | eft by Revaner—or dain, like that poor
girl—" He dropped his eyes, and put the candle and the knife carefully down. "Let me just say that |
might repent what | did to the man, but | wouldn't hesitateto doit.”

"If you had seen what | have," Ta said softly, "you wouldn't repent of it, either.”
Torney looked up sharply; their eyes met, and the wordless exchange that followed | eft both of them
with deep understanding and respect.

"The fact remains, though, that the last time anyone saw Revaner, he wasn't cgpable of doing anything
more than any other bird could do—rather less, as amatter of fact, since he wastoo heavy to fly. That's
the problem with that particular suspect.” Torney shrugged. "How he could get from here to down-river
without being seen, | couldn't tell you—unless someone netted him to use in amenagerie and he escaped
hiscage later.”

"Well," Td said, tucking that thought away for consderation. "1 have alittle moreto go on; I'll see



about tracking down some of the otherson my list."

"You'l find Gebbast Hardysty somewhere dong the docks,” Torney told him. "If he's not cadging
drinks, he'sin one of the doss-houses deeping off adrunk. | doubt he could muster up enough moments
of sobriety to work asimple spell, but you had better be the judge of that. Ofram Kellam has changed his
name to Oskar Koob, and he's set himsdlf up as afortune-teller—the constables probably have an
address for him under that name, though | doubt they know who heredly is. The only reason | know is
that | ran into him on the street and called him by hisright name—and he blurted out that | was mistaken,
he was Oskar Koob, not the other fellow. | know what he could do when he was dismissed—for
embezzling Church funds, if you don't dready know—and | don't think he hasthe ability to work magic
this powerful.”

"Do you keep track of your fellow sinners?' Ta asked lightly.

Torney raised hiseyebrow. "Actudly, yes, | do," he admitted. "When | can. A little self-prescribed
penance, but there are only three herein the city that | know of. | heard that Petor Lambert was till in
Kingsford, but I haven't been able to find him, so he may be on the far sde of the city. If heis, | suspect
he's up to some old tricks of using magic to create 'miracles to fleece the credulous. If | find him firgt, I'll
get word to you, but you have more chance of tracking him down than | do."

"And | will leave you to enjoy the evening with your charming wife, as| hopeyou will,” Ta told him,
rigng. "l can promise you that there won't be any more calslike thisone.”

Torney came around the bench to shake hishand. "I am just pleased that Ardis has found worthy
men to help her," he said warmly as he opened the door for Tal. "Sheisafine Priest, ahard worker, and
an estimable woman. Not—" he added mischievoudy "—as estimable as my Loyse, but estimable
neverthdess”

"Oh—asif | ever had ahope of being aswise or asintdligent as High Bishop Ardid" Loyse said
playfully as she held the counter-door open for Tal. "Here," she continued, holding out a package
wrapped in brown paper to him, "take these with you. They're something new in the way of strikersthat
Dasd istrying. They might comein useful, and if you like them, perhaps you can get Captain Fenrisand
the congtablesto try them.”

Torney looked proud but sheepish. "Kindling-sticks with chemicals on thetip, dipped in wax," he
explained. "Watch—"

Hetook out asmdl bit of wood with ablob of odd bluish stuff on the end, and scraped it against the
countertop. Tal started as aflameflared up on the end of the stick with an odd hissing sound.

"People are afraid of them,” Torney explained. "They ether think it's bad magic, or they think the
things might suddenly go off in their pockets. But if the Church Guards and the constables started
carying and usng them—"

"Obvioudy. I'll givethem atry—though | warn you, if they do suddenly go off in my pocket, I'll be
very annoyed!" Td grinned alittle.

Torney chuckled. "No fear of that—unless you're being dragged by a horse and the pocket you've
got them in gets ripped open. It needs a hard, rough surface—preferably ssone—and you have to scrape
with some force to get through the wax coating. But the wax makes them waterproof, which iswhy | use
it

Ta put the packet in his breeches-pocket, and thanked them both, then went out into the evening
shadows and the thickly faling snow.

Two of the three men that Dasdl Torney had mentioned were the ones missing from hisligt, and he
decided to track down the easiest onefirst. With the help of afat purse of coppersto buy beer and the
cheap, strong liquor served in the dockside taverns, Tal went in search of Gebbast Hardysty. He hoped
he wouldn't have to drink any of the rot-gut himsdlf, but he was resigned to the fact that he would



probably pay for this excursion with athrobbing skull and a queasy stomach in the morning.

At fird, given that Hardysty haunted the dockside area, he thought he might have found his murderer.
After dl, aman who haunted the docks might be getting jobs as day-labor on barges, and that could put
him in any city up and down the river with relative ease. Asacasud |aborer, no onewould pay much
attention to him. Hardysty was another of the mages on thelist. Altogether, things seemed to add up
properly—but after tracing him to aparticularly noisome cellar-hole of asailor'sbar, Tad was having
second thoughts.

By now it was fully dark, and Tal made sure of hislong knife as he paused for amoment outside the
tavern entrance—if that wasn't too grand anameto put on agap in the cellar-wall of awarehouse,
framed by three rough-hewn beams, with the only "door" being asquare of patched sail. There wasn't
even asign outside the door, just aboard with a battered tankard nailed to it. They couldn't even afford a
lantern at the door; the only illumination came from the street-lamp two doors down, and adim, yellowish
light that seeped around the curtain at the door.

Ta had been in and out of many similar placesin his career as acongtable, and he wasn't afraid,
merdly cautious. In the winter there wasn't as much traffic on the river, which meant that sailors and
river-men had less money to spend. It wasn't afegtival night, the weather wasn't very cooperative, and
most men would chose to stay where they bunked if they had abed or aroom. On anight like tonight,
the men in this place wouldn't be looking for trouble—but they wouldn't try to avoid it, either. Aslong as
he watched his step, he should be dl right.

He trudged down the five steps made of uncut rock, and pulled the curtain aside to enter.

The reek of unwashed bodies, st e beer, cheap talow-lights, and other scents best |eft unnamed hit
him in the face like ablow. He aimost turned around and walked back out, but his sense of duty
prevailed and he stalked acrossthe dirt floor to the bar, avoiding the tables, chairs, and a staggering
drunk more by ingtinct than by sight. What light there was didn't help much in navigating the room. There
were only four thick tallow-dipsto light the entire room, and two of them were over the bar. They gave
off amurky, smokeladen light that didn't cross much distance.

Then again, I'm probably better off not being able to see. The closer he got to the bar, the more his
eyes stung from the smoke. If | knew how much filth was caked on the tables and the floor, 1'd probably
be sick.

Behind the bar was a huge man, running to fat, with the last two fingers of hisright hand missng, and
ascar acrossthe top of hisbald head. The man grunted as Td approached, which Td took asan inquiry.
"Beer," he said shortly, dapping down a couple of copper pieces on the unpolished dab of wood that
passed for a bar-top.

The bartender poured flat beer out of apitcher into a cheap earthenware mug. The stuff looked like
horse-piss, and probably tasted the same. Ta took it, but didn't drink. "Hardysty here?' he asked, and
without waiting for an answer, shoved ahandful of coppers acrossthe bar. "Thissfor him. Split on abet.
Sad | could leaveit here”

With that, he turned and took his beer off to acorner table, where he sat and pretended to drink. In
redlity, he poured the beer onto the floor, where it soaked in without adding measurably to the stink or
thefilth.

His eyes were adjusting to the gloom; now he could make out the rest of the room, the scattering of
tables made of scavenged lumber, the few men who sat a them, dumped over the table or drinking
steadily, with astony disregard for the wretched qudity of the Stuff they were pouring down their throats.

The bartender scooped up the money, pocketed part of it, then poured another beer and took it over
to aman hdf-lying on another table nearby, asif he had passed out. He grabbed the man's shoulder and
shook it until the fellow showed some signs of life, batting his hand away and blinking at him blearily.

"Wha?" he durred. The bartender dapped both the beer and the remainder of the money down on
the rough wooden tablein front of him.



"Yours" he grunted. "Y amade abet. Part paid off the tab, thisswhat's | eft.”

Hardysty stared at him amoment, as Tal pretended to nurse hisbeer. "Ah," he durred. "Bet. Yah."
Clearly hedidn't expect to remember the apocryphal "bet" that had been made on his behalf. All he
knew was that money had somehow appeared that supposedly belonged to him, and he wasn't about to
guestion the source.

He drank the beer down to the dregsin asingle swallow—Ta winced inside at the mereidea of
actudly drinking the stuff. He knew what it was; the dregs out of the barrels of beer emptied at more
prosperous taverns, and the dregs of brewing, mixed together and sold so cheaply that it often went as
pig-dop. There was not aviler beverage on the face of the earth. A man that drank the stuff on aregular
basis cared only for the fact that it would get him drunk for pennies.

Whatever Hardysty had been, the fact was that he wastoo far gonein drink to have had any
connection to the murders. If he remembered who he was and where he was supposed to go from one
day to the next, he would be doing well.

When Torney said he was cadging drinks, he meant it. He's probably a street-beggar for just
long enough to get the money to drink.

Whatever had gotten him dismissed from the Church? Ta thought he remembered something about
theft of Church property. Had the disgrace broken him, or had the drinking started first? Perhaps the
thefts had goneto pay for drink.

Thiswas one vice goneto excessthat Ta never could understand; intellectualy, he could sympathize
with aman who had lost his head over awoman, and he could understand how the thrill of risk could
make a man gamble away dl he had in the heat of amoment—~but he never could understand thisrush to
oblivion, beit by drink or by adrug. Why do something that made you fed less dive, rather than more?
Why would anyone willfully seek to remove ability?

Hardysty dropped the mug down onto the table, stared at the pile of coppers for amoment, then
shoved them back across the table to the bartender. "More," he said—which was probably what the
bartender had expected him to say. Before Ta could blink, the coppers were gone.

Td pretended to drink two more mugs of the awful stuff before staggering out into the darkness. At
no time did the bartender ask him about his connection to Hardysty; at no time did Hardysty make any
attempt to find out where the money had come from. That was typica behavior in aplacelikethisone.
No one asked questions, and information was seldom volunteered, though it could be bought.

At thispoint it wastoo late to look for any of the other former Priests, but he felt he had made
enough progressfor one night. He could definitely scratch Torney and Hardysty off hislist. The practice
of magic—especidly magic as powerful and tricky asthis one must be—required asharp mind. Even
sober, Hardysty wouldn't be capable of that much concentration. Dreg-beer came contaminated with dl
sorts of unpleasant things, and the people who sold it often adulterated it further. There was no telling
how badly Hardysty was poisoned; the only thing that was certain was that he had no more than haf the
mind held started out this dide to oblivion with. He might just aswell have taken two rocks and
hammered his own head with them on adaily basisfor thelast few years.

Td was grateful for the heavy snowfal; it kept footpads off the street. Thiswas not a neighborhood
he wanted to have to visit again by night. He wasimmessurably glad when he got into a better area
without an incident, and even happier when he reached the constabulary headquarters and was able to
get his horse from the Duca stables. The ride across town and over the bridge to the Abbey was quite
some distance, but in contrast to hiswak away from the docks, it seemed to takenotime at al.

A person could draw quite a parable from those two, Torney and Hardysty, if he knew
everything that brought them to where they are now. Torney was driven by love to give up
everything in order to have it, but what drove Hardysty to oblivion? Greed? Fear?

That was the end of the puzzle for every really good congtable that Tal had ever met. Once you knew
who'd done the crime, you'd caught him, and you had him safely disposed of, you always wondered why



he'd done what he'd done. Even things that seemed obvious were sometimes only obvious on the surface.
Why did some people, born into poverty, go out and try to make their lives better honestly instead of
turning to crime? Why did one child, beaten and abused, grow up to vow never to inflict that kind of
treatment on his own children, while otherstreated their offspring as they'd been treated?

Td didn't know, and neither did anyone e se, but he sometimes had the feeling that the answer was
there, if only he knew whereto look for it, and was brave enough to search.

The next day, in absence of any other orders, he crossed the bridge again to resume his hunt for
former Priests. Following Torney'sinformation that one of them had changed his nameto " Oskar Koob"
and had set himsdf up asafortune-teller, Ta went to the officein charge of collecting taxes on small
businesses. "Koob" would not call himsdf a"fortune-tdller,”" of course—fortune-telling wasillega,, and
possibly heretical. No, hewould cal himself a"Counsglor” or "Advisor,” and that wasthe listing where
Td found his name and address.

He had come prepared thistime, dressed in civilian clothing, with apouch full of lettersand afew
business papers that referred to him as atrader in semiprecious gemstones. There was nothing about him
to reved histrueidentity, dthough the papersadl caled him by hisred name. There were so few people
in Kingsford who knew what Ta Rufen realy wasthat he felt perfectly safein using aname he knew he
would respond automaticaly to. In taking an assumed name, there was aways the chance that you would
forget who you were supposed to be for amoment, and give yoursdlf away.

| just hope that this man hasn't got the ability to read thoughts.

Y esterday's snow had been shoveled off the streets and packed in piles againgt the walls of the shops
and houses, today, athough the sky was overcad, it didn't fedl to him asif it was going to snow again. So
odd, to think that a few weeks ago | was wishing | lived somewhere where it snowed in the winter
instead of raining, and now here | am. | think thisis an improvement. Somehow he'd gotten the
impression that snow just didn't bring the numbing cold that winter rains did, because rain brought
dampness that penetrated even the thickest clothing. Too bad that impression waswrong! And the
thought that hisfeet wouldn't get soaking wet waswrong, too; it just took snow alittlelonger to melt and
soak into your boots, but it happened dl the same.

So much for theory. But then again, he wasn't out walking a patrol anymore; he wasin and out of
buildings mogt of thetime, not in the street. 1t could be the contrast that made him fed the cold more.

Ashewaked, he began mentally congtructing the way he would think and react by thetime he
reached the right address. In his personaas asmal merchant, it was naturd for him to consult a
fortune-teller; anyone making a precarious livelihood could be forgiven for being superdtitious. | operate
on a very small margin, and anything | can find out to help me is going to make a big difference. |
want to know the way that fashion is going to run—like that fashion for gem-cut steel baubles a
while back. If | can anticipate a fashion, | can make a fortune. | want to know where | can buy
stones cheaply, and | want to know if someone's going to make a strike so rich it will run the
prices down and make my stock worthless. | want to know if there are going to be bandits, and
which Faires are going to prosper thisyear.

All these things would make a difference to asmall merchant operating in arisky venture. When Td
had them dl firmly in mind, he cultivated just the right amount of nervousness mixed with eegerness.
When he arrived at the door of "Oskar Koob™" he was ready.

There was nothing in the plain house-front to suggest what Koob redlly was; the man was clever
enough to run avery discreet service.

Too bad it isn't an honest one.

Thiswasjust onein arow of identical middle-class homes, dl thrown up shortly after the Fireto
accommaodate people who gill had money and the meansto continue to make aliving. Each wastal,
narrow, with aset of stairsleading up to afront door, awindow on either side of the door, and three



windows in each of the remaining two stories. The buildings ended in attics that had a single window just
benegth the gabled roof, and had identica tall wooden fences around the sides and back, dividing the
yard from the neighbors yards. This one was painted beige, and had avery modest little sign beside the
door that reed, "Oskar Koob, Counselor.”

Td lifted the polished brass knocker and knocked at the door; it was opened by an attractive young
dark-haired woman dressed in adightly exotic robe of brown embroidered with intricate geometric
designs. Sheregarded Ta with avacant gaze that suggested sheld been hired for her looks and not her
intelligence. "I'd like to see Oskar Koob, please,” Td told her.

"Y ou got an gppointment?’ she asked, without opening the door enough for him to see past her to the
roomindde.

"No," hereplied doubtfully, wringing his hands for emphasis. "Do | need one? My friend didn't tell me
| needed an appointment.”

The girl assessed him and his clothing for amoment. "I'll seeif the Magter isfree," she said, and shut
the door, leaving him standing on the front step.

But not for long—the "Master" had probably been lurking nearby, perhaps at awindow so that he
could make his own assessment of the prospective client. Ta had made certain to dress asif he could
afford Koob's fees.

The girl opened the door—completely, thistime, so that Tal could enter. The foyer was nothing
impressive, just four plain wallswith doorsin them. The girl disgppeared through the left-hand one, and
reappeared before he had time to have second thoughts and take his money elsewhere. "The Magter's
powers havetold him that hisusua morning dlient isill,” the girl announced grandly. "As soon asthe
Master has sent amessenger with the medicines he will concoct, the Master will be with you.”

The Magter never had aclient to begin with, Td mentally chuckled to himsdlf, as he followed the girl
into the right-hand room. The Master was wondering how long the current goose could be induced to lay
magic eggs. The Master isthanking God or his own powersfor bringing in afresh gooseto cultivate.

The room was precisaly what he had expected—dark brown draperies concedled al four walls and
covered the window; light came from an oil lamp hanging over the tablein the center of the room.
Draperieswere fairly standard for " Consultants' like Oskar K oob—it was easy to hide confederates and
props behind draped fabric. The floor was covered with aworn and faded carpet—and again, thiswas
standard, for it was easier to hide trgpdoors under carpet than in aplain wooden floor. There was asmal
table in the middle of the room, with aglobe of smoky crysta in the center of it. There wasachair on the
far sde, and adightly shorter chair on Tal's sde. Without prompting, he took the smadler chair, and
waited.

After aninterva calculated to impress the person waiting with the importance of the one he was
waiting for, Oskar Koob made his Entrance, sweeping aside the draperies which concealed a shabby
door behind his chair.

Oskar Koob wasill-equipped for the part of amysterious and powerful fortune-teller. He looked
like nothing so much as a peasant straight out of the farm—complete with the innocent and boyish face
that makes people want to trust such an individual.

Well, hisface ishisfortune, | can see that.

Asfor the rest, he was dressed in a sober black tunic and breeches, with amost impressive gold
medallion around his neck. The fabric was excdlent, the tailoring superb. Evidently the " Consultation”
business was going well for Oskar Koob.

Td roseimmediately, and held out hishand. "Sir! I'm—" he began, but Koob hushed him with an
imperioudy raised hand.

"Silence,” he commanded. "Take your seat again, my brother. | will consult with the spirits and they
will tell mewho you are and what your businesswith meis.”



Td did ashewastold, and Koob seated himsalf behind the crystal sphere. He made severa
elaborate hand-movements above the sphere, muttering things under his breath ashe did so, while Td
amply watched and waited.

"Your nameis Ta Rufen,” Koob announced, squinting into the bal. "Y ou are agem-merchant, and
you wish to consult me concerning the best investmentsin stock for you to make.”

Td contrived to look and act astonished—never mind that the way Koob had probably learned all
this so far was by means of ascrying-spell to read the papersin Td's pocket. Koob continued to give
him details about his supposed life, al of them lifted from the letters and other articles he had with him. It
was an interesting variation on the same game Ta had seen run € sewhere—the difference being that
there was no pickpocket accompliceto lift apouch, learn who the client was by opening it and examining
it, and replacing it without the client ever being awvare that it was gonein thefirst place.

"Now," Koob said, degpening hisvoice, "I must cal upon other spiritsin the matter of your business.
These are very powerful spirits, powerful, and sometimes dangerous. The spiritswho know the future are
far morerisky to call upon than those who know the past and the present.”

Thelight in the lantern dimmed, and an eerie glow came up from the crysta spherein the middle of
thetable. Asthe lantern-light dimmed to next to nothing, strange sounds filled the room, the sounds of
people whispering, the distant rattle of atamborine, afew notes on aflute, adrumbesat echoing his heart.
Then, as Ta looked away from the crystd globe, he saw things floating in midair—the face of ayoung
woman, disembodied hands, the very tamborine held just heard.

So just what is it about the tamborine that makes it so attractive to spirits? Ta had never been
to one of these little " Consultations' without "the spirits’ floating a tamborine around the room and besating
an occasiona soloonit.

You'd think that, since they're in the afterlife, they'd have enough talent to play more than just
atamborine! If they're Blessed Spirits, shouldn't they have at least the talent of a minstrel? If
they've been dead a while, wouldn't they have the time to practice, oh, a gittern at least, or a
floor-harp, if not a pipe-organ of the sort from a Cathedral ?

Furthermore, asacongtable, Ta had trained himsdf to remember faces. He was not particularly
surprised to see that the young woman levitating above the floor was the same one who'd met him at the
door. Now she had unusua lighting and some fresh powder makeup and quickly-painted brows, but it
was the same woman.

The young woman proceeded to give him advice about his various plans and investments—the ones
mentioned in the papersin his pouch, that is. When he asked for further advice—should he undertake
new projects?—she was curioudy slent. And when she spoke, her lipsdidn't move.

Thiswasthefirst time Ta had goneto afortune-teller who was also areal mage, but he had agood
ideawhich effect was produced by fakery, and which by applied magic. The girl's face and vell
glowing—that's foxfire, |'ve seen that before. The levitation is either magic or a platform lowered
down from the room above us. Probably the platform, it's easier. He's reading the documents |
have with me by magic; he probably seesthemin that crystal ball of his. Then he's the one
speaking in a female voice, not the girl; that's ordinary voice-throwing, pitched high. Oncein a
while hislips twitch.

Just as he came to those conclusions, the Master "collgpsed,” the " spirit” vanished, and Td,
professing concern, went to the Magter'sSde. This, of course, gave the girl timeto shed her vells, foxfire
and makeup; he kept careful track, and she appeared in about the time it should take for her to get rid of
the costume, wipe off powder and greasepaint, and come down from the second floor. She assisted the
Master out, and returned a moment later.

"The Master must rest; it has been adifficult morning,” she said sliffly, asif making arehearsed
gpeech. "The usud feeisfive ducd florinsfor each consultation.”

Fiveflorins! That was steep, even by the standards of the best! Then again, Oskar Koob's show was



abit moreimpressive, so perhaps hewasworth it. Tal paid without protesting, and | eft, after he made an
appointment for asecond consultation—one which, of course, he would not attend.

Of course by that time, Oskar Koob would no longer bein residence here; he would be taking up
gpacein ether the Ducad Gaol or the Church Gaol, depending on which authority got to him firgt.

Unless, of course, Td thought with some amusement, as he made hisway back towards the bridge,
the spiritswarn himfirst!

Chapter Eleven

Despite diligent searching and enough bribes to equd his old wages as a congtable, Ta was ableto
contact only asingle one of the rest of the men on hislist. He got to find one, and that was the extent of
hisluck. One had actualy set up his own Chapel in one of the poor neighborhoods and was acting asa
Priest in spite of the fact that he had been specificaly forbidden to do any such thing. But by incredible
but genuine coincidence, before Tal located him, the people of the neighborhood discovered what he was
doing with their daughters during his "specid religiousingruction” sessons, and hed fled from an angry
mob that chased him outside the city limits. A quick interview with the fellow from horseback, ashe
relentlessy ssomped away from the city, convinced Td that this one wasin no way ableto muster so
much as the concentration or resourcefulnessto plan akilling, much lessfollow through on one. Td felt
no sympathy at al in seeing that sad excuse for aman shamble off in histattered Priest-clothes with just
one small pouch of money—and a by-now-shriveled manhood—to his name,

The other suspects had smply vanished shortly after they'd been dismissed from the Church, and no
one knew, or would admit to knowing, where they were.

Timewas running out; it would not be long before the killer struck again, and Ta was getting
desperate. He had yet to find even atentative candidate for hiskiller.

So when hislast lead ran out and he found that his path back to the bridge led him towards the Ducal
Palace, he acted on an impulse.

| need something more than the resources | have, hetold himsdf, gazing around & the darkening
city streets and up into the overcast sky. The sun had set alittle while ago and dusk was descending
swiftly; surely that bird-man Visyr couldn't fly at night. If there was any way to persuade the creature to
help in watching for suspicious persons, he'dd be worth more than twenty congtables. If, asthey thought,
the magician was directing his"tools' from some vantage point above the city streets, Visyr might be the
only person able to spot him.

He had had an dmost instant sense of trust for the Haspur. Perhapsit was due to some
early-childhood fascination with the raptors that the Haspur resembled, or amental echo of the hawks
and eagles of command banners and insigniawhich called forth thoughts of loyalty and respect, or
perhapsit was the persona manner of thisVisyr, but the constabl€singtincts did not cal for him to be
suspicious beyond the norm. That initself was remarkable, snce he reflexively made himself even more
thorough in his self-questioning when dedling with any nonhuman, sincetheir expressions were so often



harder to read. But Visyr was possessed of such an intense, open presence and his mannerisms were so
plainto read that Td believed that dedling with him as a colleague would not be difficult, and his
impression of Visyr's ethicsindicated he would likely want to help the sde of right.

Now, if ever, wasthetimeto use his specia privileges, because it was going to take those privileges
just to get into the pal ace without an invitation.

He went firdt to the constabulary headquarters, and for awonder, Captain Fenriswas actually there;
acongtable-in-training showed him to the Captain's office without any delay, and once there, he
explained what it was that he wanted.

Fenris, atdl, dark man with afull beard and mustache, stroked that beard thoughtfully. "That'sa
good idea," he said when Ta wasfinished. "'l suppose the question iswhether or not acting as alookout
for usisgoing to interfere with Visyr'sduties for Arden. Getting the Duketo agreeif it doesinterfere
might be problematica.”

"Oh, it'sgoing to," Ta admitted. "Theres no question of that. If he's going to do us any good, he's
going to have to stay over the common sections of Kingsford, even after he's aready mapped them, and
that means he's not going to be getting much of the Duke'swork done.”

"Inaway, he gets some of that work done by just being seen. People ook up and see him, working
for the Duke, they're reminded of the Duke. The bird-man is areassurance these days to people who are
afraid the Duke might start to forget them. But he's not going to be doing that scouting on asteady basis,”
Fenrisreplied. "When thekiller strikes again, you're going to have aweek or more before he hasto make
another kill, and during that time Visyr can go back to his map-making. If we point that out to him, he
might be more cooperdive; certainly the Dukewill."

Td winced inwardly at the casua way that Fenris had said " when thekiller strikes™ not "if," but he
knew that Fenriswas right. Only the most extraordinary luck would stop this monster before he had
another victim, luck amounting to amiracle, and so far miracleswerein short supply.

But Fenris had already taken paper, pen, and sedl out of his desk, and waswriting apassto get Ta
past the first few guards who would not know what a Specia Inquisitor was and into the palace. Once
Ta got asfar asthe Duke's Senescha or Mgjor-Domo, those officials would be quite well aware of the
power that he represented, and would get him the interview he wanted without alot of tedious protocol.

"Here," Fenris said, handing him the folded paper, and winked at him. "Now you can walk into the
palace and see whoever you damned well want to, including Arden himsdlf, if youre so inclined. Did it
ever occur to you that you've come one hell of along way from asimple constable?!

When hasn't it? "Every waking moment,” Ta told him soberly. "A year ago, if anyone had told me
was going to walk into a paace on the strength of my own authority, 1'd have asked what he was
drinking and ordered the same for mysdlf." Helicked hislips, and shook his head. "Sometimes | think I'm
having aparticularly vivid dream and that I'll wake up at any moment; the rest of thetime, I'm sureit's not
adream, it'sanightmare. | don't mind telling you that this so-called power is making me nervous.”

"Good," Fenrisreplied. "It should. Every morning | get out of bed and ask mysdlf what the hell | think
I'm doing, and | hope you're doing the same. Aslong asyou never takeit for granted, you'll do al right,
Td Rufen."

Fenris gave him anonprotocol salute, nodded, and stalked out snapping orders at atrainee, and thus
the meeting was concluded.

With his papersin hishand, Td left the building and crossed to the officid entrance to the Duca
Palace, presenting his pass from Captain Fenristo the guard at the gate. From there, he was taken to the
guard at the palace door, from there to the Captain of the Watch, and from there to the Mg or-Domo.
The wizened little Mg or-Domo examined his papers, turned white, and sent a page to the Duke while
Td waited in the Mg or-Domo's office. They were both horribly uncomfortable; the Mg or-Domo kept
watching Ta while his hands twitched nervoudy. There were stacks of papers on his desk which were
probably very important, but the Mg or-Domo looked asif hewas afraid to take his eyes off hisvisitor.



Ta would have been happy to make smdll talk, but the poor man acted asif Td's every word might have
the potentia to send himsdf or hismaster to the Church Gaol, and Td findly gave up.

Findly the page arrived, and Ta thankfully left the Mg or-Domao's office in the young boy's wake.
The page was too young to be intimidated by amere Church officia, and Tal was happy to ligen to the
child chatter asthey passed aong the hallways brightly lit with the best wax candles and oil-lampsin
sconces on thewall. But when the page brought him to the door of what were clearly the Duke's private
chambers, Ta was taken aback.

He didn't have timeto act on his surprise, though; the boy walked past the guard at the door, pushed
the door itself open, and announced, "Ta Rufen, milord,” waving him through. At that point, Ta could
only go through into the Duke's private suite as the boy closed the door behind him.

The first room, something of a cross between a sitting-room and an audience chamber, was empty
and lit only by two of the wall-mounted oil-lamps and alow firein thefireplace. "In here, Rufen,” caled a
voice from beyond the next door. "Come a ong through.”

He ventured into the next room, which waslit as brightly asthe hallways, and furnished with afew
chairs, several wardrobes which were standing open, and afloor-length pier-glass. There he found the
Duke surrounded by three servants and a perfectly stunning woman. The Duke was a handsome man, his
hair thinning alittle, but otherwise showing no sgn of hisage. Still athletic and fit, the form-fitting blue
velvet coa that his servants were hel ping him into only did him justice rather than making him look
ridiculous as might have been the case with a man who was losing hisfigure. The woman held a scarlet
satin sash with ajeweled decoration or order of some sort on it, and watched him with her lovely head to
oneddeand afantly critica look on her face.

When the coat was on, the sash in place over it, and every last wrinkle smoothed away from the
coat, the white silk shirt, and the matching blue-satin breeches, the critica frown vanished to be replaced
by an approving smile. "l wasn't at dl sure of that cut, my love," the woman said, "but you were right after
al”

"Perhagps now you'll admit that | know what I'm doing when it comes to clothing,” he admonished
playfully, turning and craning his neck so he could see hisback in the mirror, asthe servants discreetly
swept up the clothing that he had discarded. "I think this old thing of my grandfather'sislikely to set a
new fashion." Heturned to Td. "What do you think, Rufen?'

Caught off-guard, Td could only ssammer incoherently, "Uniforms are more my suit than fine
dothing.”

The beautiful woman laughed and pretended to cuff the Duke. "That is not fair, nor isit kind," she
chided, and turned to Td. "Inquisitor Rufen, | hope you will forgive my Duke. He enjoys discomfiting
people, and one of these daysthe habit will get himin trouble.”

Thewoman, Ta redized now, was Lady Asher, the Dukeswife. Hed been told she waslovely; he
didn't redlize that she was S0 beautiful that she could leave aman dazed just by speaking to him. She had
him so dazzled that he redlly couldn't have said what it wasthat she was wearing; something
claret-colored, that |eft aflawless expanse of white shoulders and milky neck exposed. He mustered
what was | eft of hiswits, and answered, as gdlantly as he could, "For your sake, my lady, | would
forgive anything short of tossng mein his persona dungeon.”

"Well, it'sagood thing | don't have apersonal dungeon, or | might seeif that wastrue!" the Duke
laughed. "Y ou've doneit again, my love; you've charmed even an impervious Church Inquisitor. Do you
careto stay and hear what he hasto say, or am | keeping you from other business?”’

"Y ou aren't keeping me, but | do have other business of yours to see to—that wretched little Count
Lacey, for one," Lady Asher replied. "I'll run along and charm him so that heforgetsto pry.” She
bestowed akiss on his cheek; he returned one to her hand, and she floated out of the room with the
servantsin attendance.

The Duke watched her go with a possessive and pleased expression on hisface. "Wel?' he asked,



when the two of them were done. "And what do you think of my lady wife?'

"She's—amaxzing," Td responded, till feding alittle dazed. He shook his head. ™Y ou ought to use
her to interrogate people, my Lord Duke; they'd never be able to stand againgt her. She's astonishing.”

"Sheis, isn't she?' The Duke chuckled. "Well, Rufen, what isit that you want? Since you're my
cousin'sown special Hound of God, | know at least that it isn't to throw me inagaol. And sincel believe
you'rein charge of finding the fellow who's daughtering musicians, | assume it has something to do with
thet?'

"Y ou've got abird-man doing mapping for you," Ta began, and asthe Duke's face darkened alittle,
he continued hastily, "1t's not about him, not directly, anyway. I'd like permission to ask him for some
help, but it's going to be at the expense of his mapping duties.”

The Duke motioned to him to take a seet; the Duke himsalf remained standing, though, so Ta did the
same. The Duke did not pace or otherwise show any signs of impatience; he remained standing, with his
arms crossed over his chest and his eyesfixed on Ta'sface. It was obvious from Lady Asher's
commentsthat Ta was keeping the Duke from some officid function, so he hurried through what hed
planned to say. Quickly he outlined what he had in mind for Visyr; the Duke listened carefully, nodding a
little now and again.

"Y ou can see for yourself how held be worth a dozen times more than a constable on the ground,”
Ta concluded. "And | know that you could order him to help us—but thisis one of those caseswhere
you can't order cooperation—"

"Hmph." The Duke nodded again. "Wise of you to redize that. He's a Haspur. Willful and principled,
and heisdready taking less pay than he deservesjust out of an ethica desire to help the people of
Kingsford." Ta made another mental note of that, and the Duke's nod showed him that it hadn't gone
unnoticed. "There is another problem here; I've promised not to hold him past acertain date, and if he
gpends too much time hel ping you, | may not get my maps done before that date arrives.” Heheld up his
hand to forestal Ta's protests. "On the other hand, I'll be thefirst to tell you that no map isworth a
human life. I'm certainly eager for you to bring this monster to justice, and if you can persuade Visyr, then
by dl means, go ahead with this plan of yours.”

He gestured to Td to follow him into the antechamber; once there, the Duke went over to asmall
desk took out pen and paper and scrawled abrief note. "Here," he said, handing it to Td. "If hetellsyou
that heswillingif | agree, just hand him this, so he doesn't think he hasto wait for an audience with mein
order to ask me."

"But | thought he wasworking only for you, directly—" Ta began.

"Heis, but Haspur are—painfully polite. Or at least Visyr is" Arden grimaced. "l detest dl this
protocol nonsense, but Visyr is so intent on not offending methat if | didn't cut through the etiquette, he'd
be wadting far too much time going through channelsfor ridiculoudy smple requests. Now, | haveto go
rescue my lady from that odious little Count; you just follow the pageto Visyr's quarters.”

In that moment, Ta saw the resemblance between Arden and his cousin, the High Bishop. There was
more than a mere family resemblance; there was aresemblance in the way they thought. The biggest
difference showed only when Arden was with the Lady Asher; at that point, there was arelaxation and a
softening that never showed on High Bishop Ardissface.

AsTad followed the page to the upper-level areawhere Visyr'sroomslay, he wondered what Ardis
might have been likeif she had followed the Duke's path. Would she have been happier, unhappier, or
much the same?

He couldn't picture her dressed in an ornate gown like Lady Asher, trailing about the seemingly
endless corridors of this paace. He couldn't imagine what sheld do with her time; what did women like
Lady Asher do dl day? Ardiswould go mad with boredom in afortnight.

And herecdled Torney, that former Priest who had given up everything he had and was for the sake
of histruelove. There were many who would cdl him afool for the decison hed made; would Ardis say



the same? Would Ardis have made the same choice he had, given the same set of circumstances?

Td just couldnt pictureit. Ardiswas so much acreature of intellect that he couldn't even imagine her
making adecision that was so clearly an emotiona one.

And yet, if she had made such adecision, he couldn't picture her ever looking back on it with regret.
No matter what she decided, she would stand by her decision, just as Dasdl Torney had, and find away
to make the best of her Situation.

But for amoment he envied Dasdl Torney and hiswife, and not just because of their happiness, but
for the ease with which they had made their own choices. He suspected that for them, there had never
redly been amatter of "choice'; it had dl been aforegone conclusion that they would stand by each
other. There were no questions, only certainties. Perhaps that much certainty was aform of insanity.

He only wished that he could be that certain of anything. It sometimes seemed that he spent dl of his
life second-guessing himsdlf. Perhaps, if he had spent lesstime in andyzing things, he wouldn't be here;
he'd be an ordinary constable with awife and children.

Certainly the Duke was another one of these happily-wedded fellows, and he certainly would not
have made any other choice but the one he had; no man who saw Lady Asher would ever think he could
have done otherwise. But of course, he was the Duke of Kingsford, and he could do whatever he chose
to and with whoever he wished; if held wanted to marry a common street-entertainer, he could have, and
the cheers from his people would probably have been just asloud. As she hersdlf had told Ta, Ardis had
been blessed with fewer options than her cousin by smple virtue of her gender.

But now—what about now? Doesn't she have more options now than she did when she was
subject to the will of her father?

Now the page stopped beside another door—this one with no guards outside it—and tapped on it. It
was answered, not by a servant, but by the Haspur himself.

Helooked larger here than he had in the station, or even in the Abbey. Perhaps it was because of the
way he was holding hiswings; arched above his body and held dightly away fromiit, instead of closed
tightly in dong his back. The page didn't ssem the least intimidated by the bird-man, but then the boy
probably saw him severa times every day.

"This gentleman wishesto spesk with you, SirraVisyr," theboy said in hishigh, piping voice. The
bird-man turned that huge, sharp beak and looked down it at hisvisitor. Ta became the focus of a pair
of enormous, golden eyesthat regarded him out of afacethat had littlein common, &t first impression,
with human features. It bore no expression that Ta could recognize, and no real sign of recognition.

That, however, did not mean that the creature didn't remember him. A Haspur, it seemed, could
project aflawlessraptora expression of indifference when he so desired.

"This has nothing to do with the incident you were involved with, sr,” Td said hadtily, trying not to
appear uneasy beneath that direct, raptoral gaze. "Or rather, it does, but not directly. | have the Duke's
permission to speak with you, if you would be so kind."

Visyr continued to examine him, unwinking. Finally the beak opened. "Perhaps you had better come
in," hesaid, in his deeply resonant voice. Then, as he held the door open for Tal to enter, he looked back
down at the page. "'Y ou may go, Joffrey," he said to the boy, hisvoice abit softer and kinder. "I'll ring if |
need someone.”

"Thank you, Sirra," the boy replied, as Ta entered Visyr's suite and the bird-man closed the door
behind him.

Well. So the Church has come to mein my own aerie. Interesting. | wonder why? Visyr
regarded hisvisitor with asomewhat skeptical air. He felt much more at his ease here, in the Duke's
Palace, than he had back in the city. Thiswas his ground, his place, and the Duke had assured him
persondly that no one was going to be able to coerce Visyr into anything while he was under the Duke's



protection.

Visyr bused himsdlf for the moment in lighting his Deliambren lamps so he could see hisvisitor more
clearly. Visyr was not particularly comfortable around open flame; no Haspur was. Featherswere terribly
flammable. Hewould put up with lamps and firesif he had to, but he didn't have to. The Deliambrens had
supplied him with hisown lamps, and his own heeting-unit that sat ingde the fireplace. Both were
supplied with power from platesthat sat on hisbacony dl day to collect sunlight.

The human sighed as he took a seat at Visyr'sdirection; the Haspur wasnt al that well-versed in
reading human expressions, but he thought the man looked tired. He finished lighting hislamps and turned
around; the dump of the man's shoulderstold him that if the human wasn't tired, he was certainly
dispirited. There was nothing of the interrogator about him; in fact, he hadn't asked asingle question yet.
So, it wasfairly obvious that the human hadn't come here to make further inquiries, so the next likeliest
reason was that he had come as a supplicant.

| might as well come straight to the point. | amtired, and | need my sleep. "And what bringsyou
herethis cold night, Td Rufen?' he asked. "Am | correct in assuming that you wish to ask my help?'

The man did not look at al surprised that Visyr had divined the reason he had come, which at least
showed that he respected Visyr'sintelligence. He nodded. "1 wish we had been ableto find even a
suspect by ordinary means, SirraVisyr," he replied, and there was no mistaking the wearinessin his
voice. Visyr read nuances of expression in the voice far more readily than he read them in the body, and
this man was frustrated, tired beyond his strength, and near his breaking-point. Visyr wondered just how
near hewas. Did he himsdlf know, or was he Smply concentrating so intently on the momentsin front of
him that he was unaware of his own weaknesses?

Thisis more difficult than he or anyone else had anticipated. | wonder just what is going on
here? Visyr felt sorry for him—and ever since he had seen that dreadful murder, he had spent much of
every day thinking about the Situation. More than once he had been on the verge of going to the Duke
himself to ask permission to help. That he had not was only because his own work was proving to be so
al-consuming, and after dl it was his commanded task. Flying in the cold was grueling work, especialy
the kind of flying and hovering he was doing in order to make his maps. A Haspur expended a greet dedl
of energy in thiskind of westher just keeping the body warm; festhers were agood insulator, but a
Haspur couldn't keep adding more layers of clothing the way a human could as the temperature dropped.
For one thing, he wouldn't be able to fly with that kind of burden. He spent most of the daylight hoursin
the air, agood part of the evening hours bent over the drawing-table, and the rest in eating and deeping.
He seldom saw anyone but the Duke and his own persona helpers, and when he did, it was never for
more than amoment. The time held spent being interviewed by High Bishop Ardis and this man was very
nearly the most held spent unconnected with hiswork since held arrived here.

So how could he, in &l good conscience, volunteer his servicesto the law-people? He had his own
duty to attend to, aduty he had promised before he ever met these other humans.

And how can you not? whispered his conscience. How can you not do al in your power to help
them stop this murderer?

"The Duke—" he began.

The man coughed diffidently, and handed a piece of paper to him. "The Duke said that | wasto tell
you that he deemsthis of equa importance with his maps, and that if the maps are not finished by the
date that you must return, then he will do without them.”

Oh s0? Visyr opened the folded paper and read it, but had really had no doubt that it said just what
Td Rufen clamed. For onething, it would have been very foolish of him to put fase wordsin the Duke's
mouth when they were bound to be found out eventualy. For another, Td Rufen did not strike Visyr as
the sort of man who was given to telling falsehoods.

Well, that put the Situation in another light, altogether.
"If the Duke placesthis search of yoursin equa importance with hismaps, then of course | am at



your disposd,” he said evenly, not yet disposed to make any display of how he fdt in the matter. But the
case wasthat he was rdlieved, deeply and profoundly relieved. Now his conscience would no longer
trouble him when he flew over the city streets and heard the street-musicians playing below him. Now he
would no longer be troubled at night with dreams of that poor girl. At last he would be doing something
to prevent such adaughter from happening again.

Td Rufen was not so shy about showing hisfedingsin the matter; hisface displayed every bit of the
relief that Visyr fdt.

But Visyr was not expecting the depth and complication of the Situation that Tal Rufen proceeded to
reved to him. Magic, the possibility of arenegade Priest, the sheer number of the dead so far quite took
Visyr'sbreath away. "I thank you, sr, for mysdlf and for the High Bishop,” Td Rufen finished, hisvoice
telling Visyr that he was grateful out of dl proportion for what Visyr had offered.

Visyr waved ataon to prevent him from becoming effusive. "I cannot promisethat | will be of any
great help to you," hewarned. "1 am only asingle Haspur, not alegion of winged Guardians. | might not
bein theright place, next time, and thiscity isnot small." Insde, he quailed at the ideathat he was taking
on therole of one of the Guardians—that select group of Haspur who were warriors and worked
sde-by-side with the warrior humans of the land to patrol the borders and deal with trouble-makers. |
am a map-maker, not a warrior! hethought, now that the words were out of his mouth. What am |
volunteering for?

"Weknow that,” Ta Rufenreplied. "And | didn't intend for you to think that | was asking you to
gstand guard in the air. No, what we would like you to do isto be apair of eyes, not apair of talong!"

"Ah," Visyr sad, feding relieved, and guilty for feding relief. "What isit that you wish meto look for,
and when, and where?'

The heating-unit hummed to itself in the fireplace and blew warm air in asteady stream while the
human thought the question over. Visyr spread hiswingsto absorb the heat. | have not been properly
warm except in bed for months now. | fear | shall not until spring arrives again, and with it some
of the better effects of spring—ah, Syri. | miss you.

"The last isthe eas est—we would like for you to spend the most time over the areas where
dregt-musiciansare most likely to play,” Ta Rufen told him. ™Y ou would probably know where those
places are better than | would. When—well, obvioudy you can't fly at night, so it would be during the
daylight hours. But what you are to look for—that's the problem.” He shrugged. "We think that the
murderer is controlling the people who are actualy committing the murders, as| think | told you. We
believe that heisusing magic to do this, but what kind, we don't know. All that we do know isthat in
order to be able to see what histools are doing and what is happening to them, every kind of magic or
spdll that the Justiciar-Mages know of dictates that he has to be somewhere that he can actudly,
physicaly seethem. Our best guessisthat this means he's going to be up above the street, somewhere.”

"Asin—on arooftop?' Visyr hazarded. That would be easy enough to manage to spot; there are not
too many folk scrambling about on their roofsin the dead of winter.

"Possibly; we just don't know anything for certain,” Tal Rufen admitted. "I wish we did, fervently, but
wedon't. All I can say is, wewant you to look for anything unusud.”

"Unusua ? On the rooftops?* Visyr chuckled dryly. "Wdll, at least you ask this of mein thewinter; it
will be much easier to determine what is unusua when there are not people coming out to frolic by twos
where they think they will not be seen, or to Sit where they can see sun and sky and open air.” He
chuckled again, recalling some of the gyrations that humans had been up to during the milder months. |
have seen many things on the rooftops of the Duke's city, and agoodly share of them could be
consdered 'unusud,’ Tal Rufen.”

"Yes, well, | have seen morethan you in the Streets of cities, SirraVisyr," Td Rufen replied with a
laugh asdry asVisyr's. "l think | can guess.” He proved that, with arather mordantly and morbidly
humorous anecdote that ended with theline, "Lady, | think your sgn just fell down.”



Perhgps a gentler creature than Visyr might not have found it amusing, but he did, and hefelt alittle
more kinship with Td Rufen in that moment. Haspur could be more bawdy, in their way, than any
non-Haspur would suspect. "Well, and what if | don't find anything?' he asked.

"If the worst should happen, and this madman kills before either of us catch him, | will send word to
you if you have not already reported to me.” The human looked pained. "Then you may go back to your
maps for about aweek or so before you need begin watching again. He's obvioudy planning these
killings carefully, and while he's planning them, he probably won't be doing anything where you can see
it

Visyr nodded soberly. "I understand.” He thought for amoment, and volunteered something else.
"Beforeyou go, let metell you what | can that | have dready observed.”

He was pleased to see that the human had come prepared with a notebook and a scriber. He spent
the better part of an hour relating as many of the incidents that he had witnessed that could be considered
"unusua" that he could recall—and since he was a Haspur and his memory was exceptiona, there were a
great many of them. Most of them struck him as odd largely because he waan't familiar with the humans
of thisland—and some made Ta Rufen laugh out loud when he related them. He was pleased enough to
hear the human laugh, for each time it occurred, the man lost some of histension and came a bit farther
away from the edge of breaking. And every time Visyr did describe such an incident, the human very
courteoudy explained why it had made him laugh, which gave Visyr alittle moreinsght into the ways and
habits of the odd people who dwelled here.

Findly, when he had cometo the end of histales, something €lse occurred to him. He sat for a
moment, clicking his beak as he thought about it. Was that "unusud™ enough for the human? On the
surface, it wasn't, but—

| shal err on the Sde of too much information, he decided.

"Thereisonefina thing, Church Congtable," he said &t lagt. "'In the past few weeks | have seen a
very strange new bird inthiscity. Itisaslarge as| am, quite remarkably ugly, and black—and | have
never seen more than the one. It isabird of no speciesthat | know, and quite frankly, it should not be
abletofly."

"Neither should abee, or aBlue Parrot,” Tal Rufen observed. "But go on, please.”

Visyr roused hisfeathers with ashake, and yawned. "I have seen it watching what goes on below it
for hours. And even when there was noise and activity that frightened away every other bird, it remained.
It seemsto placeitsaf whereit cannot easily be seen from below—abut so do many birds. | did seeit
watching the square where the murder occurred at the time of the murder, but it didn't do anything, and |
didn't seeit again that day or the next. In fact, | haven't seeniit for severa daysnow." He shrugged. "That
isdl | cantdl you. | have never seen it do anything other than watch, but it could be watching for prey,
for opportunitiesto steal human food, or just becauseit is curious. There are strange species crossing
bordersdl thetime, and for flyersit isdoubly easy. It could smply be migrating lazily.”

"Well, youvetold me quite abit,” Rufen replied, making afew more notes, then closing the notebook
and stowing it in acapacious pocket indde hiscloak. "Believe me, it is gppreciated.”

"And | am glad to hdp you, Td Rufen. Truly | am. But—" He yawned again, hugdly, feding
exhaugtion of his own overtake him. The human gazed at him, apparently dightly astonished at the width
and depth of aHaspur gape. "But | had just finished eating, and flying in the cold takes much out of one. |
wasjust going to deep.”

The human glanced over at the Haspur's unusua bed and blushed a bit. "Then | will not keep you
awake amoment longer,” Ta murmured, and echoed Visyr's yawn, which set Visyr off again with
another. "Hunting scraps of information isamost astiring, | promiseyou, and | would like to see my own
bed." He extended his hand, and Visyr took it, gingerly, keeping histalons from scratching the delicate
human skin. "Thank you again. Would it be too much to ask you to send areport to the Abbey once a

day?"



"| shal do better than thet; | shall fly onethere mysdf a day'send,” Visyr promised him. "Tell your
guard at the gate that | will drop it to him, tied in ribbons of Duke Arden's colors, unless | have something
| believe you must hear in person. Will that do?!

"It will morethan do, and again, | thank you." Now the human stood up, and Visyr did likewise,
towering over him. "I told Captain Fenris and the Duke that you would be worth any twenty constables,
and | don't believe | was exaggerating. | will be looking forward to seeing your reports.”

"And | will be pleased to make them." Visyr held open the door, and the human went out into the
halway. "Travel safely to the Abbey, Td Rufen,” hefinished, by way of apleasant farewell.

"And you fly safely in the morning,” the other replied, and gave abrief wave of hishand before
turning and walking towards the staircase down.

Visyr closed the door behind him and retired to his deeping room and his comfortable couch. It was
going to be acold night tonight, and he was very glad for his down comforter to keep him warm. He
didiked having afirein the same room with him as he dept, and even his Deliambren hegter had the
potentia to be hazardous.

He extinguished hislights, wrapped himsdlf up in his coverings, and settled himsdf over his bed for
deep. He had not lied when he told the human that he was about to retire for the night; the fact wasthat
he had barely been able to keep his eyes open when the page knocked on his door.

But deep was now arductant quarry, for Visyr had plenty of leisure to think about what the human
had said and ponder the possible consequences of what he had agreed to.

If thekiller was using magic, did it not follow that he could use that magic againg Visyr if he
suspected he had been seen? The Haspur themselves used very little magic, with but afew exceptions,
but the humans who shared their mountain kingdom with them often did make use of that power. The
ideathat he might be struck out of the sSky by abolt of lightning was not one likely to summon deep; the
remaining pieces of alightning-struck Haspur could be very smal indeed.

On the other hand—no one had struck him down out of the sky yet, and the killer had probably seen
him a dozen times by now. Aslong as he didn't change his own patterns, he ought to be safe enough.

Asif | haven't already changed my patterns by chasing that first killer—or "tool," rather,
since that iswhat Tal Rufen called him.

Never mind. In that, he was no different from a dozen other witnesses who gave chase. The mage
could hardly target everyone! And perhaps, since he was so visiblein the sky, a secretive mage might
prefer not to rike at him.

With that comforting redlization, deep finaly came, and Visyr drifted upwards on its dark wings.

Td Rufen |eft the paace, reclaiming his horse on theway out, and allowed the horse to pick itsown
way back through the darkened and snow-covered city streets. As adways, knowing that it would be
going back to its own stall and agood med, the horse walked briskly aong the shortest path.

For once, he was glad of the time that the trip would take, even by the shortest route. Something had
occurred to him, back at the palace, and he wanted to face his redlization down before he got insde the
Abbey wallsagain. It filled his mind so thoroughly that he thought on it rather than reviewing histalk with
the Haspur, as he normally would have.

Hewas no longer appropriately digpassonate about his position. Over the course of this
investigation, he had become increasingly attracted to the High Bishop, and not just intellectudly, ether.
The fact that he had compared her to Lady Asher told him that he wasn't just interested in her mind or
her friendship.

And that, frankly, was a dangerous Situation.

It wasn't something that could have come up in the course of hisformer job. There were no such
things as female congtables, nor was there any possibility that awoman might assume the position of



Captain. He was perfectly free to admire any female that came within his purview, and perfectly freeto
do more than admire them if the Situation was gppropriate. When held sought an audience with the High
Bishop of Kingsford, it had never occurred to him that said officid might be awoman. Then, when held
discovered her sex, it hadn't occurred to him that in working closdly with an attractive lady of asmilar
age, he might get himsdlf into difficulties.

But then, it obvioudy hadn't occurred to her, either. He didn't think he was misreading the occasiond
sdelong glances, or the way her gaze lingered when she thought he wasn't aware of it. Just &t the
moment, things were still at the stage of speculation, at least on her part, but if there hadn't been
admiration there wouldn't be anything to specul ate about.

Hewastroubled by this, more troubled than he had been by any emotiond stuationin hislife.

I'm not particularly devout, but then, few constables are. It was difficult to be devout in the face
of some of the blatant corruption within the Church that constables uncovered from timeto time. The
Church might successfully engineer ways to hide such scandas from the eyes of the public, but the
congtables dways knew the truth. Still, he had always consdered himself to be an upright man, aman of
moralsand integrity if nothing else.

So how could he even begin to permit himsalf to be attracted by a Priest? And, at that, a coworker,
apeer, and hiscommander?

Y et shewastheideal companion for him in so many ways.

We share common interests and goals, sheisintelligent and clever, and our skills are perfect
complements. Never once had he encountered awoman with even half the qualities he admired in Ardis.
He frankly doubted that he ever would again.

But sheisa Priest, vowed to both chastity and celibacy, and there is no getting around that.

Hetried not to squirm in his saddle, but this entire train of thought was making him dreadfully
uncomfortable, asif he had swallowed something too large and it was stuck hafway down histhroat.
Thiswasanew thing for him; he was anything but young, and he had thought with some complacency
that he was well seasoned and past the age when he might be enflamed by a momentary passion or
infatuation.

So much for complacency. | ought to know by now that it's a dangerous feeling to harbor.

He certainly had never subscribed to the ridiculous notion that people are destined to find a
soul-mate. Soul-mates! What nonsense! Searching for the perfect soul-mateis never going to get you
anything but heartache at best. At wordt, you find yourself al aonein your declining years, having turned
down people who loved you just because they weren't perfect.

But what did Dasdl Torney havein hiswife but a soul-mate?

And just how many perfect matings are there likely to be in the world? Just because | have seen one,
that makesit dl thelesslikdy that I'm likely to find one mysdif!

But in seeing Torney with hiswife, he had felt an envy he had never expected to experience. He had
never even considered marriage in the past; his career smply wouldn't dlow it. And yet now—he
wondered if the career would have been worth sacrificing, under the right circumstances.

So, what exactly did he intend to do about the Situation? As complex asit dready was, adding in this
would only makeit worse dl the way around.

My first option isto do nothing, of course, he told himself, asthe horse picked hisway gingerly
acrossicy cobbles. If | don't make any overtures, sheisn't going to know how | fedl. Then, if I'm
misreading al this, thingswill befine. Certainly no one has ever died of an unrequited passon—it's
usually the onesthat are requited that get peoplein trouble.

It wouldn't be a comfortable Situation for him, but it was certainly better than having a superior officer
who couldn't stand him.

Ah, but what if she makes overtures? What then? He aready knew what happened to priestswho



becameinvolved in an affair. I'm not going to put a pretty nameto it; what we'd be involved in would be
aclandegtine &ffair, in violation of her vows. The horse skidded and scrambled for afoothold in an odd
counterpoint to histhoughts. It would be bad if we were caught, and dmost as bad if we weren't. When
the passion blew out, we would be angry and bitter with each other. 1t would cost both of usagreat ded
intheway of self-respect if nothing else.

Unlessthiswas dl something more than smple passion. Would he bewilling to give up everything for
the sake of love, as Dasdl Torney had? Would she?

But there was one factor overriding every other concern right now, and that was the smple fact that
none of them had any right to consider anything other than the case a hand. It was too important;
literally alife-and-death Stuation. If he were to waste time and resourcesin pursuing an emotiona god,
hewould never be ableto look at himsdlf inthe mirror again.

He cameto that conclusion as the horse left the city and took to the road leading to the bridge at a
brisk trot. With the Abbey looming up at the other end of the span, he felt acertain comfort in that
thought. Thisjob camefirgt; anything ese would have to wait until it was concluded, and in away it was
arelief to have to put off adecision. Although it wasthelast thing he wanted, it was possible that they
would not be ableto bring akiller to justice for months or even years. Perhaps, when thiswas over, there
would no longer be adecision to make.

Thereisnothing that Rand hates worse than being told "no,” Orm thought cynicdly. What isit about
this man that he has never learned how to accept anything other than hisway?"If you redly want a
musician of any kind thistime, it'sgoing to be difficult,” Orm told hisemployer asthey sat acrossthetable
from one another in Orm's gpartment. The map of the section Orm thought most promising was spread
out between them. "They've gotten wary herein Kingsford agreat deal sooner than | would have
thought. None of them are going out at night at dl, and agreat many of thelone women of the Free
Bards have |eft the city dtogether.”

Rand frowned, and Orm noticed that he was no longer as handsome as he had been. His features
had coarsened, hisforehead seemed lower, and his resemblance to the Black Bird was more
pronounced. "One would think that they had gotten word from some of the other places we've been,” he
sad, histone accusing.

Interesting. Does he think | warned them? If that isthe case, he may be losing intelligence dong with
hislooks each time he transforms. Orm held back asmirk. "Wadll, | did point out to you that the Duke has
an interest in these Free Bards. Evidently, he's given ordersthat his constables areto warn
sreet-musicians here. They might not have believed the constables at first, but they certainly do after your
rather spectacular killing on theriverfront.”

Rand didn't snarl, but Orm got the impression that he would have liked to. He glowered insteed, and
it was clear that he would redlly have preferred to find someone to punish for these checksto his plan.
"Damn the Duke! Can't the Bardic Guild hold him in check?"

"Not after the Great Firethey can't,” Orm replied, feding rather smug. "Thelr credit isnot very high
with anyone in Kingsford, not when there are still persstent rumorsthat they had apart in trying to kill
Duke Arden and in gtarting the Fire. Hadn't you noticed that you never see a Guild Bard on the street?
When they haveto travel, they do so in closed carriages, and not for warmth or ostentation. If they show
their facesin some parts of the city, they're likely to get pelted with refuse.” He warmed to his subject,
sinceit was S0 obvioudy annoying Rand. "And meanwhile, since the Free Bards were the oneswho
actudly foiled the plot, their credit isat an al-time high. Now if it was Guild Bards you wanted to murder,
I'd have no shortage of them for you, and very few would mourn their passing.”

Perversaly, Orm found that he enjoyed annoying Rand. Perhapsit was the man's superior manner;
perhapsit was just that he tried so hard to establish control over everything he came into contact with.
Orm had never cared for being "under control,” and any attempt to put him there only ended in



resentment. So often in "conferences' like this one, the more annoyed Rand became, the more Orm's
own humor improved.

Right now Rand was frowning so fiercely that his eyebrows formed a solid bar across hisforehead.
He looked curioudy primitive, asif he might dam aclub or gnawed thigh-bone down on the table at any
moment.

"There are no women in the Guild,” Rand replied sullenly, stating the obvious. "If you haven't got any
Free Bards, what do you havefor me?"

"Oh, theusud,” Ormtold him. That made Rand look blacker than before, if possible, for "the usud™
was amix of whores and Street-entertainers, and such victimsrarely yielded the amount of energy that
kept Rand in his proper form for aslong as he wished.

Then again, nothing ever kept Rand in his proper form for aslong as he wished, so what wasthe
difference?

Instead of answering that frown, Orm ignored it, bending over the map. "Theresagood little
prospect who liveshere," he said, indicating a building with the feather-end of his quill-pen. "She'sthe
closest thing to amusician that we're likely to get for now. Makes her living as half of a pickpocket team;
she chants bawdy baladsto collect acrowd while he picks the pockets, he juggles objects thrown to him
by the crowd while she picks pockets. It wouldn't be at dl difficult to get your knifeinto his hands, and it
could be afairly plain one. He's often tossed knivesto juggle, and if no one claimed this one a the end of
histurn, he wouldn't go looking for the owner."

Rand nodded, il frowning, but listening now. "What else?" he asked.

"Unlicensed whore living here—" He touched another spot. "Calls herself a courtesan on the strength
of reading poetry to her clients, and the fact that she doesn't charge a set fee. Of coursg, if you don't pay
her what she thinks she'sworth, you'l find your pockets lighter after you're home again. She'strained her
brat to lift purses while the client's busy. We've done her type before." He tapped another spot on the
map. "Now, if you don't mind going for atarget who works under aroof, you might want this one. Girl
here who thinks she'samusician; ran away from home on the strength of it. Can't make a copper on the
street, S0 she's atavern-wench until somebody notices what agenius sheis.” Orm chuckled heartlesdy,
for the girl was unattractive, sullen, and rebellious, and was probably going to get herself fired before too
long. "Shed bedl right if shejust played other peopl€'s songs. But she'sagenius, so she'sgot to do her
own. Problem is, she's got two tunes, no voice, and aknack for lyricsthat insult her audience. She'sas
easy as the pickpocket.”

Now Rand's face cleared alittle. "Well look at her and the pickpocket, and | suspect well take both
of them. Probably the pickpocket first, unless you find an opportunity to get the tavern-wench. | don't
like working under aroof, but—"

Orm shrugged. "Suit yourself; unlessthe constables get her, the pickpocket is aways there for the
taking. I'll seeif the other girl has aboyfriend or something; if she does, then we have a solid prospect for
your knife-holder.”

Orm watched Rand's brows furrow as he thought the Situation over. "Doesthe girl lodgein the
tavern?' he asked.

Orm shook his head. "'l don't think so; the other girls have said something about her being ‘too good'
to deep on the floor with them when the tavern closes. And oncein awhile shéll try a street-corner. For
that matter, maybe theresaway to lure her somewhere of your choosing by making her think someone's
taken aninterest in her asasinger.”

And those should be obvious solutions, Orm thought with disgust. He ought to be able to reason
that out for himself. Orm had his own reasonsfor steering the selection towards Shend, the
tavern-wench. He would much rather study a potentia target indoors.

"All right,” Rand said at |ast. "Get me more on thistavern-girl. Maybe it wouldn't be such a bad thing
totry for her."



Rand got up from the table without another word, and stalked off to the front door. A moment later,
Orm heard his footsteps on the Saircase.

"Well, thank you for the audience, Y our Mgesty,”" he muttered, resentfully. Rand must be about to
turn bird again; he was aways unreasonable and rude, but he got worse just before he was about to turn.

With nothing better to do, Orm rose, shrugged on a coat, and went out into the dusk. Other folk
scurried by, probably in ahurry to get home before full dark. Far down the street, Orm saw warm beads
of light blossoming, asif someonewas lighting up astring of pearls. The public lamplighterswere out; an
advantageto living in this neighborhood. Where Orm was going, there were no public lamps, which made
the going occasionaly hazardous, and made easy work for footpads. Not that Orm had to worry about
footpads, when he entered areas with no lanterns, he moved asif he was one of the footpads himsdf. In
lean times, it often amused him to fell one of them after they had taken atarget, and help himsdlf to their
ill-gotten gains. It made him think of an old illustration he had once seen, of abig fish, about to swalow a
amall fish, who wasin turn about to be swallowed by abigger fish.

It was snowing again, which was going to kegp some people home tonight. Thinning the crowd ina
tavern wasn't abad thing; it would enable Orm to see who the regulars were. Even if one of them had
nothing whatsoever to do with the girl except order food and drink, the fact that he was aregular would
bring him into contact with her on aregular basis. With the knife in his hands, perhaps he could be forced
to wait for her outside the tavern door. Then, anote might lure her outside. Y ou never knew.

For once, thiswasn't the sort of tavern that Orm avoided at al costs—the kind where you risked
poisoning if you ate or drank anything. One of his other prospects—one he hadn't bothered to
mention—worked at one of those, and Orm would redlly rather not have had to go in there. Mostly
drovers and butchers ate at the Golden Shesf; it was near enough to the stockyardsto get afairly steady
stream of customers.

Orm didn't look like either, but he could passfor an animal broker, and that would do. He knew the
right language, and he kept rough track of what was coming into the stockyards. Depending on who he
had to talk to, he could either have aready sold "his" beadts, or be looking for abuyer.

Thewindows were dight, but there didn't seem to be alot of people coming and going; Orm pushed
the doors open and let them fall closed behind him. The place smelled of wet wool, mutton stew, and
beer, with afaint undertone of manure. The men tried to clean their boots before they camein here, but it
just wasn't possibleto get dl of the smell out.

The celling here was unusudly high for aplace that did not have a set of rooms on an upper floor.
Thismight once have been atavern of that sort, with astaircase up to abacony, and six or eight rooms
where the customer could take one of the serving girls. That sort of establishment had been outlawed on
the recommendetion of the Whore's Guild when Arden began the rebuilding of the city. Thelicensed
whores didn't like such places; there was no way to control who worked "upstairs' and who didn't. A girl
could claim she was only aserving wench, and actually be taking on customers. There was no sign of
such agtaircase or such rooms, but they could have been closed off or given back to the building next
door, which was a Licensed House now.

Beneath the light of ahalf dozen lanterns hanging on chains from the celling, the Golden Sheaf wasa
pretty ordinary place. The floor, walls, and ceiling were dl of dark wood, aged to that color by agrest
dedl of greasy smoke. The tables had been polished only by years and use, and the benches benegath
them were of the same dark color asthe walls and floor. At the back of the room was a hatch where the
wenches picked up food and drink; pitchers of beer stood ready on atable beside the hatch for quick
refills. There were two fireplaces, one on thewall to the right, and one on the wall to the left; after
working al day in the stockyards, drovers and butchers were dways cold, and awarm fire would keep
them here and drinking even though there was no entertainment.

Orm looked around at the tables and saw that the place was about half empty; he choseaseat ina
corner, though not in histarget's section, and waited for one of the other wenchesto serve him.



Y ou didn't get any choicein aplace like this, mutton stew, bread, and beer was what was on the
menu, and that was what you got. The girl brought him abowl, plate, and mug without his asking, and
held out her hand for the fee of two coppers. He dropped it in her hand and she went away. Therewasa
minimum of interaction with the customers here, and that apparently was the way that Shend liked things.

Shens was the name of histarget; Orm had already learned by listening to her and to the other
wenchesthat she was the child of apair of common shopkeepers who probably had no ideawhere she
was now. Skeletdly thin, pale asaghogt, with black hair the texture of straw, anose like aship's prow,
owl-like eyes, and agrating, nasal voice, she had run away from home when they refused to allow her to
join the Free Bards. Winding up in Kingsford, she found that no one was going to give her food or
lodging, no one redlly wanted to hear her music, and she had the choice of working or starving. She
chose the former, but she was making as bad abusiness of it as she could. If it had not been that |abor
was scarce in Kingsford—especialy menid Iabor like tending tablesin atavern—Shens would not have
had this position for more than aweek.

Asit was, the tavern-keeper put up with her sullen disposition and her acerbic commentsto the
customers, because the customers themsel ves, who were mostly brutes a bare step above the cattle and
sheep they drove to market or daughtered, hadn't the least ideawhat she meant by the things that she
said to them. She wasn't pretty enough or friendly enough for any of them to want to bed her, but aslong
as she kept their plates and mugs full, they didn't particularly care what she said or did around them.

What Orm hadn't bothered to tell Rand was that Shens was one of asmall band of mal contents
intriguing to overthrow Duke Arden. The congtables knew al about them, of course, and |eft them aone
because they were so totdly ineffectua. Orm had taken the relatively bold step of reporting them to the
congtables just to see what they would say, and the results had been laughable. According to the
constabulary records, they spent dl their time arguing about the structure of their group and not a great
ded in anything ese. They had no fixed addresses, because the members of the group, disdaining such
plebeian pursuits as employment, usudly squatted in the ruins of buildings until they were evicted, lived
with relatives, or |eft their |odgings when the rent came due. Shens wrote what she thought were stirring
songs about Arden'styranny; what she didn't know was that most people who heard them thought they
were comic-songs, and bad ones at that.

Orm hadn't bothered to tell Rand abouit this, because he was afraid that Rand would consider it too
dangerous to target amember of arebellious political group. Not that anyone was going to miss Shend,
or even consder her amartyr to the cause—her death wouldn't even make the constables heave a sigh of
relief, except for those few who were music-lovers. But it was apossibility that Orm could find the
knife-wielder in that group, and he was hoping to see some of them here tonight.

Ashe ate histastel ess stew and equally tasteless bread, he looked over the occupants of Shens's
tables.

Two were drovers, who shoveled in their food with stolid obliviousnessto their surroundings. There
was abutcher at asecond table; evidently he had been working past his normal quitting time, for he
hadn't even bothered to remove hisleather apron before coming here to eat. But at the third tablewas a
group of four, clearly some of Shens's coconspirators.

There were three men and awoman. All four wore shabby, ill-fitting black clothing, dl four had
identicaly sullen, furtive expressions, dl four sported the pale complexions of people who seldom came
out during daylight hours. They huddled over their food and spoke in hushed voices, casting suspicious
glances a the drovers and the butcher. The former ignored them with indifference, the latter with
amusement.

They might have resembled footpads, except that they were armed with ostentatious knivesinstead
of sensible sgps and cudgels, and they al wore great clumping bootsinstead of soft, waterproof shoes.

From timeto time, Shens came over on the pretext of renewing their drinks, but she spent longer
than she needed to, and she whispered to them while shefilled mugs. Orm aso noted that she didn't take
any money from them; evidently they were meeting here more for the free beer than because it wasa



good place to mest.

He watched them closdly, athough they had no idea he was doing so. Any of them would make a
good tool, even the woman, who watched Shens with the worshipful eyes of apuppy. Infact, that would
be a very amusing combination, now that Orm came to think about it. He wondered how Rand would
react to that idea.

Probably poorly, he decided. He hasto identify to some extent with histool, and the last thing he
would want to identify with isawoman. Or maybe by now for him thetermis”sow.”

When his plate was empty, he signaled to his wench that he wanted arefill; the portions here weren't
particularly generous, and it wasn't difficult to find room for another round. As he finished that second
helping, the conspirators at the table got ready to leave; he left what remained and followed them out into
the darkness.

The snowfal had eased to mereflurries, but the snow ill covering the street reflected dl the
available light and madeit quite easy to follow the group. They stood out against the white snow quite
remarkably well. He didn't stay close enough to them to hear what they were talking about; what he
wanted to know was where they lived, not what they were saying. They were completely obliviousto the
fact that he wastrailing them, in spite of the fact that he was not being particularly subtle about it. His
presence actually protected them, ironically enough; he saw more than one footpad assess them and give
them up as not being worth the trouble when he came into view.

Interestingly enough, they led him to a cheap storefront which displayed afew badly-printed booksin
itswindow. Thiswas evidently their headquarters and their sole source of income—unless more of them
had finaly stooped to take on jobs, as Shens did. Thismust be where she dept at night. He wondered
which of them she shared her bed with—or wasit with al of them in turn? That would have suited the
stated philosophy of the group, as Orm understood it—share and share dikein everything, with everyone
equal to everyone ese, and nothing held in private, not even persond secrets.

Wéll, that was dl the information he needed. He turned and headed back to his own cozy dwelling,
with arudimentary plan dready in mind. He could go into the store by day and buy one of their silly
books. He could leave the dagger behind, dropping it on the floor in acorner whereit probably wouldn't
be noticed for awhile. When it was, obvioudy someone would pick it up and put it on; held watch them
to seewhich it was, then inform Rand. Rand could do the rest, forcing the tool to wait outside the
gorefront for Shens.

Easy, ample, neat. Everyone would assumeit wasalovers quarrd, or had something to do with the
power-struggle within the group. Or both. There would be nothing to connect this killing to the others.

From here, it was no great distance to the stockyards, which stood beside the river. The tool could
go right down the blood-duiceinto the river itself. He might even get eaten by the fish that lived there,
which fed on minnows that fed on thetiny creaturesthat in turn fed on the blood.

It was as nearly perfect aplan as possible, which was probably why Rand wouldn't likeit. He hadn't
thought of it himsdif.

So now came Orm's second-hardest job; convincing Rand that he had thought of it.

But that could wait for tomorrow. Tonight, he intended to enjoy himsalf, with Rand'smoney, in
placesthat Rand could never go. And just possibly, he would seeif there was anyone out there who
might be willing to pay for information about the mysterious killer of musicians. Who knew? The price
might be high enough to risk betrayd. There was, after al, apricefor anything and anyone, if only you
could find out what it was. Especidly incities.



Chapter Twelve

Shens was going to be anided kill, so far as Orm was concerned; ashe had it laid out, everything
would be accomplished quietly, with an absolute minimum of fuss.

The day of the kill, Orm went into the shabby little bookstore as he had planned and purchased a
book—the only title for sae, which might account for the scarcity of customers—explaining the
philosophy and gods of Shens's group. Orm wondered where they got the things printed, and how they
managed to afford the printing costs. But the poor quality of the work made him think that they might be
printing the things up themselvesin the back; certainly the binding wasincredibly crude, reminiscent of the
little chapbooks children made up to draw in or to use as journals. The sullen boy who sold him the book
sneered at him as he made incorrect change; Orm didn't chalenge him on the sneer or on being
shortchanged, but dropped the dagger in a corner as he had intended. He lurked about in a doorway,
waiting to see who would pick the blade up. It pleased him no end to see that same dark-haired, lanky
boy leave the place wearing it not more than a quarter hour after Orm had | eft the shop.

By now, of course, Rand wasin the form of the Black Bird, and was lurking up among the chimneys.
Except for Orm and the boy, there was no one else on the street. When the boy's back was turned, Orm
gave Rand the signdl to tell him that the boy was wearing the dagger, and began looking for aplaceto
spend the day—and night, if need be.

Hefound a place, somewhat to his surprise, directly acrossthe street from the bookshop. It was
some indication of the poverty of thisgroup that they were dl crowded into asingle room at the back of
the shop when the building across from them had plenty of redl living-spaces. There were severd
sparsaly-furnished roomsto let by the week; he hired one for aweek that had awindow overlooking the
street and moved inimmediately. The proprietor wasincurious; evidently this was a place where
transents moved in before moving on. Then again, there wasn't much that could be damaged in Orm's
room, and nothing that could be stolen, so perhaps the proprietor's indifference didn't matter. The bed
was ashdf bolted to thewal and furnished with a straw mattress, the chair wastoo large to fit through
the narrow doorway or the window, the wardrobe was a so bolted to the wall. The tiny stove, meant for
heating and cooking, was of cast-iron, and burned cod provided in apile besde it. Thiswas supposedly
aweek'sworth of fud; the stone-faced proprietor informed Orm that if he burned it al, held haveto
provide more at his own expense. Probably the owner didn't care what happened here aslong asthe
resulting stains could be scrubbed off or painted over.

Theroom wasicy, and Orm started afire as soon asthe landlord left. The fuel would bardly last the
night, by his current standards, but he could remember when it had been otherwisein hislife. And | can
remember when this would have been a haven of luxury.

As so0n as the sun set, Orm opened the window, and the Black Bird flapped clumsily down to the
gll.

"I'll bejust above," Rand croaked, then pushed off from the sill and flapped up to perch somewhere
on theroof. Orm aready knew the plan; Rand would have the boy waiting when Shens appeared just
after midnight. There probably wouldn't be any witnesses, since the group couldn't afford candles or



much intheway of fudl, and generally went to bed right after returning from their free medl at the tavern.
It would be along wait, but Orm was prepared for it; he amused himsdf with alittle pocket-puzzle held
purchased from a street-vendor. That, and keeping the stove stoked and the ashes shaken out kept him
busy. Thesetiny stoves needed alot of tending, but he managed to get the room tolerably warm.

Night fell, the group across the street went out by fours and returned the same way, until everyone
had been fed at the expense of Shend''s employers. When the last one returned, the dim light visible
through the shop window went out. The midnight bell struck in anearby Chapel, and Rand's tool walked
stiffly out of the front door of the shop. A few moments later, Shens appeared at the end of the Street,
wal king towards the shop with a carel ess swagger.

A few moments after that, it was over. In away, Orm was disgppointed; he had thought that the girl,
after all her posturing, would have at least sensed that she wasin danger soon enough to put up a
struggle. But Rand wasn't taking any chances; he waited for the girl to pass histoal, then, with asingle
blow to the back, dispatched her. Shens lay face-down in the street, with a spreading puddle of blood
staining the snow, the knife-hilt protruding from the middle of her back. The tool moved down the street
inajerky, uncoordinated fashion that suggested that Rand was having difficulty controlling him, but he
was headed in the direction of the nearest daughterhouse. Orm trotted silently down the stairs and out the
front door; he plucked the knife out of Shens''s back and kept going in the opposite direction, keeping
the knife wdl away from him to avoid getting any blood on his clothing. Not that he intended to do
anything other than burn this outfit as soon as he got home. Blood could be traced, and Orm never |eft
anything to chance.

He stopped just long enough to clean the blade in astream of water from the public pump at the
corner, and went on. He took care to go by way of mgjor streets so that his tracks were muddled in the
midst of hundreds of others. By the time he reached home again, Rand was dready waiting for himin the
foyer shared by their apartments, in human form again.

Thelight from the entry-way lamp cast asickly yellow glow over hisfestures, the mage held out his
hand wordlessly, and just as silently, Orm dropped the dagger into it. Rand turned on hished and
climbed the stairs, and Orm knew by his slence and glower that the kill had not given him the power that
he had hoped for. His current tenure as a human would be short-lived.

Wéll, that was too bad, and it was hardly Orm'sfault. At least they had another couple of easy
prospects with the pickpockets; long before Rand transformed again, they'd have the next kill set up.

But the next day, when he went out to check on the pickpocket pair, he got some bad news. While
he and Rand had been setting up Shens, the pickpockets had been caught in the act by aprivate
bodyguard and taken off to gaol. And on looking into the third prospect, he learned that one of her
clients had set her up as his private mistress, which was evidently the god shed had in mind dl along. She
was no longer to be found in her old neighborhood, and even if he could find her again, she would no
longer be accessible to strangers. It would take longer to find her and her patron than it would to locate a
new set of targets—and even if he did find them, they were now dangerousto use. If aman of wedth
suddenly dew hismistress and killed himsdlf, someone would investigate. They'd gotten off lucky with the
young fop; they couldn't count on that kind of luck a second time.

He had hardly anticipated this!

Isit Rand's luck that's gone bad, he wondered, as he returned home, or mine?

Whichever it was, Rand took the news badly, and Orm found himself the victim of atorrent of verbal
abuse aswell asphysicd intimidation that strained even his patience.

As Rand hegped abuses on him, and towered over him, brandishing hisfists and stopping just short
of actudly landing ablow, Orm seethed. If this goes on much longer, he thought, his ssomach ahot
knot of resentment and suppressed anger, | am walking out of here and going straight to the
constables.

From there, he could go to the room held hired, change his appearance, collect the money he had



hidden el sawhere, and escape the city. By the time they collected Rand, Orm would be long gone, and
Rand could implicate him as an accessory as much as he liked. Another kingdom, another identity, and it
would be busnessasusual.

But Rand stopped just short of that point, and suddenly sat down in hischair.

"Youll haveto find someone dse" he said iffly. ™Y our choices haven't been good lately; | think it's
time you started obeying my orders. While | was—flying—I did some of my own scouting.” He stabbed
afinger down giffly a the map on hisdesk, and an areacircled inred. Y ou will go look there," he
ordered. "There must be adozen prospects, or more, available there. The quaity is much higher.”

Orm moved warily towards the desk and looked down at the map. He saw to his dismay that the
area Rand wanted him to investigate was not one he would have chosen. Thiswas aquarter of the city
that contained mostly middle-class shops and businesses, dong with afew gented boardinghouses and
inns, and working there was going to be very difficult. Such places had aregular set of customers; people
knew each other by name. There were few transents, and people asked alot of questions. Strangers
there would be obvious.

But he aso knew better than to argue with Rand in this mood. He simply nodded subserviently and
Started to leave.

But Rand stopped him.

"Don't think you can go to the congtables, Orm," he said as Silkily as hisvoice would let him. "Y ou're
asmuch apart of thisas| am. I've taken steps to ensure that they'll know this, even if I'm dead, and I've
left them the meansto find you even if you leave the city in disguise. Until | have the ability to stay human,
the only way you leave my employ isdead.”

Orm didn't answer, dthough his heart froze. He just continued his path towards the door asif he
hadn't heard what Rand had said. There was no point in protesting that he hadn't even thought of going to
the congtables; Rand wouldn't believe aprotest. But that certainly put a damper on his notions of escape.

Hewalked down the sairs and out of the building atogether, wondering just what it was that Rand
had done. If it was something magical, there wasn't agreat dedl that he could do to counteract it—but if
it was something merely physical, such asajourna or letter, or aset of notes, he might be ableto find
such an object and destroy it. If it wasn't guarded or protected, that is.

But in the meanwhile, he was astied to Rand as adave wasto a master. The one thing that he was
sure of wasthat he didn't dare abandon Rand; even if theitem Rand referred to was a physical one and
he destroyed it, the mage would have to be in Church custody or dead before he would fedl safe. There
were too many thingsthat Rand could do magicaly to find him, no matter where hetried to hide.

With no definite destination in mind, Orm wandered until he found asmall egting-house, half-empty at
this hour, with tablesin quiet corners. He went in, gave the serving-girl hisorder, and took hisplace a a
one-person tablein an odd little nook. The owner was evidently afruga soul, for there wasn't acandle or
alanternlit in the entire place; what daylight came in wasfiltered and dim, which precisely suited Orm's
current mood.

Well, now what do | do? hewondered. Thiswas not the first time he'd been caught off-guard since
going to work for Rand, but from his point of view, it was the most unpleasant.

Thefirst time héld had plans go awry, it had been when the wrong person had gotten one of the
daggers; apickpocket had taken it from the intended target. That hadn't worked out too badly,
though—the pickpocket had awoman who'd been singing to hersdlf at the time, and Rand had gotten a
decent kill out of the Stuation. The second time, though, had been adisaster from start to finish; the
dagger had been intended for a pawnbroker, but had been picked up by the pawnbroker's apprentice, a
scrawny, undersized preadol escent who wasn't strong enough to threaten anything, with or without a
knife. The magic that caused atool to pick up the dagger had been alittle too strong; once the boy had it,
he wouldn't let the blade out of his possession. In the end, Rand just gave up, and forced the boy to jump
into the river and drown himself.



That kill had been most unsatisfactory on al accounts, but it had been early enough in their
partnership that Rand had not gone off on atirade. HE'd been human for less than aday, and held been
so anxiousto get ared kill in that he hadn't done anything but urge Orm out to find a second target as
quickly aspossible.

Every time he transforms, he'salittle more brutish, and not just in looks. He never was a personable
fellow, but he could be charming enough when he exerted himself. He doesn't bother to try anymore. Is
thiswhat heredly was, al along? 1t could be.

Orm'smest pie and teaarrived, and he began to eat in an absentminded fashion. No one bothered
him here; even the serving-girl left him aone, which suited his mood perfectly.

| should have seen this coming, herealized. Not just that Rand was taking steps to make sure that |
couldn't escape him, but that he was going to make our work dangerous. Since arriving in Kingsford,
Rand had been steadily working hisway up the socid ladder in regard to hisvictims; he had not been
pleased with Shend, and only the fact that she wasamusician, evenif it was only inasmall fashion, had
made him agree to settle for her. He obvioudy hadn't liked the fact that Orm continued to work the
poorer digtricts; hed wanted choicer prey, in spite of the increased risk.

| have the feeling he is working his way up to something he has been planning for a very long
time.

That would explain why he had inssted on coming back to Kingsford—which should have been the
very lagt place heldd want to go. He stood a better chance of being caught here than anywhere esein this
kingdom, and moreto the point, if he ever was caught, the Church Jugticiars would know exactly who
and what he was. Secular constables would only kill Rand; the Church could arrange for amuch more
prolonged punishment. There were rumors about some of their "penances’ for erring Priests. Orm
wondered how Rand would enjoy being locked back in the body of the Black Bird, then imprisonedin a
cell with no door or window, and fed seed and water for the rest of hislife,

The higher up on the social scale our target is, the more likely we are to get caught. That was
bad enough, but what if the ultimate target that Rand had in mind was someone really important?

He had the sinking feding that he knew just who that target might be. He aready knew that there
were three women Rand could haveinmind, al of whom were responsiblein someway for him being
the way he was now.

There are the two Free Bards, one called "Robin" and the other called "Lark." "Lark" iswell
out of the way, in Birnam, another Kingdom entirely. As the wife of the Laurel Bard of Birnam,
sheiswell protected, but she might be accessible since she would not anticipate being a target.
Nothing isimpossible if you are really determined. The question is, could Rand be that
determined?

But if that wasto be the case, why stay in Kingsford? They should be traveling now, not lingeringina
city dready warned againgt them. That went entirely againgt logic, and it wasn't likely that Rand wanted
to stay hereto build up more targets. There were just as many possibilities on theroad, if not more.

And if Rand has this woman in mind, he'd better be prepared to pay me quite a tidy fortune,
both for having to leave my own Kingdom and for targeting an important woman. | know Rand
has money, but | don't think Rand has that much.

Thewoman called "Robin" was the one responsible for Rand getting into trouble in thefirst place; she
vanished atogether some time ago, shortly after thet debacle in Gradford involving High Bishop Padrik.
Given the outcome of that particular incident, it was not too surprising that she had disappeared. It's
going to take a while to find her, and if she's gone out of the Human Kingdoms, we may never
find her.

But the third woman in question was the one who had actualy tried, judged, and punished Rand,
setting the bird-spell on him—and given that she, too, was a Priest, that made her the likeliest target of
Rand's anger.



She is quite well within reach at the moment—provided that you are obsessed and not
particularly sane.

Orm could not for thelife of him imagine how Rand thought he would be able to pull off killing her,
for shewas better protected than Lady Lark. Justiciar-Mage Ardis, High Bishop of Kingsford, not only
had the protection of the Church, she was a powerful magician in her own right. How could Rand expect
to get adagger anywhere near her? And whose hands did he think he was going to put it into?

| don't suppose he thinks to dlip the knife into the priestly regalia and wait for the Justiciars to
excommunicate someone, does he? We might be here for years, if that's his plan!

Hefinished hismeal and told himself not to panic. It could be that Rand aready knew where Robin
was. He might be building up resources for akingdom change.

It could be that he's working hisway up to going after Lark alone, which would not displease
me. | would be quite happy to part company with him.

The only problem was that Rand would probably "part company” with Orm only if the latter was
dead. That was hardly in Orm's plans.

| will grant that part of this has been enjoyable. | have found watching the killsto be quite. . .
pleasurable. Therésadigtinct thrill to watching adesth, and knowing that you were the one who had the
power to bring that particular death to that particular person. Nevertheless. . . thisisone set of thrillsthat
| can manage without, given the increasing risk. He could get agreat ded of excitement from other
experiencesjust aseadly, including alittle discreet hunting in the gutters on hisown.

I've learned a lot from working with Rand, and the lessons haven't been wasted.

Unfortunately, Rand had not |earned reciprocal lessons. Onelesson that Orm never, ever forgot was
"never pick someone important enough to warrant revenge.”

If Rand wants to change the hunts, he can go do it by himself. He's still dependent on meto pick the
initid targets, and if | can't find anything suitable that doesn't include risks | find acceptable, well, maybe
he ought to try hunting on his own again. He had to remember that the only red hold Rand had over him
was to implicate him in the murders. Rand could thresten and rage as much as he wanted, but the
moment that Orm was outside his own door and into the street, there was nothing that Rand could do to
control him. Rand might or might not redlize that, but in the long run, it didn't matter. Words and threats
meant nothing; if Rand wanted hisvictims, he had to leave Orm freeto find them and set them up, for he
couldnt doit dl himsdif.

With that resolution firmly in mind, Orm paid for hisfood and | eft the eating-house. He would go
ahead and scout the digtrict that Rand wanted him to work, so that he could honestly say he'd been there.
But if there was no good prospect—and by that, he meant a safe prospect—well, he'd just have to look
elsawhere, wouldn't he?

He passed agroup of children playing in the snow and chanting rhymes; one of them caught his
attention for amoment.

"Four and twenty black birds?" Well Rand hasn't gotten four-and-twenty victims quite yet,
but it's very nearly that, and they aren't exactly baked in a pie—but they aren't likely to sing
anymore, either.

Orm kept one ear attuned to the music of ahammered dulcimer as he strolled up to the door of his
chosen shop; there wasn't much traffic on this side of the street. Most of the pedestrians were over
across the way, listening to the street-musician who had set herself up next to afood-sdler'sstall. And
there wasn't anyone who looked interested in the shop Orm was heading for. With the sign of arusty ax
out front, there was no doubt that the merchant within dedlt in used wegpons.

By going just outsde the district that Rand had specified, Orm had found atarget that suited both of
them. By sheer luck, arather homely Free Bard wench named Curlew had aregular stand right across



from this particular shop; either she hadn't heard the warnings, or was disregarding them. It redlly didn't
matter; the fact that she was a Free Bard made her irresistible to Rand, and that was what made it
possiblefor Ormto insist on adistrict that was a step lower than the one Rand had wanted to work.

Ashdon, the merchant, saw Curlew at least once every day; shewent to him to sell him the pinsshe
accumulated in her collection hat from those who couldn't afford to give her even the smalest of copper
coins. Ashdon was terribly touchy about status and normally would never lower himsdlf to so much as
take notice of a guttersnipe Free Bard except that she had something marketable to sdll him. It was easy
for him to clean and straighten pins, and when women came into this shop accompanying their lovers or
husbands, they generally bought dl the pins he had, assuming from their shiny condition that they were
new. So he gave Curlew just enough attention to exchange a couple of coppersfor her handful of pins
every day, and otherwise ignored her.

Orm grolled into Ashdon's shop, and before the balding, stringy fellow could break into his
sales-speech, helaid aflannd bundle on the counter and opened it. Insde was alot of adozen mixed
knives, including the dl-important one. It had just enough ornamentation on it in the way of twisted gold
wire on the hilt to make Ashdon's greed kick in.

"Ten slver," Orm demanded. Thiswas about Six more than the collection was worth, if you left out
the important knife. With it, the collection was easily worth nine. If he got seven, he could pretend to be
pleased, and Ashdon would be glegfully certain that he'd gotten abargain.

Ashdon hawked and spit to the side. "For those?' He picked one up—the cheapest of thelot. "L ook
at this—" he demanded, holding the rusty blade up. "L ook at the state of thesethings! If | can get them
clean, they'll never ! Fivesilver, takeit or leaveit.”

"Nine, or | wak out of here" Orm retorted. "I can take these anywhere and get nine."

"So why aren't you somewhere else?* Ashdon replied with contempt. Y ou've already been
elsawhere, and you got told what | just told you. Six, and I'm doing you afavor.”

"Eight, and I'm doing you one," Orm said, with spirit, and picked up the specia blade—carefully.
With luck, Ashdon wouldn't notice that he hadn't removed his gloves. "Look at thisl That'sred gold! I've
had atouchstonetoit!"

"It's probably gold-washed brass, and you're probably athief trying to sell me your gleanings. Seven.
That'smy lagt offer.” Theflat findity of hisvoicetold Ormthat it wastime to close the bargain.
Orm whined and moaned, but in the end, he pocketed the seven slver pieces and left the bundle,

feding quite cheerful. Rand's spdll and his own greed virtualy ensured that Ashdon would decide to put
the dagger on his person or haveit at hand rather than putting it away with the rest.

That |eft thefirst stage over and done with. Orm dipped back after dark, at closing time, to see what
Ashdon had done with the blade. He watched as Ashdon closed and double-locked his shop door, and
walked off to hishome nearby. As Orm had hoped, the weapons-dealer had improvised a sheath and
had the dagger on his own belt, where it would stay until Rand was ready. Once he touched it with bare
flesh, hewouldn't have been ableto leave it anywhere.

Orm walked off under the cover of the night, feeing well pleased. They would not strike tonight nor
tomorrow, nor even the following day, despite Rand's impatience. They would wait for two whole days
to diminate the chance that anyone would remember Orm going into that shop with aload of weaponsto
sl. That left Orm free to scout another part of the city for the next target, while they waited for
memoriesto fade.

Two days later, Orm lingered over ahot mest pie at the stall of afood vendor near Curlew's stand.
Hewould haveto dip in and get the dagger quickly once the girl was dead, since thiswas going to be
another daylight kill. He didn't like that. He would have much preferred anighttimekill like Sheng, but
there wasn't much choice in the matter; Curlew respected the warnings enough that she packed up and
left just before sunset every night, and spent the hours of the night playing at the tavern where she dept.
They would have no chance of taking her after dark, for she could not be persuaded to leave the



company of othersafter nightfal for any amount of money.

While hewaited, he watched Ashdon putter about in his shop, making a concerted effort not to show
histension. In order for Rand to take the man over, Ashdon would haveto put his hand right on the hilt
of the dagger. Normally that happened severd timesin aday as Ashdon made certain he till had the
wegpon with him, but timing could be critica in this case. They wanted alot of peoplein the street when
thekill took place—the more people there were, the more confusion there would be.

Rand was up on the roof above Orm's head, near a chimney. No one would pay any attention to
him; he was only abird on the roof. Granted, he was a man-sized bird, but no one would believe that;
they'd sooner think that the chimney was unusualy small, or that there was something wrong with their
eyes.

Findly, as Orm's mest pie cooled, the watched-for contact took place.

Rand sensed the contact, and took over; now Orm's tension was for what was to come. Ashdon
walked stiffly acrossthe street and waited for amoment, until abreak camein the crowd. Then he made
asudden lunge through the gap, and knifed the girl with one of those violent upward thrusts that Rand
seemed so fond of, lifting her right off the ground for amoment on his closed fist. It seemed incredible
that the scrawny little man had that much strength, but that was partly Rand's doing.

The girl's mouth and eyes widened in shock and pain, but nothing came out of her but agrunt. As
usual, the crowd didn't realize what had just happened at first; it was only when Ashdon shoved the body
away and it flopped down into the street, with blood pouring out over the snow, that they woke to what
he'd done.

It was a particularly nasty butcher-job; the knife-thrust had practicaly disemboweled the girl. Orm
sensed that Rand had just vented agreet dedl of frustration and anger in that single thrust of his blade; this
was convenient for both of them, because the sight of the corpse had the effect of scattering most of the
onlookers and sending the rest into usaless hysterics.

Now real chaos erupted, as people ran screaming away, afraid that they were going to be the next
victims, fainted, or froze in place with terror. Thistime there were no would-be heroestrying to catch and
hold Ashdon; the crowd was composed mostly of women, ordinary merchants or laborers, and
youngsters, not of burly longshoremen or bargemen.

Rand forced Ashdon into the peculiar, staggering run of histoolsthat looked so awkward and was
actudly so efficient. Orm felt sedled indde astrange little bubble of cam, while dl about him, onlookers
were screaming and running in every direction. Still, no one did anything but try to escape, even though
merchants, craftsmen, and their customers were coming out of the shops to see what had happened; no
onetried to stop Ashdon, or even moved to block his escape. The onesin the street were dl trying too
hard to put as much distance as they could between themsaves and the knife-wielding madman, and the
ones coming out of the buildings didn't know what had happened yet.

Ashdon sprinted past Orm, dropping the dagger, which was no longer needed for the spell by which
he was being controlled. Now it was Orm's turn. Orm darted out into the street to pick it up—

Then came the unexpected. Something dove down out of the sky, headed straight for him, likea
feathered balt of lightning.

For one crazy moment, he thought it was Rand—but the flash of color, scarlet and blue, told him he
waswrong. At the same time, he was dready reacting; he had not been in thisbusinessfor asaong ashe
had without developing excellent reactions. When things happened, his body moved without hismind
being involved.

He ducked and rolled, snatching up the dagger a the same time, and continued to roll onto hisfeet as
his pursuer shot over his head. He took advantage of the fact that his attacker had to get height for
another dive, and dashed into anarrow aley, too narrow for the cresture to fly or even land in. His heart
wasin histhroat; what in Heaven's name was after him?

Helooked back briefly over his shoulder and saw it hovering &t the aley entrance. The winged thing



was a bird-man, and there was only one bird-man in Kingsford; it could only be Visyr, the bird-man who
worked for the Duke, who had nearly caught another of Rand'stools during akill.

But how had he known to go after the dagger rather than the tool ?
No matter; held worry about that later. Now he had to get away, as quickly as possible!

The dley was protected from above by overhanging eaves, as Orm very well knew from his study of
theareaand of Visyr's own maps. The bird-man couldn't track him from above, or follow him into the
aley without landing and coming in on foot, losing his advantage. Evidently he cameto that concluson
himsdlf, and disappeared for amoment.

But Orm had aready gone to ground in a shalow doorway; from the bird-man's vantage at the head
of thedley it should look asif he vanished into the dley and got away. And Orm doubted that abird
would care to penetrate into a place barely large enough to allow hisfolded wingsto pass; cut off from
the sky asit was, this aley was a claustrophobe'sworst nightmare.

With athunder of wings, the bird-man dammed into the snow at the entrance and peered into the
aley. Hiseyes could not possibly adjust to the darkness in here well enough to make Orm out; Orm
could see him as he peered carefully around the edge of the doorway, but he couldn't possibly see Orm.

Could he?

Orm waited with his heart pounding. Could the bird-man hear that? If he did, would he know that it
was hisintended quarry?

For amoment that stretched into eternity, Orm waited, but the bird-man lost patience before Orm
did. With ascream of frudtration, the bird-man turned and launched himsdlf back into the air, on the trail
of the controlled killer. He would be too late, of course. Ashdon was long dead by now; Rand had
certainly forced him into an enormous vat of acid used to clean and etch metal.

Orm waited just long enough to be certain that the bird-man was gone, then cleaned the dagger in the
snow, and dipped down the dley. Hefollowed it for several blocks, crossing streetswith care in case the
bird-man was watching for him from above.

From there, he threaded hisway through back streets, stopping once to buy a coat of faded blue and
exchangeit for his brown one, stopping again to get acap and pull it down over hisforehead. By
hunching himsdlf up insde the oversized coat, he managed to look much smaller than he actualy was.
From above, there was no way to tell he was the same man that Visyr had seen taking the dagger—he
hoped. Findly, when he was absolutely certain that there was no one watching, either on the ground or in
the air, he washed the dagger in the water from a pump in someone's backyard.

Only then did he head homewards, shaking insde with reaction at his narrow escape.

Something was going to have to be done, if the bird-man had gotten involved. Orm could not spend
histime watching for attacks from above aswell astrying to snatch the daggers!

He stopped once to buy a new meat-pie to replace the one he'd dropped, and got himsdlf a
particularly strong beer to wash it down with. As he ate, he listened to the gossip around him for word of
thelatest kill.

There wasn't much; people weren't talking about it in this neighborhood yet. That was encouraging a
least, Sinceit indicated that people till weren't paying alot of attention to the kills of street-folk like
Curlew. Ducdl edict or not, people smply didn't think such murders warranted much attention.

Good. Excellent. Let's hope we can keep it that way. Rand should be content for awhile; he had
afemaeFree Bard in adaylight kill and that should keep him human for agood while.

Orm hoped that this would be enough to make him very, very content because somehow he was
going to have to persuade Rand to accept lesser creatures and work at night for awhile. If they did that,
there was dways the possihility that the constables would think that the killswere over, or that the cause
was adisease or a poison that had run its course in the population. With luck, no one would look any
further than that for a cause. Above dl, they had to get the bird-man looking € sewhere; Orm till didn't



know why he'd gone after the person with the dagger and not the man who'd done thekill, and he didn't
likeit. What if someone among the constables had figured out that the cause of the kills was the dagger?
That could be very bad. If word began to spread among the people of Kingsford that these peculiar
daggers were dangerous, anyone trying to pass one would bein serious trouble. And Rand was going to
ingst on that one shape; Orm just knew it. It was part of Rand's obsession and nothing was going to
make him giveit up.

Orm sighed, pulled his hat farther down on his head, and trudged homewardsin a dispirited douch.
Thiswasal getting very difficult, and very dangerous. It was more than time to start exploring some
options.

Ardiswastorn by fedlings of mingled grief and dation, amix that made her so physicaly sick she
doubted she'd be eating anything for awhile. The Priest in her grieved for the dead, mourned over the
useless, sensdess act of murder that had ended the lives of two more innocents, but the side of her that
was aJudticiar was overjoyed by the break in the Stuation. At long last they had aface to go with the
knife

Petrolling intheair as Ta had asked him to, the bird-man Visyr had witnessed the murder of aFree
Bard cdled Curlew. As he had thefirgt time, he reacted ingtantly, and with speed that no human could
have matched. Even though he was aquarter mile away at thetime, hewasliterdly a the sceneinan
eyeblink. But thistime he had not followed the gpparent murderer asthe culprit ran off; thistime, under
Td'sorders, he had kept his eye on the knife, and dovefor it to try and retrieve it.

Then had come the moment when the break occurred. Only the Haspur's superior periphera vision
had enabled him to catch what happened next. Asthe murderer tossed the knife away, Visyr had seena
man drop amest-pie he'd been holding and sprint across the street, running towards the murderer and
the knife. It was obvious when the murderer ran off that this man intended to snatch up the knife and try
to carry it off. Visyr had gotten an excellent look at the man's face as he turned his dive into an attack,
and barely missed catching him. Hed pursued the man, but the cul prit had gotten into a narrow, covered
aley and Visyr had not been ableto follow him in there. Once held gotten into that protective cover,
Visyr had logt him.

Ardisfdt very sorry for the Haspur. Visyr sat—or rather, wasin a position between stting, mantled
and perched—on a stool across from her now, drooping; frustration and depression shaded every word
he spoke. He felt terrible guilt over hisinability to force himsdf to enter the dley, despite the fact that it
was a place where he would have been helpless against anyone who attacked him.

"I am sorry, High Bishop," he said again for the fourth time. "1 am truly sorry. | tried tofollow him,
but the dley, it was so small, like arat-hole—"

"Visyr, you're aHaspur, your kind get claustrophobiaeven in small rooms, outsde your homed" she
sad patiently, as she had said before. "It would have been like asking aman who couldn't swim to pursue
someone who went underwater. | know that, and | do believe you, | promise you. No one blames you
for anything; on the contrary, you did very, very well."

Visyr shook his heed, gtill brooding over hisfailure. "1 know where that dley goes, and | tried to find
him whereit crossed into the open, but somehow | missed him. Either he stayed in it longer than | thought
he would, or he escaped out of one of the buildings. | should have—I ought to have—" He stopped, and
sghed. "I don't know what | should have done. | only know that it should have been something other
thanwhat | did."

It was Td'sturn to bolster Visyr's sagging self-esteem, and he did so. "Y ou did just fine, Visyr," he
said emphaticaly. "1f you hadn't flown straight back to the palace and hunted down Magter Rudi, we
wouldn't have this." He tapped the sketch on Ardiss desk, a copy of the one Visyr had carried
post-haste to the Abbey. The Haspur had redlly made some incredibly creetive and intelligent moves,
when he redlized that the quarry had escaped, he flew at top speed to the Ducal Palace and sent pages



scurrying in every direction to bring him Duke Arden's best portrait-artist. Within an hour, Master Rudi
had produced a pencil sketch that Visyr approved, and the Haspur then repeated his speeding flight, this
time heading for the Abbey. With the best of the Abbey artistsworking on it, they now had ahaf dozen
of the sketchesto give to the congtables patrolling the areas where street-entertainers performed.

"| doubt that thisisthe mage," Ardis continued, picking up the sketch and examining it critically. It
was not an ordinary face, dthough it was not one that would stand out in acrowd, either. "And not just
because no one here in the Abbey recognizes him. Y ou distracted the man pretty severely, Visyr. If hed
been trying to control the murderer—or rather, thetool, as Td callsthem—he'd have lost that control at
that point, and—" She frowned. "I'm not sure what would have happened at that point, but the man
certainly wouldn't have thrown himsdlf into avat of acid.”

"So you think thisis an accomplice?' Visyr asked.
Both Ardisand Tal nodded. "We discussed this before; the murderer might have an accomplice, but
we aways thought that it might be a Priest and a mage working together. From the way you described

thisfellow acting, though, he seemsto be an accomplished thief, and that possibility hadn't occurred to
us. It doesexplain alot, though.”

"And we can speculate on who he is and why he's doing this when we've caught him." Ardis
narrowed her eyes. "In away, thisis going to smplify our task. When we catch him, | very much doubt
that he'sgoing to careto protect thered killer."

"Why wouldn't he claim to be asmplethief?* Visyr asked. "And why wouldn't you believe him if he
did?'

"Itisunlikely that ared thief would try to steal amurder-wegpon with fresh blood still onit,” Ta sad
rather sardonically. "He might try that particular ploy with us, but it would take agrest ded to convince
r],E.ll

Ardissniffed. "A little creative application of magic asthe Judticiars practiceit would certainly induce
himto tdl usthetruth,” shesad, just assardonicaly. "Magic is so useful in these cases—we're forbidden
to torture to derive the truth, but the definition of ‘torture’ includes damage to the physical body, and what
| intend to use on him wouldn't harm asingle hair."

"No, hed only think he was being torn limb from limb,” Td said sardonicdly.

"Oh no, nothing so smpleaspain,” Ardisassured him. "No, hell have aforetaste of the Hell that
awaits him. There are very few men that have been able to withstand that experience, and dl of them
are—were—quite mad.” She studied the sketch again. "If you can imagine everything you most fear
descending on you at once—and your terror multiplied far beyond anything you have ever felt
before—that's a pae shadow of what hell fed. And it won't stop until he tells us everything he knows.
That iswhy, on therare occasions that Justiciars use thisform of interrogation, we aways learn the truth.”

"Harsh. Not that he doesn't deserveit." Tal'sface could have been carved from stone. "So far as|
can see, he'sas directly responsible for the murders asif he held the knife.”

Therewas astrangled, very soft moan from Visyr.

Oh, Ardis. You stupid woman, you. Look at what you and Tal have done to Visyr.

The Haspur's wingtips were shivering and hed drawn himsdf in. It was obvious that his mind had il
been on hisfear of going into that confined space, when she and Td had inconsiderately goneinto detall
about the terror-gpells and punishments. Now Visyr was probably experiencing not only the fear he had
fdt at the dley, but the fedings he had suffered any number of other timesin hislife, dl thewhile
speculating what it would be like under one of those interrogation spells.

"But Visyr," Ardissaid gently, trying to correct the situation, "you don't have anything to fear from us.
In fact we owe you our gratitude.”

Ta echoed the sentiment, and added, "Y ou have been as brave as any of us, Visyr. None of thisis
your calling, yet you've taken to dangerous pursuits twice now. Y ou are helping tremendoudly.”



Visyr sghed heavily. "Do you redly think thiswill hdp?' he asked.

Ardis exchanged alook with Tal, and Tal answered him. "'l have no doubt of it," hetold the
bird-man. "Y ou can probably go back to mapping for the next few days, and with any luck, before this
monster can kill again, well either have him or well have his accomplice and be on the way to catching
hm."

Visyr gavethe Inquisitor a penetrating look, and Ardiswondered if held heard anything in Ta'svoice
to make him doubt the human's sincerity. Tal looked straight back into hiseyes, and Visyr findly
shrugged and rose to his feet.

"I do not fly well after dark,”" he said, by way of gpology, "and | would rather not trust mysdlf afoot
then, ether. | must go."

"| can't begin to thank you enough, Visyr," Ardistold him, as Tal asoroseto let him out. "Y ou have
gone far beyond anything we would dare to ask of you."

But when Ta returned to hischair, Ardis gave him the same kind of penetrating look that Visyr had
graced him with. "Well?' she asked. "Just how useful isthis sketch?!

"For now—quite useful,” Ta replied, "but its usefulnessis going to degrade very rapidly. The moment
that thisfellow gets word—and he will—that there's a picture of him circulating with the constables, he's
going to change his appearance. Hair dye, awig, abeard, those are the easiest ways for him to look like
another person, and if he'sredlly clever, he knowsthe other tricks, too." He closed hiseyesfor a
moment, calculating. "1'd say thelongest thiswill do us any good is aweek; the shortest, two days."

She nodded, accepting the situation. "Maybe well be lucky.”

Td snorted. "So far, luck'sdl been with thekiller. Think of it! Visyr actudly had the accomplice
cornered, if only for ashort while, and the man got away because he went to ground like arat down a
holel”

Shetried not to grind her teeth with frustration; it only made her jaw ache. If only she could get her
hands on one of those daggers!

"I wish Visyr could have gotten the dagger, or even ascrap of the man's clothing or apiece of his
hair," Ta said, Sghing, echoing her thoughts. "Wdll, he didn't. Well have to make the best use of what he
did get us”

"He's getting bolder,” Ardissaid, thinking doud. "Thisis another daylight killing, and in acrowd.
Maybe someone in the crowd saw something.”

"Thetool thistime was the used-weapons dealer across the street, so he probably got the dagger ina
load of other things," Td noted. "'l don't suppose anything could—well—rub off from the dagger with the
magiconit?'

Ardis pursed her lips and nodded. " Contagion. That's not a bad thought to pursue; it certainly isgoing
to give us as much as weve been getting off the bodies of the victims. If we can a least identify what
other weapons werein the lot, maybe we can trace one of them back to where it came from.”

They continued to trade thoughts on the subject, but eventualy they found themsalves wandering the
same, well-worn paths of speculation asthey had so many times before this. Ardis noticed this before
Ta—and she dso noticed something else.

She was deliberately prolonging the session and he wasn't fighting to get away, ether.

We're both tired, shetold herself, knowing at the same time that it was only a half truth. We both
hate idleness, and deeping fed sidle. We need rest, and Sitting here and talking isthe only way we get it
asdefrom deeping. But there was something more going on, and she wasn't going to faceit until shewas
done.

"Y ou'd better go off and get somered rest,” she said, with great reluctance. "I know thisis something
of arest, but it isn't degp, and that's what you need. If you can't get to deep, ask the Infirmarian for
something. | know | will."



He made a sour face, but agreed to do so, and with equal reluctance, left the office.
That set off darmsin her conscience.

Instead of going to bed, she went to her private chapel to meditate. On her knees, with her hands
clasped firmly in front of her, she prepared to examine hersdlf asruthlesdy as shewould any crimind.

It wasn't difficult to see what her symptoms meant, when she came to the task with adetermination to
be completely honest with hersdf. And thiswas aroad she had dready gone down before. The smple
fact was that she was very attracted to thisman Ta Rufen, but the longer she knew him, the more
attracted she became. She knew now that if she had met him before she went into the Church she might
not be gtting in the High Bishop's chair.

The bitter part is that the attraction is not merely or even mostly carnal, it's emotional and
cerebral, too. That was another inescapable concluson. Hewas her intellectua equa, and what was
more, he knew that she was his. He showed no disposition to resent the fact that she, awoman, wasthe
person in charge, histempora superior.

And | had no real vocation when | entered the Church. | took vows as a novice in a state of
pigque and not for any noble reason. Perhgps that was why she examined the novices hersalf when they
cameto take their fina vows, she wanted to be sure none of them had come here under similar
circumstances, and might one day cometo regret their choice.

Later she had surprised hersdlf with thelevel of her devotion, once she got past the rote of the liturgy
and into the realms of purefaith, but her origina intent had been to find a place where she would be
accepted, judged, and promoted on her merit. She knew that; she'd admitted it in Confession. She had
thought that she was happy. Now—now she wasn't sure anymore.

If the man I'd been promised to had been like Td | would have been perfectly happy asthe
Honorable Lady Ardis, probably with as many children as cousin Taaysen. | certainly do not seemto
have logt the capacity for carna desire and attraction.

Drat.

Thiswas disturbing, troubling; did thismean alack of faith on her part? Had her entire life been
based on alie?

What am | supposed to do now? she asked the flame on the altar. What am | supposed to think?

But the flame had no answers, and eventually, her knees began to ache. Giving it up, she went to
bed, but deep duded her. Finally she resorted to one of the Infirmarian’s potions, but even though it
brought deep, it also brought confused dreamsin which awinged Td pursued a murderous mage who
had her former betrothed's face.

The next day brought more work, of course; just because she was pursuing a murderer, that did not
mean that other judgments could wait on the conclusion of thiscase. All morning long she st in
sentencing on criminalswho had aready been caught and convicted, and in judgment on other
miscreants, hearing evidence presented by junior Justiciar-Mages. In the afternoon, she read the latest
round of case-records brought from other Abbeys of the Justiciars.

She hoped that alittle time and work and the redlization of the direction her emotions were taking
would enable her to put some perspective on things. Td did not appear to give hisreport until after
dinner; but she discovered to her concedled dismay that nothing had changed.

She listened to hislitany of what had been done and the usua lack of progress, and wondered what
was going on in hismind. She thought he had given some evidence of being attracted to her in turn,
which would have been another complication to an already complicated Stuation, but she was so out of
the habit of looking for such thingsthat she could have been mistaken.

| fed like afoolish adolescent, she thought, with no little sense of irritation. Look at me! Watching
him to seeif heislooking a mealittle too long, trying to second-guess what some fragment of
conversation means! The next thing you know, I'll be giggling in the corner with Kayne!



"We need amore organized effort, | think," she said at last. "We're going to need more than the tacit
cooperation of the Kingsford constables. | think were going to need active effort on their part. Do you
think Fenriswould object to that, or resent it?"

"Not redly,” hereplied after amoment of thought. "He's a professiona, and he doesn't like these
killingsin hisstreets. | think the only reason he's held back from offering to put on moremento helpis
that he'safraid you might resent histrying to get involved. After dl, thisisaJusticiar case™”

"Well, it ought to be more than just aJudticiar case," shereplied. "Get usameeting with him
tomorrow, if you can—"

She broke off as he frowned; he had been trying to take notes with a pen that kept sputtering, and his
effortsat trimming the nib only made it worse.

"Only scribes ever learn how to do that right,” she said after the third attempt to remedy the Situation
faled. "Here. Takethis, keepit. | can dways get another, but to be brutally frank, it isn't something you
would be &bleto find easily.”

She handed him arefillable Deliambren "reservoir” pen, the only gift her fiancé gave her that she ever
kept. He accepted it with aquizzica ook, took the cap off at her direction, and tried it out. His
eyebrows rose as he recopied the set of notes he'd ruined.

"Impressive” hesad quietly. "Ddiambren?”

She nodded. "One of those things that you have to have connectionsfor. | can get another from
Arden, and considering who gave methat, | realy ought to." She smiled crookedly. "We are supposed
to discard everything from our past when we take fina vows;, | should have gotten rid of it long ago.”

And was that reminder of what | am meant for him or for myself?

Hefinished his notes and went away, intending to go acrossthe river and try to catch Fenrisin his
office to set up that conference for the next day. She played with the quill pen that he'd ruined for severa
minutes, caught herself caressing the feather, and threw it angrily into the wastebasket.

She was having aserious crisis of conscience, there was no doubt of that. But second-guessing her
life-decisons was not going to solve anything.

The curefor all of thisiswork, she decided, and went back to that old file of defrocked
Priest-Mages. There was something there, she knew it had to be there, if only she could figure out what it
was. Thanksto Ta'sinvestigative work, there were some she could remove from thefile
atogether—athough she left the drunk in. The drunkard-act could have been just that, an act, intended
for the benefit of Ta adone. No, shewould not dismisshim just yet.

But if I'm going to keep him, perhaps | ought to reconsider some of the others I'd dismissed.

She cameto thefile of Revaner Byless, she remembered him with extraordinary clarity, and every
time shereread hisfile, she became more convinced that hefit the profile of their killer perfectly. But
athough the Black Bird had escaped, it was surely dead by now—

And how could he be doing all this asa bird, anyway? How could he possibly work magic?

But—maybe he wasn't abird anymore.

A sudden thought struck her with the force of a blow—the recollection of an incidental comment that
Td had made.

Dear and Blessed God—didn't Tal say that Visyr had seen some sort of odd bird around during
the first murder?

She scrambled franticaly through her notes, but couldn't find any mention of it. She drummed her
fingers on the table, wanting to leap up and take a horse across to Arden's Pal ace, rouse the poor
Haspur from deep, and interrogate him then and there!

| can't do that. It can wait until the morning. | can talk to him in the morning. Thekiller has aready
taken hisvictim, and heisn't going to take another for awhile. It can wait until the poor crestureisdert



and ableto actually remember things. What's more, there are other things | have to put into motion now,
if it'shim, and those can't wait at al. She wrote out anoteto Visyr and had Kayne find her amessenger
to takeit over immediately.

If Revaner isalive and thisis his work, then Robin and Talaysen's wife are in danger, terrible
danger! Sheld tried to send oblique warnings once, but now she had to be more direct. She hastily
wrote aletter to Taaysen and another to the Gypsy named Raven in the Duke's household who might
know where Robin was or how reach her to warn her—then wrote athird to Arden asking him to send
thefirg letter to Taaysen by specia courier. As shefinished her letters, the messenger Kayne had gotten
out of the Guard-room presented himsdlf, and she gave him al four missves.

Her work wasn't over for the night, and she knew it. Revaner! Thiswould certainly explain the
pattern of victims.

When we caught the blackguard, he was working with a Guild Bard named Bdltren. | think we
should have alittle interview with Beltren, she decided, and reached for pen and paper again. She
addressed the letter to the Guildmaster, and phrased it in such away asto make them believe that she
had acommission in mind for Bard Beltren. And | do have acommission for him, she thought
sardonicaly, as she sgned and seded it, | do want to hear him "sing," asthe thieves cant hasit. | want to
hear every note he can"'sing" about Revaner.

Now she had alast set of lettersto write, dl of them brief and to the point. It might be that Revaner
was dready gone on hisway after Lark or Robin, and in that case, she had to warn anyone who would
listen about the danger he represented. That meant any and every Free Bard and Gypsy she had ever
come into contact with, for there was no telling what direction he might take, or where he might go. From
the Free Bards resdent in Kingsford to the Gypsy caled Nightingae who was the High King's own
gpecid musician; dl must have every scrap of information she possessed. Above dl, they must watch for
the Black Bird. . ..

Shedill did not know how he was doing the killings and there was no telling when or where he might
grike. This, too, shetold them. Admitting that she, and by extension the Church, was powerlessin this
Stuation was galing—but better alittleloss of pride than another life logt.

Thistook precedence over any persona matters. She continued to work in afrenzy, long into the
night, writing and dispatching |etters to anyone she thought might be able to warn those a risk.

When it was all done, and every letter written, she sat for amoment with empty hands—weary, but
dill unableto deep.

There has to be something more | can do. . . .

Just as she thought that, a restless movement at her dtar caught her eye, and she turned to seethe
flameflaring and falling like abegting heart.

There is something that | can do.

Sherose, ddiberately emptying her mind and heart of any persond fedlings, and retired to her private
chapel to pray.

It was the one thing she could do for al those potentia victims that no one else could.

With hands clasped before her and her jaw set stubbornly, she stared at the flame on the dltar.
L ay-people often made promisesto God in the mistaken supposition that one could bargain with Him.
She knew better; God did not make bargains. He seldom moved to act directly in theworld, for He had
given His creationsfree will, and to act directly would take those glorious or inglorious choices from
them.

But shedid ask for one, small thing. Let the killing end, she begged. And if thereisacost to ending it,
let me bethe oneto pay it. Asl am the servant of the Sacrificed God, let me be permitted to offer mysalf
asalesser sacrifice. Let no moreinnocents die; et the deaths end, if need be, with mine.



Chapter Thirteen

Perhaps others might have stayed discouraged by the failure to either stop the murder or capture the
murderer's accomplice, but Visyr was now more determined than ever to help. Bad enough to have one
poor creature daughtered right under his beak, but to have two? It was not fair! Whoever was doing this
was not only amurderer, but a cheat who hid himself and did his evil work only through others! Other
cultures had aright to their ways, and theories of honor were different place to place, but thiswas
patently, universally not acceptable.

He spent arestless night, not tossing and turning as a human would, but staring into the darkness,
reviewing hismemories, trying to think of any other information to be gleaned from his brief encounter
with the knife-thief.

But he couldn't think of anything. Or to be more accurate, he could think of one thing, but it made
him very uneasy and was discouraging, not encouraging.

If he had gotten agood ook at the dagger-thief, the man in turn also got just as good alook at him.
There was only one Haspur in Kingsford, and the fellow was probably quite aware of how much Visyr
could seein alimited amount of time. Or, in other words, he had to know that Visyr could identify himin
amoment, now.

He has surdly discovered that our vision is hundreds of times better than a human's. And he must
have deduced how accurate my memory is. After al, how else could | be making these mapsfor the
Duke? Evenif hedidn't know it elready, that fact iseasy to find out. It was possible that Visyr wasin
danger himself now, and it wasn't going to be dl that difficult to find him. As T'fyrr's experience showed,
aHaspur made agood target, especialy aoft. He would be safe enough in the Duke's palace, but
nowhereese.

Thisis not a good thing. Not at all a good thing. The only way to make myself less of a
tar get—besides being totally absent—i s to somehow foster the idea that my interference has only
been a matter of accident, not intent. Would Ardis and Tal Rufen agree to that, | wonder?

Well, why shouldn't they? They had nothing to lose by it. The murderer might become more cautious
if hethought that Visyr was spying from above, watching for him; they needed him to become cardess,
not more wary than he already was. They needed him to start taking risks, not go into hiding. Perhaps |
ought to even stop flying altogether for a while. If thekiller assumed that Visyr was only acting as any
right-minded bystander would have, he should take only minor precautions. Perhaps he would smply
make certain that he was not acting in the same areawhere Visyr was d oft.

Wouldn't he? Visyr wasn't entirely certain how amad human would think, and the fellow must be
mad to be doing this. Wasit possible that amad human would react to this Stuation by attempting to lure
Visyr into an ambush so asto berid of him?

But if he made himsdlf less of atarget, he not only would not be doing his job for the Duke, he'd be
avoiding hisresponghilitiesto the Judticiar.

He ground his beak; this was amost uncomfortable position to bein! Not only that, but it was one



that went right againgt his nature. He could stick to safe and expensive areas of Kingsford and just go on
with his mapping until the murderer was caught, but that wouldn't help find the killer, and athough he had
been reluctant at first to involve himsdlf, now that hewasin, he didn't want to give up.

It feelstoo much likefailure, that'swhat itis. It fedsasif |, persondly, havefalled. And | hate giving
up!

Besides, I'm not sure they can continue without me. Maybe that's false pride, but the only
breakthrough they've had was because | was able to see the murder in progress and act onit. |
have been involved in this mystery in a key way twice now, so obviously the Destiny Winds wish to
push mein this direction. Defying those Winds can kill, or worse, leave me with the knowl edge of
my failure. Flying with those Winds could raise me up, and save the lives of innocents. Or kill me
just assurely, but at least it would be in doing something right!

He wrestled with his conscience and his concernsfor haf the night, or so it seemed. On the one
hand, he wasn't awarrior; he never had been, and al of his reactions and attempts at combat thus far had
been purely ingtinctud. Ingtinct wasn't agood quality to keep counting on in this case. On the other, how
could he abandon these people?

Hefinaly decided that the respong bility was greet enough that the risk to his hide wasworth it.

Wl it seemsto methat the place for meto start isin looking for that black bird. It was at the first
murder, and it was a the second. | don't know what it is, but it hasto be involved somehow. The few
people hed spoken to about it, including Ta, had been mystified by his description, and absolutely
adamant in their assertion that there was no such bird native to these parts. If it wasn't native, then what
wasit doing here? Its presence at one murder might have been coincidence, but not at two. And it had
behaved in away that made him certain that it did not want to be seen.

Hefdt himsdf relaxing enough to degp once hed made that decision, satisfied that he was going to
take theright course. It would be easier to track another winged creature without exposing himself; after
al, it couldnt fly aswell as he, and he knew from his own experience how difficult it was for something
hissizeto hide. And in the meantime, he had the probable advantage of much superior eyesight; he could
fly at aconsderable height and seeit, whereit likely wouldn't be able to see him. Eveniif it could, it was
difficult to judge distance in the sky; it might assume he was asmdler bird, rather than alarge one farther
away.

He wondered what on earth this bird could possibly be. Maybe it was some sort of messenger to the
accomplice; maybeit wasthe "eyes' that the mage used to view the scene. Whatever it was, it would
probably lead him to the accomplice, if not to the mage himself.

The next morning, as soon as he was " publicly” avake, amessage came for him from the High
Bishop. It had evidently arrived in the middle of the night; in an uncanny reflection of his own thoughts,
Ardis asked most urgently if he had seen alarge black bird lurking about the two murder sites. And
before he could form areply, right after the arrival of the message came the High Bishop hersdlf.

She didn't even return his greeting as she followed her escorting page into Visyr'srooms. "The
bird—" she sad, with intense urgency, looking asif shewould have liked to seize hisarm and hold him
while she spoke to him, even though her hands stayed tensely clenched at her sides. "Td said you saw a
strange black bird at the first murder—did you see it yesterday aswell? Wasit big? Human sized? And
incredibly ugly, with ragged feathers and athin, dender beak?'

His eyes widened with startlement and he stared at her with his beak gaping open. "It did! It was!" he
exclamed. "How did you know? Did you seeit? Did you know | was going to look for it today? How
did you know what it looks like? | haven't described it that closely to anyone!™

"I know what it looks like becauseit isn't just abird,” she replied grimly. He waved her to a seet, and
shetook it, Stting down abruptly and gripping the arm of the chair as a substitute for whatever eseit was
she wanted to catch hold of. "It'saman—or it was. If the bird you saw and the one I'm thinking of are
the same creature, it was a human—and amage—and a Priest, before it ever wasabird.”



Quickly she outlined what seemed to Visyr to be amost incredible story. If it hadn't been Ardis
who'd been telling it to him, he would never have believed it, not under any circumstances. Oh, held
heard of dl the things that magic was supposed to be able to do, but it all seemed rather exaggerated to
him. The only "magic" he had any persond experience of was not the sort of thing that could turn ahuman
being into abird! The kinds of magic he was used to could influence people and events, sometimes
predict the future or read the past, or create impressive illusons. Hed heard of things that the Elves could
do, of course, but he'd never seen anything of the sort—perhaps he had been among the Deliambrens
too long, but he had adifficult time believing in things hed never seen for himsalf, or seen sufficient proof
of.

Sill, it was Ardiswho wastelling him this, and she said that she'd been the one who'd doneit, turned
the man into the bird. What was more, shed done it more than once, so it wasn't afluke.

His beak gaped in surprise, and he had to snap it shut before he looked like astupid nestling.

"| transformed another couple of excommunicatesinto donkeys,”" she continued. "Oneswho were
indirectly responsible for the Great Fire and were directly responsible for keeping those of uswho could
have quelled it from doing so. As such, asmy felow Justiciars and | saw it, they were accessoriesto
hundreds of murders. It seemed to usthat turning them into beasts of burden was actudly avery light
punishment—and it gave them the opportunity for repentance.”

Visyr shook his head, unable to understand why she should have been concerned that these people
repent. Like most Haspurs, he was somewhat incredulous at the concept of omniscience and deities at
al, but allowed as how they might be possible, and it was certainly impolite to say nay around anyone
who believed in them. Believing that human crimina s turned into donkeys would want to repent to an
omniscient deity went far past the high clouds of logic, to him, and into very thin air. Well, that doesn't
matter, hethought. She's a human; who can understand a human compl etely? Not even other
humans can, and Ardisis a Church power atop that. "But you can't turn them back into humans?' he
asked.

"With time—I might be ableto,” shesaid, cautioudy. "It would be abit more difficult than thefirst
transformation, because it would be layering one spell on top of another, but | think | could. The spdll as
| learned it was never intended to be reversed, even by the death of the mage who cast it, but | think |
could work areversal out. But Revaner—no. No, | couldn't. The circumstances that created him were so
complicated and so unpredictablethat | doubt | could reverse them. It wasn't just our magic that was
involved, it was the snapping of the spell that he had cast, and the involvement of Bardic magic from two
Bards who were acting on sheer ingtinct, and Gypsy magic from Revaner's victim. The chances of
deducing just what happened arefairly low."

"And you il aren't certain that the bird I've seen and this Revaner fellow are the same." He ground
his begk alittle. " Still—whatever this cregture is, | can't see how it could fail to have something to do with
thekillings. Y ou don't suppose that someone ese entirely found out how to change himself into abird, do
you?'

Ardislooked asif she would have ground her beak, if sheld had one. "'l can't give you any reason
why it shouldn't bethe case," she admitted. "My main reason for thinking that it's Revaner isthat the
pattern of the murder-victims matches the kind of women that Revaner would be most likely to want to
kill. On the other hand—"

"On the other hand, when you changed him into abird, he wasn't amurderer." Visyr couldn't help
pointing that out.

"No, he wasn't. He was unscrupulous, immord, utterly self-centered, egotiticd, aliar, athief, and
ruthless, but he wasn't amurderer.” Shewrinkled her brow asif her head pained her. " On the other hand,
thereis one way to overcome just about any magic, and that isto overpower it. And one sure way to
obtain agreat ded of power isto kill someone. Now, when you combine that fact with the motive of
revenge—" Shetilted her head in his direction, and he nodded.



"| can seethat. Wdll, | was dready going to make apoint of looking for that bird, and now you have
given me more reasonsto do s0," hetold her. "And you have adso given me plenty of reasonsto make
certain that it doesn't sceme!”

Now Ardisrose, full of dignity. "I will not ask you to place yoursdlf in further jeopardy, Visyr," she
sad solemnly. "If thisis Revaner, heisvery dangerous. If it isnot—well, he may be even more
dangerous. Please be careful .

Inanswer, Visyr flexed histaons, alittle surprised a how angry and aggressive hefdt. "I am more
than alittle dangerous myself," he said to her. "And | am aso forewarned.”

Shelooked him directly in the eyesfor along moment, then nodded. "Good,” wasdl she said, but it
made him fed better than he had since he lost the dagger-thief.

Sheleft him then, and he took his mapping implements and went out to resume hisdud duties.
Only to discover that now he couldn't find the damned bird!

He spent severd days criss-crossing the city on every possible excuse. He thought perhaps that the
Black Bird might have decided to lurk in places he had aready mapped in order to avoid him—then he
thought it might bein places he hadn't mapped yet. But no matter where he looked for it, there was not
S0 much as an oversized black feather. It was asif the cresture knew he wastrying to find it and had
goneinto hiding. On the other hand, if al of their suppositionswere true, and it was in league with the
knife-thief, perhgpsit had the suspicion that he was hunting it. At the very leadt, it now knew that there
was danger in being spotted from above, and might be taking stepsto avoid that eventuality.

Frustrated, he spent dl of one evening trying to reason the way he thought a crazed humanin bird
form might.

It made him alittle less queasy to think of it asahunter as hetried to ignore the type of quarry it was
taking; he camefrom arace of huntershimsdlf, and it wasn't dl that difficult to put himself in that mindset.

When one huntsaprey that is clever, particularly if oneishunting aspecific individuad, one studies
that individua, of course. HEd done that himsdlf, actudly; the trophy-ringhorn that he'd wanted to take to
Syri asacourting-gift had been avery canny creature, wily and practiced in avoiding Haspur hunters. It
knew dl of the usua tricks of an airborne hunter, and it would race into cover at the hint of a shadow on
the ground. He'd had to spend time each day for monthstracking it down, inlearning al of itsusud
haunts and patterns, and in finding the times and places where it was most vulnerable.

Now, the Black Bird was probably not that clever ahunter itsdf. This creature was hunting prey that
was not aware it was being hunted, nor were humans as versed asthat ringhorn in avoiding a hunter, but
the Black Bird still needed to find the moment that its prey was most vulnerable. It couldn't hunt insde
buildings, and if it was going to hunt again but didn't want to be seen, it had to come out on the rooftops
eventudly. There was no other possible hunting ground for it.

That was how a Haspur would hunt in the same Situation. But unlike aHaspur, the Black Bird might
well have decided that there was another hunter that might be stalking it. So it was torn between two
courses of action: don't hunt at al, or find another way to hunt.

It still hasto find prey. It still hasto find the prey's most vulnerable moments. But somehow it
is managing to do so when | won't seeit.

That would be very difficult to do, unless—
Unlessit is hunting at night.

It was black, and perfectly well camouflaged by darkness. And if the records were to be trusted,
there had been plenty of killings at night, including at least one possible killing herein Kingsford, between
the first one he'd witnessed and the second. That meant it had hunted by night before, which meant it
could probably seejust fine a night.

Which, unfortunately, | cannot. But | am not limited to my own unaided eyes, which is



something that | doubt it has thought of.

He could fly a night, hejust didn't like doing so, because unlike T'fyrr, his own night-vison was
rather inferior by Haspur standards. Once night fell, al of his advantage of superior vison vanished; he
couldn't even see aswdll as some humans he knew. That was why he aways got back to the palace
before dusk, and never went out at night if he could help it. It was aweakness he had never liked about
himself, so when the opportunity had arisen for him to compensate for it, he had. He had something in his
possession that he hadn't had occasion to use yet, something that would render the best of camouflage
irrdlevant a night.

He chuckled to himsdlf as he thought of it. There hadn't been any need to useit in Duke Arden's
sarvice, because it wasn't a dl suited for his mapping duties. No one here knew he had it. And he rather
doubted that anyonein al of this Kingdom had ever even seen this particular device.

He reached immediately for a bell-pull and summoned one of hislittle attendant pages. Tdonswere
not particularly well suited to unpacking, but clever little human hands were.

At hisdirection, the boy who answered his summons dug into the stack of packing-boxes put avay
in astorage closet attached to his suite. The boxes were neither large nor heavy; the few that were
beyond the boy's strength, Visyr was able to help with. In less than an hour, the page emerged from the
back of the closet with an oddly-shaped, hard, shiny black carrying-case.

The pagelooked at it quizzicaly asheturned it in hishands. "What isthis?" he asked, looking up into
Visyr'sface. "What isit made of ? It's not leather, it's not pottery, it's not stone or fabric—what isit?"

Visyr didn't blame the boy for being puzzled; the materid of the case resembled nothing so much as
the shiny cargpace of abeetle, and the case itsdlf was not shaped like anything the boy would ever have
seenin hislife. "I'll show youwhat itis," he said to the younggter, taking the case from him and inserting a
talon-tip into the lock-release. "Or rather, I'll show you what'sinsdeit. The outsideisaDédiambren
carry-case for delicate equipment; what | wanted isinsde. But you have to promise that you won't laugh
a mewhen| put it on. It looks very slly."

" won'," the boy pledged, and watched with curiosity as Visyr took out his prize. Indeed, prizeit
was, for arguing with the Deliambrensfor its design and manufacture had falen upon Visyr himsdlf, and it
was with no small amount of pride that he knew these very same deviceswould bein use by Guardians
and rescuers, thanksto him.

A pair of bulging lenseswith horizontal lines, made of something much like glass but very dark,
formed the front of the apparatus. The device itself had been formed to fit the peculiar head-shape of a
Haspur, and the hard |eathery helmetlike structure that held it in place had been added in place of the
strapsthat Deliambrens used so that no feathers would be broken or mussed when heworeit. That
"helmet”" was based on avery old and successful design, and the page recognized it immediaely.

"It looks like afalcon's hood!" the boy exclaimed, and soit did, except that where the hood was
"eyeless" thiswas not meant to restrict vision, but rather the opposite. With its specia lensesin the front
and the mechanism that made them work built in astrip across the top curve of the head, rather like one
of those center-gtrip, crestlike hairstyles some Deliambrens wore, it amost looked fashionable, and
certainly deek.

That was so that Visyr would be ableto fly with the thing properly ba anced; in the Deliambren
version, the mechanismswere dl arranged around the front of the head, which would have made him
beak-heavy. It would be very hard to fly that way.

"These are Ddliambren heat-lenses" Visyr explained to the boy. "They let me see at night. If you'd
like, I'll show you how."

The boy needed no second invitation; Visyr lowered the "hood" over his head and turned the device
on, then turned the lights of the suite off one by one.

The page held the hood steady with both hands, asit was much too large for his head, and looked
around curioudy. "Everything's green,”" he said, dubioudy, then exclaimed when he turned the lensesin



Visyr'sdirection. "Sir! Youreglowing!"

"No, it'sjudt that you only seewhat iswarm,” Visyr told him. "It isadifferent way of seeing. The
warmer something is, the brighter it seemsto be through the lenses. | am very warm, and it looks asif |
am glowing. Cometo the balcony and look down.”

The boy did so, picking hisway unerringly across the pitch-dark room. He passed through the
second room, came out on the bal cony with Visyr, and spent some time exclaiming over what he saw
through the lenses of the device. Even though it was broad daylight, the lenses worked extremely well, for
things that were warm stood out beautifully against the cold and snowy background. The boy chattered
on as he picked out a sun-warmed stone, courtiers strolling in the gardens, birdsin the trees near him,
and even ady cat dinking adong under the cover of evergreen bushes.

Findly, though, the cold became too much for him. They went back into the room, and Visyr took
the "hood" from him and turned the lights back on.

He satidfied the page's curiosity then by donning the device himsalf. The youngster looked a him
quizzicaly for amoment as Visyr adjusted the device for the sharpest images. "I wouldn't have laughed,”
the page said findly. "Y ou just look like ahooded falcon.”

"Well, fortunately, | can see much better than ahooded falcon,” Visyr said. "And now that I've found
this, you can go. Thank you."

The page was nothing if not discreet. Although he might be very curiouswhy Visyr wanted this
particular device brought out, he knew better than to ask, just as he knew better than to tell anyone about
it.

Deliambren hegt-vision goggles, Visyr thought with satisfaction. Not even the cleverest of hunters can
avoid being seen when | have these on—not even if he decidesto take to the ground and walk. The only
way he can avoid meisto stay insde buildings. And aman-sized black bird strolling through the inns and
taverns of Kingsford, even at night, isgoing to be noticed!

The Deliambrens had included this device in his equipment for the Overflight mapping, and he had
samply brought al of hisequipment with him when held taken the Duke's commission. It was easier than
trying to unpack and repack again, or trust it to be sent from another location. Now he was glad that he
had hauled it al with him. The goggles were so good, he could see thingsthe size of amouseon a
summer day, and on awinter day, he could do better than that.

But—I think perhaps | won't tell Ardisand Ta Rufen about these, he decided. | think thiswill be my
little secret.

If the Black Bird was out there at night now, with these, he was on an equd footing with it. Maybe
better. It might have the night-vision of an owl, but with these, he had night-vision that an owl would
envy.

He could hardly wait for nightfall.

When night came, he made sure that the power-cels were fresh, donned his"hood,” and went out
onto hisbacony.

He perched on therail of the bacony for awhile, getting used to the way he saw things through the
lenses. It wasn't quite the same asredl, daylight vision; his depth-perception seemed flattened, and it was
more difficult to tell distances accurately. He actualy had to judge how far something was from him by
the szeit was. Hed never actudly flown with these things before, and as he legpt off onto thewind, he
redlized that he was going to have to alow for some practice time after all.

His peripheral vision was quite restricted, which meant that he couldn't see as much of the ground
below him at atime as he could unencumbered. As clever asthey were, the Deliambrens could not give
him lensesthat gave him the same field of vision. That, in turn, meant that he had to take histime—not
hovering, but not usng what hewould cal "patrolling speed.”

And dthough the hood and the lenses were rel atively light, any weight was considerable to aflying



creature. In afew short hours, he was quite tired and ready to quit for the night. He returned to the
palace with anew respect for the night-patrols, who now quartered the borders of his homeland wearing
these things every night of the year. They were truly greeat athletes to be able to take dusk-to-dawn
patrols without any significant ret.

Thisisgoing to taketime, he thought, alittle dispiritedly, as he fanned hiswingsfor acautious landing
on hisbacony-rail. Not just one night, but severd. And each patrol is going to take four timesaslong to
fly at night asit doesby day. And | sill haveto degp sometime.

He took off the device as he entered the balcony door, and removed the power-cdlls, putting them
into the device that renewed them by day. He set the hood on a peg meant to hold ahuman's hat, and
turned off the lights as he entered his degping chamber.

But as he readied himsdlf for deep, another thought occurred to him. Perhaps this wasn't going to be
asdifficult as he had thought, after dl.

There are fewer places where humans are abroad after darknessfalls, he redlized. The Black Bird
won't bein places where there aren't any humans. So my search can be much narrower. He could avoid
the docks entirely, for one thing; there were absolutely no women there at night. Residentia districtswere
quiet after dark aswell. The Black Bird had to go whereits prey was, and that narrowed the area of
search.

It won't be as easy as| first thought, he concluded, but it won't be as difficult asit seemed tonight.
And with that comforting thought, deep stooped on him and carried him away.

Orm spent the next week or soin astate of blissful cam. It was awonderful time, and hefindly
recaled what it was like to serve clientsrather than employers. He made a vow that he would never
again put himsdf in this position; from this moment on, he would never have anything to do with people
who wanted more than information. He had not redlized how Rand's mere presence grated on his nerves
until that moment.

But during that pleasant interval, Rand gave him no specia orders, issued no edicts, made no
outrageous demands, uttered no threats. Part of the reason for that might have been that a reasonably
accurate copy of a sketch of Orm'sface was circulating among the constables, and even Rand redlized
that if Orm ventured out before his disguise was complete, Rand would lose his al-important envoy to
the outsde world. Even Rand would have difficulty in paying the rent or acquiring food in the shape of the
Black Bird, and he could not count on being ableto find and kill prey to keep him human for very long on
hisown.

So Orm grew facia hair and atered his appearance. Meanwhile, taking advantage of histemporary
human form, Rand spent most of histime away from their lodgings, giving Orm even more peace and
quiet. It was wonderful; Orm put on weight by cooking and egting luxurious medls, securein the
knowledge that he could drop the weight as easily as he put it on. The most he heard out of Rand was
the sound of footsteps through his celling, or ascending and descending the Saircase.

Out of curiogity, once his disguise had been perfected, Orm followed Rand to see what he was
doing—without his knowledge of course, and it was gratifying to see that the disguise worked so well
that Rand didn't recognize him, at least at amoderate distance. Orm now had ajaunty little beard, a
mustache trained so that he always gppeared to be smiling, and darker, much shorter, hair. He was d so
some twenty pounds heavier, and he'd darkened his skin to makeit look asif he'd been outdoors most of
hislife. He walked with adouch and adight limp, and wore clothing just dightly too big.

Inthis guise, hefollowed Rand out into the city, staying about twenty feet behind him. Rand went
only two places: one, atavern, and the other, an ale-house that served only drink, no food. He seemed to
be spending most of histime plying off-duty constableswith drink and talking to them at length. Now that
was actualy avery reasonable way to acquire information, and one that Orm had made libera use of in
the past, but was no longer going to be able to pursue. His disguise was agood one, but there were



constables with a sharp enough eye to see past the beard, mustache, and other alterationsto the things
that didn't change. There wasn't much that someone could do about his eye-color or bone-structure, and
athough Orm had done afew things to make himsdlf ook dightly more muscular, anyone grabbing his
arm would know that those muscles were made of wadding. He couldn't change his height significantly,
and he couldn't do anything about his hairline, receding asit was. Orm would no longer dare to get within
conversationd distance of any constables unless he was able to ascertain in advance that they were
particularly dim ones. And unfortunately, Captain Fenris hadn't hired very many dim congtables; he
valued intelligencein hismen, and rewarded it.

So, while Rand pursued whatever hare he had started, Orm took the opportunity of his absenceto
begin protecting himsdlf from hisemployer. He hadn't forgotten that threst of exposure, not for amomert,
and if there was anything he could do about it, he would.

He still had no ideawhat it was that Rand had arranged to implicate him in the murders. Mogt
probably it was something as smple as awritten confesson. He spent most of one day in Rand's
gpartment, looking at everything he could without touching it, and was unable to cometo any
conclusons.

He couldn't see anyplace where such a confession might be concealed, and Rand would warnt it to be
found quickly after his desth, so he wouldn't conced it dl that well. He would probably count on the fact
that he had protected such a confession magicaly to keep Orm from touching it—

Perhaps, Orm thought, as he looked for what, to him, were the obvious signs of secret drawers or
other such devices. Then again, once he was taken, he could count on the constablesto tear his
gpartment apart and render the furniture down to toothpicksin an effort to get as much evidence as
possible. So he could have decided not to waste precious magic, and hidden the confession without
meagic.

Rand might not be athief or have ever fabricated places where small objects could be concealed, but
he had money enough to pay those who could hide things so well that the only way to get them out was
to know the trick or smash the offending object to pieces. Could amagetdl if something was hidden
inside another object?

Doesit matter?1 think not. It would be easier to smash things and see if there was anything hidden
ingde. Quicker, too. He had to chuckle alittle. Ah, the advantage of being on that side of the law!

He couldn't see any place where possible paperslay out in the open, and heredly didn't want to
open any drawers and search them.

The message could be magica in nature, but would Rand waste magica energy that could keep him
human in creating amessage that could be created in an ordinary fashion? That was agood question.
Once again—it iswhat | would do, but would Rand? Rand hoarded his energies like amiser with
coins, but would he spend them on safeguarding himsdlf in thisway? It was difficult to tell, but vengeance
played amgor part in hislife, so perhaps he would spend that power to make certain of hisrevengeif
Orm betrayed him.

But would he sacrifice a single day of being human? He's crazed enough to decide that he
wouldn't.

It might Ssmply be that Rand was counting on other factorsto implicate Orm, though it was doubtful
that he knew how much Orm had learned about magic from him. Rand could not help talking, boasting
about his powers and his plans, especidly in the euphoriathat followed his transformation back into a
human. Orm had picked up quite a bit about the way that magic worked, and he could be implicated
samply by thefact that hismagica "scent” would be dl over this place. And even though hetried to
cleanse the murder weapons, they would aso carry histraces. But what Rand would not anticipate was
that Orm could solve that little problem easily enough—and possibly render any written or magical
confession sugpect aswell.

Hetook hair from hisown brush, put it in alittle silk bag, and | eft it among dozens of identicd little



slk bags holding other bits of flotsam among Rand's magica implements. He had not stolen anything, so
he took the chance that the guard-spells Rand surely had on his equipment would not betray him.
Evidently, they didn't; Rand never said anything, and Orm now had a piece of evidence that would
bolster his own protestation of innocence. Why e se, after dl, would the mage have some of hishair,
except to implicate an otherwise blame ess man?

The hair could be used to do amost anything, including to create an illusion of Orm at the scene of
one of the crimes—and that might take care of that incriminating sketch. After al, held " disappeared”
after he went into the alley—and that could have been theilluson vanishing.

And why would Rand want to implicate an innocent man in his crimes? Orm had reasons, if anyone
asked. They might not bother to ask; Rand was so clearly mad that they might assume this was another
of hismad acts. But Orm intended to claim held had conflicts with hisfellow tenant, and that Rand hed
threatened to seek revenge after one of them. The assumption then would probably be that Rand
intended to escape, leaving Orm to take al of the blame for the murders. That was how constables
tended to reason, and that interpretation suited Orm perfectly.

He a so began establishing his own dibis and an unshakable personaas a solid citizen who couldn't
possibly have anything to do with Rand and hiskills. First, he obtained the registration records from a
respectable (if common) inn that was within a short walking distance of his current neighborhood. It didn't
take agreat deal of work to ater the records so that they showed that he had arrived in Kingsford and
taken up residencetherein early fdl, had stayed there until early winter, then removed himsdlf to the
gpartment he now lived in. He dipped the records-book back into the inn the same night he obtained it.
No one would notice the dteration; it was very likely that the people whose names he had removed were
there under fseidentitiesin thefirgt place. Thisgave him an arrival date that was much earlier than his
actua arriva in Kingsford, and thiswas a date that conflicted with some of the other murders Rand had
done outside of Kingsford. With the Church involved, there was every reason to expect thet at least
some of the killingsin other citieswould betied to Rand.

That done, he began reaffirming his acquaintance with dl of his neighbors. He dready knew them, of
course, and they knew him, but now he went out of hisway to cultivate them. By dint of careful
conversations, he was able to establish himself in their minds as having been in the generd vicinity since
that early autumn date listed in the inn records. All he had to do wasto mention eventsin the
neighborhood that had taken place during that time period asif hed witnessed them, and agree with the
version the person he was talking to related. And how did he learn of those events? By asking leading
questions of adifferent neighbor, of course. It was an amusing game; he'd find out about event A from
neighbor One. Hed then establish himself with neighbor Two by reating event A, then solicit event B
from neighbor Two. He would take histale of event B to neighbor Three, and so on, until he came back
to neighbor Onewith the story of event G, and solicit the tale of Event H to take on to neighbor Two,
beginning the chain again. Within afew days, at least a dozen people were not only convinced hed been
in the neighborhood, but that they'd actualy seen him there at the times he spoke of .

It was amazingly easy to convince people of trivia things of that nature; hed done it before when hed
needed to establish an dternate identity. Aslong asyour version of what you wanted them to remember
fitted with their reel memories, you could insert yoursdlf into amost anyone's recollections.

He dso established himsdlf in their minds as avery fine, affable fellow—and hisfellow tenant asa
rather odd duck, surly, unpleasant, possibly something of atroublemaker. That, too, was easy enough to
do, since Rand didn't go out of hisway to be polite when he wasin his human form.

Now Orm needed areason to be in Kingsford, which he established when his neighbors "knew"
enough about him to want to know what he did for aliving. His professon? Oh, hewasasmall
Spice-trader, avery convenient profession that required no agpprenticeship and not agreat ded of capitd,
merely awillingnessto take personal risks and ataste for exotic places and danger. It was aso one that
required agreet ded of travel, at leadt at first, asayoung man would build his contactswith
spice-growers or collectorsin more exotic lands. It was dso ahighly seasond profession; most trading



took place in the spring and fdl, with summer being the timefor asmall trader to set up at Faires, and
winter being the time to rest and get ready for spring, which would account for his gpparent idleness.

Now that he was of middle years, he presumably had his spice-sourcesin hand, and he should be
ready to settle and operate from the secure venue of ashop. He needed a city where there was agreat
dedl of trade, hetold his neighbors, and Kingsford seemed like a fine choice of ahome. Duke Arden was
agrest leader, the city was clearly thriving, the people here honest and hardworking—uwith the nearness
of the Faire and the river, who could ask for more? He was |ooking for a place for ashop, trying to
make sure he would have no rivalsin the immediate neighborhood, hoping to find a suitable place that
was dready built, since he could only afford to lease the place at fird.

Thiswas asmple and understandable explanation for money with no obvious source of income, and
irregular hours. It passed muster with dl of his neighbors; the only danger was that one or more of them
might ask himif he could sell them some exatic spice or perfume oil. Fortunately none of them did, so he
didn't have to make an excursion out to obtain what he should have had at hand.

And having had their curiogity satisfied about him, that |eft Rand open to inquiry. The fellow
upstairs—well, heredlly couldn't say what that man did. Never seemed to be at home very much, but
never seemed to do anything that you could count as work, either. He added a touch of scorn to that
last, as would be expected from a hard-working fellow who'd made his own way in the world without
any help from anyone else.

And finally, he managed to get himsdlf an dibi for at least one of the murders, the latest. He began
playing daily games of fox-and-hounds with an old man living three doors down; by the time the week
was over, thanksto Orm's gentle persuasion, the old fellow would honestly believe and claim that they
had been playing fox-and-hounds every afternoon for the past month. Since a game of fox-and-hounds
generdly lasted al afternoon, any questioners would discover that held been with his neighbor at thetime
that Rand's accomplice was trying to make off with amurder-weapon.

Now he had hisidentity established as an honest small trader looking for ahometo settle down in,
and any clamsthat Rand made to the contrary would have witnesses with stories that directly
contradicted the mage'sclams.

Of course, given achoice, if Rand were caught, Orm would much rather be far away from
Kingsford. He had running-money in abelt he wore constantly, and knew how to get out of the city
quickly by means of routes that were not easily blocked. But in case he couldn't run far or fast enough,
well, he had a secondary line of protection.

He completed his precautions with no time to spare; it wasn't long afterwards that Rand transformed
back into the Black Bird.

But even then, in apronounced change from his usud habits, the mage didn't stop going out—he
samply did so by night, and for thefirst three days, he didn't summon Orm or attempt to give him any
orders. Thiswas definitely odd, and it was obvious that Rand was up to something new.

By now, Orm had found another four possible targets, so he had something to show for all thetime
that Rand had left him to his own devices. But this sudden interest in something besides the usud pattern
made Orm very nervous. What was Rand planning? Given his habits of the pagt, it had to be dangerous.

It had better not be revenge on the High Bishop, Orm thought, more than once. If it is—I don't care
what hisplanis, | want no part of it. That's not dangerous, it'ssuicida, and | am not ready to throw my
lifeaway.

Maybe he was planning how to leave the city; perhaps he had gotten information of his own on the
wheregbouts of the Gypsy called Robin. If Rand was going to pursue any of histhree "worst enemies,”
Robin would be the safest.

But if he is going outside this Kingdom, unlessit'sto a place | already know, he can do it
without me. Orm had no intentions of trying to learn hisway around anew city with new laws and new
customs—and coming into inevitable conflict with res dents who were aready in the same line of work



that he was.
Or perhaps he was planning to leave in pursuit of hisvendettawith Lady Lark.

I'm having no part of that. It would be as suicidal as going after the High Bishop! 1t would be worse!
At least here | am operating in my own city—if Rand went off after Lark, we'd bein aKingdomand a
city 1 know nothing about. Go after someone who'sin the King's Household and is dlied with Elves? No
thank you!

Findly the expected summons came, and Orm went up the stairs to Rand's gpartment trying not to
fed asif hewas climbing the steps of agallows. He opened the door to find the Black Bird waiting for
him, perched on astool, and watching him with its cold, black eye.

"I've got some possible targetsfor you,” Orm offered, but the Bird cut him off with a shake of its
head.

"l have an assgnment for you," the Bird croaked. "I want you to follow aman caled Td Rufen. He's
probably a Church Guard, since helives at the Abbey of the Jugticiars, even though he very seldom
wearsthe uniform. | don't know what hisrank is, other than that of Church Guard and not Guard
Captain, but he'sinvolved in trying to find us, and you can thank him for that sketch of you that's being
handed around to al the constables.”

Rand did not bother to tell him how hewasto follow this"Tad Rufen” fellow; Rand at least gave him
credit for expertisein his own area. Picking up a subject who came and went from a place asisolated as
the Judticiar's Abbey would be achalenge, but it wasn't insurmountable.

"l want you to learn al you can aout him, and every time he leaves the Abbey, | want you to watch
his every move. | want to know the dightest of details about him; what he wears, what he carries, even
what he eats and drinks." The Bird cocked its head to one side, but it wasn't agesture calculated to
make Orm fed amused. "No matter how trivid itis, | want to know it. | want to know this man better
than hisbest friend. Do you understand dl that?"

Orm shrugged and nodded. "Not easy, but not dl that difficult,” he acknowledged. "How long do you
want meto follow him? Do you want meto try and obtain something of his?"

"Two days, at least, and no, | don't want you to get that close." The Bird gave acroak of what was
probably supposed to be amusement. "1 have reason to believe that he is the High Bishop's personal
guard and assistant, and if he thought that something was missing, Ardis might try to traceit back to
whoever took it."

Why is Rand so interested in this man? And why follow him? It didn't make alot of sense, unless—

No one redly made any attempt to pursue us until we came here. | wonder if thisfellow has
something to do with that. If that's the case, he may be the only reason why the High Bishop isinterested.
If Rand can diminate him, pursuit may diefor lack of interest, especidly if we can berid of him by
somehow discrediting him. He nodded, and waited for the Bird to give him more orders. But Rand only
yawned and said, "Y ou may go. Come back up here when you have your first report for me."

Orm stood up and left, now very curious. But the only way he was going to satisfy that curiosity
would beto follow Rand'sordersand trail this Ta Rufen fellow.

The more | learn, the more I'll know—or be able to deduce. Whatever pie Rand has got his
claw into, this Tal Rufen fellow is somehow involved.

Hisfirg difficulty wasto discover what his quarry looked like; that was easily solved. He made up a
parcel of unused blank books—blank books being the most innocuous and inexpensive objects he could
think of—and paid aboy from his neighborhood to take them to the Abbey. He didn't want to send redl
books on the chance that Rufen might open the parcel and examine what wasin it—and if by some
horrible chance Orm managed to send books that interested him, Rufen might well try to find the rightful
owner to buy them himsdf. That would be arecipe for trouble. These were inexpensive blank books of
the kind that young girls used for journals and artists liked to sketch in. They would hardly be of any use



to someone from the Abbey, who could get better qudity versions of the same things smply by
presenting himsdlf at the Scriptorium, where they made hand-lettered and illuminated copies of booksto
add to the Abbey income.

"Someone | eft these at my table at lunch,” hetold the boy, "but I'm not surewho it was; it was
crowded, and there were anumber of people | didn't know sharing my table. A fellow cdled Ta Rufen
from the Abbey was one of the people there, and | would think that someone from the Abbey would be
the likeliest to have aparce of books; go and seeif it was him. I'll be here doing my inventory.”

No boy would ever question an adult about apaid errand; for one thing, no boy ever turned down
the opportunity to run an errand for pay, and for another, any boy would automatically assume that the
business of an adult wastoo important to be interrupted for asmple errand.

He had paid the boy just enough to make it worth the trouble to go across the bridge in the cold and
blowing snow; he waited until the boy was gone, then followed in hiswake. Once the boy had started out
on the bridge, Orm took up aposition in aclump of bushes on the bank, watching the gate with a
distance-glass until the boy arrived.

When the boy reached the Abbey, he was made to wait outside; rude trestment, that was just what
Orm had hoped for. After abit of time, afellow in the uniform of the Church Guards came out and
listened to the boy's story. He didn't even bother to look at the parcel; he shook his head, gave the boy
another small coin, and sent him back acrossthe river. Orm got avery good look at the man, and was
satisfied that he would recognize him again; before the boy reached the bridge, Orm was hurrying back
to his apartment, where the boy found him.

"It wasn't that Tal Rufen fellow, sir," he said, when Orm answered his door. The boy handed over the
parcd—which was, remarkably, till unopened. "He says heisn't missng anything."

Orm made anoise of mingled vexation and worry. "Well, I'll just take it back to theinn and leave it
there with the proprietor,” he said at |ast, waving his hands helplesdy. "I redlly don't know what el seto
do. What apity! I'm sure someoneis missing these. Well, you did your best, and I'm sorry you had to go
outinal that snow."

He gave the boy another smdl coin, thus ensuring his gratitude, and sent him off.
Well, now | have a face. Let's see what that face does.

He bundled himsdlf up to his nose with aknitted hat pulled down to his eyes, and took afishing-pole
and bucket of bait out to the bridge. There was reasonably good fishing in the clear water under the
bridge, and he wouldn't be the only citizen of Kingsford who paid the toll to perch out on the span and
attempt to add to hislarder, especidly not in winter, when ajob at casud labor was hard to find and no
onewas building anything, only doing interior work. Thiswould be the best place to intercept histarget,
and even though histarget might well know what Orm looked like from the sketch circulating among the
constables, not even Rand would be able to pick Orm out from the rest of the hopeful fishermen out on
the bridgein the cold.

Neverthdess, it was amiserable place to have to be. The wind rushed right up the river and cut
through his clothing; he soon picked up the peculiar little dance of the other fishermen as he stamped his
feet and swayed back and forth to try and increase his circulaion. By thetime Ta Rufen finally appeared,
mounted on asturdy old gelding, Orm was more than ready to leave the bridge. He hauled in hisline and
followed in Td'swake; the bridge guard looked at his empty string, gave him agrimace of sympeathy, and
didn't charge him thetoll. Orm gave him shivering, teeth-chattering thanks, and followed in Td Rufen's
wake.

Orm's disguise was quite enough to permit him to follow Tal unnoticed through the city, but it
wouldn't have gotten him into the Ducal Paace, and as Ta presented himsdlf a the postern-gate, Orm
went on with his head down and his shoulders hunched.

Now what? If hed had severa weeksto follow Ta Rufen, he might have been able to get himsdlf
into the palace by obtaining or creating asuit of livery and dipping over awal or in the servants gate. But



with no natice, no ideathat the man was alowed insde the gates, and no time to obtain livery without
risk—it wasn't going to be possible.

His best bet at this point was to abandon the pole and bucket somewhere, and come back to watch
the gate. There were plenty of places where he could loiter without attracting attention to himsdlf. The
palace was surrounded by the homes of the wealthy and powerful, like hens clustered around arooster.
But unlike the Ducal Pdace, they did not have extensive grounds and gardens, only little patches of
garden behind sheltering walls—which meant that the areaaround the palace was amaze of streetsand
aleys. In the summer and at night those would be patrolled by guardsto discourage ne'er-do-wells and
would-be thieves, but in the middle of winter no one would bother to patrol by day. The hard part would
beto find a place where he could leave afishing pole and a bucket without someone noticing and
wondering where they had come from.

In the end, he had to wait for a rubbish-collector to come by, collecting rags and bones from the
refuse of the mighty, and throw the items onto his cart when he wasn't looking. The rag-and-bone man
would not question his good luck when he found those items; the poor never questioned windfalls, lest
those windfals be taken from them.

Now freed of his burdens, he hurried back to the palace and watched the gate.

Eventudly Ta Rufen emerged, but without the horse—and no longer wearing his Church Guard
livery. That probably meant that the man was planning on going about within the city.

| just hope heisn't planning on visiting any other places where | can't go, Orm thought glumly,
anticipating more hanging about on freezingly cold street corners while the constable did whatever he was
doing out of Orm'sSght.

But luck waswith him, for Ta Rufen headed straight into neighborhoods where Orm felt most a
home. And then, to Orm's great pleasure, he went into atavern. Orm followed himin, got aseet a a
table near him, and warmed his hands on amug of hot ale while the congtable began interviewing people,
who arrived punctudly, one with each haf hour, asif by previous gppointment. It wasn't too difficult to
overhear what he was talking about; Orm wasn't overly surprised to learn that Ta Rufen waslooking for
information about Rand—or rather, about the person or persons who had killed the girl called Curlew.
Through some miracle of organization, he had managed to find many of the witnessesto thekill; by a
further miracle, he'd arranged consecutive gppointments with al of them. Why he was interviewing them
here instead of in a constabulary, though, Orm couldn't hazard a guess.

Unless, of course, there were constables also interviewing witnesses, and there was no room to put
al of theinterviewers and interviewees. That idearather anused Orm, the thought of the chaos such a
Stuation would cause. Why, they might not have the room to actudly interview criminasd It indicated to
him, a least, that the authorities were grasping at straws, which was a comforting thought, given the
inconvenience and worry that the sketch of hisface had given him.

Needless to say, no one had much to tell Rufen, other than their obvious eyewitness accounts, many
of which conflicted with each other. One witness swore that the killer had been snarling and swearing at
the girl before he killed her, for instance; another claimed that the killer had dipped through the crowd
unnoticed, dressed in the black costume of a professiona n. What Rufen made of those accounts
was questionable, though if hewas atrained constable, he would aready know that "eyewitness'
accounts were seldom as accurate as their tellers thought. People would change their memoriesto suit
what they thought should have happened—so for twenty people who saw something happen, there
would be at least three who would make things up that fell in line with their own pet conspiracy theories.
Orm had dready taken advantage of that in manipulating the memories of his neighborsto suit hisown
purposes.

Orm had to admire Rufen's pers stence, though; he gave no indication that any of what he wastold
bored or disgppointed him. He merely listened and took notes with arather ingenious little pen that never
needed dipping in an inkwell. Deliambren, Orm guessed; most clever mechanisms were Deliambren.



That gave Orm another idea; he went out and purchased a change of outer clothing—thistime
something less threadbare, but dl in black, like one of Shend's artigtic friends—a graphite-stick, and one
of those inexpensive blank books. He returned to the inn, got another table near Tal Rufen, and ordered
ahot drink.

When the drink arrived, hetook turns sipping it, staring into space, and scribbling franticaly in the
book. After one amused ook, the serving-wench left him done. 1t would have been obviousto any dolt
that Orm was—supposedly—composing something, probably poetry, and probably bad poetry. In
actuality, he was writing down everything Tal Rufen wore, ate, drank, used, and said, in something that
looked very like blank verse. Orm knew from experience that between his abbreviations and histiny,
crabbed, dantwise | etters, no one could read his handwriting except himsalf, so he had no fearsthat one
of the serving-girls might get curious and read something she shouldn't.

He'd used this particular ruse more than oncein his career, but never had it been more useful than
now. So long as aplace wasn't jammed with people, and so long as he kept paying for frequent refills of
his cup, no one minded amad poet taking up alittle table-space. He was clean, moderately attractive,
and he gave the serving-wenches something to giggle about. None of them would make overtures
towards him, of course—asaclass, serving-girlswere surdily practicd little things, and had notimein
their livesfor a—probably impoverished—poet. Any flirting they did would be saved for someone with a
steady job and enough money in his pocket to buy more than an endless round of tea.

He continued the pretense of being awriter for aslong as Ta Rufen interviewed people who had
been present at the kill; pretended fits of thought gave him the opportunity to stare a the Church
constable or anyone el sefor aslong as he liked without anyone taking offense, because it looked asif he
was staring blankly into space, and not actudly a anyone. The serving-girlsfound it amusing or touching,
according to their natures. Tal Rufen noticed, then ignored him, precisaly as Orm had hoped. Thelast
thing that a constable of any kind would expect would be that aman he was trying to track down would
comefollowing him, so Rufen paid no further attention to the "poet" at the corner table.

Orm was neither impressed nor amused by Rufen; he was adequate, certainly, and thorough, but
hardly brilliant. In his opinion, there was nothing redlly to fear from this man except his persstence.

Orm took careto leavefirst, when he sensed that Tal was about to wind up hisinterviews. He
thanked hislatest serving-girl shyly, picked up the bag that held his other clothing and stuffed hiswriting
parapherndiainto it, and left. He ducked into the shelter of an alley and changed his coat back to that of
the fisherman, pulled adifferent wool cap down over his head, and waited, bent over and tying a
bootlace, for Tal to emerge from the tavern.

When the constable gppeared, Orm gave him alittle bit of alead, then followed him. From theinn,
Ta went back to the palace, got his horse, and returned to the Abbey without making asingle stop dong
theway. By thistime, it waslate in the afternoon, and Orm doubted that Ta would be doing anything
more until the morrow. It would, however, be an early day for him; most of the people associated with
the Abbey rose before dawn, and he suspected that Ta Rufen would be no exception.

Orm took histime, getting himself afine dinner, and only returning to his gpartment after dark.
Coming in through the back, he listened for sounds of Rand, but complete silence ruled the place. Rand
could not walk up therein his current form without making scratching noises on the floor; either he was
adeep, or out, and in neither case would he be aware that Orm was back. Orm grinned; let him assume
that his employee was out keeping an eye on Ta Rufen dl night; it would avoid an argument. Besides, the
heavy meal made him deepy, as he had hoped it would. He was going to have to get up with the dawn if
he expected to catch Rufen on hisway out tomorrow, and that meant he redlly ought to go to bed now if
he expected to get a decent night's deep.

Thefollowing day, at dawn, Orm was back on the bridge with a new fishing-line and bucket, and
while he was waiting for Rufen to put in an appearance, he actudly caught two fish! Both were
river-salmon, large and fat, and he gave one to the toll-guard who'd passed him through the day before.
Let the man think that it was out of gratitude; Orm wanted to have areason for the man to think well of



him and let him out on the bridge without question if he had to come back here anymore. He and the
guard exchanged afew words—Orm sighed over the difficulties of finding work in the winter,
complained about showing up where there was supposed to be some work this morning, only to find a
dozen men there before him. The guard made sympathetic noises, and promised that Orm could fish
without toll whenever he was out of work. This pleased Orm twice over—once that the guard would not
be surprised if he didn't show up for awhile, or indeed, ever again; and twice because he wasn't going to
have to pay out toll-feesfor the privilege of spying on that damned Ta Rufen.

Thistime when Rufen appeared, it was at the Sde of awoman that Orm assumed was High Bishop
Ardis. Herecognized Rufen at a distance just by recognizing the old gelding, and there was someone else
there with him—someone obvioudy of very high position within the Judticiars. It was awoman, dressed
inafine cloak and robes of Judticiar red, and athough she was not wearing the miter of the bishopric, she
was wearing a scarlet skull-cap edged with gold under the hood of her scarlet cloak. Shewas aso
mounted on afine white mule, and most of the Judticiars rode very ordinary-looking beasts when they | eft
the Abbey. Given dl of those factors, it would have been more surprising if the woman hadn't been
Ardis.

Orm followed them discreetly, but they went straight to the headquarters of the Kingsford constables,
and from there to the Ducal Palace again. Both were places he couldn't go, so he loitered in the freezing
cold until they came out again. They went straight back to the Abbey, and did not emerge again that day.

Uneventful—except that by seeing them together, Orm had actualy established that Td Rufen was
acting for the High Bishop and as her assistant aswell as her personal guard. If sheldd had any other
assistant, there would have been three or four people going across the bridge to Kingsford. That was
useful information, and Rand would be pleased to haveit.

The Black Bird waswaiting for him thistime, and from thelook of him, was abit impatient. Orm
heard him scrabbling about upstairs as he paced, and went straight to his room as soon as he changed,
with his notebook tucked under one arm. Rand's eyes grew aert at the sight of it. With talonsinstead of
hands, of course the Black Bird was unable to read these things for himself, so Orm read to him from his
own notes. The Bird's eyes grew very bright, and when Orm was done, he gave a cawing laugh.

"Good!" hesaid. "Very good! Excellent, infact. Y ou don't need to follow Ta Rufen for the present,
Orm. | might ask you to resume later, but for now, the next couple of days, we can concentrate on other
things. For one thing, there are some odd articles I'd like for you to get for me. One or two of those
Deliambren pens, for instance; I'm aware that they'll be difficult to obtain, so make a concerted effort to
get them.”

Baffled, Orm nodded. | suppose that Rand istrying to find away to take Rufen out of this equation.
That makes sense; by now it certainly seemsthat Ardisisthe main force behind investigating the kills.
Without her pursuit of the case, it won't get very far. Without Rufen, Ardiswill be effectively without
hands and feet. The Bishop can't move around the streets unobtrusively, and she certainly can't interview
the kinds of people | saw Rufen talking to today.

He wondered about the pens, though—unless—

A lot of spells have written components—with one of those pens, even the Bird might be able
to manage writing.

Or perhaps he wanted to try writing letters.

It's Rand; he's crazed. He might just want a pen because Rufen has one.

That made about as much sense as anything.

Theimportant thing was that it looked asif Rand was concentrating on getting Rufen disposed of;
and for once, Orm wasin agreement with the madman'sidesas. If Rand decided to take the direct
gpproach, perhaps even by diminating the constable forever, well, Rufen wasn't going to be guarding his
own back, he was going to be watching out for Ardis. And if he decided to take the indirect approach,
there were any number of waysthat Orm could think of that would tie T Rufen up in complications and



even scanda until he was unable to do anything about the murders.

And meanwhile, heisn't going after anyone dangerous and heisn't ranting at me. That initself was
enough to keep Orm contented—

For now, anyway. It might be awarm day in Kingsford before he felt completely content again.

Chapter Fourteen

Obtaining the Deliambren pen was not as difficult as Rand gpparently assumed it would be; Orm had
information about who might have such itemswithin aday. Hed been quite confident that he would have
word within aweek at the latest, although Rand obvioudy was under the impression that such an exotic
item would have to be imported at tremendous expense. But asmal Deliambren contrivance, whilea
luxury, was aso useful—and it was something that awealthy person would want to be able to show off.
That meant that the wedlthy would not leave such an object safely a home, they would take their pens
with them. When they removed their little prizes from the secure area of their home, eventudly, the pens
would be lost—or stolen.

It wasthe latter that Orm was most interested in. Such things turned up now and again in the goods
that pick-pockets disposed of to fences. There was one minor problem, at least as Orm foresaw.
Because they were the expensive toys of the very rich, they should be rdatively rare, but Orm's
information led him to believe that there were more of them herein Kingsford than in many citiesOrm
had been in. This might have been because agood many of them were gifts from Duke Arden to people
he particularly wanted to reward, and Arden had strong Deliambren dliances. Thiswas especialy
evidenced in the presence of the crimson-winged map-maker, who was, word had it in some circles,
helping Arden and Kingsford as atoken of Deliambren concern. Pens, however, were more tangible, and
likely cheagper than even aday'swork from the Haspur.

The fence that Orm was sent to had three of thethings, al three of them identical to Rufen's. The
case was of black enameled metal, with a close-fitting cap and alever on the side that somehow enabled
the contrivance to drink up theink it was dipped into. The fence demonstrated one of the devicesfor
Orm with cong derabl e casua ness that suggested he must have had these three for sometime.

"How much?' Orm asked.
The fence laughed. "What would you say to fifteen slver for thelot?"

Orm was extremely surprised at the low price for a Deliambren rarity, and alowed his surprise to
show. "1 would tell you | would buy thelot," he said, certain that the fence could not be serious. "And
you, of course, would laugh a me and tell methat of course, you meant to say gold and not silver.”

The fence acknowledged his surprise, and grimaced.

"I haven't had anyone that wanted one of thesefor ayear. | would gladly sell you dl threefor fifteen
dlver, and think mysdlf pleased with the bargain.”

Fifteen slver! Orm thought. Why, that's afraction of their red value—



"Now, don't think to go making a profit,” the fence admonished, "Don't think to take 'em out on the
street and peddie 'em. Fact is, a constable that notices you've got one of 'em had better know you're a
High Muckety Muck yourself, or you'l get clapped in gaol faster'n you can think. That'sthe trouble;
they're easy t'lift but hard t'get rid of. Lots'o people look at 'em and want ‘em bad, but what's the point if
you're gonnaget arrested if you show one?”

"Then why did you take them if you know you can't be rid of them?' Orm asked.

"l got theminalot of other suff,” the fencetold him. "If I'd known they werein there, | might not
have bought it. Maybe you could take 'em out of the city and sall ‘em, but not here—and you'd have to
get agood piece away just to be safe.”

"Thethingsjust are not like jewelry, are they?' Orm observed, and the fence nodded his round head
vigoroudy.

"Pree-cisly!" His head bobbed like achild's toy as he waxed enthusiagtic. "Y ou get abit'o jewelry
that's hard to dispose of, you can break it down—not these! Y ou even try to open oneto see how it's
put together, you got abig messand alot'o little usdess bits.”

He speaks asif he had experience with that Situation, Orm thought with amusement. | wonder if he
meant to try and have the things duplicated? He could make alively business of them if he could—Hbuit |
suppose he didn't know that the Deliambrens have ahabit of making sure no one can actualy take any of
their devices apart for precisdly that reason.

"And if | don't show themin public?' he asked.

Again, the fence shook hishead. "If you figger on keeping thesein the house, like, you'll bedl right.
But don't forget and carry one out with you. | won't be responsibleif you do.”

Orm chuckled, and promised held be careful, then bought al three pensfor haf the price he thought
he'd have to pay for one.

He tucked them into a hidden pocket insde his coat, making sure they were secure from
pickpockets. It would be supremely ironic to have bought them from afence only to have a pickpocket
stedl them back.

He decided to keep one for himsdlf, and give the other two to Rand; he rather liked the look of the
things himself, and was dready thinking of waysto disguise his so that he could useit in public. He
aways had enjoyed achalenge, and thiswas one worth pursuing as an exercise for his cleverness.

Rand was s0 pleased that Orm had gotten, not just one, but two pens, and quickly, that he actualy
produced amonetary bonusfor his employee. The bonus was a sizable one, large enough that Orm was
taken aback by it. Rand hadn't given him abonus since the earliest days of their association, and never
onethishig.

Rand aso gave him the evening off—officialy—and leave to go spend it however he cared to. "Go
on," the Bird croaked. "Enjoy yoursalf however best pleases you. Do not return until dawn, if that isyour
wish"

"Thank you," he said flatly. Such "permission” was as galing as the bonus was pleasurable, dthough
Rand probably was not aware that it was.

There wasn't much e se that the Bird cared to say, so Orm stood up to leave the apartment with
mixed fedings Arrogant bastard. | can damned well take any night | please any time | please, and
without his leave. Orm was haf tempted to stay at home—but then another thought occurred to him.

He might want me out of the house because he's planning on trying something magical, and he doesnt
want me around when he does. So he thanked Rand solemnly without showing his anger and went down
to his own gpartment to consider his actionsfor the evening.

Curiogity ate at him; if Rand was going to try something while he wasin the Black Bird form, Orm
might very well want to watch. It could be amusing to watch him trying to work magic with no
hands. Orm didn't know much about how actua magic was worked, but he had some vague notions



culled from tales and common songs. This could be quite hilarious, if Rand had to draw diagrams or mix
potions. How would he do it? With hisfeet?

But another notion was not so amusing. Thismight very well have something to do with that eerlier
threat Rand had made. If that was the case, Orm had avested interest in keeping an eye on the
proceedings.

On the other hand, if things went badly, did Orm redlly want to be there? If heis going to work
magic, and he makes a mistake because of hisform—it could be very dangerous. | have heard of such
things, it would be better if | wasfar away at the time the mistake is made.

And if Rand was doing something that involved Orm's future, would he have been so blatant about
wanting Orm out of the way? No, he's mad, but he isn't supid. And—I have only slly talesto base my
concernson. Heisthelast creature in the world to risk himsdlf.

Rand had been too cautious for too long. No, he probably wants me out of the way because
whatever he's about to do is going to be noisy, and he doesn't want me trying to burst in on himin the
middle of it, thinking he's gotten himsdlf into trouble,

Not that Orm was likdly to try to burst in to rescue Rand from his own magica folly; far from it! But
too much noise of an odd variety, and even Orm might be tempted to go knock adoor down to stop it.

Or too many stinks coming down from above. Orm actudly grimaced alittle at that thought; Rand
had once perpetrated something that caused the worst odor Orm had ever had the misfortuneto
encounter, an effluviaso rank that it burned the eyes and made the nose water, made him cough for two
days, and forced them to get rid of every scrap of food in the house. He wasn't certain what had caused
that particularly horrid stench; it might have been Rand trying magic, or it might have been Rand bringing
home something his bizarre bird body craved. If something that was going to cause areek like that was
what Rand was up to, Orm would very happily leave for the evening.

So hedid, and for the first time in months, enjoyed an evening at one of the city's better Houses.
Why not? He certainly had the money for it. He chose the Fragrant Orchard, aHouse which
accommodated discriminating but not exotic tastes—and which had no entertainment other than good
food and the ladies themselves.

He entered wearing a suit of clothing he had kept back to use for blending in at just such an
establishment; clearly expensive, but in an understated fashion and somber colors. Even though he had
not made an appointment, he was ushered to afine table, and the Madame herself cameto ask him his
preferences. She sent over aserver immediately, and his evening commenced, beginning with an excedllent
mesdl, proceeding on to the services of avery talented and supple lady who bdieved in taking timeto
appreciate the finer things, and ending with asteam-bath and amassage. He even took a hired carriage
home, although he took the precaution of having it leave him on the corner, and he walked the rest of the
way. It lacked afew hours until dawn; there was a certain damp quality to the air that promised more
snow, though none was faling now. Could the Black Bird fly in snow? Probably, most birds could. There
was no one on the street, and not alight to be seen in the windows. Except for the street-lamps at each
corner, the only light came from the stars.

He sniffed the air gingerly as he entered, and thought he detected something dubious; he went back
into hiskitchen and made asimilar tria of thefood, but couldn't taste anything wrong there. Well, maybe
Rand had learned something the last time; the hint of bitter aromawas stronger in the kitchen and
bedroom than in the Sitting-room, but opening the windows cleared it out, and once the fires were built
up again, the rooms warmed quickly. Orm thought once during the process about checking on Rand, but
there was no sound from above, and he decided not to bother. Rand had indicated that he didn't want to
be bothered; very well, Orm wouldn't bother him. If he was awake and aware, he certainly knew that
Orm was home, for Orm hadn't made any attempt to be quiet. When neither sound nor summons came
from above as the rooms warmed up to a reasonable temperature, Orm decided to complete his night of
freedom with agood rest.



In the morning, however, the expected summons came in the form of three hard raps on the ceiling of
his bedroom. Orm answered it with acam he had not expected to fed. No matter what Rand came up
with, he was confident that he had everything he needed in place to ded with the consequences.

But Rand's new plan was a considerable surprise. "We're going back to the old ways," the Black
Bird announced, before Orm could even say anything. "I don't need Free Bards, | don't need Gypsies, |
don't even need musicians. Just women—~but I'm going to need alot of them; frankly, Orm, the kind of
killswe were taking when we first started just don't supply nearly as much power, so what wewill lack in
quaity we must make up in quantity.”

"But they're easier to get, and you can get alot of them,” Orm pointed out, feeling alittle light-headed
from such a pleasant surprise. "'For that matter, you could do afew more of the long kills, theindoor
ones, like the jewe er-kill—that was how you got more power out of the poorer quality women back
when we started.”

The Bird's beak bobbed as Rand nodded agreement. "Y ou're right. And we can do that. There'sjust
going to beadight difficulty for you, though."

Orm's shoulderstensed. A dight difficulty. Now it comes! Now he tells me something outrageous.
"What would that be?" he asked.

"I'm going to want you to hide the bodiesfor awhile,” Rand told him. "Not forever! Not even for
more than afew weeks. | want them found, but | don't want them found immediately—I want them found
inatimeand place of my choosing.”

Oho! There's a complicated plan going on here, and he has no intention of telling mewhat it is
until it's too late for me to do anything about it. Should | be pleased or alarmed?

Pleased, he decided. At least the killswould be easier, safer— "In certain cases, you might not want
to useatool," hesad cautioudy. "I could take care of the Stuation mysdif.”

"Oh?" If the Bird had possessed a brow, Rand would have arched it. "I thought you didn't do that
sort of thing."

"I can make an exception in the case of expediency, if it'stoo difficult to find atool,” Orm replied.
And I'll be wearing silk gloves so you can't take me over, he added silently. | have no intention of
following in the footsteps of the tools.

But Rand only gave astrange, gurgling sound that was his equivaent of achuckle. "That won't be
necessary. |'ve picked out the women aready. Thefirst oneis going to be another of that crowd that
livesin the bookstore—in fact, I'd like to dispose of al three of the women living there now. We could
takedl of them in asingle night if we planned it right. The women aways come back to the shop long
before the men do."

"Oh, redly?" Orm laughed. Ordinarily, he wouldn't have wanted the exposure that came from
repeating a pattern, but if the bodies were going to be hidden, it wouldn't matter. "Fine. Let mefind a
placeto put them. I'll go looking now; when | have aplace, I'll come back and tell you."

He wanted to go out immediately, because the idea that immediately occurred to him wasto use one
of the boathouses or small warehouses out on the riverbank. Pleasure-boats were al in drydock at repair
houses for the winter and wouldn't go into the boathouses until spring; if he could find a sufficiently
dilapidated place, he might be ableto rent it for abit of next to nothing.

And if Rand doesn't care how and where the bodies are found, only when, we could dump them all
into the river unseen from the boathouse, and let the current carry them away. If nothing ese, the bodies
could be left amid chunks of ice to preserve them aslong as winter lasted. There was no reason for
customs officias or constables to search boathousesin the winter; there was no smuggling in winter worth
mentioning.

Failing aboathouse, awarehouse would certainly do, if it was smal enough—~but there would not be
the option of aquick and "invisble" means of disposal of the bodies.



Perhaps it wouldn't be a bad thing to take some initiative before he delivers orders. "I'll go out
and find a—gtorage facility,” he said, standing up. "Unless you have something e sein mind?"

Rand was il in afine mood, and perfectly ready to allow Orm to make his own choice, apparently.
"Good. Get something today, if you can. I'd liketo begin immediately with thislittle project; we don't
have any timeto spare.”

We don't have any time to spare? Suddenly, it seems, we have a schedule to meet.

But Orm was not |loathe to take the hint, and by nightfall, Orm the spice-merchant had acquired a
strongly built but shabby little boathouse, and asmall warehouse amere block away from it, convenient
to thedigtrictsin which Orm proposed to find most of their kills.

After dl, it didn't hurt to be really prepared.

Fivekillsin one night, and Rand was human again.

Infact, hed been human after thefirgt kill, astandard scenario for them. One girl wasdonein the
shop; the young man who'd taken their blade entered the bookshop, knifed the lone girl, dropped the
knife beside the body, then threw himself into the river. That |eft the shop empty asthey waited for the
arrivad of the other two girls. But it was Rand who took up the blade and ambushed the other two as they
camein, first rendering them unconscious, then disposing of them at hisleisure. He had not persondly
made akill since the last woman held taken as the Black Bird, several months ago.

Orm watched with utter fascination as Rand made the second two kills; the fierce, cold pleasure the
man took in the act, the surgica precision with which hefirgt disabled them, then vivisected them.

Very enlightening. He hadn't known Rand was cgpable of that much concentration. But then again,
Rand had agreat dedl to gain from these exercises, and the women themsaves were limited in use and
power unless he drew out their experience aslong as he could.

In the end, they were interrupted by the unexpected arrival of one of the men. The fellow entered the

shop without either of them hearing him, and blundered right into what must have seemed like a scene out
of the Church'stales of Hellfire.

Hedidn't have long to appreciateit, however. As he stood there, mouth stupidly agape, Rand leapt
for him, both blood-smeared hands outstretched and reaching for histhroat.

A moment later, the man was on hisknees at Rand's feet, making gurgling noises as Rand throttled
the life out of him. The mage's hands were locked about the fellow's throat so tightly that although his
victim clawed franticaly at the fingers, there wasn't achance of budging him.

Orm watched in detached fascination. Rand didn't let up until the man's face was black, histongue
protruding from his mouth, and his eyes bulging, froglike, out of their sockets. Then the mage released his
grip, knuckles crackling, and the body dropped to the floor with an audible thud.

Orm coughed, and Rand turned; he hardly recognized the mage, his face was so distorted with arage
and hunger far beyond anything Orm could even imagine. For one moment, Orm was actualy shocked.
He had never dreamed that there was thiskind of emotion locked within the mage.

He isfar more dangerous than | thought.

Then Rand's expression changed, al in amoment, and it was so bland and smooth that Orm
wondered if what he had seen had been atrick of thelight.

No. | don't think so. | saw it, and that's my warning. But I'd better pretend | didn't seeit.

"Why didn't you use the knife on him?' Orm asked, mildly.

Rand sneered. "He wasn't worth it,” the mage said. "Now, let's get these husksinto hiding, before
any of the rest come back unexpectedly.”

Orm had dready made provison for this night'swork; in the aley behind the shop was ahandcart,
the kind the rag-and-bone men used to hold their gleanings. He and Rand wrapped the bodies in sheets



of rags, then carried the bodies out to the cart, which easily held four with room for apile of rags atop
them. The dley might have been in acity of the dead; there was no sound other than their heavy
breathing, their grunts of effort, the thuds as they heaved the bodiesinto the cart, and the squeaking and
rattling of the cart itself. When they finished loading the cart, they went back into the shop and spent a
few moments throwing al the books, paper, and printing suppliesto the floor, then dumping out the cans
of ink ontop of it al. When the rest of the group returned, it would look asif some enemy had comein
and ransacked the shop. They might assume it was Duke Arden's people, or the constables. If they did,
they would probably flee without ever reporting anything to anyone. No one would ever know what had
gone on here, which made Orm perfectly happy.

By the time they were done, the place not only looked asif it had been ransacked, it looked asiif
severa people had worked with great malice to destroy everything here. They glanced around for a
moment, and Rand nodded with satisfaction at the extent of the damage. Then, throwing shabby, patched
cloaks over their own clothing, they each took ahandle of the cart and trundled it openly out into the
dreet. There, they were completely ignored even by a passing constable, for who would ever look a a
refuse-collector? The cart was well balanced and light, but it was il dreadfully difficult to pull when fully
loaded. Asit rumbled and squeaked, Orm laid aside his concern with being stopped, and just
concentrated on getting the cart back to the boathouse.

Orm was thoroughly fatigued by the time they reached the haven of the boathouse, though Rand
seemed perfectly capable of hauling the cart hafway to Birnam if need be. Orm wondered about that;
wondered if the last kill didn't have something to do with thisunusua energy.

Or perhapsit was smply because Rand got so much exercise in the form of the Black Bird that he
wasfar stronger than Orm would have supposed.

With the cart inside the boathouse doors and the doors themseal ves closed, Orm took up the second
stage of the night's work. Not too surprisingly, Rand now abdicated in the further work to be done,
leaving it al to Orm. Orm suspected that the only reason he had helped in loading and pulling the cart
wasto get the bodies cleared out before anyone el se came back—he was able to handle one intruder,
but a pack of them would have been too much even for amage. But now that they were safely in
hiding—wsdll, it would al be on Orm's shoulders.

Andif Orm didn't take certain precautions, he could betied to the kills as easily as Rand. The bodies
needed to be immersed in running water for at least an hour to cleanse them of al of the magical traces of
Rand's power—and, incidentally, of Orm's touch. That was the easy part; Orm tied ropes around them
and lowered them into a hole held chopped in theice. There they would remain for the requisite time, and
in the meantime, he and Rand changed their clothing, cleaned up, and threw the clothing, weighted by an
old stone anchor, into the hole,

When the hour was up, they both hauled the bodies out of the water and stacked the now-rigid
corpsesin acorner, throwing an aged tarpaulin over them, just in case. They'd be frozen stiff by morning,
and easier to handle. By then, false-dawn lightened the eastern horizon, and Orm was so weary hewould
have been perfectly prepared to share the boathouse with their four "guests.” He and Rand made their
way back home together, like apair of late-night carousers, Orm wastoo tired to even think and too
numbly cold to care. He fell straight into bed and dept around the clock.

They made akill every two nightsfor two weeks. Rand remained in human form the entire time, and
their killswere mostly by smple ambush out on the sireet. There were two more that were under roofs,
but Orm didn't see those; instead of using atool, Rand handled the kill personally. Rand was aone with
the women, and Orm stood lookout for severa hours. Afterwards, the condition of the bodies suggested
that Rand had found leisure to be even more inventive than he had been with the bookshop girls, and
much more likethe jeweler-kill in gridy details.

Other than those two, however, the killswere quick; the longest part of the proceedings was bringing
the bodies back to the boathouse and cleansing them. Rand picked out the kills, Rand made thekills,



usually with atool, and Orm cleaned up afterwards. With only one body to pick up in the handcart and
take to the boathouse, cleanup wasn't dl that difficult and it didn't take agreat ded of time. Orm became
quite confident as he casualy whedled hisrag-cart past constables, though the constabulary appeared
more tense day by day. During the days, he continued to pursue his safeguards, as Rand spent most of
the rest of the days and part of each night engaged in something in the room of his apartment that Orm
associated with magic. Orm could hear him walking about up there, and wondered what he was doing. It
was more than idle curiosity; after seeing the mage's " other face'—and one that Orm was more and more
convinced was the true one—Orm was very concerned about his own safety. When Rand went down,
he wouldn't go without taking Orm with him if he could. And if Rand thought he could arrange for Ormto
take the whole blame, he certainly would.

The dtreet-kills were, in some ways, riskier than the ones Rand performed through atool, and the
power-payoffs were nowhere near as high. Orm figured that Rand must need the extra power to stay
human, in order to work on something specid. He was certainly keeping at hiswork with amazing
diligence, thelike of which he had not demonstrated before.

Findly, after three days without akill, Rand emerged from his gpartment and came down the stairsto
enter Orm'’s sanctum, wearing that peculiar nervousness that warned Orm he was about to change back
into the Black Bird. He had asmall package wrapped in old silk (probably cut from a secondhand
garment) in his hand, and gaveit to Orm.

Orm unwrapped it; he expected another knife, but it was one of the pens, lying on the yellowed silk
inhishand likeadeek, dim black fish.

"I want you to find away to substitute thisfor the same object Tal Rufen carries," Rand said, clasping
his hands behind him, a gesture that Orm aready knew wasto hide the fact that they were trembling
uncontrollably. "When you've done that, it will be time to move the bodies. Pile them up in the dead-end
aley behind the bookshop—no one ever comesthere at night. Try to do it artisticaly if you can.”

Orm nodded. "What then?' he asked, taking care not to show the dightest trace of dismay. But he
knew—he knew. There was only one reason why Rand would want him to plant an object on High
Bishop Ardiss persona bodyguard and assistant.

| can't believeit. HE's going to do what | was most afraid of. He's going after the High Bishop.
He's beyond insane.

Rand amiled, the corner of hisleft eyetwitching. "Ta Rufen and Ardiswill certainly go ingpect the
gte, and that iswhen—" He broke off. "Never mind. Just go out now; take care of it."

With that, he turned on his hed and left, moving very quickly, though not at all steedily. He was about
to turn back into the Black Bird, and he wasn't going to do it in front of Orm.

Meanwhile, Orm was holding himsdlf to thisroom only by force of will. He wanted to bolt, now,
before he got caught up any further in this madness. Steady on, Orm told himself. | saw this coming;
I'm prepared for it. The only question is, when do | jJump? | have to pick the time and place when
Rand won't expect me to abandon him, and when he'll be the most vulnerable.

After due consderation, he decided to wait until the last possible moment at this " specid Kill" itsdlf.

I'll get the pen into Rufen's pocket, dump the bodies the way Rand wants me to, and wait around for
Rand to make his move. When he does, I'll get out of here. | won't wait around to watch and see what
he does. Maybe dl he plansisto get Rufen to give the High Bishop the pen and then take over her, but
I'm not counting on it. Evenif hekills her, he's never going to get away with it; every Church magein the
Human Kingdomsis going to descend on Kingsford to catch the murderer. And when they do, | am not
going to be hereto seeit.

Thefirg order of busnesswasto find Ta Rufen, who could well have been anywhere, and many of
the places he might be were those where Orm could not go. The smplest course of action—sending him
the pen asif hed left it somewhere—would just not do. It was likeliest that he would check, discover that
he still had his pen, then try to send it back or find its rightful owner. The knives had dl had magic on



them intended to make the person who touched them want the knife, and fed uncomfortable when it
wasn't on their person, but Orm doubted that the same was true for the pen. A spdll of that nature
wouldn't do for an object that was to enter a place that was the home to dozens of mages, who would
likely sense something wrong. The magic on this pen would have to be invisible, undetectable, right up to
the point when Rand invoked it.

Find Rufen. That was hisfirst order of business. So, with a hearty sgh, he donned his
fisherman-gear, and plodded out into the freezing cold to wait on the bridge. Sooner or later, Ta Rufen
would have to pass him here, no matter where he went in the city.

But asthe day dragged on, Orm thought for certain that his luck had deserted him; he had gone out
onto the bridge before noon, and never saw theleast Sight of Td Rufen al day. Even hisfishing-luck left
him: his bait was stolen adozen times without ever getting asolid bite; Orm suspected that therewas a
sngle, clever fish down there that kept taking the bait and passing it out to hisfriends. He could picture
the miserable thing now, thumbing its nose a him—if fish had noses—and telling an admiring crowd just
how poor afisherman Orm redly was.

He was just about frozen dl the way through, hisfeet numb, hisfingers aching, asthe sun hovered
redly just above the western horizon. Rand is just going to have to wait a day, hetold himsdf, wanting
to shout doud with frugtration. Maybe two. Maybe more! After all, it'snot asif | could somehow call
Rufen out into Kingsford—it's not my fault that he hasn't been stupid enough to leave a perfectly
comfortable, warm building and traipse across a bridge in a frigid wind.

He looked up to gauge the amount of time left until dark, and for a change looked back at the city
instead of the Abbey.

That was the moment that he saw Ta Rufen being carried dong in aknot of congestion towardsthe
bridge, heading for the Abbey.

Hedidn't stop to think, but he didn't move quickly, either. He dready knew what he had to do, but
he had to make it look genuine.

I'm a discouraged fisherman after a day of catching nothing, and when I go home, | can look
forward to no supper. I'm numb with cold, and I'm too wrapped up in my own troubles to pay
attention to where I'm going.

He bent in aweary, stiff stoop to pick up his bait-bucket, draped his pole over his hunched
shoulders, and began to make hisway towards the Kingsford side of the bridge, nearing that tangled clot
of pedestrians, small carts, and riders with every step. Rufen was afoot rather than on horseback, and
there would never be abetter time than this to make the substitution.

| can't feel my fingers; what if they won't work right? What if he realizes |'ve gotten into his
document-pouch? What if—

Ashismind ran over al the worst prognostications, his body was acting as he had told it to act. He
limped towards Rufen with the gait and posture of aman twice hisage. At just the right moment, he
stumbled and fell againgt the constable.

And even as Rufen was gpologizing, asking if hewasdl right, and handing him back hisfishing rod,
Orm was continuing to "stumble’ against him, accepting his support and using it to cover hisrea actions.
Rufen had dropped his document-pouch; Orm picked it up, dropped it, picked it up again, and dropped
it asecond time, then allowing Rufen to pick it up himself. In the blink of an eye, as Orm picked the
pouch up the first time, the pen was gone, lifted nestly out of the document-pouch. In another blink, as
Orm picked it up the second time, Rand's pen was in the pouch with the rest of Tal Rufen's papers—and
Rufen never knew his"pocket” had been picked twice, once to extract the first pen and once to replace
the pen.

Orm "shyly" accepted Rufen's gpol ogies, stumbled through aclumsy apology of hisown, then hurried
on to the city as Rufen headed back to the Abbey. Orm's job wasn't complete yet. He till had a
baker's-dozen bodies to put out before daybreak.



Captain Fenriswas an actua veteran of combat, asurvivor of one of the feuds that had erupted
among the nobility until the High King came back to his senses and put astop to them. The Captain was
no stranger to mass daughter, but most of his constables were not ready to see bodieshegped upina
waist-high pile. The callousness of the scene unnerved them completely; even the hardiest of his
congtables was unable to remain in the vicinity of the cul-de-sac. Only Fenriswaited there, as Td and
Ardis answered the early-morning summons. Therest of the constables guarded the scene from the safe
distance of the entrancesto the dleyway.

"It'snot asbad asit could be," Fenris said, quite camly, as heled the two Church officias down the
dley. "No blood and the bodies are dl frozen. If this had been high summer, it would have been bad.”

It was quite bad enough. Ta had learned after many hours spent in morgues how to detach himself
from his surroundings, but the number of dead in itself was enough to stun. Fenriss warning about what
they would find made it possible for him to face the pile of about a dozen bodies with exterior calm, a
least.

The corpseswere dl fully clothed, in straight positions asif they had aready been laid out for burial.
That made the way they were negatly stacked al the more disturbing; just like apile of logs, only the"logs’
had been living human beings before they were so caloudy piled. Three of them had been severely
mutilated, with patterns carved into their flesh; patterns resembling, in abizarre way, ornamentation.
These three were on the top of the pile, their garments open to the wai s, to best display their condition.

Of all the many sceneswhere crimes had occurred that Tal had seen over the years, thiswasthe
most surredl. The dley was degp in shadow, the sky overcadt, the area so completely silent that the few
sounds that passing traffic made never even got asfar asthis cul-de-sac. This could have been the Hell of
the Lustful, the damned frozen in eternal immobility, denied even the comfort of their senses.

Insde, while part of him analyzed what wasin front of him, the rest of him wastrying to cope with the
idea of someone capable of such adaughter. And someone capable of making a display like this,
afterwards. That's what's the most unnerving. He strove to take himsalf out of the scene, to view it as
if itwasaplay on astage, but it was difficult not to imagine himsdlf as one of those victims.

"l sent arunner to tell Arden's people. What do you think?" Fenris asked as he edged hisway
around the pile.

"Havethem laid out, would you?' Ta asked, instead of answering him. The bodieswere dl coated in
ice, which wasinteresting, for it suggested that they had dl been in the water at onetime. Even their
garmentswere Siff withice.

And that would make sensg, if he's using the water to remove magic we could trace. That
would be why there was no blood, and no obvious bloodstains; they had been underwater long enough
for the blood to wash out of their clothing.

And isn't that what dl the advice-givers say? Rinse out blood with cold water to keep it from
ganing?He fought ahysterica urgeto laugh.

Fenris nodded at the two silent figures waiting to one side; robed and hooded, these must be two of
the Priestswho collected the dead in Kingsford. They said nothing, but smply went to work; handling
their charges respectfully, carefully and gently, asif the corpsesthey moved were of the highly-born, or
were degping, not dead. Td, watching them with surprise and admiration, found himsdlf wishing thet dll
those who cared for the dead were as compassionate as these two.

When they werefinished, Ta walked aong the row, carefully examining each one. Interestingly, one
was mae, and strangled, but the rest were al women, and had been stabbed. With athird of them, the
mutilated ones, it was difficult to be certain, but he thought that the find, fatal wound was the knife-blow
to the heart that was so characteristic of "their” killer. In the case of the rest, except for the man, that was
certainly so.

These victims were not musicians, but there were enough smilaritiesin how they had died that Ta



was certain that they tied in with their murderer, and he told Fenris so.

"Y ou think perhaps that one was someone who walked in a the wrong time?" Fenris hazarded,
pointing to thelonemae.

Ta nodded. "And those, the ones that were cut up—he's done this before, that Gypsy | told you
about."

"That was at the hands of ajeweer," Fenris noted.

"Asit always has been at the hands of atool,” Td agreed. "But thistimeit doeslook asif he'sdone
the work with his own hands, and | have to wonder why."

Fenris leaned over one of the bodiesto take a closer look. "Interesting. | think you may be right.
Maybe he didn't want to expend the magic he needed to use tools? But | can see something else
here—these are dl—well, human flotsam. They're not musicians. |'s he getting desperate? Could that be
why hedidn't take tools?"

Ta consdered that for amoment. "He might be. Welve made afairly good job of warning red
musicians off the street. But do remember—just because we haven't found tools, that doesn't mean he
didn't use them—they may smply be under the ice downstream, and we won't find them until spring.”

"He may need power, and agreat ded of it." That was Ardis, her face so white and till it could have
been amarble likeness. "That would make him desperate enough to do the work himself, and to murder
S0 many in so short aperiod of time.”

"Or helstaunting us," Ta suggested. That was his private opinion. "He's piled up dl these victimsto
say—'Look at me! Seewhat | can do, and you can't sop me!' He knows we're after him, and he knows
we haven't got asngleideaof who heisor whereto find him. Thisishisway of thumbing hisnose at us."

Ardis shook her head dubioudy. "I don't know about that. I've never heard of amurderer flaunting
himsdf—"

"Peoplelikethisare different,” Tal reminded her. "They have something to prove. They want to show
that they're better, smarter than anyone el sg; it enables them to think of the rest of usasinferior. But at
the sametime, they have to have someone to impress. So—you get displays—" he gestured at the line of
corpses "—though I'll admit the displays aren't usudly thislavish.”

Ardis shuddered vigbly. "With this many victims—one person couldn't have moved dl of them here
inasingle night. It would take at least two people; that means that he had to help hisaccomplice. This
may be the mistake we were looking for. | think that there will be traces of both of them here—maybe a
less-practiced mage wouldn't be able to find those traces, but if they're there, | will. And once | havethe
‘scent,' I'll be ableto find the men.”

Fenrisblinked at her, at the fierce tone of her voice and stepped to one side. ™Y our site, High
Bishop," hereplied, in the most respectful of voices.

Ta stepped to the sde aswell, and watched her as she knelt down by the side of thefirst inline. He
fingered the pen in his pocket as he wondered what she intended to do.

The pen—odd, he didn't usudly carry it there, but thismorning, hefdt asif hewanted it there, likea
luck-piece. The smooth surface was oddly soothing beneath hisfingers, like the surface of the
prayer-beads so many of the Priests carried—

Suddenly, with no warning at al, something seized complete control of him.

It felt asif hisclothing—or the air surrounding him—nhad hardened around him like ashell. And the
shell had amind of its own. Histhroat was pardyzed, and the air over hisface had hardened like a mask,
keeping his festures from moving. He watched, his heart begting in apanic, as his hand dowly came out
of his pocket holding the pen exactly like afighting-knife.

Hishand rosewith the peninit, and held it in front of hiseyes, mocking him. He knew, with dreadful
certainty, just what this strange and powerful force meant him to do, and that the pen had been the means
by which it had taken him over. How had the spdll been put on the pen? When and where? Never



mind—thekiller now had him as a puppet; this entire scene had been atrap, away to put him wherethe
killer could get a him. Somewhere above them, he was laughing, and about to use Td just as he had
used every other tool he had taken. Ta knew what his expression was—he'd seen it before, on other
killers. A blank, dead mask, with only hiseyes giving aglimpse of the struggle going on within him. Only
his mind was free—and that was meant to be atorture, that he should know what he was doing, and be
unableto stop it.

No! hethought &t it, anger blazing up in him. Not this time! Red-hot rage flared insgde him,
consuming him, mind and soul. He would not let the killer do thisagain!

Hefiercely fought the magic that encased him, and within afew moments he knew exactly why the
toolsdl had strange compression-bruises on their limbs. They, too, had struggled againgt thisshell, this
second skin of force, and their struggle had | eft bruises where the force crushed their flesh. Therewas
nothing for him that he could fight with his mind—this was no mental compulsion, it was agreater power
than hisforcing hislimbsto do what it willed, as an adult would force achild's cdlumsy and unwilling limbs
towalk. He could aswdll try to force ariver in flood to reverse its course; nothing he could do would
makeit rlease him.

He wanted to shout, to scream, but he could not even move hislips. His hands removed the cap of
the pen and dropped it; he advanced on the unsuspecting Ardis, who still knelt with her back to him, the
sharp-pointed pen in hishand held ready to stab her &t the base of her skull, killing her with asingle blow.

Fenris, completely oblivious to what was going on, had gone to the end of the dley to speak to his
men. Ta heard his voice echoing aong the brickwork, in a murmur too soft to be properly understood.
Ardiswas wrapped up in her magics, and wouldn't move until it wastoo late.

Horror twisted his ssomach and throat, and sent chills of fear up his backbone. Anger reddened his
vison and put afirein hisbely. Nether helped. Hewas still a prisoner to the crazed killer, and in another
few steps, Ardiswould be dead.

Abruptly, he gave up trying to fight in al areas but one—hisvoice.

He had to shout, to scream, to get out something to warn her!

His body reduced the interval between them to Six steps—five—

"Rrdsss!" He managed to make a strangled noise and Ardis looked up, and saw him poised to
strike, hand upraised.

She was bewildered for amoment, probably by his expression, or lack of it. It would never occur to
her that he was adanger to her! As he continued to lumber forward, he labored to get something more
out of histhroat. Despair gave him another burst of strength. She didn't understand; he had to make her
understand!

"Rrrdisss!" he gurgled through clenched teeth. "Rrrnn!”

Then, she blinked, and bewilderment gave way to startlement; then startlement gave way to
astonishment. He saw her tense, and start to move. She knew!

As he made hisfirgt lunge at her, she managed to get out of the way. But that put her into the
cul-de-sac, out of Sght of Fenrisand help, and well within hisreach. As he pursued her, chasing her in
thefilthy, dippery dley, he was astonished and appalled to redlize that she wasn't trying to escape him!

Instead, she kept edging backwards as she frowned with concentration and focused her intent gaze
on hisface. He saw her lips moving; saw her fingersweaving odd patternsin the air—

Then he knew what shewastrying to do, and if he could have screamed with anguish, he would
have.

My God—my God—she'strying to break thisthing to save me—shéll get hersdf killed trying to
bresk thisthing—

Visyr had gone out a dawn, brought by the summons of amessenger from the Abbey sent by Ardis.



An odd message, he had not been entirely certain what to make of it.

We have victims, it had read. Please meet us at this address, but stay up above. | want to see
who—or whai—iswatching us.

That had him alittle puzzled. Why would anything be watching them? It was during thetime of a
murder that the Black Bird appeared, not afterwards.

Nevertheless, he obeyed the summons, launching himsalf out onto adamp, chill wind into an ugly
gray morning. Thiswas not aday hewould have chosen to fly in; the air was heavy, and the dampness
cungto hisfeathers.

I'm going to be late, herealized, as he thought about how long it would have taken the messenger to
come from the Abbey, then for one of the pages to bring the message to him. 1t would be just my luck
to get there after they've all finished and gone away.

He pumped hiswings alittle harder, wishing that the cloud-cover wasn't so low. He wouldn't be able
to get any dtitude to speak of in thismuck.

As he neared the area Ardis had directed him to, he started to scan the rooftops for possible
landing-spots. The address the messenger had specified wasin an dley, not in the street; he couldn't
hover there indefinitely. Sooner or later he would haveto land and rest.

It wasthen, with astartled jolt, that he finally spotted the Black Bird held been looking for dl this
time

It was dancing around on arooftop overlooking the dley; it probably thought it was hidden from
view by an eaborate arrangement of cornices, chimney-pots, and other architectural outcroppings, but it
wasnt, not from directly above. And there was something about the way it was moving that wasthe very
opposite of comicd. In fact, the moment he saw it, he had the same fedling that vipers, adders, spiders
and poisonous insects gave him—asick, shivery feding in the pit of his tomach and theingtinctive urge
to smash the causeflat.

Without amoment of hesitation, he plunged down after it. As he neared the hafway point of hisdive,
it saw him. Letting out a harsh, startled, and unmusical set of squawks, it fled, haf flying, half scrambling
along theroofs, like no bird he had ever seen before.

The very sound of its voice made him fed sick; he pumped hiswings hard and pursued it with al of
his strength. Whatever it was, whatever it had been doing—well, it was wrong, evil. There was nothing
Visyr wanted at that moment more than to fed histaons sinking into its skull.

Suddenly, T frozein place, as astrange series of squawking noises came from up above.
Something flashed by overhead, and amoment later, Td fdt the strangling hold on histhroat and tongue
ease—not much, but enough for him to speak? At least he wasn't chasing Ardis anymore!

"Ardid" he croaked. "Ardis, something's turned meloose! For amoment!”

She stopped what she was doing and held perfectly ill.

"I'm in the spell, the magic—" Each word came out as a harsh whisper, but at least they were coming
out now! "It'slike ashdl around me, forcing meto do whatever it wants. | think it's using the pen—not
the knife, but my pen—I think that's how it got hold of me!”

She nodded—then moved, but not to run. She closed the few steps between them faster than he had
ever thought she could move and began taking things away from him, virtualy stripping him of anything
that might be considered aweapon, starting with his belt-knife and the pen. As her fingerstouched the
pen, he felt something like ashock; as she pulled it away, he felt for amoment asif he'd been dropped
into boiling lead. He screamed, the focus of the worst pain he had ever experienced in hislife,

Visyr was a hunter; more than that, he was an angry, focused hunter, one who had pursued difficult
game through the twisting caverns of the Serstyll Range. And he was not going to let this particular piece



of game get away from him again.

He narrowed the gap between them, until he was close enough to snatch afeather from thetail of the
Black Bird. It wasn't squawking now, asit tried desperately to shake him off itstrack. It was saving its
bresthtofly.

But Visyr the hunter was used to watching ahead of his prey aswel aswatching the prey itsdlf, and
he saw what it did not yet notice.

It was about to run out of placesto hide.
A moment later, it burst out of amaze of gablesinto the open air abovetheriver.
It redized its mistake too late. Before it could turn and duck back into cover, Visyr wasonit.

Two hard wing-pumps, S0 hard hefelt hismuscles cry out, and he had his hand-talonsburied in its
rump. He executed a ca culated tumble, which swung it under, then over him, and brought its head within
reach of hisfoot-talons. One seized its skull; the other seized its chest.

He squeezed.

And amoment later, he landed safely on the docks amid acrowd of shouting, excited humans, with
his prey safely dead, twitching, beneath histalons!

Of dl of Orm's cdculations, these events had not entered into them.

He had been watching from the safety of the recessed doorway of his own rented warehouse,
figuring that Orm the spice-merchant had a perfect right to bein his own property, and a perfect right to
investigate anyone rattling about in the alley. From here he could not see the pile of bodies, so he
wouldn't "know" there was anything wrong. Thiswas agood place to watch for the moment when Rand
took over the Church constable; when Rand was completely occupied, Orm would have a chance to
flea

But then everything went wrong.

The congtable got taken over, dl right—but before he could do anything but chase the High Bishop
around a bit, there was aflash of black overhead, followed closdly by aflash of red, blue, black, and
gray. Orm had seen that particular combination before.

It was the bird-man, and it was after Rand. Rand, who could not duck down aleystoo narrow to fly
in, Rand who was subject to exactly the same limitations as the creature who was chasing him, and who
did not have that creature's sets of finger-long talons to defend himsdlf with. Oh, he had that long,
spearlike beak, but the bird-man had a better reach, and besides, Rand wasn't used to defending himself
physicaly. The only things held ever used that beak on were hel pless human women, not six-foot-tall
predators.

The two Church officia swere out of sight in the cul-de-sac, but Orm knew what was happening: Ta
Rufen was no longer being controlled by Rand. The High Bishop would free him in amoment—and she
would have the pen in her possession in another. Nothing he could do or say would take away the fact
that he gtill had Rufen's pen in hisroom, and traces of his essence would be on the pen in Rufen's hand.
Ardiswas famed for being able to dig the true facts of amatter out of people who might not remember
them. None of Orm'saibiswould hold up againgt her investigation. Once she began unraveling hisweb
of deceptions, it would fal completely to pieces. Rand might die by the talons of the bird-man, but Orm
would be taken by the Church constables, and—

And he'd heard rumors about what they did to prisoners. Look what they'd done to Rand!
Nothing he had planned had included the High Bishop surviving Rand's attack.

Hisluck had run completely out. He could not run far or fast enough to escape the Church'sjustice
with Ardisin charge.

But for alittlewhile longer, at least, Rufen would not be able to move. Until Rand was actudly dead,



Rufen would be frozen in place. There was only one hope for Orm, only one way he could buy himself
enoughtimetoflee.
Kill them both. Now.

He had learned alot from Rand. It would be easy. Firgt the woman, then the man—she, while she
was held in frightened shock, he, while the spell till imprisoned him. Humans died so very esslly; asingle
moment of work, and hewould be safe.

Lightly asacat, quickly asaret, he dashed from shelter, hisknives aready in his hands.

Just asthe spell broke and freed him, Tal heard the sound of running footsteps behind him; he did not
wait to seewhat it was or who it was.

He could move; that was dl that counted. Freed from the force that held him, he flung himsalf
between Ardis and whatever was coming. His body answered his commands dowly, clumsily, but he got
himsdlf in front of her just barely in time, and turned to face what was attacking them.

That was dl he had time to do; he wasn't even able to get his hands up to fend the attacker away.
Hefdt the knife more as a shock than pain—the attacker plunged it into the upper part of his chest,

inashdlow but climbing uppercut through his chest muscles, glancing off bone, too high to do any morta
damage. Ta had been through too many knife-fightsto let that stop him.

He thought he heard shouting; heignored it, as everything dowed for him and hisfocus narrowed to
just the man in front of him. The attacker—athin, supple, ferretlike man—till had another knife. Ardis
was il in danger. He had to dedl with the attacker; he was the only one who could.

Cold calm, as chill asan ice-floe, descended over him.

The wound began to hurt; the pain spread outwards through his body like an expanding circle of fire.
Hot blood trickled down hisarm and side. None of that mattered; what mattered was the other man. He
pushed the pain away, pushed everything away, except his opponent.

Astime dowed further, Ta watched the attacker's eyesflick thisway, that way, then focusover Td's
shoulder. Ardis. He was going after Ardis. His shoulder twitched. His upper arm twitched. Heflipped the
knifein hishand, so that he held the point. He was going to throw that second knife.

Therewas more shouting. Ta ignorediit.

Td digtracted him for acrucial second by making afeint with his good hand, then lunged for the
attacker, knocking him to the ground and landing on top of him. Td grappled him while hewas il
stunned, keeping him from using the knife, then used the advantage of his greeter weight to keep his
attacker pinned. Then Tal shoved akneeinto his chest, seized him by the chin with his good hand, and
began pounding his head into the ground.

Now anger took over, and the red rage completely overcame him. He continued pounding the man's
head into the dirty ice, over and over, until he stopped struggling, until the body beneath his grew limp.
Therewas agrowing red smear on the frozen ground of the alley, when he redlized that there was no
more resistance or movement from the body beneath him.

It was over.

There was more shouting, but suddenly Ta wastoo tired to pay any attention toit.

Time resumed its normal course.

Td fel off their attacker's chest and rolled over onto his back, and stared up into the gray dit of sky
abovetheadley.

Hewastired, so very tired.

His shoulder and chest hurt, dong with most of his body, and he rather thought that he ought to close
hiseyesnow. . . .



"Ardid" Fenris shouted, pounding into the cul-de-sac ahead of his men. "High Bishop!™

"I'mdl right," she managed, getting to her feet and ssumbling in the direction sheld last seen Td.
"There's been some trouble—"

By that time, she had seen where Ta and the n had ended up their battle.
Oh, no—

Sheran thelast few paces, and knelt quickly at Ta's side, fedling the cold and wet of the melting ice
seeping through the thick wool of her robe where her knees met the pavement. He was unconscious, but
nowhere nearly as hurt as sheld first thought. She made a quick assessment of hisonly obviousinjury, his
shoulder and chest. He's il bleeding, but he'll be all right, she judged. He remained unconscious, but
it was because of shock, not from any significant damage or blood-loss.

But as her hands touched him, she braced hersdlf, expecting ashock to the heart. There should have
been such ashock.

There was the sck sensation she dways had when she encountered awound created by human
hands—there was concern, and relief that the injury wasn't life-threstening—

But no shock. No heart-shattering moment that screamed, The man | love is wounded at my feet!
Just the same fedlings she would have had if it had been Tdaysen who lay there, or Kayne.

And that was as much ashock initsway.
Sherose, wet robes clinging to her ankles, as Fenrisreached her side.

"Someone take care of Rufen, he'shurt," she ordered and, striding through the mud, turned her
attention to their attacker. Once again, she knelt beside an injured man, but thistime it waswith afedling
of grim satisfaction that she should probably do penance for when she returned to the Abbey. It was
obviouswithout much examination that he wasn't going to be doing anything more; Tal had managed to
cavein the back of hisskull. Hewas il breathing, but Ardisdidn't think held live for much longer.

Fenris had aready gotten four of his men to rig an improvised litter out of two spears and two coats;
they werelifting Td into it as Ardis straightened.

"Take him to the Abbey," she said, her mind dready ca culating where and what to look for to trace
the foul magics back to their caster. "Keep acompress on that wound, and kegp him warm.”

"Stop at the inn a the corner and requisition awarming-pan full of coas," Fenris elaborated. " Get
one of their cotsfor alitter, and borrow the dead-cart to carry him."

The four men carried Td off, and as soon asthey were out of sight, Tal was out of her thoughts as
well as out of her hands.

Ardisturned her attention and her concentration back to the scene of the attack. Fenris didn't ask
what had happened, but Ardiswasn't going to leave him in suspense any longer.

"Help me gather up some evidence before it disappears,” she said in alow voice. Hetook the hint,
and followed her to the back of the cul-de-sac where she had been tossing items she'd taken off of Tal
when hefrozein place.

"Something back here was carrying that same spell we talked about,” she said quietly, as he picked
up itemsusing asilk glove she supplied and dropped them into asilk bag she held out for him. "It took
over Td, and he started after me. Then—for some reason, he got out awarning, then froze. | don't know
whether he managed to fight the magic successfully, or whether something €l se happened, but he got
control of hisvoice enough to tell me what was going on, and | started stripping him of anything that
could have carried the magic. He said, and | think—" she said, fishing the pen out of a pile of refuse and
holding it up "—that thisisit."

Fenrisfrowned at it. "Visyr came tearing overhead chasing something black,” hetold her asshe
dropped the pen into a separate bag. "'l sent men off after him.”

She nodded. "Right after | pulled these things off Td, that man came out of the dley with knives.



You'll want to ask Visyr, but it looksto me asif he bears a pretty strong resemblance to the fellow he
saw." She amiled humorlesdy. "It'sagood thing that Ta was pounding the back of his head into the
ground, or we wouldn't be able to make that identification. Anyway, Ta got between me and him, and he
wounded Td. Then Td fought him off and got him down, and took care of him."

She didn't have to add anything; Fenris saw the results for himself. More footsteps out in the dley
heraded the arrival of one of Fenriss men.

"Sir" he shouted as he came. "The bird-man wants you, quick! The High Bishop, too! He'skilled
omething!”
Fenris gave her aquick glance that asked without words if she wasfit to go. She smiled, crookedly.

"Let'sgo, Captain, thereswork to be done," shetold him firmly. "This caseisn't over yet, dthough |
think . . . thekillingsare”

Td had been hurt before, and it wasn't the first time hed cometo in an Infirmary. He knew the
sounds, and more importantly, the smells, pretty well. He stirred allittle, trying to assess the extent of the
damage this time, and apparently gave himsdf away.

"Well, the deeper awakes."

The voice was amused, and quite familiar. He opened his eyes, expecting a headache to commence
as soon aslight struck the back of his eyebals, and was pleasantly surprised when one didntt.

"Hello, Ardis," he croaked. "Sorry, but | seem to have rendered mysdlf unfit for duty for awhile.”
"It happensto the best of us," she replied, and reached over to pat his hand.

The touch sent ashock through his body, despite weakness, dizziness, and the fog of pain-killers. But
no sooner had the shock passed, then a chill followed.

That had not been the gesture of awoman to the man sheloved. A caring sister, amother even—but
not alover.

And when he looked into her eyes he saw only the serenity of the High Bishop, and the concern of a
friend. Nothing more. Nothing less, but nothing more.

Had he imagined that there had ever been anything el se there?
If there had been, it was gone now.

Ardiswent on, obliviousto the tumult in his heart. "We got the mage—and there won't be any more
murders. If it hadn't been for you, | would probably be dead, and the murders would still be going on,
because | rather doubt that Revaner would have stopped with me—"

A low voice Td couldn't quite hear interrupted her; shelooked up, listened for amoment, and
nodded. He tried to turn his head to see who it was that had spoken to her, but it was too much of an
effort.

"Thelnfirmarian telsme" she said, with aquirk of her mouth, "that if | don't leave you doneto rest,
hell bar me from the Infirmary. Hetold methat you'll be well enough in aday or so to make your report,
and that until then I'm not to bother you."

"It's—no bother—" he began thickly.

She reached out again, and laid her hand on his. "Rest," she commanded. "Y ou saved my life, Td
Rufen. Theleast | can doislet you have alittle peace.”

Once again, he looked deeply into her eyes—but what he hoped to see was not there.
If it ever had been.
Then, she was gone, and it was too much effort to keep his eyes open anymore.

"—and that, moreor less, iswhen | fdl over,” Tal concluded.



Ardis nodded. It was very good to be sitting in her chair, knowing that there would be no more dead
women to dedl with. Acrossfrom her sat Kayne and Td, both of them much the better for an
uninterrupted night's deep, Ta bandaged and allittle pale, but in good spirits. Ardiswrote down thefina
word of Ta's statement in her case-book, and leaned back with asigh. "So," she said, closing it, "that's
thelast that well ever know."

"I wishwe knew more," Kayne said fretfully. Td said a the sametime, "That's more than enough.”

She smiled wryly at both of them. "From now on, between the two of you, | ought to have a
completely balanced set of opinions on everything.”

Kayne made aface. "All we know isthat Revaner didn't die, he escaped. We don't know how. We
don't know how he got where he was when he started killing people. We don't know why hewaskilling
people, we only guess that he needed the energies for magic. We don't know how he met that other
fellow, or even who that other fellow is, redlly. We don't know how he persuaded the man to help him!"

"But we do know that he was the one behind thekillings," Ta pointed out quietly. "And we do know
why he was doing them, and why he chose the targets he did. We know he was building up to take
revenge on the people he felt had gotten him into the Situation he was in; nothing €l se explains behavior
that was completely irrationd. The fellow he chose for his accomplice was probably acrimind, and there
was plenty of money on him; the easiest way to persuade acrimina isto offer him agreat dedl of
money." Heturned to Ardis. "l also think that if he'd had accessto femde Priests, held have murdered
them the way he murdered female musicians; in my opinion, gathering magica energy was secondary to
him, and what he redlly wanted was revenge.”

"I suspect you'reright,” Ardis agreed, as Kayne shuddered.
"I'mjust glad | never leavethe Abbey,” the novice said. "I could have been one of hisvictimd™

Ardis put her hand on top of the book, glad to haveit al over and donewith. "Td isright,” she said.
"We know enough. We know who, how, and why. We might even know enough now to catch someone
else who follows the same path. We mustn't let this knowledge be lost; though may God protect usfrom
another one such as Revaner.”

"May God help usto prevent another one such as Revaner.” Td rubbed his shoulder, and nodded.
Ardiswondered if it was hurting him, or if the gesture was only habit. Well, if it is, he's bright enough to
take himself to the Infirmarian and have it dealt with, shethought dismissvely.

And that was not the reaction of awoman in love.

Her peace of mind and heart was back, as surdly asif it had never deserted her. After she had gotten
back to the Abbey, with the body of the Black Bird and al of the evidence in hand, she had not thought
of anything else until she had the bones of her solution in place. After that, she had assgned therest of the
investigation to other Justiciar-Mages, so that all of the loose ends could be neatly packaged up with the
gppropriate evidence. She looked in on Td long enough to assure him that the long quest for the killer
was over. Then she sent word to the other Ordersin Kingsford to begin ministering to the souls of the
murdered dead and the bereaved living, and had gone to bed to deep deeply nearly twice her normal
hours.

When she awoke again she worked like afiend to catch up on some of the work she'd neglected al
these months, and only when she had done afull day'swork did shelook inagainon Td. It was at that
moment that she had realized her work, her vocation, and her duty were more important to her than Td
was—and that what she had felt for him might well have been attraction, but it wasn't a passonate love.

One could be attracted to a colleague, or afriend, but that didn't mean one had to go and make a
lover out of him.

| am as| thought | was, and what we have been through has not changed that. | am till Ardis, High
Bishop of Kingsford, and true daughter of the Church. And that isgood. There will be no more deepless
nights. If hefet any different from that—uwell, she could fed sympathy, even pity for him, but that was
nothing she had any control over. He would not die of an unrequited passion, and if it went unrequited



long enough, it would surely fade. Meanwhile the surest rdlief for it would be work.

"I hope that the end of this hasn't made you reconsider, and that you plan to stay on asmy Specid
Inquisitor, Td Rufen,” she continued. "I won't hesitate to tell you that I'm counting on your help from here
on. Therewill till be more than enough work for you—as Kayne can tell you."

"Work!" Kaynerolled her eyes. "Thereswork enough herefor ten Specia Inquisitors, and it'sonly
going to get worse as Kingsford grows."

Ardis spread her handswide. "There you haveit."
Td looked a Ardis solemnly and searchingly, and evidently was satisfied by what he saw in her eyes.
"Thank you," hesaid amply. "l would liketo stay."

Since his shoulder was il bothering him, Ta Rufen returned to hisbed in the Infirmary at the
Infirmarian's orders, and drank the potion he was given as obediently as even that worthy could have
asked.

"Wel?" Infirmarian Nord Hathon asked. "I's everything tied up to everyone's satisfaction”?”

"Everyone but Kayne," Ta told him, as he lay back down into the soft embrace of the bed with a
sgh. "Revaner isrightly tied into dl the murders and the names of histools are cleared of any
wrongdoing. She's arranged for speciad servicesto be held for their souls, and the souls of the more
obvious victims. So now we can dl go back to norma routine.”

"You aren't satisfied?"’ the Priest asked shrewdly.

"It's somewhat bitter justice, but Ardis claimsthat the families get some comfort out of it." That was
true, sofar asit went; Ta did not intend to confess the rest of his mixed fedingsto this particular friend of
Ardiss.

| must have been mistaken when | thought | saw some sign of attraction. No—no, | couldn't
have. After all, she'sa Priest; her first and deepest love isfor her service to the Church. It isthe
way things are, and should be. | was deluding myself. Or it was the stress of the case that made
me see things that weren't there? Were my eyestired or my mind distracted, making me see
expressions and glances that weren't what | thought they were? No, thisis for the best, | think.

When held looked into Ardiss eyes, he hadn't seen anything there except confidencein him, and
smpleregard. When held come to himself for the second timein the Infirmary, she hadn't been there, and
hadn't made any inquiries about him for awhole day.

Granted, she/d known he wasn't that badly hurt—but awoman in love would have been out of her
mind with anxiety until she saw for hersdf that hewasal right. A woman in love would have held avigil
at his bedside; shewouldn't have busied hersaf with work and only dropped by long enough to wish him
achearful good night.

"The High Bishop wants me to take the position with her permanently,” he continued. " She says
theré's plenty for meto do."

"Will you take the offer?"

He nodded, his eyes closed, while Infirmarian Hathon laid his hands on the wounded shoulder, and a
soothing warmth spread from them into the shoulder-joint. Thiswas another good reason to stay on; no
secular congtable ever got the benefit of magical hedling!

"I've got no reason to want to go back to being an ordinary constable again, even though Fenris
offered meaplace with hisforcein Kingsford," he said. "Thiswill beinteresting, I'm going to learn alot
about magic, and at least Ardiswill believein my hunches™

"Well, Ardis has seen enough to know that what you cal a'hunch’ is merely the result of adding

together many, many bits of information based on years of experience,” the Infirmarian murmured. "
believe you'll be happy among us. And when you findly do retire, you will certainly never need to worry



about your pension. The Duke's certainly going to seeto that.”

Td laughed. "Maybe the Duke was alittle too enthusiastic when he wanted to reward al of us." He
chuckled. "However, I'm persondly glad that Ardis persuaded him to give the special medasand
ceremony only to the Haspur. The old bird deserved every hit of being made out ahero—and asfor me,
| will bealot happier if every miscreant in Kingsford isnot persondly aware of what | look like!"

The Priest chuckled aswell, and removed his hands. "Now the Duke will have to make sure he hasa
Haspur in residence at the pal ace from now on, or the people will never be happy! There," he finished.
"Now you'l deep.”

Td yawned. "Y ou're right—about—that—"

Hefdl into dumber, only to be avakened by someone shaking him—carefully.

"Wha—" he muttered, peering up at alantern held in one of Kayne's hands. The other hand was
ghekinghim.

"I hateto do thisto you, Rufen, but Ardis needsyou," Kayne said gpologeticaly. "Therésbeen a
murder—not in Kingsford, but outside it. This oneisgoing to require more than Fenris can supply. One
of Arden's Sireswas found in hislocked study with aknife in hisback, and the Duke has especialy
asked for you and Ardisto comelook into it."

Another murder under mysterious circumstances? So soon?
And the Duke asked for us?

Now he knew what an old war-horse felt like when he heard the trumpets calling the troops to battle.
Energy surged into him, and excitement galvanized him; he was wide awake, and even if his shoulder had
gtill been in poor shape, nothing would have kept him from Ardiss side a that moment. He svung his
legs out of bed and pulled on histunic.

The excitement and anticipation he felt at that moment told him something he had not redlly known
conscioudy.

Maybeit isn't Ardisthat attracted me, it was the job and the chalenge, and the chance to share both
with aclever, swift-thinking colleague. | think—this Situation isn't something I'd ever considered, and
maybe that's what made me read thingsinto it that weren't there. Ardisisalaw unto hersdlf. But | havea
friend in her, ared friend, thefirst one I've ever had. Maybeit'slove of akind, but it might not be the
romantic kind, and not the sort that needs anything physical to sedl it. And anyway, that's clearly how she
feds. That'shardly bad.

He was old enough and wise enough to take what he was given and be pleased with it. He wasn't
going to pine avay and die because Ardiswasn't in love with him, and she wasn't going to run off with
him like some daft young idiot in aplay. He would aways envy people who had romantic love, the kind
the Bards made songs about. But that kind of love was not for the High Bishop of Kingsford, and
especidly not with her Specid Inquisitor.

Partners. That'sall | can beto her, and that is not bad at all. Two hounds in double-harness,
that's us, sniffing out the scent. Evenif that's all it is, it's the best thing I've ever had.

He had a place where he was needed, the job he was best suited to, and people who vaued him.
And right now his harness-partner was howling for him!

And what would the High Bishop of Kingsford have said if she knew he was comparing her to a
dog?

She'd probably laugh and say that more than one man has compared her to a prize bitch. Then

she'd point out that Justiciars are always called the Hounds of God and ask when | was planning
on taking Orders, that's what she'd do.

Kayne would have been shocked if he laughed, given the gravity of the Situation—but he whistled dl
theway to Ardiss study.

There was work to do, the work he'd been born to do, and in the end, that work was more



important to him than anything e se. The game was afoot, and hislife was better now than he ever would
have believed possible. He was ready. A wrong had been done, the Hounds had been called, and once
again the hunt was on!



