JOHN MORRESSY
THE GAME | S A FOOT

THE W ZARD KEDRI GERN woul d have conceded, reluctantly and grudgingly, that an
i nn had one advantage over a canpsite in the woods: it was nore likely to be
warm In a good hunmor, he mght even adnit possible superiority in a second
area: an inn mght conceivably be dry as well. That was as far as he would go
in praise of inns. Aside fromthose two undeni abl e but unpredictable conforts,
he considered a stay at an inn a poor second to a night spent by a brook, with
a good fire to keep away the wildlife large and small and a solid protective
spell to discourage human intruders.

Home, of course, was his first preference, and he left it with reluctance.
Home neant the conmpany of Princess, the efficiency of Spot, and the confort of
his fireside and his books. Inns offered misery at exorbitant prices. Inns
were dirty, noisy, crowded, snoky, and snelly. The food was awful, the w ne
corrosive, the service unspeakable, and the roons small. The beds were full of
lice and the building was full of people, all of whomchattered whil e awake
and snored when asl eep. Dogs barked and cats yow ed through the night.

The animals could be silenced and the lice kept at bay by a spell, but coping
with the people was difficult without calling attention to oneself, and that
was not Kedrigern's way. He had | earned | ong ago that a sensible w zard does
not call attention to hinself w thout good cause.

But when the rain is falling and the wind is rising and wolves are howing in
t he noonl ess night and a man is far fromhome and weary in mnd and body and

| ow on magi cal reserves fromworking a difficult di senchantnent, prejudices
nmelt away and reason yields. Wen he glinpsed the |ight ahead, and com ng

cl oser saw through the shifting curtain of rain the unm stakable outlines of
an inn and its stable and outbuil dings, Kedrigern felt a warm gl ow of

benevol ence toward all inns and innkeepers. Surely this establishment, so
fortunately found, would prove to be the One Good Inn, the exception to the
unhappy rule. A master chef. A connoisseur's cellar. A punctilious
housekeeper. Am abl e conpany. He fervently hoped so.

For atine, it seenmed that this m ght be the case. The pl ace | ooked uncomonly
clean. He obtained a roomand a bed all to hinmself, a rare boon. A fragrant
stew was bubbling in the cooking pot, and when he sat down to dine he found
the bread al nost fresh, and the wi ne drinkable. Having eaten, he settled

hi nsel f before the fire for warm ng and drying. The only other guests were a
m ddl e- aged coupl e and a husky young man with a firmjaw and a stern
expression. They were seated on benches, the couple sleeping soundly. Their
snoring was all but inaudible.

Kedri gern nodded to the young man, who returned the nod but said nothing. That
was fine with Kedrigern. He was not a man given to small talk and idle chat.
This inn was turning out to be all he could wi sh, short of being in his own
cott age.

After a time the innkeeper, a slow noving man naned Corgin, drew up a stoo
and joined them The conpany sat for a tinme in silence, listening to the w nd
conpl ain around the corners of the inn while the fire crackled and the

sl eepers snored. Kedrigern felt pleasantly drowsy, and began to nod off.
Corgin, his voice |lowered out of concern for the sleeping couple, |eaned to
hi m and asked, "What brings a scholar out on such a foul night, if |I may ask,
Mast er Siger?"

Caught off his guard, Kedrigern gave a start and blinked. He was nonentarily
puzzl ed, but quickly recovered his wits. Siger. Scholar. Yes, of course, Siger
of Trondhjem He had identified hinself as an itinerant scholar. It was an

i ncognito he used often in his travels, one that aroused no unwarranted fear
or unheal thy suspicion anong those he encountered. "I"'mon my way to visit a
phil osopher. | have some questions about his observations on nutability," he
replied.



"Ch. Mutability." Corgin nodded, |ooking very serious.
"Fascinating subject, mutability."

"Don't know much about it, nyself."

"Hardly anyone does."

After a | ong pause, Corgin asked, "What is nutability, anyway?"
"I"'mnot quite certain. That's why I'mvisiting the phil osopher,"’
sai d.

Corgin pondered that for a time, then gave another slow nod. The young nan did
not join the conversation, and the sleepers slept on. The dial ogue | apsed, as
Kedrigern had neant it to. He yawned. After a long silence, the innkeeper

said, "We don't get nmany phil osophers passing this way."

"Phi | osophers aren't nuch for traveling."

"No." After a longer silence, the innkeeper said, "W get a |ot of nerchants.
Sone pilgrinms. Last nonth a courier stayed here. No phil osophers, though. O
schol ars. "

Kedrigern gave a little noncommttal grunt. He could feel his eyes, and his

m nd, gl azing over.

"W have a sheriff here tonight,
t humb t he young man

Kedri gern

said the innkeeper, indicating with his

Kedrigern raised a hand in salute. "I'm Siger of Trondhjem" he said, giving
his schol ar's pseudonym
"My name is Rury," said the sheriff. "I enforce the king's justice in this

part of the ki ngdom"

"Are you here in your professional capacity, or are --
A knock at the door broke in on his inquiry and shattered the peaceful scene
in an instant. It was not a casual knock, but an inportunate bl ow that
resounded through the house and set pots and dishes to rattling, and it was
qui ckly followed by a dozen nore bl ows of equal force and several indistinct,
but angry, shouts. Corgin sprang to his feet and hurried to the door. The

sl eeping couple started awake with a cry of alarm Rury's hand went to his
dagger. Kedrigern, who nore out of habit than caution had worked a basic
war ni ng spell before entering the inn, was unperturbed. "Nothing to worry
about. It's only a traveler," he said.

Rury gave him a qui ck suspicious glance. "How do you know?"

"A sinmple exercise in logic. Robbers don't knock, they break in. And any
travel er looking for a neal and a bed on a night like this is sure to knock

i mpatiently.”

Kedri gern was outwardly nonchal ant; inwardly he was furious with hinself for
his | apse. Once reveal the slightest hint of wizardly power and everyone in
the vicinity wants a spell or a charmor a disenchantnment, and there goes your
peace and qui et .

A cold breeze swept through the roomand set the fire to fluttering. The door
crashed shut and a loud grating voice bell owed, "Food for ne and ny nen, and

your best chanber, and be quick about it, innkeeper! | travel on the king's
busi ness. | am Sir Bul dram of the Hard Hand, famed throughout the |and for ny
hot tenper."

The words had an i mmedi ate effect on the hearthside conpany. Rury nuttered
under his breath and spat into the flames. The sl eepers, now w de awake,
exchanged a dark glance; the man bared his teeth and grow ed indistinct but
unm st akably angry words.

Corgin backed into the room bow ng and babbling, "Yes, Sir Buldram I'lI
prepare your accomodati ons. Best chanber in the house. Right over the
kitchen. Always fragrant and warm Sit right down and 1'll bring stew for you
and your nen. An honor and a privilege to serve you, Sir Buldram" He paused
to rub the tabletop clean with his apron

"Bring your best wine, and bring it quickly! And if it is not to ny taste,
"Il pour a hogshead of it down your throat, do you hear nme?" the bell ow ng
voi ce cane again, followed by heavy footsteps and the appearance of a huge
figure in red and bl ack who strode to the hearth, turned his back to the fire,
fol ded his brawny arns, and gl ared upon the other guests.



Sir Buldram | ooned a head over Kedrigern and extended a hand' s-breadth wi der
on either side. Hs scowing face was red, his beard and brows bl ack, his head
cl ose-cropped. He | ooked with contenpt fromone face to another, then said to
the ol der couple, "It's time for the likes of you to be in your beds. Be off.

| require your bench."

The man rose slowy and helped his wife to her feet. H s voice shook as he

said, "lIt's fitting. You took our hone and our [ and. Now you take our bench
too."

"Be careful, grandfather. You speak to a servant of the king," said the

kni ght. He gl owered down on the couple for a noment, then sniled -- an
unexpect ed and unpl easant spectacle -- and said, "I remenber you. Yes,
renenmber you well, old man. Kettry is your nane. And your wife is named H |l a.

Rebel | i ous types. Refused to pay the king's taxes."
"W had no noney," said the wonman.
"You had a house, crops, animals, furniture."

"And you took it all," said the man.
"Not hal f what you owed. But since you seemto have hel d back enough to
squander on an inn, 1'll collect the balance when | depart, or take it out of

your hides."

Kedri gern had had enough of this. He had entered the inn intending to conserve
his magic, but Sir Buldram s nanner was so intolerable, his voice so harsh,
his very presence so offensive that it could not be ignored. People |like

Bul dram unl ess stopped in their tracks, only got worse.

He opted for a sinple spell. Before Buldram s nen joined the conpany, he
gestured toward the fire and whi spered a phrase. The fire flared up and
billowed forth a roaring gol den tongue. A great cloud of steam arose, and the
knight's cloak went up in flanes. He gave a cry and began groping at his cloak
pi n. Kedrigern junped up, snatched a heavy salver fromone of the tables, and
began to swat Bul dram s back and buttocks vigorously, shouting, "Quick, lend a
hand! We nust save him"

Rury and Kettry rushed to beat at the flames with poker and shovel. Hilla
doused the knight with ale. After several nminutes of frenzied activity and
wild shouts, with Buldram how ing and cursing and the others crying, "Over
here! Get this spot! Harder, it's not out yet!" and beating at the flames with
zeal, Buldramfinally managed to free hinself fromhis cloak. It fell to the
floor, and the firefighters tranpled it into a soggy mass whil e the knight

| ooked on, speechl ess, rubbing his broad backsi de. Kedrigern glanced at him
let out a cry of alarm and flung a nmug of ale directly in his face.

"Hi s beard! It's snoking!" he said, taking up another rmug. "W nust nake sure
it's out."

"Enough of your help!" Buldramroared, throwi ng up his hands. "Bul dram of the
Hard Hand needs no man's help."

Kedri gern | ooked at himwi th an expression of childlike innocence. "W
couldn't stand by idle while a servant of the king went up in flanmes, sir

kni ght . "

"It would be disloyal," Rury said, and Kettry and Hilla nodded in agreenent.
Two hard-faced nmen burst into the room swords drawn. "Is all well, ny l[ord?"
"I diots! Where were you when your naster was on fire?"

"We had to...the horses...the baggage...we were...," the first man started to
babbl e, but Buldram s fist knocked himto the floor. A second bl ow sent the

ot her one down before he coul d speak

"I feel better now, " said the knight. "Were is that landlord? I'll teach him
to run an inn with a faulty fireplace. 1'll give himsuch a thrashing...."

Bul dram s speech dissolved into a series of inarticulate grow s acconpani ed by
a waving of fists. Hi s dripping face was the col or of an eggpl ant.

"He's preparing food for you. If you thrash him you won't eat," said

Kedri gern.

After another grow and a hateful glare all around, Buldramsaid, "I'Il thrash
himtonmorrow, just before we | eave. What are you all gawking at? | require
privacy. I'mon the king's business. Of with you! Go!"



Kedrigern was willing enough to turn in, but he disliked the manner of this

di smissal. For the general good, a man like Sir Buldram had to be taken down a
few notches. Servant of the king or not, he was an obnoxious |lout and a public
nui sance. Aside fromthe enjoyable and entertaining interlude provided by
putting out the fire on his cloak, his arrival had spoiled a pl easant evening.
And who was he, anyway? In itself, the title "servant of the king" neant very
little. What king did he serve? In this corner of the world, kings were as
common as flies in a stable. Anyone who could gather a few score bullies and
skul I crackers called hinmself a king and set about terrorizing and plundering
those with a snaller band of brigands or none at all. The political situation
was conpletely out of hand, and people |ike Buldramwere proliferating.
Soneone had to do sonething. Buldramcould not be pernitted to take that

el derly couple's | ast possessions, or pummel the innkeeper, or commit any

ot her outrages. He needed a | esson. So did any king who enpl oyed such mnen.
Whi | e he pondered a course of action, Kedrigern snothered a great yawn. That
decided him He was too weary to work a properly inaginative spell. A good
night's sleep, and he would come up with sonmething suitable for Sir Buldramin
the norning, and add a del ayed-action spell for himto bring back to his king.
That was the way to handl e people of that sort. The process would take only a
smal | amount of magic, and it would be nagic well spent.

Wth the question settled for the tine being, he turned and started up the
narrow stairs behind Rury, with Kettry and Hilla follow ng. He heard Kettry
mutter, "Someone ought to cut that devil's throat," and Hilla add, "One of his
men will do it, mark ny words. Look at the way he treats them™

Rury turned and said, "Let's hear no nore of that talk. Buldramis a sw ne, but
he serves the king."

"It's easy for himto say that, but how do we know it's true? He may be a

bri gand, " Kedri gern suggest ed.

"He serves King Gsnall. 1've seen himat the court."

"He didn't recognize you. He recogni zed us, but not you," Kettry said, a note
of suspicion in his voice

"Bul dram recogni zes only those he considers inportant and those he can abuse.
He's a thoroughgoi ng bl ackguard, and | despise him But | have ny

responsibilities. If someone kills him I'll have to see that the nmurderer is
hanged. So let's hear no nore talk about it," Rury said
A wan and harried servant, a pitiful little creature hardly nore than a child,

was busy preparing the chanmber at the end of the hallway for Sir Buldram Wen
Kedri gern addressed her, she cringed as if froma bl ow.

"It's all right, child. W only want to know where our roons are," he said.
Wth a sad snmile, she conducted themto their roons. This done, she scurried
back to her |abors.

Corgin's inn was unusual in that it provided each visitor or couple with an

i ndi vi dual chanber. This was an unheard-of |uxury. The usual practice anmong

i nnkeepers was to cram as nmany guests as possible into a common bed, or
accommodat e them cl osely packed on straw pallets on the floor. True, Corgin's
rooms were tiny, the walls were thin, the |linen was dubi ous, and the vernin
wer e numerous and hungry, but that was only to be expected. Kedrigern was

sati sfied. He had dined well and now enjoyed privacy and a nmeasure of quiet.
And the roof |eaked scarcely at all

A smal |l spell secured himagainst drips and intruders, and another directed
the vermin to Sir Buldrami s chanber. He considered a silencing spell to keep
out the sound of snoring, but decided to conserve his magic. It was unlikely

t hat anyone woul d snore | oudly enough to be heard over the howing of the w nd
and beating of the rain.

Kedri gern's chanber was directly over the main roomof the inn. He

reconsi dered the wi sdom of a silencing spell when Buldram s roar ascended from
bel ow, foll owed by the noisy chonping and clatter of his dining and his | oud
swearing at his men, the servant girl, and the innkeeper. He settled for a
very small spell to block sound from bel ow

He had just drifted off to sleep when a |oud angry voi ce and a door sl amm ng



down the hall awoke him Sir Buldramhad retired. Just as he was going off
once again he heard a cry of rage and a stream of curses. Silence then
ret ur ned.

He awoke once nore during the night. The wind had di ed. Someone was snoring
with a sound like the uprooting of forest giants or the pouring of buckets of
gravel down an iron chute at brief intervals. The noise cane fromthe
direction of Sir Buldram s chanber.

Kedri gern was hesitant to resort to a stronger silencing spell; in dribs and
drabs, this stay was costing himnore magi c than he wanted to expend. He | ay
awake for a time. He tried sleeping with his fingers in his ears, which proved
i mpossi bl e. He considered alternative courses of action, sone of themdrastic.
In the mdst of his deliberation, the snoring suddenly stopped. He waited for
it to resune at greater volume. It did not. Wth a sigh of relief, he pulled
the covers close around himand went back to sleep

Next norni ng Kedrigern was awakened rudely by shouts, running footsteps, and
poundi ng at his door. Soneone was hammering on every door, and am d the
general hull abal oo, he could distinguish the words, "Sir Buldram..can't be
awakened. .. foul play!"

He spl ashed cold water on his face, dressed quickly, and lifted the spell on
his door. People were milling about the hallway in various states of
agitation. Buldrams two nen-at-arns were standing in front of the knight's
door, both talking at the sane time. Corgin was pulling at his hair and
wai | ing, "Something terrible has happened, | knowit, | knowit! |I'mruined
Rui ned!" The little servant girl was weeping piteously. Only Rury remained
calm and when Kedrigern joined the group the sheriff took conplete charge.
"Everyone is here now. W can begin," he said.

"Kettry and Hilla are missing," Kedrigern pointed out.

"They fled in the night. If a foul deed has been done, they're obviously the

guilty ones. W'll run them down, never fear."

"Corgin's wife isn't here, either."

"She's in the kitchen. 1've already questioned her. Corgin, give me the key to
the room" he said.

Cringi ng and ducking, Corgin said, "I don't have it, your honor. Bul dram took

it so he could lock the roomfrominside. He said he trusted no one."
"That's right, sheriff. Even in his own castle, he |locks hinmself in at night
and bars the door," said one of the nen-at- arns. The ot her added, "W heard

himturn the key, and we heard the bar fall in place. W spent the night on
our pallets outside the door."

"Sound asl eep, | suppose,” Rury said.

They shook their heads in vigorous denial. "One of us was al ways awake," said
the first.

"W had to be alert. Buldrumused to check, and if we were both asleep, he'd
thrash us bl oody," said the second.

"Was he carrying much gol d?"

"Hardly a bit. He hadn't started collecting. This was his first stop."

The second man said, "He wasn't protecting gold, he was protecting his life.
There's many have sworn to put a knife in Buldramof the Hard Hand."

Rury | ooked at the nman's brui sed cheek and then at his conpanion's black eye.
He sai d not hing.

Corgin pushed hinmself forward and said, "Ch, sir, he may only be sl eeping
soundly. He had a good bit of wine |last evening."

The nen-at-arnms supported his words. "He's a terrible one for the wine. Two
full pitchers he drank, sheriff," they said.

"I'f you think he's lying in there drunk, why did you raise the al arn®"

"He told us he wanted to get an early start this norning. W were ready at
first light, and when he didn't come out, we knocked on the door and he didn't
answer. So we knocked again, and a third tinme. He didn't make a sound."

"Let's waste no nore tine," Rury said. "Break the door down."

"That's good solid oak. It would take six nen with a battering ramto bring it
down," Corgin said



"I's there a wi ndow?"

"Yes, sir. But it's very small and it doesn't open. Nailed tight shut, it is.
W keep our guests safe fromrobbers and thieves."

"What if you had a fire?"

Corgin was silent for along tine, as if a fire at his inn were sonething
beyond his imagination. "Ch, a fireis a terrible thing, sir. W wouldn't want
that."

Rury seened uncertain what to do next. The others were all |ooking at one
another with a variety of suspicious expressions. Kedrigern grew inpatient. He
did not wish to be delayed in getting home because Bul dram was snoring away in
a drunken stupor. He did not care a fig for Buldramis rest, or his health, or
his probl ens, whatever they mght be. "The servant is a very small girl," he
said. "Pry open the wi ndow and | et her go in and open the door."

Over Corgin's wails about the reputation of his inn, the suggestion was

foll owed. The rain had stopped, and the ground at the rear of the inn was
nearly dry. In a very short time a | adder had been set in place and the w ndow
had been wenched open. The servant was thrust through, protesting shrilly al
the while. No sooner was she in the roomthan she et out a wild cry of horror
and rushed back to the wi ndow, scranbling frantically over Rury and the
men-at-arnms, who did their unavailing best to thrust her back up the | adder
Corgin took a substantial stick fromthe woodpile. "I"Il give her a good
beating. She'll do as she's told when |I'm done."

Kedri gern stayed him "Let ne talk to her."

He took the girl aside and sat her down. She was trenbling, weeping and
babbl i ng i ncoherently. Her terror was plain to see. He spoke to her gently,
his voice | ow and unhurried, and she grew calm No magic was required, merely

pati ence.

"What's your nane?" he asked.

"Qup, sir."

"Charm ng nane. Now |isten, Gup. You nust go back into the room It's very

i mportant."

Her head | owered, she nuttered, "I can't, sir. The big loud man is dead, sir,

and it's nmy fault. | killed him"

Kedri gern's astoni shnment at once gave way to a surge of pity. Gup was a woef ul
sight, pale and pinched, with dark circles under her eyes, underfed and
overwor ked. She | ooked |ike a bundle of sticks wapped in arag. It was plain
to see that her young life had been niserable, and now it mght end on the

gal l ows. "How did you manage to kill such a big man, Gup? He was | ocked in the
room wasn't he?"

"I wished himdead, sir. | was working as fast as | could, sir, truly | was,
but he kicked nme and hit ne and cursed nme and | wi shed himdead. | didn't

really nmean for himto die, but he hurt me so much | couldn't help the wish."
Kedri gern gave a deep sigh of relief. "And is that how you killed hin®"

"Yes, sir. I'mterrible sorry, sir. It was wi cked of ne."

"Are you sure he's dead?"

"Ch, yes, sir. He's lying there purple as a plumwith his eyes w de open and
an awful |look on his face, and he's not nmoving. And it's all my fault. | have
to hang now, don't 172"

"I don't think so, Gup. But you must go back in the room and open the door for
the sheriff."

She pal ed and | ooked up at himin terror. "Ch, sir, | can't do that! | can't
go back in that roomwith him Don't nake ne, please!"

"You're the only one who can, Gup. W need your help, and you nust be brave.
And | promse you this: if you do as | ask, you won't have to tell anyone
about your wish, and I won't tell, either. No one will ever know "

"And they won't hang ne?"

Kedri gern shook his head. "Nobody's going to hang you, Gup."

She sniffled and wi ped her nose with a skinny dirty forearm "Thank you, sir."
Wt hout another word, she rose and went to the |adder. Mnutes |ater, the door
of Sir Buldram s chanber was w de open and Rury was al one inside, standing



over the knight's body.

Whil e everyone's attention was on the sheriff, Kedrigern slid his hand inside
his shirt and drew out the nmedallion of his guild. He quickly scanned the room
t hrough the Aperture of True Vision, then returned the nedallion to

conceal nent. The room bore no trace of nmgic, past or present.

That was a relief. If there had been wongdoing, it was of human agency,
strictly a problemfor the sheriff, and there was no need for a wi zard to get
mxed up init. O so he thought.

"Siger, you're a scholar. Wat do you make of this?" Rury called out to him
Kedrigern entered, and at Rury's order, closed the door behind him excluding
the others. He studied the rigid figure on the bed and said, "Looks dead to
ne."

"Dead as the bedpost,"” Rury said, shaking his head slowy. "It's a shane, a
terrible shane."

Kedri gern | ooked up, surprised. "I thought you despised him™"

"Ch, | did. I was hoping to hang him He was stealing fromthe king, |I'm
positive of it, but I can't accuse a man of his rank without irrefutable
proof. And now he's been nurdered. This is a terrible disappointnent for ne,
Si ger."

"Are you sure he was nurdered?"

"No doubt about it," Rury said, pointing to the dagger in Buldram s hand
Kedrigern, in riposte, pointed to the garnments neatly hung on pegs and the
boots standing by the bedside. "There's no sign of a struggle."

"He was taken by surprise. The dagger was a vain attenpt to defend hinself
agai nst the attacker."

"What attacker? Nobody could get into the room"

"Someone did. How el se could they kill hin"

"Poi son," Kedrigern suggested.

"He wasn't poisoned. Hi s nen ate food fromthe sane pot and drank w ne from
the sane pitcher. He nmade the innkeeper taste everything before serving it."
"Very well, he wasn't poisoned. He wasn't strangled, either."

"Yes, we can rule out strangling," Rury said.

"No one bashed in his skull."

"And he wasn't stabbed. There's no bl ood anywhere," Rury said. He sounded

di sappoi nt ed.

Kedri gern said, "He nmust have died of natural causes. Many people do, you
know. "

"A man with as nany enem es as Bul dram doesn't die a natural death. Someone
killed him"

Rury's logic was not persuasive, but Kedrigern saw no point in arguing. "If he
was killed, there has to be a wound,"” he said. "Let's look for it."

They stripped off Buldram s nightshirt and exam ned himfromhead to foot. The
body was heavily enbroidered with scars, but they found no wound. Kedrigern
called Rury's attention to a tiny puncture on the sole of Buldram s foot.
"Doesn't nean a thing. Couldn't be a snakebite. There'd be two punctures,”
said the sheriff.

Kedrigern wanted to be hel pful. "Maybe it was a snake with one fang."

Rury gave him a dubious | ook. "Never heard of such a thing. More likely it's a
splinter. These floors nust be bristling with them"

"They seem snooth to ne," Kedrigern said.

Rury thought about that for a nonent, then shrugged. "It doesn't nmatter
Splinters don't kill people, people kill people. W' re |ooking for a murderer
And maybe --" At a sudden thought, he reached under Buldram s pillow and

groped around. He withdrew a small purse and held it up with a crestfallen
| ook.

"At |east we don't have to |l ook for a thief," Kedrigern said.

"This tells us one thing: the nmurderer sought revenge, not gold."

"What murderer? No one could have gotten in," Kedrigern said. He was | osing
patience rapidly.

Rury scratched his head in silence and then said, "Buldrumwas el fshot. |



shoul d have recogni zed the signs."

"But there are no signs."

"El f-shots | eave no sign. That's how you recogni ze them"

"But elf-shots only affect cattle. And they don't kill, they only lane. It
won't do, Rury."

The sheriff thought sone nore. At last he said with an air of great
confidence, "Then he was murdered by an assassin."

"A pretty clever assassin, to get in and out of a sealed roomand kill someone
wi t hout | eaving a wound. "

"It was a ghost assassin."”

"I"ve never heard of such a thing."

"You schol ars don't know everything, Siger. Look at the facts: Bul dramwasn't
st abbed or poisoned or strangled; there are no wounds on his body; no one
could have gotten into the room Yet he had his dagger drawn to fight off an
assassin. Therefore he was assassinated. And it could only have been a ghost
assassin.” Rury folded his arns and | ooked smnug.

"Why did he draw his dagger? He coul dn't have seen a ghost assassin.”

Wth a triunphant gesture, Rury said, "Ah, but he sensed it. A nman knows when
there's a ghost about."

Kedrigern threw up his hands. Reasoning with Rury was a hopel ess undert aki ng.
The snell of fresh-baked bread was rising fromthe kitchen just below, and he
was hungry. Bul dram mi ght have had a thousand enenies, but none of them could
have had a hand in this. Cobviously, the man had had a fit of some kind during
the night. If Rury was too dense to grasp that, there was little to be done
with him In any event, obvious facts seened to matter little to the sheriff.
"Have it your way. It was a ghost assassin," Kedrigern said.

"That's the only logical solution. And it presents a problem?"”

"\What probl enf? You' ve solved the mystery."

"But | can't hang a ghost."

"No, | suppose you can't. Is that a probl enP"

"Don't be thick, man! If a servant of the king is nurdered, someone has to be
hung. Justice demands it. So I'll have to find someone to hang."

"Ch, really now, Rury --"

The sheriff broke in, "You have nothing to worry about. You've assisted ny

i nvestigation. I'Il hang Kettry. May as well hang Hilla, too."
Kedri gern frowned. He had | ong been troubled by the casual attitude toward
life -- the life of others -- shown by people who could | ook forward, at best,

to a nmere fifty- or sixty-year lifespan. Fromthe standpoint of a wizard with
a reasonable |life expectancy upwards of five hundred years, it seened an
absurdly inprovident attitude. "You'll have to find themfirst. |I'msure
they're far fromhere by now," he said. "And if they left during the rain,
they won't be easy to track."

Rury gave a little grunt of annoyance. "Hadn't thought of that. One of the
nen-at-arns will have to do."

"But they couldn't have done it."

"Al'l right, then. I'lIl hang the servant."
"The servant?!" Kedrigern cried. "She's only a child."
Rury considered that for a nonent. "Yes, | suppose she's a bad choice. Doesn't

wei gh any nore than a cat. It's difficult hanging the small ones. Sonething
al ways seens to go wong."

Kedri gern's annoyance was yielding to growi ng anger. He had a sinple
straightforward view of justice: the guilty should be punished, and the

i nnocent should not. "Rury, you can't send soneone to the gall ows who didn't
commt the crinme," he said.

"I have to hang soneone. It's ny job. Any nunber of people would have done
Buldramin if they had the chance, wouldn't they? They woul d have been glad to
be rid of him He was the king's nost effective tax collector.™

"But you can't hang an innocent person. That's not justice."

Wth a smle and an easy confident gesture, Rury said, "No problemthere. |
put themon the rack, and they confess their guilt. They always do. | haven't



hung an innocent person yet."

A corollary of Kedrigern's view of justice was that those condemmed as guilty
shoul d i ndeed be guilty, and not unfortunate victins of circunstance,

m schance, or the exigencies of those charged with executing the law. Rury

m ght be an upright man by the | ocal standards, but Kedrigern considered those
standards to be deplorably I ow

The situation was getting conpletely out of hand. Bul dram was causi ng nore
troubl e dead than he did when alive. Sonething had to be done. From the | ook
of things, only magic woul d serve.

Kedri gern reached inside his shirt and laid his fingers on his medallion. It
bore two notches, the Ceft of Cenency and the slightly smaller Kerf of
Judgnent. Each of them had consi derabl e power, and he enployed themrarely.
This was clearly a proper occasion. He placed a fingertip in each notch
turned aside to speak a few words very softly, and then reached out and laid
his hand on Rury's shoul der

"There's no reason to hang anyone. You know that, don't you, Rury?" he said.
The sheriff |ooked at himand blinked. He seemed confused. He hesitated for a
nmonent, then said in a nonotone, as if reciting an old fornula, "A nurderer
must hang. That's the |aw. "

"That's right, Rury. But there's been no nmurder here. Isn't it obvious that
Bul dram di ed of a sudden fever? He shows all the signs. His face was
distorted, and he was in an agitated state. I'msure all the w ne he drank and
t he excitement over his burning cloak hastened his end. He died of a brain
fever."”

In the same dreany voice, Rury said, "A brain fever. Yes, it nust have been a

brain fever. It's obvious. No wounds. Face distorted. Wne...cloak.... No
nurder at all. A brain fever."
Kedri gern removed his hand from Rury's shoul der and said, "A brilliant

deduction. You' ve convinced ne, Rury. Let's tell the others."

It was astoni shing how quickly menories flooded back into everyone's mnd when
Rury announced his conclusions. The men-at-arnms recalled Bul dram s nention of
feeling out of sorts earlier in the day. Corgin spoke of his alarmat the
knight's flushed face and excited manner -- sure signs of the onset of brain
fever -- and described how Bul dram had eaten only three small hel pi ngs of the
excel l ent stew and drunk eight goblets of wine in quick succession, as if
consunmed with thirst. Even Gup observed that when the poor |oud man had ki cked
her, it seemed to cost hima great deal of effort. Only Corgin's wfe was
unavail able for coment, having spent the entire evening in the kitchen
Clearly the consensus supported Rury. Everyone was lavish in praise of his
speed and ingenuity in solving what had appeared to be a baffling nmystery.

The rains of the previous night, though fierce, had ended before dawn. Now the
cl ouds had passed, the sun was shining, and the roads were passable. No one
seened inclined to tarry at the inn

Bul drami s men wrapped his body in the sheet on which it lay and piled it in

t he baggage wagon. Rury proposed to |l eave with themfor King Gsmall's court to
announce the death of the royal tax collector and deliver his report on the
case. Kedrigern found himin the fatal chanber, making a final exani nation of
Bul drami s bel ongi ngs.

"I had hoped to find an account book," Rury said in greeting. "Buldram has
collected a great deal of noney for the king over the years."

"Buldramdidn't strike ne as the sort of man who reads and wites. He may have
kept everything in his head."

"More likely he sinply chose not to keep records. Too bad." Lowering his

voi ce, Rury said, "Fromthe gossip |I've heard around the court, he hel ped
hinself to a good portion of what he collected. Hs victinms would say nothing;
they were all terrified. It was nmy hope that 1'd find proof anong his

bel ongi ngs. It |ooks as though the proof doesn't exist."

Ordinarily, Kedrigern adnmired anyone who was conscientious about his work, but
Rury's eagerness to hang peopl e seened al nbost obsessive. A rem nder seened in
order. "Buldramwas fortunate to have died peacefully in bed," he observed,



addi ng, "of natural causes.”
"Not so peacefully. You're forgetting the dagger in his hand. There's no way

to explain that," Rury said

Kedrigern dism ssed that detail with a slighting gesture. "It was right in
character. Buldramwas a knight. A man |like that would react to any
provocation -- even an ache or pain -- by drawi ng a weapon."

"Perhaps you're right. Unfortunately for him he couldn't frighten off brain
fever," said Rury with obvious relish

"Not so unfortunate. It beats hanging."

Rury's satisfaction becane | ess pronounced. He held out his hand. "Thank you

for your assistance, Siger. | won't forget how hel pful you were."

You' || never know how hel pful | was, Kedrigern thought as he bid a cheerful
farewell to the sheriff.

Left alone in the chanmber, the inpress of Buldram s body still visible in the

bed, he reflected on the norning' s events. The incident was cl osed, but
nothing at all had been solved. The true cause of Buldramis death was a
nmystery, and likely to remain one.

The only indisputable fact about the whole affair was that the nman was dead;
Kedri gern had not the vaguest notion of what really had done himin, though he
was certain what had not. Not brain fever, or the hand of Hilla or Kettry or
one of his own nen-at-arnms, or the wish of a servant girl. Corgin and his wfe
had not even been nentioned as possible culprits. Magic in any form coul d
definitely be ruled out. As for elvish arrows or a ghost assassin, the |ess
said the better. There was not a mark on the man except for that pinprick on
the sole of his foot. Rury had attributed that to a splinter, and for once he
was probably right.

But there had been no splinter in Buldramis foot. And there was that dagger in
his hand.... Wy? Kedrigern shook his head, still puzzled. These were small
poi nts, probably insignificant, but they bothered him He turned the question
over in his mnd. It was possible...no, surely not...unless...perhaps...

And then it canme clear. He | aughed al oud as the obvi ous answer burst upon him
Bul dram had been di ggi ng out the splinter when he died.

Kedrigern marveled at the sinmplicity of the explanation. It was self-evident,
and it clarified everything -- except the exact cause of death, and that was
best left to the doctors of physic. But it was reasonable to assune that

Bul dram had suffered an apopl exy whil e raging about the splinter. Perhaps he
had actually had an attack of brain fever, as well.

He turned to | eave the chanber, and then it occurred to himthat one nore

t hi ng remai ned unexpl ained. Corgin maintained his inn with great care. The
floors were clean and snmooth. They were not, as Rury had suggested, bristling
with splinters, as was usually the case in such establishnments. So where had
that splinter cone fronf

It was an inconsequential detail, but Kedrigern was curious. Better to settle
this matter once and for all and go his way with his mnd clear of unanswered
guestions. He had an orderly m nd, and wanted closure. He drew out his
nmedal | i on and surveyed the floor through the Aperture of True Vision to see if
he coul d spot the rough patch where Bul dram had pi cked up the splinter

The floors of the roomwere as snmooth as the pal mof his hand. He found no
trace of a splinter, but his eye was caught by the glint of netal. He knelt,
and as he bent to examne it nmore closely, the pleasant aroma of fresh-baked
bread wafted up between the cracks in the floor. Cean and snooth the

fl oorboards night be, but they were not tightly fitted, he thought, recalling
Bul drami s uproar so clearly audible on the previous night.

The obj ect he had seen appeared to be the tip of a long, thick needle. It
barely protruded above floor |evel. Kedrigern reached down to try to tug it
free, but a sudden suspicion made hi mw thdraw his hand. This was an unusua
needl e. How, he wondered, did a needle, any needle, come to be in such a
position? How did it come to be in this chanber at all? A needle was
conpletely out of place here. Buldramwas definitely not the sort of nman to
mend his own garnents, or relax with a bit of fancy enbroidery. Something was



am ss.

He t hought about his discovery for a time. Then, gathering his pack and

bl anket, he went bel ow and entered the kitchen, where Corgin and his wife were
| aboring. He brushed past them his eyes scanning the low ceiling. Wth a
bright, "Ah, there you are," he reached up and tugged sonething free. Corgin
and his wi fe exchanged a frightened gl ance. Kedrigern held out his hand to

di splay the |l ong kitchen skewer that had been | odged, point upward, between

t he boards.

He turned to the innkeeper and his wife, who were now clinging to one anot her
gaping at himin unconceal ed panic. "You forgot to remove one of the skewers.
Tell me, Corgin, what poison did you use? It nmust have been very powerful to
kill a man Buldram s size," he said.

The i nnkeeper paled. He broke fromhis wfe and staggered back. H s wi fe gave
a despairing cry of, "He knows! He knows everything! He must be a wizard!" and
buried her face in her hands.

Kedrigern folded his arnms and | ooked on themwi th a firm no-nonsense gaze.
"Perhaps | am Goodw fe Corgin. And perhaps I'msinply a man who notices
things that others don't. But | want an answer."

"He woul d have taken everything, like he did to Kettry and Hilla and the rest.
He's robbed everyone in the valley, and for |eagues around,"” Corgin said, his
voi ce quaki ng.

"He squeezed us dry. He robbed the people and he robbed the king, and nobody
could stop him" his wife blurted.

"He bragged about it I|ast night, when he told nme he was going to assess us siXx
crowns in tax. 'Three for the king and three for his loyal tax collector,' he
said. He knew we couldn't pay. Six crowns is nore than we nmake in two years.
He woul d have seized our inn, the way he's seized land and farns and cattle

t hese | ast seven years."

"We've worked so hard. W keep our inn spotless and serve good food, and we
don't cheat travelers...it wasn't fair, your honor!" said Corgin's wife amd
copi ous tears.

"Did Buldram actually admt that he stole fromthe king?"

"He boasted about it! He knows nobody anong us woul d dare to denounce him"
she said.

"Who'd listen to us?" Corgin said. "So we did himin."

At Kedrigern's urging, he described the nethod. He and his wife had been in
the kitchen, lamenting their inminent ruin, listening to Buldram s heavy tread
over head, when the idea had come to them They had heard the knight's boots
hit the floor when he drew them off, and knew that he was wal ki ng about the
room barefoot. Taking a dozen sharp skewers, they coated the tips with a

poi son they had obtained froma nountebank in |ieu of payment, and forced them
up through cracks in the ceiling near the site of the bed. Then they waited.
When they heard Buldramis cry, followed by a stream of vivid inprecations,
they knew their plan had succeeded. They acted quickly to renove the skewers.
In their joy and relief they overl ooked one, and that was their undoing.

"But we wouldn't have let that sheriff hang nobody, | swear," said the

i nnkeeper's wife. "Not even GQup."

"How decent of you," said Kedrigern

"There's no need to sumon the sheriff back," Corgin said with a deep sigh
"We'| | go out and hang ourselves in the barn."

"Can't we have lunch first? No sense in wasting this good soup,’
sai d, |ooking dolefully at the bubbling stockpot.

They turned to Kedrigern in appeal. He thought for a very brief time and then
said, "Wiy don't you two just have lunch and forget the hanging? There's no
need for anyone to hang."

Corgin sighed again. "How nmuch do you want? W're not wealthy, but we'll give
you --"

Kedrigern held up a hand to silence him "You misunderstand me. You said that
Bul dram confessed to stealing fromthe king."

"He didn't confess it, he boasted of it!"

his wife



"And what is the penalty for stealing fromthe king?"

"Death," they said with one voice.

"I't would appear to ne that justice has been served far nore effectively than
Rury woul d have served it," said Kedrigern with a resigned shrug. "Let's say
no nmore on the subject. But don't nmake a habit of treating your guests this
way. "

"We've never done such a thing before. Never even thought of it!" cried
CGoodwi fe Corgin.

"And we'll never do it again, your honor, never, | swear! Ch, thank you, thank
you!" Corgin blurted, falling to his knees. "How can we repay you?"

"Anyt hi ng you want, your excellency!" his wife cried, dropping heavily to her
knees at his side.

"Ch, get up," Kedrigern said. He had been well paid for his work on this trip,
and had no wish to take a few coi ns from hard-worki ng people. Wen Corgin and
his wife had clinbed, groaning, to their feet, he said, "Here's what | want:
you rmust treat GQup well from now on. Feed her decently and stop thrashing her
She has a good heart."

The i nnkeeper and his wi fe exchanged a puzzl ed gl ance. Corgin | aughed -- a
tentative laugh, as if at a joke he did not understand -- and said, "She's
only a foundling brat, your honor."

"No need to concern yourself with the likes of Gup," said his wife. "She
doesn't even --"

Their words transfornmed Kedrigern. The | ook that he turned on them nmade the

i nnkeeper recoil as if froma blow and his wife emt a shriek of terror. The
wi zard seemed to grow, he extended his hand and held themw th his blazing
eyes for a terrifying instant; but before he could blast themto dust, he
dropped his hand. He covered his eyes and stepped back. He stood for a noment
breathing slowly and deeply to conpose hinsel f. When he spoke, his voice was
cal m but icy.

"Treat foundlings well, Corgin. You never know who they may turn out to be,"
he said without |ooking at them

Corgin's voice cracked when he tried to reply. He finally nanaged to squeak
out, "W will, we will, your honor, sir. W'Ill treat her like our own
daughter."

"Do better than that. She deserves good food and warm cl ot hi ng. Fair wages.
And no nore beatings."

"No, your honor. Never again. Not even a harsh word."

"Start by giving her a good neal. Right now She's earned it many tines over."
"Yes, your honor. A grand big bow of soup, your honor. And plenty of bread.”
"Even a bit of neat," his wife added. "And an apple."

"And your honor...the skewer?" Corgin said, reaching out a hopeful hand.

"I"ll keep that for a time," Kedrigern said.

When he saw Qup seated before a huge bow of soup, with a slice of buttered
bread in one hand and a spoon in the other and an expression on her face of
ast oni shed bliss, he took up his belongings and left the inn. The norning m st
had di ssi pated, and now the sky was bright and the air was cool and bracing.
It was a good norning to be on the road.

Al'l things considered, he was satisfied with the night's work. He was not
absolutely certain how a king's magi strate would | ook upon his decision, but
in his owmn mnd it seemed a judgnent worthy of Solonobn. A confessed thief had
paid the lawful penalty of his crines, and no innocent person was in danger of
hangi ng. That was about as close to justice as one could expect in Gsmall's
kingdom Hilla and Kettry were safely away. Poor little Gup was enjoying a
respite fromher customary mstreatnment, and the inprovenent in her condition
was likely to last. The skewer, safe in Kedrigern' s possession, was surety for
t hat .

As for himself, Kedrigern had | earned a val uable | esson: when traveling,

al ways carry a pair of bedroomslippers. Wth thick soles.



