MARC LAl DLAW
DANKDEN

He was a clumsy bard, inept at the conplex fingerings that made edul daner
strings humso sweetly in a master nusician's hands. H s nusical deficiency
owed

much to the fact that his right hand was nmade entirely out of polished bl ack
stone, carved in perfect replication of a human hand, so detailed that one
coul d

see the slight reliefwork of veins and noles, the knolls of knuckles, even
peeling cuticles captured in the hard gl ossy rock. Most of the fine hairs had
snapped fromthe delicately rendered di anond-shaped pores, but you could fee
where they had been, |ike adamantine stubble. His left hand was nore dexterous
than nost, and his calloused fingers hamered the strings as best they could
to

make up for the other hand's disability; but his rock-solid right hand was
good

for nothing nore than brutal strunm ng and whacki ng. He couldn't pinch a

pl ectrum The soundbox was scarred and showed the signs of nuch abuse, the
thin

wood havi ng been patched nmany times over

"It's a gargoyle affliction,” he said to nost who asked. "Cones and goes. |I'm
| ooking for the treacherous slab who did it to nme and di sappeared before he
could undo it."

If you asked why he didn't learn to play a different instrunent in the
nmeant i e,

one nore suited to his handicap, the bard's face went hard and dark and stony
as

his hand. "Once | was proficient enough,” he'd say. "The edul damer spoiled ne
for anything else. It still suits my voice. And besides, what else could

pl ay

one- handed? \What bard acconpani es hinself on sticks or spoons? | can't exactly
sing while | blow ullala pipes. "

He was right about his voice. Though his stone thunb grated on the strings,
hi s

voi ce was strong. The conflict of these sounds -- one harsh and scarcely in
control, the other pure and deliberate -- nade the bard' s performances nore
t han

nerely bearable. Wierever he went, he was a curiosity. If asked why he didn't
find a musical conpanion, one who could play an instrunent while he sang
acconpani nent, the bard scoffed sadly. "I travel alone," he said. "I wouldn't
wish ny ill fortune on anyone else."

One gathered that this had not always been the case.

The nane of this sul king, sarcastic, stone-fingered, honey-tongued | oner was
Gorlen Vizenfirth.

Corlen stunbl ed i nto Dankden in a torrential rain, a phenonenon apparently so
comon in this climate that the nud-fl ooded streets of the nud-colored town
wer e

lined with patterned stepping stones of the sort usually found at stream
crossings. Hand-pull rope-and-raft ferries operated at intersections, deep in
the street canyons between the saggi ng, slouching shops and houses. Having



spi ed

an inn with a lanplit marquee across the street, during his customary search
of

the rooflines for anything resenmbling a gargoyle, CGorlen stepped onto the
sliny

pl anks of one such raft and began to pull hinself against the muddy current.
He

had taken no nore than three strong pulls -- a lurching node of progress nmade
nmore difficult by the fact that he had but one hand to clench with -- when he
heard a cry fromthe sidewal k (or bank) he had just deserted. Turning, he saw
a

worman and a boy, both wrapped in shiny dark cloaks, only their white faces

vi si bl e. The woman beckoned for himto return

Sonet hi ng nore than courtesy conpelled himto obey: his one flesh pal mwas
already blistering. At this rate, he would be unable to play the edul daner by
the tine he reached the far row of stepping stones, and thus unable to earn a
living. He stepped aside to let the pair aboard; the woman gave hima smle
and

her thanks. The rain and chill had brought a flush to her cheeks; her eyes
wer e

dark and gleam ng reflecting sone source of light invisible to himin the
gl oony

aft ernoon. She | ooked too young to be the boy's nother, for which, seeing her
beauty, he was suddenly gl ad.

As they crowded past himinto a comer of the raft, Gorlen realized that he was
expected to haul them His spirits felt as sodden as his underwear, the
strength

drenched out of him but making a show of it, he grasped the rope once nore
and

yanked themout into the mudflow, turning his face into his dripping sleeve to
hi de the grimaces he nade with every painful draw

The short voyage nust have gone nore slowy than the Dankden woman was used
to.

Corlen's palns were barely burning before he felt her beside himand saw her
gl oved hands reaching up to grasp the rope. The pal ms of her gloves were
heavi l y

rei nforced, and with good reason. She pulled with such strong and practiced
strokes that the rope was nearly tomfromhis hand. The raft scudded over the
street in a dozen pulls, to which Gorlen nade only a token contribution

At the far bank, sonewhat chastened, he tipped his hat, spilling a small fl ood
of rainwater down his front, and thanked the wonan. He caught her staring at
hi s

ri ght hand, enbarrassed, she | ooked away.

"What happened to your hand?" the boy said sharply.

The wonman turned on himwith a cry -- "Jezzle! Please don't mind ny brother
sir."

"That's all right," said Gorlen, offering his flesh hand to her as she stepped
onto the stone landing. "Children always say what's in their minds. Wen do we
| ose that innocence, | wonder?"

"It's none of his business," she said, "that's all."

"Il tell you, though," he said. "I got in trouble with the priests of



Nar dat h

a few years back. They laid a task on me -- and one of their pet gargoyles
turned my pinky to stone as a remnder. Every tinme | dawdl ed on ny errand, or
deliberately headed in the wong direction, the blackness spread. Finger by
finger, it swallowed nmy hand. As you can see, | was reluctant to do exactly as
the priests asked, even at the cost of ny dexterity."

The boy rapped on Gorlen's hand and jerked back smarting knuckles. "I guess
you
did what they wanted, or you'd be rock all over."

"Lucky for you I did, too. In spite of nyself, | saved the world. Sone woul d
even say, the universe."

Jezzl e gazed at himcoolly. "Wsh | had one like that."

Corlen smled up at the woman, and was startled to see her expression. "You
don't have to lie to him" she said as his grin died. "He's a child, not an
idiot."

She seized the boy's hand and pull ed himaway before Gorlen could say anot her
word, in his defense or otherw se.

That'll teach ne, he thought as he watched them pick their way over the

st ones.

Haul i ng out my heroic credentials to inpress a lady. O course she considers
ne

a fool. Who wouldn't?

I"mgoing to start saying it's artificial

Letting the pair precede himsonme distance into the murk, he finally foll owed
in

the sane direction until he reached the inn he'd spotted from across the

street.

The place was called the Drydock. Tilted signs, hand-lettered in bright orange
paint and nailed to the facade, proclaimed the nmerits of the inn

"Come in & dry off!" "A snug harbor!" "Conpletely dry inside!" "Boot-warners

avail able!'™ "Heat in every room" "Dry beds & sheets!" "Your confort
cheerful ly

guaranteed!" A huge stone hearth was pictured on the wall; he could al nost
f eel

the heat of the painted flanes.

CGorlen grinned and pushed open the door, expecting gusts of warmair. He was
nmet

instead by a clammy draft reeking of mldew He couldn't be sure whether it
was

hi s soaked boots or the spongy mass of carpet that squel ched underfoot as he
stepped into a grotto dimand dank as a frog's den. Scattered | anps gl owed
with

a weak, watery light, their chimeys all rippled with droplets. The interior
echoed with a steady streaning drizzle; |ouder than the nmuffled sizzle of the
rain, it was the sound of countless |eaks, of water pouring into tin pails and
teetering saucers. Mkeshift gutters lined the walls, carrying run-off to a

r ow

of windows at the rear of the high-roofed room Tiny cataracts cascaded from
t he



cei ling, vanishing through holes they had worn in the floor. Spray fromthe
nmyri ad fountains peppered his face and hands. Mossy stairs rose on either side
to an opposing pair of lofts; above were rows of open doors, all so badly

war ped

t hat probably they woul d never cl ose again.

Across the room behind a countertop, cloaked in the bright yellow skin of
somne

no doubt toxic |ocal anphibian, stood a man whom it woul d have been charitable
(and an insult to toads) to dub "toadlike." Gay-cheeked, with bul ging eyes in
a

| unpy face, he patiently nopped his countertop with alternate strokes of a
rubber knife and a sponge. Water flewto the floor in sheets; he wung the
sponge into a bucket. The counter was instantly soaked again, and the bucket
woul d soon need enptying. He interrupted this futile procedure for a noment
when

CGorlen entered, then went back to it

Corlen should have left imediately; there was no real point in staying or
stoki ng the bartender's inmedi ate, obvious hostility. But the blatant fraud,
t he

howl i ng mi srepresentations of the lurid signs outside, spurred both his

i ndi gnation and his sense of the absurd. He found the conbination
irresistible.

Striding across the soft planks, he called on the yellowclad proprietor

"You,

there! Sir -- if | may call you that? What is the nmeaning of your bold and

bol dly fal se i nducenments? | have never seen such a bare-faced bait and swi tch,
whi ch fools an eager customer for perhaps one hundredth of a second, and gains
you nothing but their ill will in record tine."

The i nnkeeper, if such he was, |ooked sidelong at a collection of nmushroom
growm hs clustered at the far end of the counter, gray puffs rising on
rust-col ored stal ks. Gorlen saw suddenly that they were custoners, severa

bl obby soul s wrapped in winkled gray nol d-col ored cl oaks, hunched on spindly
iron stools and sipping liquor fromtall glasses which they guarded wth
cupped

hands fromthe nore unpredictable | eaks. Gorlen sensed that they had heard
such

obj ections before; although they made no sound, fromthe quivering of their
oddly simlar bulks he felt certain they were | aughing.

"We're under new managenent," the toad-nman croaked, and at that the |aughter

rang outright. "I can't be held responsible for the clains of the previous
owner . "
"Very good," Corlen said, joining with themin laughter. "I see the nerit of

your argument. But what would you say if | were to bring your clains nore in
line with reality?"

"What d'ye mean by that?"

"I mean | would happily volunteer to renove the signs fromyour establishment,
whi ch surely serve only to bring unhappy and del uded customers through your
door. The nane itself, of course, nust remain. |I'msure you paid plenty of
auris

for its ironic properties alone, which |I cannot help but admire."

"Take down ny signs?" the keeper said, Flowering at his custoners to shut them



up.

"I thought you said they were the previous owner's signs, and not yours at
all.”

"I paid for 'em that nmakes 'emnine."

"Then I'Il bring themstraight in, out of harm s way, and even suggest a few
pl aces where you might put them" Gorlen turned and wal ked out the way he had
cone in. The saturated air, which had seemed oppressive before, now tasted
fresh

and invigorating; at least it was not thick with nmold spores striving to
establish green colonies in his nasal passages. On the porch outside the
Drydock, he wenched at the nearest of the |ludicrous signs, finding that the
swol I en wood splintered and crunmbled in his hands. He set what renmined of it
careful |y beside the door, and was starting on a second when, in a flash of
slick yellow, the innkeeper sprang upon him

Corlen had only an instant to brace hinself; it was not enough. Broad fat
hands

grabbed and shoved him first onto his butt and then across the scumy pl anks.
He' d been carrying his edul damer case slung over one shoulder, and he felt its
strap catch on a porch post, along with his travel sack. He wi shed heartily

t hat

he coul d have stayed there with them but the upright toad had given hima
good

push, and did not neglect to follow through. Gorlen hit the edge of the porch
and awkwardly tumbl ed between the stepping stones, sprawling into the nuddy
stream Thrashing for purchase, he began to sink

He kicked out, his eyes full of nud, mud in his nouth, and no bottom beneath
him This was no street -- it was a river

Once he had been as fine a swimer as he'd been a nusician. The gargoyl e had
robbed him of both skills with one nove. Nor had he ever swumin such a rich
m xture of mud, which did nothing to buoy himup like friendly water. It was a
mracle that he managed to stay afloat for nore than a few seconds in the
current; a mracle, also, that guided himtoward another of the raft Iandings,
where even now someone was noving out across the flooded street and shouting
at

him-- words he couldn't hear through the nud in his ears -- as they tried to
pull the raft into his path.

He hit it hard and blind, throwing his arns over the deck, clanbering aboard
wi th assistance fromhis rescuer. He sprawled as if dead, then struggled to
hi s

knees, choking into the face of a wonan.

"Well, well, if it isn't the savior of the universe," said his rescuer
blithely,

hauling the raft back toward the stone |andi ng where her brother Jezzle
wai t ed.

"At your service," Corlen replied, and pronptly vonited copi ous quantities of
dilute brown gritty muck at her feet.

Her nane was Taian. She and Jezzle lived with their father, an anphibian
hunt er

and dealer in phib hides, in a set of small but thoroughly dry roons at the
top



of a hi gh-peaked house where the rain rang |loud on every slanted ceiling, but

| eaked t hrough nowhere. Phib skins hung drying in al nost every room which
nmade

an al ready cranped apartnment feel inpossibly crowded. From where Corlen sat by
the fire, nursing a nug of warm fermented plapi oc, he could not make out al

of

Tai an or Jezzle, though both sat near himin the parlor. They appeared only as
fragnents between the dangling curled hides. Accustoned now to the warm

somewhat swanpy odor of the place, he was content to fill hinself with the

t hi ck

sweet white liquid and listen to the other two talk while his clothes --
freshly

soaped and rinsed in rain -- dried on a rack by the fire.

Metal clattered in the hall; the door slamred and boots canme stonping. Jezzle
junped up to greet his father, a tall, broad-shoul dered, bearded man who

st opped

in the parlor doorway and went quite silent and suspici ous when he saw Corl en
dressed only in blankets, reclining in what nmust have been his own favorite
chair.

Gorlen junped hastily to his feet, but Taian was al ready expl ai ni ng. The

hunt er

burst out | aughing, and cane forward to clap himon the shoul der. "So, young
man! Five m nutes in Dankden and you' ve already nade an inplacable enenmy! dd
Stoag and his cronies will be tracking you down, you've my word on it, now

t hat

you' ve inpugner the conforts of his inn."

Gorlen wasn't conpletely sure the man was joking, although his smile was wide
enough. He nust have seen Gorlen's uncertainty, though

"Ah, relax. That place will collapse under its own soggy wei ght soon enough
and

carry Stoag back into the nmire where he belongs. They keep those signs up for
a

| augh, to watch the faces on any stranger who cones in. You threatened to get
between a phib and his anusenent, that's why he pitched you into the
tide-flood."

"A phi b?" Gorlen said. "So he's not conpletely human, then?"

"Not by half, no; nor his custoners. They crawl up fromthe swanps at high
tide

and try to lay claimto Dankden once nore, with their usual pewing conplaints
that the town is rightfully theirs. A hopel ess bunch, and utterly useless --
except for the good skins of their purebreed brethren. Ha!"

And here he thrust at Gorlen a fresh phib skin, still linp and wet with ichor,
snelling far fishier than the dried hides hangi ng throughout the apartnent. It
was grayish green in color; there were others in simlarly nuted tones slung
over the hunter's shoulder. He slipped themall off and handed themto Tai an
who carried the hides down the hall

"Take good care of them girl," he called after her. "That's the best lot 1've

hauled in an age."

He | ooked toward the chair with scarcely disguised | onging, and Corlen | eapt
out
of the way. "By all means, sit!"



"Ah, well, if you don't mind . He sank down on the chair, groaning with
relief, and pulled off his sopping boots. These and the rest of his clothes
wer e

qui ckly mounted before the fire; then he wapped hinself in a thick robe that
had been warm ng on a hook beside the hearth. Jezzle appeared with a | arge
gobl et of plapioc. The big man sucked it down in a few swall ows, then handed
it

back to the boy, w ping curds fromhis nustache. "Another |ike that one," he
said with a laugh. Then he put out his hand to Gorlen. "I'm O abbus."

"Pl eased, sir. CGorlen Vizenfirth is the nane."

Gorlen put out his right hand. C abbus showed a nmonent's surprise, then a
lingering curiosity. "Eh?" he said, touching it and then letting go.

"Mnd if |I have a cl oser |ook?"
"Not at all," said Corlen.
C abbus hunched toward the fire, and Gorlen turned the hand pal mup, palm

down,
letting the old man inspect the perfectly rendered patterns. "Fate lines," he

said after awhile. "I don't read them but these | ook strangely symmetri cal
You

carved them yoursel f, | suppose?”

"In fact," said Gorlen, "those are the very lines | was born with. And you're

not the first to notice their synmetry. Sone say they herald great |uck

ot hers

an evil destiny. So far both propheci es have proved equally true. Half the
tinme

good luck delivers nme fromsonme dreadful end into a pl easant one, nuch as your
daughter rescued ne today; the rest of the tinme, | seempitched fromrelative
confort into darker adventures. Safe decisions |lead ne into awful trouble, and
only the riskiest endeavors ever seemto deliver me to anything like a
nmonent ' s

peace. "
"Peace?" said O abbus. "Mst of us are too busy making a living. | notice your
i nstrument case. . . .?"

"That is nmy living." "lIs it a good one?"

"Wll, | have no house --

"This shabby flat is rented, ny boy! Wat do I own?"

-- and no famly."
"Ah. Well." d abbus blinked sadly, in synpathy.

"And what friends |'ve made are scattered far and wi de; some of them no doubt
rue the day that brought nme into their lives, and cel ebrate the day that
carried

me off again."”

"Surely that won't be the case with us. Jezzle, another plap' for Gorlen
Vizenfirth as well!"



The boy had anticipated his father's request. For a tine they sat sipping
together by the fire. Jezzle brought a tray of spiced neat and pickles for his
father, then sat by the chair and asked about the day's hunt. As d abbus
descri bed events in the swanpy reaches outside Dankden, Corlen found his mnd
wandering to Tai an, whom he could hear humming down the hall. He pulled on his
warm dry clothes and foll owed the sound of her voice until he reached a

cl osed

door; he rapped lightly and passed through

He found hinself standing on a covered bal cony, above the rushing street. He
habi tual Iy checked the rooftops across the way, sone taller than this one, al
of them | acking any but the comopnest masonry and decorative plasters. There
was

nothing |ike a gargoyl e anywhere in sight.

A huge stove burned in one comer of the bal cony, smoke fuming froma

per f or at ed

pi pe that curled fromthe chimey. Taian was trinm ng the hides and hangi ng

t hem

in the gouts of snoke, which then escaped around the edges of the eaves. A
heap

of slimy globular vegetables filled a half-keg in the comer, and every now and
t hen Tai an reached over, plucked one up, and tossed it into the stove, where
it

expl oded wetly, releasing a strong perfunme that altered the col or and

consi stency of the snoke for nearly a mnute.

"Essential to curing the hides," she explained. "Qherw se they crack and
crunmbl e and snell terrible. They won't repel water for long, either."
"Fine rai nwear your famly makes," CGorlen said. "I wish | had such a cl oak
nmysel f. My conmon cl ot hes are soaked right through in a strong shower."

"Well," she said coyly, "perhaps something could be arranged."”

"I don't wish to take advantage,"
bal cony.

he said, nmoving closer to her on the

"No nore than you already have, you nean?" she said, whirling away fromhimto
gat her anot her batch of skins.

"I's this your livelihood?" he asked, letting his hands fall

"For the noment. Curing hides, stitching cloaks, and | ooking after mny brother
I

wanted to be a hunter like ny father, but until Jezzle's old enough to care
for

hinmself . . . I'mstuck here. Father used to take ne with himinto the

mar shes

to watch the boat and help keep the lines clear while he dived; but since our
not her died, |I've had to stay hone. Wth my luck, it will be Jezzle who ends
up

the hunter; 1'll have spent ny youth and strength on donestic chores.™

"I doubt that," Gorlen said. "You re young and strong enough to be a hunter
when
the tinme cones.”

"You think so?"



"Well," he said, snmling, "when | renenber how swiftly you got the raft to ne
this afternoon, and haul ed me aboard -- | think you could do anything you
l'ike.

And Jezzle | ooks like a fast-growing lad. He'll be ready for the swanps before
you know it."

"I hope you're right. But really you know nothing of our way of life. You're
only guessing." She | eaned agai nst the balcony rail, gazing up at him a

wi st ful

| ook in her eyes.

"At the particulars, yes," he said. "But |'ve traveled so widely that | think
mne is an educated guess.” He put his left hand on the rail beside her,

| eani ng

closer. She was warm fromthe stove; he was close enough to feel that mnuch.

"Are you an educated nan, then?"
"Only in the ways of the world," he said.
Her eyes closed. Now he coul d kiss her

At that noment, shouts rose fromthe street -- a chorus of gravelly voices

t hat

sounded as rough as the rain. Gorlen was inclined to think it a random rabbl e,
nothing to interrupt his pursuit of Taian's lips. But her eyes |eapt open and
she spun away with an angry cry: "No! Not again!"

She pushed through the door, calling for her father, [eaving Gorlen nearly

ti pping over the railings into the rain. Saving hinmself froma headl ong fal
into sloshing streets, he stared down at a nulticolored nob that had gat hered
on

t he | andi ngs and stepping stones across the street from C abbus's hi gh house.
He

couldn't quite hear what they were calling nor could he imgi ne why they were
directing their energies at this particular bal cony. Like Stoag and his

ungai nly

customers, these were |lunmpy and m sshapen fol k, albeit many were brightly
colored in orange and yellow and vivid green. Corlen realized with sone
surprise

that these brilliant vestnments were their own skins.

C abbus appeared at his side. "Were are they -- oh! Leave off pestering ny
fam ly!" he hollered down at the crowd.

"What about our fanmilies?" one called back -- though it was hard to tel
whi ch.

"Mne's an honest living on land that's rightly ours!"”

"Rightly yours? You cone into our very dens -- trapping and killing!"

"Bah, nonsense! Go or I'll have the guards here in a nmonent!" He turned to the
door, where Taian stood glaring at her father for no reason Gorl en understood.
Jezzle tried to peer out past her, but C abbus pushed them both back i nside.
"What do they want now?" Tai an asked.

"Never you mind. Let's go in, CGorlen. This will take care of itself." Fromthe
back of the crowd, hidden till that noment by an overhangi ng eave, cane a



wai I i ng worman, carrying in her arnms a large bundle. In the dripping rain and
evening murk, Corlen could hardly see what it was, although she lifted it up
for

their inspection. "Look what you' ve done!" she cried. "In what way is this
rightful?"

She slipped on the stones and went down weakly, dropping her bundle. As it
flopped to the hard surface, it sprawmed out in full form Corlen saw a raw,
oozing figure, about the size of a child, but nottled and narbled with streaks
of gray and blue and yell ow. Gorlen heard Tai an gasp; she had conme up next to
himat the rail.

"I know not what you nean," C abbus called, "nor do | care to see anot her
rotting phib carcass after the day I've had."

The wonman was unabl e to answer; her nei ghbors hel ped her to her feet, and
rescued her bundle. One of themturned his face up to the bal cony.

"Anot her carcass? This was her only child."
"Fat her!" Tai an sai d.

C abbus turned quickly and grabbed his daughter's arm pushing her toward the

door. Jezzle junped back as they rushed through it. "Liars," he said. "That's

a

common phib. If it's mne at all, | caught it in the swanps. They're trying to
start a riot, that's all."

"You rob our very clutches!" cane a cry behind them cut off as C abbus
sl ammed

t he door.

"I'"ve had enough of them" C abbus swore as he stornmed down the hall, urging
hi s

children ahead of him "Every week they're noisier, nore insistent. As if

t hi ngs

haven't been hard on everyone."

"Far harder on the phibs,’
t he parl or.

Tai an said, pushing aside hides as they returned to

Cl abbus dropped down in his chair and swept his thunb across his dinner plate
to

wi pe up the last bits of grease. "True enough. The hunting's nothing like it

used to be out there in the swanps, not |ike when | was a boy. Al Dankden is
hurting. Those hal fbreeds bl ane their hardship on us hunters, when we're the

only ones who ever brought a damm thing to this sodden place."

"There was nothing here before we cane," said Jezzle sternly, echoing his
father's tone. "Nothing but swanps and marsh and knuckl eroot trees, and dunb
phi bs everywhere."

"Don't speak badly of the phibs, boy. They're your only honest living."

"But pa, what they call us in the streets --

"That's the halfbreeds -- it's the human in them saying that. A phib is but an
ani mal , neither good nor evil apart fromthe quality of its skin. And
everyt hi ng

you have you owe to their hides."



This settled, d abbus sat hinself down and crossed his hands, scowing into

t he

fire. Taian and Jezzle retreated, and Gorlen thought it best to follow "Well,
that's another evening spoiled," Taian said as they went into the kitchen

"I"'mgoing to look and see if they're still in the street," Jezzle said

m schi evousl y.

"Don't nake things worse," Taian warned him "Father wouldn't like it."

"He'll never know. Someone needs to keep an eye on them make sure they don't
try setting fire to the house or something w cked Iike that."

"Watch them fromthe balcony if you nust,’

especially not now"

she said. "But don't go near them

When the boy was gone, Corlen watched Tai an cl eaning up the dinner plates,
rinsing themunder a stream of water that ran through pipes fromthe roof.

"What brought you to Dankden?" she asked.

"I"'mlooking for a gargoyle," he said, nervously stroking his stone hand.
"Were
does your father hunt?"

"Far out in the marshes. The phibs make their honmes in underwater caves
beneat h

t he knuckl eroots. It's dirty, dangerous work -- diving in the nud flows,
feeling

your way to an entrance, then clinbing up inside to face themdown in their
own

dens. "

"And are they savage fighters?"

She shrugged. "As to that, you will have to ask my father to show you his
bum scars. The slightest touch of their skin is enough to sear holes in human
flesh. My father has withed for weeks, in agony from an anphibian's caustic
hug. "

"And yet you wear these skins with no disconfort. How is that?"

"Only the strong, mature phibs nmanifest the poison coat. Those bright colors
you

sometines see in hal fbreeds are about all they retain fromtheir full phib
ancestors. W stay away frommature hides -- they're worthless for the trade.
Only immture or senile hides are really suitable. It takes several years for
a

phib to cone into full poison, and toward the end of their life, well -- |
guess

nature no | onger cares whether they survive."

"So in other words, the ones you hunt are defensel ess.™
"You woul dn't say that were you to conme up in one of their dens in ful

dar kness, not knowi ng where you stood or how many surrounded you, or the color
of those that waited . "



Corl en shuddered. "It nust take a brave hunter."

"Yes, especially now that the phibs are so few Once the swanps were hoppi ng
with them Now the ones that remain are nore clever than ever, and nust be
tracked diligently, often deep into the knuckl eroot groves. My father has been
weeks on the trail of the hides he brought hone today."

"Must be quite an art to it."

"And a science, yes. Now excuse me -- | can't |eave the new hides hanging
out si de any | onger."

"I'"ll come with you," CGorlen said. "In case the nob is there."

The rain had let up when they emerged. The cloud cover was full of ragged

hol es

t hrough whi ch starshine and the gl ow of the deep blue sky bled down on the

bl ack-running streets. There was no sound except the isolated drip-drop of
things drying out, and the steady wash of the current. That, and d abbus
snoring

in the parlor. CGorlen | ooked over the railing and was astonished to find that
t he gathering across the way had grown in size, though not in volunme. In the

clearing night, the vigil was eerily still. The hal fbreed phibs crouched down
to
wat ch the house -- this very balcony. Wile Gorlen spied upon them a little

candl e sprang to life and was used to |light a second wi ck; each of this pair
touched two nore, and the starry flanes spread until there were dozens down
there, and that many again flickering on the turbulent face of the

wat er cour se

Corl en saw a shadow pass across the reflected flames, towi ng ripples behind
it.

It was a very small boat, unlit, with one small figure paddling. It glided
near

t he edge of the gathering, and suddenly he heard a voi ce he knew -- "Phibby
vermn! Stay in your dens!" At the same tinme, the rower flung somnething wet
into

the cromd. Wth the splatter, numerous flames were extingui shed, and many
Voi ces

began to swear and shout.

"I hope I"'mwong," CGorlen said to Taian, who was gathering the snoky cl oaks,
"but isn't that Jezzle down there?"

Tai an gasped and flung herself to the rail. "No!"

The wat erway was suddenly boiling around the small craft, as mourners dropped
their candles and leapt into the street. New cries joined the curses -the
shrieks of a boy in trouble. The boat rocked and tipped, rolling conpletely
over

and up again. Jezzle coughed out a bubbling yell, but his boat rolled again,
silencing him This tine when it righted itself, the conpartnent was enpty.
Corl en saw the paddl e sucked away, spinning slowy down the street.

"Jezzl e!" Tai an screaned.

She ran back into the hall and crashed into C abbus who was coming up from
shal | ow sl eep. He grabbed her by the shoulders -- "What is it? Where is he?"

"In the street,"” she answered. "They're drowning him"



Fat her and daughter, utterly famliar with the stairs leading fromtheir flat,
left Gorlen behind; he picked his way cautiously down through nold-snelling
dark, clinging to the snooth stairrails with his flesh hand. By the tinme he
reached the street, the commtion had spread to both sides of the avenue. The
candl es across the way were scattered and far fewer; those who carried them
stood uncertainly at the water's edge, outnunbered by many clearly human
shapes,

rushi ng back and forth. Lanps were lit and hoi sted on pol es above the water,
and

swept back and forth to light the surging street. One lanp lit a phib-skin
coracle sculling about in the mddle of the avenue. In it, O abbus stood
shouting while Taian paddl ed and pol ed, nmoving swiftly here and there. Finally
their boat touched the far bank, and C abbus |eapt out. O what ensued, Coren
could make out only the very tips of raggedly shouted sentences. Several other
boats were quickly di spatched downstream people ran fromstone to stone,
calling and casting their lights over the water. It had all happened so

qui ckly.

Gorlen could find no place for hinself in all this. He noticed that those of
anphi bi an ancestry soon vani shed conpl etely, which seemed wi se now t hat the
decks around C abbus's building were crowded with a collection of

st rong, scabby

characters dressed al nost exclusively in heavy-duty phi bwear. Fromthe
crinkled

bumrmarks on their faces and arms, which they wore |like the enblemof their
gui l d, he guessed these were hide hunters, O abbus's peers. They seened to
speak

a secret |anguage, and nore than one eyed hi m suspiciously where he | eaned
agai nst a post in a shaded comer. It was not until Taian and C abbus returned
in

the coracle, towing the boy's enpty craft behind them that they raised their
Voi ces.

The hunter | ooked shaken and weary -- aged by years in the space of an hour
As

he stepped onto the bank, supported by a white-faced, grimnouthed Taian, the
ot her hunters surrounded him GCorlen heard them offer both synpathy and the
prom se of vengeance. Neither evoked any response from Cl abbus. Taian | ed him
to

a bench against the wall, seated him and tunmed to | ook back blankly at the
wat er .

"What can | do, Tai an?" Corl en asked.

It took a long time for her eyes to focus on him "Nothing. There's nothing
anyone can do."

Soneone, at that instant, brushed up behind Gorlen fromthe dark edge of the

river -- someone dripping wet, yet burning. Gorlen pulled his armaway with a
hiss, the skin searing, and turned to see a face of incredible virulence
passi ng

him pushing into lanplight. It was nore phib than man, by far: orange
nmottling

on a blue face, vivid streaks and yell ow stripes with points of inky,
glistening

bl ackness. Every hunter stared at the phib, and he saw on their faces
everyt hi ng

fromterror and rage to frustrated lust. No doubt they wi shed they could have



harvested and worn the bright mature colors. The creature stopped before

Cl abbus

and stood | ooking down at himfroma proud height. Wen it spoke, its words
wer e

cl ear human speech, though sonewhat frothy w th nucus or nud.

"I'f you want your boy," it said, "you nust cone to the place where you
nmur der ed

my own."

Gl abbus leapt to his feet. "I take my hides fromthe swanp!"

The phib put out one lethal hand, held it inches from d abbus's nouth. The
hunter did not shrink away, but he kept his silence.

"Your son is not in the swanmp,"
hi m

where you took your |ast haul ."

the creature said. "l repeat, you will find

Cl abbus and the phib stared eye to eye for several seconds, and then the phib
turned and strode toward the street. At the edge of the deck, he leapt; the
nud

swal | owed him

"Ch, Destroyer," O abbus swore. "What now? The phib's insane. The whol e dammed
race of them --

"But Father, Jezzle's alive!" Taian's face was bright again. "Somewhere, they
have him"

"Yes, girl, yes, yes -- but he could be anywhere."

The other hunters, tearing their eyes fromthe nud, noved cl oser to where

O abbus and Tai an stood. They were full of advice. "It's a trap!" "They'l
lure
you into the swanp! . . . | know that phib -- et me hunt himdown!"

"It makes no sense," O abbus said. "None at all."

"Fat her," Tai an whi spered. But he ignored her, swallowed up by his associ ates,
each of thempresenting a plan. She noved toward Gorlen. "Let's get himinside
-- this is not what he needs."

Corlen took one of O abbus's arns and Tai an took the other. "Good people,"”
Corlen said, "fine hunters, | am sure C abbus appreciates all your w sdom and
war ni ngs." He and Tai an began to draw her father toward the door. "And he will
no doubt call on all your talents to assist himwhen a course of action has
been

deci ded. But for the nmonent, please, |leave a father to his grief. | thank
you. "

Wth that, they drew hi mbackward through the door into the building;
Corlen slamred it quickly, cutting off the expected quizzical cries of, "Wo
t he

hell are you?"

The landlord stood in the hall, eager to keep all others out. He |atched the
door and Tai an thanked him They headed toward the stairs.



"I nsane," C abbus kept saying. "He's doomi ng nmy son through his madness -- ny
son! | did nothing to him He's not a pure phib! He's not what | hunt!"

"Fat her," Taian said, "please be quiet and listen. Listen to ne now, and

you' | |
hear what you know to be true, though |I have never yet heard you admit it. But
tonight you will admt it -- or else |ose your son. Father?"

"I"'mlistening," he growl ed. They had reached their |anding, and reentered the
apartments through the open door. It was cold in the house, for a wind bl ew
down

the hall fromthe balcony. Drying hides fluttered and the snmoke of the curing
stove curled in the coners. Gorlen went to close the bal cony door. Returning
to

the parlor, he found Taian stroking her father's hair, kneeling before him
whil e

he sat in his chair by the fire

"You know it is true," she said.
"I know no such thing. Those are runors the hal fbreeds spread to cause riots

and
di scontent. They want only chaos and bl oodshed and the w eck of Dankden.™

"Father, I'"'mtelling you, friends of mne have wi tnessed certain hunters at
this
evil work -- men you know, nmen you grew up with, nmen you call your brothers.

That's why you refuse to face the truth."
"Lies!"
"Don't be so stubborn! I've tried to open your eyes, but . . ."

"They're right! It's a trap! If | were to go where that phib inplies, it would
only be a trap!"

"Maybe they want you to see with your own eyes, father. See what sonme of us
have
known for years now "

"I won't hear it," he said.

She rose in a fury and tumed to Gorlen. "He will hear it. He's heard it
bef ore.

There are hunters he knows quite well, nmen | once called uncle, nmen who

di sgrace

their calling -- who nock the art and science of it alike. Men too |lazy or

ignorant to track the phibs in the swanps, or trap themin their dens. Since
t he

phi bs have thinned away, and the living has becone a hard one, there are nen
spoil ed by so many fat years in Dankden that they no | onger bother to venture
i nto the knuckl eroot groves."

"Don't listen to ny daughter," C abbus said, but his heart was not in his
Voi ce.
"It's madness. "

She | owered her voice, clenching tight to Gorlen's black hand. "Yes, it is
madness. These nen hunt in Dankden, CGorlen. In the slums, the poor dens at the
edge of town, in the grottos where the young and senile are often left to fend



for themsel ves. These so-called hunters prey on the hal fbreeds. Half hunan!
Qur
kint"

"No, no, nooooo," Cl abbus said, as if he were weary of denying it. "Father,
you

know it is so. What of the body we saw tonight? The very not her who bore that
child carried the evidence here for you to see. She was no purebreed phib."

"But | didn't slay that child!" her father said with a racking sob

Taian only stared at himand did not answer. Wen he slunped, face in his
hands,

she gl anced sidelong at CGorlen. He noved out of the parlor, and a nonent |ater
she foll owed, shutting the door behind her

"He nust adnmit to hinself what he's |ong suspected,” she whispered. "But he's
begun to do it, and |I'm proud. Now he will do what needs to be done." She
clenched Gorlen's hand. "Jezzle will be resuned to us."

"I wish there was sonething | could do," he said. "As a stranger here, I--"
"As a stranger, you nake me see Dankden through your eyes. There's a sickness
here which nust be cured before it kills us all."

"\What ever you may need ne for, please, rely on ne," he said.

She started to take his hands, both of them but at that nmoment they heard a
groan from beyond the door. It opened and C abbus appeared, all weakness
bani shed from his eyes.

"All right," he said. "I'lIl talk to them I'll nmake themtake me where they
went
t oday. "

"I know this is hard for you," Taian said.

"No . . . no, it is suddenly very easy. The fact that none of them has conme to
me, none has offered to take ne to the place . . . they are disgusting to ne
now. They know where ny boy is hidden, but they say nothing, nore concerned
with

protecting their pathetic and illegal trade. I will find it very easy to

convi nce them now. "

He stal ked past them down the hall, and Taian turned to | ook at Gorlen, her
eyes
flashing with pride. "You see?"

"Come along!" d abbus called. "Your brother's waiting!"

Tai an threw her arnms around CGorlen, and then released him running. Once again
he was left to find his owm way down the stairs.

Crouching low in the sloshing dark at the back of the boat, Gorlen w shed for
a

phib skin of his own. It had begun to rain again -- and not a light rain, but
a
torrent. H's boots were full, and where he knelt in half a foot of water, he

m ght as well have been sw mm ng al ongsi de the boat. Meanwhile, Taian
i kew se



crouched, poled themexpertly down watery | anes of increasingly decrepit
bui | di ngs, rotten sagging piles of swollen wood in coners of which the di mrest
lights burned with a sodden, sullen glow Figures huddl ed near the flanes,

wi de- nout hed, their flesh streaked gray and blue and sonetines violent red. It
was hard for himto believe anyone could Iive here. Though few ot her boats
navi gated the swirling streets, he sonetinmes saw rounded objects breaking the
surface, bl ow ng bubbles, sinking again. Swinmers, he realized. Boats, here,
woul d be a luxury, and unnecessary for personal transport.

But there were two boats ahead of them alnost always lost fromviewin the
shifting rain. Weak | anterns hung above the streets, tossed by the w nd, nost
of

t hem al ready doused or burned out; they squeaked and rattled on their rusted
brackets. Taian's eyes were sharper than his, he supposed, for after they'd
drifted and dodged through a series of abrupt tums, the curtains of water

m ght

part for a monent and he'd see the ones they foll owed. The hunters stil
didn't

suspect their presence.

"Stay here until | return,” C abbus had told her as he clinbed into his own
boat

on the dock outside the Phibby Inn. And nodding to Gorlen he'd added, "You
nmake

sure she does."

In the other boat were two nen C abbus had pulled al most bodily fromthe inn
hi de hunters with sour faces, who had sneered but finally acceded to his
threats. Gorlen and Taian had stood at his shoul der anong the crowded tabl es
of

the inn. All the hunters gathered there to drink hot plapioc must have known
why

O abbus had come, but these two had been the | east pleased of all to see him

Tai an and Corl en had wat ched them scull ahead, guiding C abbus's boat away
from

the inn. The noment they cut round a conmer, she'd | eapt down into a docked
boat

and signaled himto foll ow

"I don't trust himwith them " she said. "Are you com ng?"

Corlen gave an instant's thought to the owner of the boat she was untying, but
figured that she knew the custons of Dankden far better than he. He junped in
besi de her, losing his balance as she shoved away fromthe dock and toppling
into the bottomof the boat; there he stayed, for the npbst part, while she
tracked the hunters. CGorlen peered up at the roofs passing by, at the dripping
caves and tottering | edges. A bit of polished stonework woul d have stood out
like an entire golden palace; this was no place for a roving gargoyle to hide.
Thus his visit to Dankden advanced his | arger m ssion nothing; but it didn't
trouble CGorlen that he had del ayed his search for the sake of another. At

| east

t he dark stoniness of his hand was not spreading; in fact, although he

coul dn't

be conpletely certain, he imagined that it had receded slightly, leaving a bit
nore flesh around his wistbones. This gave hi m sone sol ace, but he was

pl eased

to remain with the beautiful Taian in any case. She was strong and proud, and
much to his liking. He stroked his stone hand with cold fingers of flesh,
wondering if he m ght reduce the blackness still further tonight -- unti



not hi ng remai ned but the tip of one finger. How nmany times had he reduced the
gargoyle's affliction to one or two digits, and then, in a nonent of

reckl essness, of greed or indul gence at the expense of another, felt the cold
creep up in an instant and claimhis hand again, threatening to swallow his
forearn? He was not a true gargoyle; he could not survive as a being of pure
stone. |If ever the blackness touched his heart, he would die in an instant.
Until he found the mineral beast who had thus cursed him he nust take care at
every step to consider his notives, and never give in to so many of the whins
that every other nan obeyed wi thout consequence. It woul d have been one thing
i f

the stone were directly linked to his own true heart, his conscience, his soul
-- whatever one might call it. He would then have had a truer guide to his
actions; he would have known in advance that he was di sobeying his deepest
nature. But the blackness was a gargoyle's flesh, and responded in a gargoyl e
fashion to his acts. Wile generally the gargoyl e conscience overl apped wth
hi s

own, it was ultimately alien, unpredictable, unfathomable. Deeds he consi dered
wort hy mght cam himanother inch or two of blackness, while an act any human
m ght have rul ed treacherous woul d cause the bl ackness to recede.

He felt that in hel ping Taian he hel ped hinself, and so far his stony hand had
not hinted otherwise. If he could play a |large enough role in freeing Jezzle,
perhaps his fingers would freely wiggle again -- he m ght actually pluck the
edul darmer for her pleasure tonight, instead of strumming it so brutally! He

m ght stroke Taian's cheek with skin as soft as hers, instead of icy adanant.

Suddenly the boat darted sideways into an alley. Taian grabbed the corner of a
slinmy wall and clung to it, peering back into the street. Gorlen crept up
besi de

her. In the ever narrower streets the wind was |largely cut off, except at
certain intersections where it whirled the rain about as in a hurricane. He
could see, not far off, both boats drifting. C abbus brought his coracle

cl oser

to the hunter's boat, and one of them stepped in beside him They appeared to
be

pointing at one of the buildings just ahead. The man alone in the hunter's
boat

| ooked slowy around, until he was about to look directly at Taian and Corlen
She pulled on his sleeve, and they ducked back out of sight.

"This must be the spot," she whispered. "Unless the hal fbreeds conme to neet

them they'll have to dive. | should have gone with ny father --should have

insisted. If he goes down, he | eaves his boat in their care. They've already
proven they can't be trusted."

"Per haps we shoul d announce oursel ves, then," Corlen said.
"He would be furious if he knew we'd foll owed!"

"If it would free himto dive, it nmight be worth the risk. | don't trust those
two, either."

Taian put a finger to her lips, then slowy peered around the wall again.
Al nost
i medi ately she ducked back

"They' re com ng! Quick!"

She snatched up the pole and shoved themfarther into the alley, deep into the
dark, | apping recesses. A nonent l|later, the hunter's boat shot past, one man



poling, the other |ooking back. Both were | aughing. CGorlen waited for C abbus
to

follow, but the men's |aughter faded away, and still there was no sign of

Tai an's father.

The sane thought nust have come to themboth at the same tinme, for even as
Corlen junped to his feet, Taian pushed the boat forward. Once again he | ost
hi s

bal ance and toppled -- this tine overboard.

He surfaced, choking, to see Taian | ooki ng down the avenue in confusion
Paddl i ng, he foll owed her eyes and saw C abbus's boat floating enpty in the

m ddl e of an intersection. Wthout a nonment's indecision, she | aunched herself
toward it. CGorlen graciously called, "CGo ahead!"

H s own progress in the stagnant streets, with one hand so heavy, was

maddeni ngly slow. Nor did he wi sh to abandon his boots, though they slowed him
still further. It was with some surprise, then, that after kicking along in

Tai an' s wake, he paused for a nonment's breathing space and let his feet sink

and so touched bottom

He stood on solid, if nmucky, ground; the watercourse was no nmore than five
f eet

deep; his nmouth was just above water. Standing, he called to Taian, who now
stared frantically into her father's coracle: "It's shallow"

Tai an wheel ed around in her boat, |ooking at the dark decayed buildings as if
they could tell her sonething. She cupped her hands to her nmouth. "Father!™
she

cried. "Father!"

Corlen too began to call: "d abbus!"

But there was no answer, and no sign of the big man swi mming. Surely even a
trai ned diver could not have stayed under for so |ong.

"Cd abbus!" he cal |l ed agai n.

And at that instant, he becanme aware of countless wet faces watching themfrom
the buildings all around, peering out of drowned doorways, out of water-filled
rooms, |ooking down fromthe dripping frames of unrecognizable piles that

m ght

once have been cathedrals just as easily as warehouses.

There was a loud in-drawi ng of breath, an i mmense choki ng cough from sonmewhere
i nsi de those ruined structures.

"Father!" Taian cried.

"So that's who you are," said a voice, sounding near though Gorlen could not
see

its source. The deep-throated coughing went on and on; and it did i ndeed sound
i ke C abbus. "Playing ganes, all of you, trying to sneak in by sone
roundabout

way? This isn't where we said to cone."

"Pl ease,"” Taian called. CGorlen edged slowmy toward her boat. "It's not himyou
want -- he keeps to the swanps, he's proud of his skills, he respects you and
your people! W only want his son -- ny brother."



"There's plenty parents here who want their children back, sibs too," the
Voi ce
said, |ow and harsh.

"We didn't harmthem The two who lured himhere -- they and their kind did
that!"

"Whil e you | ooked the other way? What is it with humans? Why shoul d we thi nk
it

any ki nder of you to hunt the pure anphibians, our swanpl and cousi ns? Wy
don' t

you go hunt apes instead?"
"There are those who do," Taian answered, her voice sinking alnost to
inaudibility. Gorlen heard it because he now stood beside the boat, his left
hand on its rim He had no clear inpression of who addressed them or where
t he

speaker stood. None of the phib faces he saw seened to be noving; they al
stared inpassively, yet full of unn stakable hate.

"Excuse me," Corlen said loudly, though it was his |least wish to draw all that
anphi bi an attention to hinmself. "Perhaps, as a stranger in Dankden, a nore
impartial party here, I can be of sone service to both sides.”

"Inmpartial ?" said the sneering voice. "Wat human is inmpartial ? You travel
with

hunters, the very ones who slay our children and our el ders, the ones who rob
our clutches to cure our flayed hides."

"Fortune al one brought ne into the graci ous presence of C abbus and his

children; | mght as easily have ended up anong your folk, had I come into
Dankden fromthe swanpy edge of town. Nor am | conpletely human; | am Iike
you,

a hal fbreed."

There were cries of disbelief frommany gray-tongued nmouths. CGorlen raised his
right hand to silence them

"My father was a gargoyle!" he cried. "I have all ny life observed human
affairs

as an alien, an outcast. Only the kindest humans have wel comed ne into their
hones, as C abbus has. | would speak for himand his children." "They are part

of the corruption here! What hunter is not?"

"I cannot answer that, nor can | argue politics all night. | suggest sone
action
be taken -- sone sol ution sought."

C abbus suddenly let out a groan. "Those hunters tried to drown nme here, and
make it | ook |ike your work," canme his nmuffled voice. "What other evidence do
you need that | amtheir eneny?"

"That does not make you our friend."

"I only wish . . . for all of us . . . peace. That we may |ive together. |
swear

"Il do ny part to stop the illegal traffic in halfbreed hides. I am not
wi t hout

sone influence in Dankden."



"That is so,
have
your son delivered to us?"

the speaker replied. "Way do you think we were so pleased to

Corlen stepped away fromthe boat, his black hand in the air, nmud sucking his
boots fromhis feet. Wll, let themgo. He felt nore agile barefoot, and he
had

the feeling he was going to be in liquid for awhile.

"Take me," he said. "Let ne visit the boy. Let C abbus and his daughter, who
are

nore fam liar with the workings of the hide trade in Dankden, go back anmong
their people and confront your nurderers. | will be your hostage, wth

Cl abbus' s

son. "

He caught Taian staring at him he could not read her face, but he could fee
somet hi ng happening to his hand . . . a spreading tingle where before he had
felt nothing.

Not now! he thought.

He qui ckly shoved his hand beneath the water, aware that sone di scussion was
going on in the ruins around him C abbus's voice was part of it. Finally he
heard the hunter say, "OF course | swear it! | would do so even if you did not
hold ny boy."

A moment | ater, O abbus energed fromthe shadows, sloshing toward the boats.
Tai an poled toward him knelt and put her arnms out; he was covered with

wat erweed and nmud, but didn't bother to rinse hinmself. He clanbered in

qui ckly,

enbraced her, and turned as if it were an afterthought to Gorlen. "W' Il have
you out soon," he said. "Thank you, Gorlen."

Corlen started to raise his hand i n acknow edgrment, but saw as it broke water
that the bl ackness had al ready receded hal fway toward the first knuckle of his
t hunb. He was doing far too good a job.

"I"'mgrateful | can help," he said, keeping his hand down.

Ol abbus tossed a | ooped rope to his coracle, drewit in and tied the two boats
toget her; then he seized the pole and started noving away fromthe

i ntersection,

down the avenue that had brought them here. Taian stared back, white faced, as
if she were in shock. "Be brave!" she said.

The rain was worsening. CGorlen wiped it fromhis eyes, |eft-handed, and

bl i nked

around himinto the gloom so poorly Iit by swinging | anps. He waited for sone
one or all of the anphibians to nmove, to wal k forward out of the shadows and
seal the bargain. Instead, cold fingers clutched abruptly at his legs, his

ar s,

his shoul ders; swarm ng over himfromall sides, they drew hi munder, giving
hi m

scarcely time to draw a breath. He should have known they noved faster
under wat er .

Thoughtful ly, they brought himup for air every now and then, though never as
often as he would have liked. He willed hinself to relax, to let themdrag him



unresisting, to save his breath until he felt themrising, when he prepared to
gasp as large a lungful as he could. The worst part of it was that gradually

t he

liquid grew thicker and thicker, until they were draggi ng himthrough nud. It
closed on his chest, as if he were being squeezed, and he could never quite
breat he as deeply as he needed to. And then panic began to overtake him so

t hat

he coul d no | onger keep hinself calm but began [ ashing out and trying to hold
hi nsel f above the surface for |onger periods -- though his struggling sinply
made it harder for himto get the air he needed.

Finally, they held himunder far too long. H's struggles mounted until, sparks
exploding in his eyes, he began to | ose consciousness. It was then that he
felt

rain on his face, washing the mud away, and he sucked in a desperate draft of
air; and then another, and another. He opened his eyes and saw above himthe
intricately tangled silhouettes of plants. The phibs were tow ng hi mthrough
wat er, anong enormous looming trees. It was not only rain that washed him but
water pouring fromthe |eafy canopy. Between breaks in the | eaves he saw

br eaks

in the clouds, and once again the night seenmed |um nous; at |east, that is,
until the swanp grew denser and closed in from above. He supposed they were

wi se

not to keep himin the town; for all he knew, C abbus's words night sinply
spur

the hunters of Dankden to a genocidal frenzy, send them poling down en nasse
to

the watery ghettos, descending on all the wet lairs they suspected of holding
treacherous halfbreeds, to relieve thema//of their hides. . . . CGorlen's life
woul dn't be worth rmuch as ransom at that point, nor Jezzle's.

Wt hout wam ng, they dragged hi munder again. He went down sputtering,
coughi ng

up the bit of air he'd chanced to have in his lungs. This tinme they were
definitely pulling himdeep down; he didn't know how he could hold out. Then

they shifted their grip on him pushing himup, up into air -- but this was a
stifling atnosphere, clamy and oily, with a rotten edge that snelled as
t hough

the swanmp were spoiling. He struck out with a hand and felt a nuddy bank; they
shoved himonto it. He lay there wi thout noving, blinking to see if he could
find any trace of clouds or stars -- but the sky was black as a cave.

A cave, he thought. C ose enough. This mnmust be one of their dens.

He rai sed his hands to see if he could find a ceiling, but there was not hing.
From t he sl oshing sounds and the holl owness of the voices around him he knew
he

was in a closed chanber of sone kind. He renmenbered what Taian had told him
about never knowi ng what poi sonous creatures m ght be inches away; renenbered
that the hunters did exactly this for their livings, and shivered. He was

t horoughly chill ed anyway. He wondered how well they knew the needs of hunans,
if they would allow himto get warm and dry sonehow.

"Hel |l 0?" he ventured, to see if they would object to his questions. There was
no

reply, only further splashing. The voices had ceased. He held his breath and
i stened, but heard nothing nore. They'd dropped hi mhere and gone away.

Corlen huddl ed for awhile on the wet bank, but as he grew col der, he deci ded
t hat novenent would be wiser. He went onto all fours, crawling away fromthe



wat er, but had gone no nore than a few feet when he bunped into a wall -- a
slinmy mass of tightly tangled cords and cables textured |ike rubbery bark. He
followed the wall until it led himback to water, wthin several body | engths.
He could not imagine this was a true home -- not even an anphibian's. Nor did
it

bode well for his confort. He had to clench his jaws to keep his teeth from
chattering.

Suddenly there was a bubbling sound, and a choki ng breath. Coughing.

Spl ashi ng.

Corlen drew back to the wall, trying to see anything, but failing. He didn't
need vi sion, though, to recognize a boy's curses.

"Jezzl e?" The boy grew quiet. He could hear him paddling quietly, then
dri ppi ng

as he haul ed hinself onto the bank

"Is . . . is that you? The bard?"

"CGorlen, yes." He noved toward the voice, put out his hand and felt the boy's
face; he tightened his grip on Jezzle's shoul der

"But how d you get here?"

Quickly CGorlen told himwhat had happened since Jezzle's abduction. "They'l
wor k somet hing out,"” he promised. "I'msure of it."

"Well, I"mnot waiting around," Jezzle said. "If they think they can hold a
hunter. "

"Jezzle, be calm be patient. It's what your father and sister would want."

"My pa hunts phibs, he doesn't bargain with theml You can't trust the

hal f breeds, you idiot, they're worst of all. W' ve gotta get out of here
before
t hey come back and kill us."

fl don't think that's what they had in mnd. Wiy would they have left us here
LLey meant to kill us?"

"Hel |, nobody understands the phibs -- they're stupid animals. You'll see what
Imean when we swimout of here.”

"Swi m-- where?"

"Down, out, and up. | do this all the time -- swminto enpty dens for
practi ce,

you see? This is nothing to me. Are you coming?" "I -- | can't let you do
t hat .

| gave ny word." "You can't stop ne, can you?"

He didn't give Gorlen tine to answer. He heard the boy hit the water. Gorlen
pi ctured Taian's reacti on when she | earned that he had | et her brother go

al one

into the swanp. Try expl ai ning diplomacy to a rash youth

Corlen stood clunsily at the edge of the bank, filled his lungs with air, and
dived. He felt relatively sure of the direction by which he'd entered the den



at least, he felt sure until he found hinmself swiming into thickets of
subnerged rootwood. He clung to the roots in order to keep hinself from
succunmbing to his one true desire, which was to bob back to the surface of the
encl osed pool and await the return of those who held his life in their webbed
hands. Resisting the tenptation of a passive captivity, he squeezed the air
from

his lungs and dragged hi nsel f deeper, going hand over hand, flesh over stone.
H s head began to throb. Between the roots were spaces w de enough to
accommodate him One of them was the passage the phibs had taken. He thrust
blindly through one prom sing opening and stroked desperately toward the
surface, face tipped up so that he could suck air the instant he surfaced. He
was di scouraged, to say the | east, when he plowed full-face into a root
cluster.

Thinking to swmaround it, he struck out for open water -but found only nore
t hi ck wooden cabl es enclosing him Corlen saw clearly that he was encaged in
t he

root nmass. Fromthe throbbing pressure of his sinuses, he estimated that the

surface was ten feet above -- it mght as well have been ten | eagues. He

cl aned

at the roots, telling hinmself he would not panic. The water, black until now,
began to fill with streaning lights. A distant liquid music swelled in his
ears

as though an operatic riverboat were passing overhead. This devel oped into a
rich, throaty vibration, a catfish purr. According to those who had been
revived

fromthe edge of watery death, drowning was al nost peaceful once you gave in
and

i nhal ed the waters, once the body surrendered and let the soul drift free.
Gorlen clung to this I ast hope as he opened his nouth and inhaled --

*

Warm fishy air.

He nearly choked. Cold lips out of nowhere pressed tight to his own. Opening
hi s

eyes in disbelieving terror, he saw nothing. Nor could he nove; sonething
power ful bound his arns to his sides, albeit without hurting him Reflexively
he

breathed in deep, then deeper still, unable to believe that there was air
enough
to fill him There was a rich taste in his lungs, an undercurrent to the
cl ammy

essence, some perfunme that flooded his brain and seeped down his nerves like a
whi sper, nudging himwi th secret know edge, eking out revelation on such a
fine

| evel that he felt his atons were conversing with a stranger's atonms. The
nout h

sealed to his own began a slight suction, encouraging his exhal ation; he gave
up

the stale air gladly. On the second inhalation B shallower, |ess desperate B
hi s

blinded eyes lit up with a vision of the swanp, all its tangled waterways cast
through himlike a gl owing net whose intricacies were as honmey and familiar as
the sound of his own pulse. He knew his |ocation: near the sea, not far from
Dankden. Dankden! Human town! At the thought of the place, he felt a violent
urge to flee at any cost, to swimand keep swimming until he had put that

| oat hsone bl ot far behind him An evil paradox posed itself in the sane

i nstant:

there was literally nowhere left to run. The swanps, once vast enough to



remain

uncharted even by their nobst ancient inhabitants, had dw ndl ed al armi ngly
wi t hin

t he span of several generations; encroached on by human dwel | ings, drained and
poi soned and tanmed by air-breathers, the swanps had been reduced to a few | ast
dr ops.

Fear and frustration filled Corlen; he drank themin even as he w thdrew from
the verge of death. His heart rate slowed. He was sinking. dropping free of

t he

root-clutches. He continued to breathe slowy, his savior somehow producing
fresh air for him none of it |laced so powerfully with the visions of the
first

few breaths. Hi s toes sank into bottomslime. His captor puffed himfull of
air,

gently closed his lips to seal it in, then launched hi mup. He paddl ed weakly,
[inp but buoyant. Mnents | ater he broke the surface, tasting wind and rain
and

a vast open night. He | ooked down but the black water betrayed not hing.

Thi nki ng

of what was down there, and what m ght surprise himhere, he called quietly,
"Jezzle!"

The boy didn't answer in words; instead, after a nonent, Gorlen felt a hand on
his arm Then canme Jezzle's whisper: "Good, you cane. Now we have to find our
way toward the sea. Fromthere we're home free."

"There's an open channel just there," Corlen said. "If we can get into it, the
tide will carry us out."

"But the tide's still at peak," Jezzle said. "You can't even feel the swirl in
here -- and when it starts out, it just nakes fal se eddies.”

"Don't worry," Gorlen said, sensing the swanp around himlike a living map. "I

know what |'m doi ng."

"How coul d you know? You're a bard! Even ny father's been betrayed by the
suck. "

Gorlen quelled a nonmentary inpulse to share his experience with the boy. It
was

i mportant to waste no tine; but nore than that, his rescue seemed subline,
magi cal . He did not think he could find the words for it . . . not yet.

"We can't stay where we are,"” he said. "You mght as well have remained in the
den, if you weren't willing to risk the tides."

The boy fell silent.

"I'f you don't want to follow me, fine,"
toward

the sea."

Gorlen said. "But |I'm gong now --

He began to swimin what he knew was the right direction, and Jezzle --wthout
a
stronger opinion -- foll owed.

As he swam he felt no fear of the waters around him Everything seenmed quite
different since his entry into the swanps, when every shadow had threat ened
He



knew t here were dangers here, but he al so knew how to recogni ze them The
hardest thing of all was to keep heading toward the dark spot of treachery

t hat

ravenously fed on the edges of the swanmp: the city of Dankden. In his heart,
Gorlen wanted only to flee the place; but he owed the boy a safe journey hone.
He still had hopes of seeing Taian again, and of achieving sonme kind of
reconciliation anong the phibs and their hunters.

They noved into steadily wi der channels, the trees ever thinner around them
until at last they emerged in a wide tidal flat, with open sea ahead of them
and juts of m st-hung rock standi ng up beyond the waves.

"I can't believe it," Jezzle said. "I know this place. How did you find it?"
"Gargoyl es have a faultless sense of direction,"” he lied. "The curse carries
with it a few advantages."

They followed the treeline, sonetimes clanbering over sandbars as the tide
receded, but mainly keeping to the trees. Gorlen's sense of dread increased as
t hey approached Dankden, which threw rays of sickly Iight out over the flats
far

ahead. It was a relief when he sighted a pure silvery glimer sone small

di stance into the swanp, anong the trees, an imge which made his heart sing
wi th hope for reasons he did not fully understand, but which had sonething to
do

with the clammy breath of life he had received. "Look there!" he called to
Jezzle, and started off into the swanp until he reached the object of so nmuch
joy. This was a cluster of silvery wet globes, piled anbng the knotty strands
of

a knuckl eroot, barely visible as the nmoon peeked out fromthe slight gap

bet ween

cl ouds and hori zon

"How -- how did you spot these?" Jezzle said. Corlen smiled inwardly at having
i npressed the boy with his superior know edge of the swanps, although he did
not

yet understand exactly what he had found. Kneeling closer, he saw smal

SW nmer s

i nsi de each of the spheres. They seenmed to sing to himin the silvery light.

He gl anced over at Jezzle and saw that the boy was quietly, quickly stabbing
t he
gl obes with his knife. He had already cut into dozens.

"Fertile ones, and perfectly ripe!" Jezzle said. "If | only had a net to drag
t hem hone right now "

"What are you doi ng?" Corlen seized the boy's el bow, but Jezzle tore away,
conf used.

"What do you mean? |I'mfixing them I'll come back tomorrow for the harvest,
but

| can't let themgrow any larger, can |?"

"Why . . . why not?"

"They'll be ruined for curing, you idiot!"

"CQuring?"



"What did you think they were for? | can't wait to see pa's face when | bring
hi m here."

Corlen renmenbered the | eathery gl obes Tai an had tossed on the snoking fires
t hat
afternoon, to give the hides their finish. He'd thought they were vegetabl es!

Jezzl e began puncturing nmore of the spheres. CGorlen | eapt on him from behind,
pul | ed the boy back and flung himdown in the nud.

"What's wong with you?" Jezzle said, spitting with fury.

CGorlen didn't answer. He stared down at the sw nm ng shapes trapped in the few
undamaged gl obes remaini ng. A generation of pure phibs, nassacred. Sickness
filled him He rounded on Jezzle, saw a greed nmuch |arger than one boy -- and
hel d his tongue.

"There's no time for this," he said in a deadened voi ce, seizing Jezzle by his
el bow and dragging himto his feet. "It's nore inmportant to get you hone safe
to

your father."

"You're no hunter," Jezzle said.

"G ve nme your knife."

"\What ?"

CGorlen twisted Jezzle's wist till the knife dropped. He stooped to pick
it up, then knelt to press the tip against one of the spheres.

"Watch ny hand," he said.

"Your hand -- hey, the stone's nearly gone. \Wat happened?"

"It comes and goes. Now watch and you'll see why I'mno hunter. Wy | cannot
kill."

The knife bl ade quivered, sending ripples across the wet spherical surface.
The

smal | shape inside stirred and seenmed to nove toward the point, as if it were
a

parent. Gorlen waited; he pressed slightly, and waited again. Waited for the
advance of stone, but felt nothing. Pressed harder, till thick clear liquid
began to spill down the blade toward his fingers -- fingers that steadfastly
refused to turn to stone.

He yanked the knife away, hoping it was not too late. "I don't understand," he
sai d. The egg continued to |eak

"Gve me that," Jezzle said, snatching at the knife. He then buried it in the
egg and pulled it out again. The swi mer was dead. "You only wounded it,

Gorl en.

At | east be quick."

Corlen stared at his hand, the black tip that refused to claimnore of his
finger. "You wetched rock," he whispered. "You gargoyl e conscience!"

"You're right, though," Jezzle said. "W should get back; these'll keep



overni ght."

This time it was Jezzle who dragged Gorlen to his feet.
"Are you okay? You |l ook sick."

"I'"ll be all right," Gorlen said.

"I said it before: You' re no hunter."

The noon di pped bel ow the horizon, consigning them once nore to darkness by
t he

time they had reached Dankden fromthe seaward side. At |ow tide, Dankden

| ooked

like a different town conpletely. The streets were draining toward the ocean
and

the swanmps; lower tiers of stepping stones and even nuddy cobbl es were
reveal ed;

fish flopped and eels curled in accidental pools. The stilts beneath npst
buil dings were thickly furred with brown and green weeds; clusters of gold
bul bs

dangl ed fromthe pilings; barnacles hugged up tight inside their conica
shel | s,

though it did themlittle good when the harvesters canme at themw th hanmmers
and

tongs. Al this was Iit -- in addition to the lanps -- by a | eaping orange
l'i ght

that played upon the | ow clouds, outlining the rooftops, comng from sone
distant part of town. It was with a sinking sense of failure that Gorlen
recogni zed the tossing glow. He had seen nore than one city in flanes.

"That's conming fromthe phibby sluns,” Jezzle said as they sloshed along. "I
knew ny pa wouldn't let themoff."

"It couldn't have been d abbus,"
know. "

Corlen assured him "He has enenies, you

"Hunters stick together! Yeeaah!" Jezzle broke off running toward the center
of
t he confl agrati on.

Al one, CGorlen noved nore slowy, |ike one doonmed. If there was anything he had
learned in this life, it was when to | eave. He would claimhis edul daner,
purchase a new pair of boots, and set out. Perhaps a farewel|l kiss to Taian
nmore |ikely not. Even she -- lovely, sensitive girl --tossed living phib eggs
on

the fire and wondered why each year the swanps held fewer phibs. Nothing he
did

here would matter in the least. He had not nmanaged even to play the part of a
host age.

There were plenty of folk in the streets; they seened nore nmerry than

concer ned,

as if the fire were the main event at a festival. The tide would return, and
it

was starting to rain again. They, at |east, were safe.

He asked the way to O abbus's house, and eventually found a man who knew t he

hunt er. When he pounded on the outer door, the |andlord recogni zed himfrom
earlier in the evening, and let himin to find his way up the dark stairs



whi ch
he now knew he woul d never clinb often enough to master

In Cl abbus's apartnment, the snoke-stench of curing hides repul sed him but he
pushed through themin search of his bel ongi ngs, which he had |l eft near the
fireplace. As he straightened, his bags slung over his shoul der, his heart
junped with surprise.

Tai an stood in the doorway. She was wrapped in her phib hide, pale face
streaked
wi th mud. She seened shocked to see him

"I -- 1've brought your brother back," he said.
"Somet hi ng horri bl e has happened!™"
"l guessed as much. But Jezzle's safe. | think he went to find your father."

Movi ng |ike a wonman carved of knuckl ewood, Taian crossed the room and sank
down
in Clabbus's chair before the coals.

"W went to the Phibby Inn," she said. "It was a riot there. Everyone believed
t he phibs had nurdered my father. They were gathering to descend on the

hal f breeds, to destroy themin their slunms. Wien we appeared, it should have
stopped them they should have seen how they'd been lied to. But . . . it
didn't

even matter. They didn't want the truth. They wanted to do what they'd been
set

on all along. W couldn't turn them aside. They didn't even care that you and
Jezzl e might be out there.”

Gorl en sank down next to her. He put his right hand on her neck, barely
noti ci ng

that even his fingers were flesh now, flesh alnost down to their glossy black
tips.

"I"'msorry," he said.
"I -- | canme back for some things," she said. "Then |I'm | eaving."
"I understand. \Were will you go?"

She shook her head. "I can't stay here, that's all | know Father can live
with

themor fight themas he wi shes. He can take care of Jezzle, in any case. The
boy wants nothing but to hunt." She turned to Gorlen, her eyes wet. "They

nmur dered hal fbreeds in their honmes, unless they were fast enough to flee to

t he

swanps. But they're not full phibs, Gorlen! They're dependent on Dankden. They
can't survive out in the swanps, not for |long, not anynore. Even calling them
hal fbreeds is unfair. They're people. People like us!"

He pushed back her hood and stroked her hair, at last feeling the warmh in
hi s

fingers, flexing themin amazenent. If he could only hold onto this feeling
forever, the know edge that he was doing the right thing no matter how hard
(although at this nonment it felt so easy).

"It's all right," he said.



She hid her face in her hands. "I saw -- | saw a nother and her hatchlings --
I

nmean, her children. She was so afraid that she was tearing them prematurely
from

their eggs, giving themthe breath of life, and pushing theminto the canal
hopi ng sonme few of themnight swimto freedom | saw them struggl e and choke;
they floated past while | stood there, unable to save a one of them"

"The breath . . . of life?" he said.

She | ooked at him as if noticing himfor the first time. "Phibs, even

hal f breeds, are born underwater," she said. "They take their first breath from
their nother, who carries fresh air just for them enough to get themto the
surface. But these were too young . . . undevel oped |ungs . "

"Good CGoddess," Gorlen whispered. He could taste the fishy life-giving air
again, the breath that had saved himin the root cage, and inbued himw th an
inner, living map of the swanp. Closing his eyes, he could sense the swanp so
near . . . could sense also where it once had been in its prinordial state,
claimng the very soil where C abbus's home now stood. He carried the swanp
inside him as if some conpass needl e had been activated in his head. The

phi bs

nmust have had sonme honming instinct, a gift fromtheir nothers--would have it
even once their hone had been destroyed. And now it was his as well, to the
l[imted extent his humanity all owed. \Werever he went, he would feel the swanp
somewher e behind him dying, doomed, crying out . . . until it was silenced.
And

even then, he would hear its nurdered ghost weeping.

He opened his eyes when he felt Taian | ean against him She was sobbing. H's
preternaturally sensitive fingers noved in her hair, feeling every strand. She
was cold, and his first inpulse was to warm her, but he was colder still, and
wet fromthe swanps. They noved together, closer to the gl owi ng coals.

"I must leave," she said in his ear. "Before my father returns. | nust go now,
before | | ose ny determ nation."

"Yes," he said, but his heart was quickening, and he sensed that hers was too.
"I'"ll go with you. | know the roads."

"No," she said. "I must go alone. It's the only way."

H s hands, both warm began to rove.

"Please, CGorlen. | -- 1 can't wait. | can't take the tine."

Corlen bit back words. He wanted to stroke her, to feel her nakedness beneath

her cloak. He wanted the warmh between themto build to a fire; he wanted the
time to spend with her, but there was none.

"Pl ease," she said, but he couldn't bear to |let her go. He reached for her as

she spun away; reached, knowi ng that if he could grab her wist, she would not
resi st him Reached --

And felt his hand turn to stone.

"Chhhh. . . ."

It was a weary, drawn-out groan. From across the room having easily eluded a



hand that could not grasp, Taian |ooked back with concern. "What is it?
Gorl en,
you understand, don't you?"

"OfF course," he said, pulling black stone fingers back into his sodden sl eeve,
hiding his affliction. "It's nothing. Go, now. |I'll explain to your father as
best | can. It's your choice. He'll understand, Taian."

She hesitated.
"Go on," he said. "Quick! Wile you' re determ ned!"

Tai an smled, blew hima kiss, and then he heard her on the stairs. He junped
to

his feet and ran down the hall to the outer bal cony. He watched her wal k out
onto the street, anonynmous in her dark cloak of phib hide, in the rain,
clutching a traveling sack. Lowtide was short-lived; already the streets were
awash.

"Good luck, Taian," he said quietly. "May we neet again, when we both have the
tinme."

A cold gust kept carrying rain over the bal cony, but he was already as wet as
it

was possible to get. He | ooked at the dried gl obes stacked by the snoker, and
shivered in his soggy cl oak of conmon cloth. Common cloth, yes, but fromthat
nmonent forward he woul d never wi sh for anything finer

He drew back his danp sleeve and raised his right hand. Cbdurate, stony, inky
adamant fixed in the act of grasping.

"You fool," he said, as if it were sonething apart from hinself.



