The Black March

One

The little man pulled his robes about him furtively, adjusting the material of his turban so that
it covered the lower half of his face. The dusty streets of the port city were crowded with
people. Dark skinned, black eyed people who scurried from place to place, eager to be out of
the harsh sun. Even in the shade it was hot here. There was no comfort. There was no winter.

Checking to see if any eyes followed his passage, the man slipped into the atrium of a thick
sandstone dwelling. He rapped sharply at the door, twice. Almost immediately it was opened,
and he found himself facing the intimidating stare of a black robed, black turbaned man. A
host of similar men glowered at him from within, their dark faces, covered with thick beards,
their eyes the only white within their countenance.

"Abu." From their midst a white robed man stepped forth. Portly, with gray streaking his dark
beard. His face lined and almost brown, from many years in the harsh sun.

The little man, Abu, bowed respectfully, skirting past the door guard towards the white robed
man. "Moulay Zainab, | have news." Abu said eagerly.

"What news?"

"The brother of the sea we hired to find the artifact has met with success. He will have it soon
and be able to return. Within months- if that long - and it will be in your hands."

"Are you sure? If this is another false hope, my patience with you will be at its end."”

"No. No. He sent word via a trusted comrade."

The Moulay's hard mouth turned up in a smile. His dark eyes glazed as he looked into his
future. Abu knew not what he hoped to gain by this particular artifact he had spent mountains
of gold and gems to find, but he supposed it would lead to power and wealth. If Abu could

share in some part of it, he would be content.

"Soon, my faithful." The Moulay said, more to his men, than to Abu. "Soon and the way to
the Black March will be opened again.”

Abu didn't know why, but at the sound of that name, which he had never heard the Moulay
utter before, he shuddered.

The wind off the ocean was starting to grow cold. Not frigidly cold as if it had swept down
from the northern mountains where even summer was a chilly prospect, but more a subtle
reminder that summer was long past and fall beginning to bleed in to the months of winter. It
was never perilously cold on the coast below the northern divide. Even the winter was mild.
Only freakish storms of unnatural natures might cast snow upon those bright, sandy shores.



Such a storm had hit, half a year past and though its ice had long melted, the wreckage of its
passing was still a thing to be reckoned with. Kelededra had been hit moderately hard. It was
the jewel of the coast, the sparkling center of wealth and luxury for folk from all across the
lands. And even its red tile roofs and white marble villas had not been safe from the creeping
ice. Buildings had toppled from the weight. People too stubborn to run had died, encased in
ice. The lovely blue harbor had hosted floating ice and expensive yachts sunk to the bottom
from their own frozen ballast. It was not a total loss. It had been a good distance from the
center of the storm, on the out reaches of the devastation. But still it reeled. Its beautiful
greenery destroyed, the lush forests outside its borders blackened by ice as badly as if fire had
ravaged them.

Nature sprang back of course. The undergrowth eagerly thrived again to life. In months it was
recognizable as a forest. The city almost livable again due to the industrious labors the
wealthy hired to make it so.

The folk who drifted back to live in the tattered paradise were as wary of the wizard who had
set up residence in the large villa at the far side of the cove as they were of more unpredicted
turns of weather. None of the present residents recalled the day he had taken the city for his
own. Plunder of war. He reminded them of his ownership with a decided lack of tact,
sweeping down on Kelededra with a convoy of men at arms, servants and carts. He made a
tremendous amount of fuss over the state of his villa. The skies darkened and stormed from
the extent of his anger. He put his own followers as well as workers commissioned by other
town patrons to work putting his estate in order. The town fathers were not at all happy with
his disruptive and frightening presence, but his lady, who was not frightening or abusive
charmed them into passive acceptance.

Most of the carts and servants and men at arms were here at the behest of the lady, who
gathered friends and followers like a flower attracted bees. They followed her out of love.
They followed her wizard out of a certain grudging respect and the desire to be on the
winning side of whatever conflict he decided to engage in. He was after all, a most
astoundingly powerful wizard.

It was a terribly good thing the servants - some eight of them - had decided to accompany the
lady Yoko, from the chill northern city of Sta-Veron. The wizard, Schneider, sometimes
called Dark Schneider, sometimes called Rushie or Darshe, sometimes called worse names
uttered with the flavor of a curse, seriously thought he might not have been able to survive
had he to eat Yoko's cooking. Yoko had a serious deficiency when it came to certain domestic
things, cooking chief among them and Schneider had never bothered to cook a thing in his
life. So her servants - which she named friends instead of underlings - were welcome. Them
and the ten men at arms which the captain of the Sta-Veron guard had insisted go along to
guard the carts of supplies Yoko had thought and wisely so, to take along had been put to
good use fighting the ravages of the ice storm that had put the villa in such bad order.

Everyone in Kelededra called the storm a freak of nature or a curse from their elusive gods.
Schneider knew better and narrowed his eyes occasionally, laying curses at the feet of those
responsible. He had left a very nice villa and come back to one sagging and water logged.
Yoko had seen it as a challenge. It gave her something to do, directing the restoration, sending
out orders to towns further south up the coast for furnishings. She had discovered a great
passion for decoration. She spent gold as if it were sand in the buying of domestic things.



She loved the ocean. She loved the white sand beaches. Her eyes when he'd first taken her
down the path from the villa to the shore had grown huge and inspired from the rosy hues of
sunset over the endless sea. It was worth it just to get that look out of her. Pleasing her had
become addictive, something he needed to do to satisfy himself. An odd thing that, since he
had never put anyone's pleasure above his own in the past. She made him do strange things
and he found that it bothered him not. It didn't make him any more tolerant of the scurrying
townsfolk, or the nobles and wealthy men who thought they were as good as he was. They
weren't of course. His sense of self-worth had never been a thing to suffer a moment's doubt.
He was the most powerful wizard in the world after all.

"I think you should go and make sure the rugs get here all right." Considering what he was, it
was not a task he found suited to his status.

"But, Yoko -"

She was delicately picking through the bones of a poached fish. They sat out on the broad
verandah overlooking the evening sea. Her long, reddish hair was caught up with a silk ribbon
at her neck. Since she'd been recently replanting the flower beds around the villa she was
dressed in boy's trousers and a dirty tunic. There was a smudge of black dirt by her nose. She
looked charming. He never could look at her without wanting to tumble her. Even when she
was screeching at him, or suggesting he perform menial tasks.

"They're very expensive rugs.” She reminded him, pointing the prongs of her fork at him for
emphasis. She had a thing for rugs, which he did not in the least share. He liked to walk on
them, and had no hesitation to make love upon them, but what they looked like had never
been a pressing concern.

"They're rugs.”" He sniffed. "They can get here on their own."

"The last shipment - which I remind you had all the fabrics | wanted to use for curtains and
bed coverings, of which we only have the one set - was hijacked by pirates before it even got
half way here. | really want those carpets. The merchant promised they were of the highest
quality."

"But why do you want me to go? Send Kiro's men."

"They're retiling the roof. You certainly wouldn't stoop to doing that. If you even knew how.
You do know how to keep pirates from stealing my rugs.” Her voice turned a little sharp and
she fixed him with a glare. He sat back sulkily, crossing his arms. He resented the claim that
he couldn't fix a simple roof leak. Which, he had to admit, he most likely couldn't.

"It's only three day ride to Parthos. You were complaining of being bored anyway,
remember?"

"I was not." He said automatically, then recalled that he had two days ago when he'd
accompanied her into town to look for some drab household item. He'd tried to pick an
argument with an overbearing noble, but the man was wise enough to keep far from
confrontation. Schneider's reputation had spread the length and breadth of the town. Everyone
deferred to him now. Yoko had bitched at him all the way back for being rude.



"Maybe you'll get lucky and pirates will try to hijack the shipment. Then you could get to
destroy things. That always makes you happy. Its been months since the last batch of them
tried to sack Kelededra."

Well, there was that prospect. He supposed there was some sort of informal system of
communication among the buccaneers, because obviously the warning had been passed that
Kelededra had a powerful protector. After two attacks earlier in the summer, not a single skull
and cross bones had been seen cruising the waters around the city. Though they had been
hitting up and down the rest of the coast. It was getting worse now, so the merchants said.
With winter coming and the sea storms that accompanied it, whatever safe passages the
pirates were using would be difficult to travel. They would go back to their elusive homeshore
and wait out the winter storms, but in the meanwhile they seemed in a frenzy to reap all the
rewards they could from the people of the coast before they were forced away.

"Well, maybe -" he said.

She smiled at him, looking like a dirty, beautiful urchin. There was an enticing smudge on the
lobe of one delicate ear.

"You're filthy." He remarked, with a lazy grin. "How did | ever get saddled with a filthy girl?"

"Saddled?" she lifted both brows at him. "I'm sorry, but the more appropriate question is how
did such a nice, honest girl like me get stuck with a blackguard like you. Besides, | was
thinking about going down the shore and washing it off. You do want to come, don't you?"

The secluded shore below the villa was a favorite spot. The servants knew very well not to
venture down when Schneider and Yoko were there. Schneider had made that abundantly and
frighteningly clear the first time they'd been interrupted in an amorous position. It was a very
private beach now.

Yoko shed her clothes and waded into the surf. It wasn't cold, even weeks into fall. He
followed suit and helped her scrub off the dirt, then covered her in sand at the edge of the surf,
the two of them rolling about like a pair of new lovers, even though they'd been sharing a bed
for almost a year. They had to go back in to rinse off the sand.

She sat on her pile of clothes afterwards, wringing out her hair. His own dripped carelessly
down his back, as long as hers, wet darkened silver against smooth bronze skin. He sat beside
Yoko, sated for the moment and content to just feel the warmth of her shoulder against his.
There had been a time when he'd shared this beach - this pretty villa and its spectacular view
with another woman. He didn't know whether Yoko knew that this had been his and Arshes
Nei's house, but he thought she suspected. She hadn't mentioned it. As long as it was past
tense, Yoko would deal with it. She had made that abundantly clear. He had promised her he
would not touch another woman. She had promised him that if he betrayed that confidence, he
would loose her. He wasn't willing to risk that. He felt no need to with her in his arms. She
was as hungry for his touch as he was for hers.

Well, almost. She was a woman after all. She could go a week, or a month or a year without it
and not loose her mind. He doubted his own strength in that area if no other. Arshes had been
the same way. Months, years sometimes used to separate them back when they were
campaigning and he knew - absolutely knew - she hadn't slept with a single man until they



were reunited. Well, she had Gara now. He still wasn't entirely happy with the notion of the
big ninja sharing her favors. He didn't think he'd be happy with the thought of anyone having
Arshes' love other than himself. She was content at any rate, back in Sta-Veron. They had
bandits to fight and the responsibility they both seemed to crave since the northern city had
lost its lord to the charms of a traveling minstrel.

Irritating notion that. Kall-Su was completely lacking in wit, as far as Schneider was
concerned. The girl was irksome and snide and in no wise on the level with the ice lord. Yoko
said he was just being jealous, to which he had immediately and vehemently cried denials.
She made no sense whatsoever. She would glare at him when she accused him of jealousy
towards Arshes, which was justified, and smile when she claimed it of him over Kall, which
was ridiculous.

"I wonder if winter has come early to Sta-Veron?" Yoko mused.

"Of course it has. Its a dreadful, cold place and we're we'll rid of it." It always snowed at least
half a season early in the lands beyond the Northern Range.

"Oh, no it's not." Yoko poked him in the ribs with her sharp little elbow. "And | miss Keitlan
and Setha and all the friends | made there. | miss Gara too, but | imagine he's happy as a clam
with bandits to fight and - um - Arshes for company." Even Yoko knew not to bring that
subject up too frequently.

He shrugged at the moment, too warm and content with her next to him to care. "I suppose."
"We can go back in the summer and visit, right. You promised."

"Did I?"

"Don't be an ass, Rushie. You know you did. Maybe Kall will have come back by then."
"Maybe." One might hope he'd healed enough to think he had justification to go back.
Schneider knew very well Kall-Su wouldn't step foot back in Sta-Veron as long as he had no
power to protect it. It was why he'd given it over to Gara and Arshes Nei. One hoped after all
this time, the injuries induced by the damnable Prophet had begun to mend. One worried,
even though to admit so was intolerable.

"Don't you like it here?"

"I like it here." She agreed.

Good. It was one of the few places he had left to him from the days of old. The rest were
gone, destroyed by Ansasla’'s final little spree of destruction, or taken over by the Alliance of
Southern Kingdoms. He might take those few places back, if he wanted a fight. But Yoko
would have fits. Better to let it rest for now. If boredom became too great of an encumbrance,
he might rethink his options.

"The people here are a little stuffy.” She admitted as an afterthought. He laughed outright.

"Let's put their heads on stakes."



She rolled her eyes at him, then reached around to pull his hair. It was fine and silvery white
against her skin now that it was dry. He turned the motion into a kiss, pushing her down
against the sand, pressing into the soft curves of her body. Her arms went around him, she
rubbed her legs against his. It was pure bliss. Everything from the feel of her skin, to the taste
of wine and spices on her tongue. Her inviting warmth was unbelievable - he never got tired
of entering her, of possessing her, of giving to her of himself.

But of course it had to end. It always did, and the vast satisfaction he felt at the culmination of
the act was always marred just a little by the disappointment that the sensations had drifted
away.

It was getting dark now and the stars were beginning to shine in the night sky. The quarter
moon was a distant arc over the ocean.

"You'll go tomorrow won't you? To get my rugs?"
Her hand was languidly stroking a now flaccid part of his anatomy. It perked with interest
even after so recently being put to the test. She could be, he had decided some while back, as

manipulative as he could, when she put her mind to it. It made for rather interesting times.

"I'll go." He sighed, allowing the manipulation.

The moon hung over the dark sea like the slitted pupil of a cat's eye. A thin string of clouds
half obscured the lower edge. Tomorrow night it would be gone all together. The docks of
Talmuth port were crowded with fishing skiffs and rafts. The smell of fish and crabs was
overpowering. It reminded Kall-Su disturbingly of the fishing docks outside his childhood
home. He hadn't liked the smell then either.

There was little choice in being in the little town. It was the next in line of a string of towns
and villages along the coastal road that the minstrel's wondered to ply their trade. From what
little coin they received in such poor little settlements, it hardly seemed worth their effort. But
as the old master minstrel had preached, time after time, until one wanted to strangle him, it
was not the gold that lured a bard to his trade. What lured Kall-Su, who certainly had better
prospects, was one slim, dark haired harper girl, and the strange, but admittedly potent talent
of the old man Selephio.

Without the old man - the cranky, irksome, rude old man - who had the voice of a mellow
angle, Kall-Su might not be able to whisper a word and cause a breeze to wisp away the worst
of the fishy smell coming in from the dock. He took great pleasure in doing it. Lily didn't
notice, sitting next to him, her back to the table, watching the antics of a pair of drunken
dancers in a space cleared of tables in the outside patio of a dockside tavern. Two of her
minstrel cronies were playing a jaunty tune to which quite a few of the fisherfolk who lived in
this town were Kkicking up their heels to.

Two months ago he hadn't been able to even summon a little elemental. Now he could hardly
feel the edges of the scars. Oh, pouring out the power needed to control a big one made him a
bit wary, but he thought with time it would be possible. The ice magic, the elemental magic
came back the easiest. He had always had a rapport with the elements of cold. The other



magics, the ones that required different channels of power and different levels of skill were
slower to heal. Healing was damned near impossible. He'd never been good at it anyway. He
had a gash that was a little infected along the back of his hand even now that he'd gotten
untangling Brawaith from a clump of nettles the horse had gotten himself caught in. Simple
force spells, like levitation, implosion and explosion, anything that didn't rely on one of his
elementals to carry out, were painful to work. He could feel the strain readily enough when he
tested those waters.

And he tested them constantly. Enough to make himself sick sometimes, to make Lily frown
at him in worry and the old man to just shake his head and remark caustically that if he
pushed it too hard, any good his wishsinging was doing, would be counteracted.

Sometimes Kall-Su just didn't care. He had gone too long without feeling powerful or in
control of his own existance. He needed to feel the song of magic flowing throughout him as
much as Lily or her harpers needed to hear the music of a lute's voice. He wanted to slip
away, out from the town and flex his long dormant magical prowess now. He thought he
could manage a greater summoning. He wanted to try and call Ketheiro, an ice elemental he
held long association with. He'd been contemplating the attempt for the last two days, as he
began to feel more and more sure of himself.

"Lily." He leaned forward and gently touched her shoulder. She turned her great dark eyes
upon him, a questioning smile on her lips. "I think I'll ride out along the shore."

She frowned a little, knowing what he wanted solitude for. "Be careful.” She said simply. She
never harped. Though she worried, she trusted him without question. He loved her for it.

He let his hand trail down her arm to her hand, squeezed her fingers. He was by far too
reserved to comfortably show more affection than that in such a public place. She was not so
prim. She leaned forward and brushed his lips with hers, eyes sparkling.

"I'll wait up.” She said and her look promised things that he still blushed about when openly
discussed.

He weeded his way out of the press. His great bay warhorse, who had certainly seen more
illustrious situations than this, waited patiently outside the tavern, hitched beside a
swaybacked gelding and a long eared, evil tempered mule. Brawaith perked his ears and very
eagerly broke into a canter as soon as they left the pitted streets of the portside town and set
upon the trail that led along the bluff overlooking the ocean.

He rode a long ways, merely enjoying a brisk gallop with no ground bound harpers to slow
him down. Miles and miles out from Talmuth, a distance safe enough so that if his play with
magic went awry, no destruction would bleed over into the fishing town. He let Brawaith
loose to graze, making sure there were no nettle patches near by for the foolish animal to
wander into and sat on the sandy bluff, a great swatch of beach separating him from the noisy
ocean.

He played at the small magics first, building concentration and renewing familiarity with the
mental rituals that were necessary to control the larger ones. He had felt this last month or so,
like a novice, just learning the byways and paths of wizardry. Gods, when he'd been twenty,
some of these things had come easier.



Brawaith rustled in the marsh grass behind him, content and peaceful, only occasionally
casting nervous glances at the magics his master conjured. The sky began to lighten
perceptively, the moon fading with dawn, before he finally spoke the words of conjuring that
would summon the ice elemental Ketheiro.

The air grew chill. Brawaith let out a little nicker of distaste and moved off a few paces, ears
back and tail swishing. Something tested Kall's strength. There was the tautness of newly
healed skin over a wound, but it was all in his head. All insubstantial and incorporeal. A swirl
of sand and wind and something twice the height and width of a man hovered in the air before
Kall. He remained sitting, hair whipping into his face, grains of blown sand getting into his
eyes. A shield was an added strain, but he put one up anyway, not willing to be
inconvenienced by this thing.

What do you want, little one? The voice sent cold lacing through his head. It was an ice
elemental, after all. The elemental pivoted, taking in the place it had been called to. | cannot
make ice out of the brine of the ocean.

"No." Kall-Su agreed. "It has been a long while since you bowed to our pact.”

The face of the thing shifted, ice forming over ice, forming over ice. It pressed against the
bonds of summoning magic that held it here. Kall felt the strain of it. They never went
passively into submission, elementals. They tested the strength of their master's at every
chance. Kall knew this one would. He welcomed it.

It rushed against him, and ice and snow formed in the wind. The marsh grass grew stiff with
glittering ice crystals. Brawaith screamed his discontent and ran off a few lengths. Kall shut
his eyes, summoning will and power and met the challenge. It was not a terribly huge one. He
had not called forth one of the greater elementals. He was more than a little wary to do so,
having had disastrous luck the last time, when he'd had more control of his powers than he did
now. This was a moderate one at best. One that even if he lost control of, would not wreck
havoc to more than its summoner. It could not overwhelm him. Its will, if not its innate raw
power was not a match for his.

The wind subsided and the elemental hovered, complacent once more, before him. It held no
hint of disgruntlement in its bearing. They never did. They accepted, and bowed down to a
greater force. It was the way of nature. Kall sighed in satisfaction and waved a hand at it.

"I don't want anything. You can go."

No complaints for wasting its time. It merely faded away, the only sign of its passing a swirl
of snow in its wake that was soon eaten up by the mild fall air.

He sat for a while longer, thinking about the next hurtle he might attempt. The rosy hue of
dawn was dark to the south. The sky was almost red. It occurred to him after a moment, that
dawn did not usually appear in that particular direction. The rosy hue that graced that horizon
was accompanied by a thin cover of dark smoke. He rose, to get a better view, squinting
against the distance. Talmuth lay in that direction.

A tingle of apprehension traveled up his spine. A premonition of ill omens. There was nothing
between here and Talmuth to burn. Nothing but marsh grass and beach. But at such a distance,



for so much black smoke, if it were the fishing port, the whole of the town must have been up
in flames. Two weeks ago, they had passed the charred remains of a tiny village, ransacked by
pirates. Nothing but blackened corpses and shattered dreams had been left in the marauder's
wake.

He whistled for Brawaith and grudgingly the stallion loped towards him, still wary of the
scent of elemental presence. He swung up into the saddle and urged the horse into a gallop.
Miles to travel and he was sorry he had let himself go so far out to practice his craft. It took
by far longer to return that it had to leave. He kept hoping to pass a brush fire, but by the time
he reached the bluffs overlooking Talmuth, that hope was dashed. He reined in Brawaith and
looked down in dismay at a harbor full of burning ships, and a town smoldering with black
curls of smoke and flames.

It appeared that Talmuth was the most recent victim of merciless pirate attack.

Two

Brawaith was not afraid of flames. He was bred for war and his ears pricked forward as Kall-
Su reined him down into streets filled with smoke and blood and screams. A panicked ox
stampeded past, an empty cart bouncing behind it. An old woman, clutching a crying child
staggered out of the smoke. A man holding a profusely bleeding shoulder fell in the street
behind her. Both their eyes were dazed.

Kall reined up next to the man, who was struggling to his feet and demanded. "What
happened?"

He leaned down and grasped the man's good shoulder, pulling him up. "Marauders. They
came out of the night. No warning."

He'd guessed as much. He had just needed to hear it confirmed. He headed towards the docks,
and the place he had left Lily. It was not a large village. Perhaps a hundred folk had lived
here. He passed the bodies of no few on the streets. Slaughtered men and animals. Houses put
to the torch. The harbor was easy to find from the glow of burning boats. A man bodily
carried a struggling child from the shattered door of a house. The screams of the child, calling
desperately for its mother cut through the smoke and the crackle of flame. The swarthy
skinned man held a knife dripping with blood in his free hand. No helpful neighbor saving an
innocent, then. Kall hissed through his teeth, speaking the words of a blunt, simple ice spell.

The pirate's step faltered. His eyes widened a moment before they began to frost over, along
with the skin of his face and the hair of his black beard. He toppled backwards, shattering and
the child scrambled desperately free of the frigid remains. Kall didn't even slow Brawaith.
The closer to the docks he got, the more dead. There was the occasional skirmish in the street.
The occasional scream of a woman. A pair of men rutted like animals atop a shrieking young
girl. They never noticed him coming.

He sliced the back of the one waiting his turn's head clean off, then when the other one looked
up dumbly at the rider holding a blood smeared sword, sliced the man's throat. It was
satisfying to give them their deaths at the edge of his sword. The girl feebly tried to pull her
ripped clothing into place. There was little in the way of comprehension in her eyes.



"Don't sit there. Run." He snapped at her, fear beginning to eat at him. He could picture in his
imagination Lily in the same position. He could picture worse things.

The row of taverns facing the piers were up in flames. He shouldered Brawaith past men that
might have been fisherfolk, might have been pirates. He wasn't paying heed. He scrambled
down from Brawaith at the place he thought they had been staying. The heat from the fire was
intolerable. He held up a hand and thought to summon an ice elemental to quench it. A body
on the street caught his attention. Blonde hair, rangy build. One of the minstrels. He ran over,
flipped the body and recognized the harper Crayl under the blood leaking from a scalp wound.
There was more blood on his tunic. Not dead though. The man moaned as he was moved and
his eyelids fluttered.

Roughly, Kall shook at him, urging him back to awareness. When the bard's eyes opened
weakly he demanded. "Where is she? Where's Lily?"

"I don't know. I -don't know. We were woken from sleep by the fire - everything was
confused. When | came out onto the street - pandemonium. Someone stabbed me."

This last was said with an air of amazement. He laid Crayl back down, peering down the
street for signs of other familiar forms

"I have to find her." He murmured, standing. Crayl made no reply, his eyes closed again.
Down the dock he saw men forcing captives into a waiting longboat. There were other bound,
huddled forms in the small craft. They were taking slaves, then. Through the smoke he could
almost see the shape of a ship rocking in the choppy waters of the harbor, out beyond the
burning fishing vessels.

He stalked through the smoke towards the dingy, eyes tearing from smoke, sword held loosely
in one hand. A marauder saw him, cried out and rushed at him with curved sword held high.
Kall spoke a brief incantation and something curled out of the thick haze bringing a chill with
it that dampened even the heat from the flames surrounding them. An insubstantial cloud
enveloped the pirate, pulling him into its pale core. The man had the chance to scream once
before he was just gone. When the cloud moved on at Kall's bidding, there was a pile of
brittle, frozen bones in its wake. He felt the strain of the spell though, but ignored it. He sent
the ice fog towards the dingy, where the other waiting men looked up, attracted by the scream
of their fellow and the movement of a lone swordsman towards them. There were whimpers
and cries from the hostages at the bottom of the boat. Children and women mostly, but a few
young men.

The ones that came at him died within the tendrils of his creation. The others made odd signs
and uttered words in a language he did not know. They made to cast off, hoping to put water
between him and them.

"No." He said simply. He sent his cloud of death to selectively envelope each of the pirates
until there was nothing in the bobbing boat but the frightened forms of their captives. He
peered down into it, looking for a familiar face.

"She's not there.” A watery voice said from behind him. He whirled and faced the old man -
the master harper Selephio who was mainly responsible for the mending of his magic. The old
man wavered in his step, his hand clutching his narrow stomach, darkness welling out from



between his fingers. It trickled from the side of his mouth and down his chin. There was death
in his eyes. But along with it, the stubborn pride that he had held in life.

"Where?" Kall choked the word out, dreading the answer.

"They took her. Took some of the boys, too. Bards are prized catches for the slavers, you
know."

"Gods." Kall whispered, feeling sick, glancing out into the smoke obscured harbor. "Is she on
that ship?"

"More than one ship, boy. If you sink them - make certain you don't send our folk down with
them - will you?" The old man's knees gave out and he sank to the slick planking of the
wharf. "I think - you'll have to finish your healing on your own - the girl will help - when you
find her. And don't forget the hall. Remember your promise.” Then his eyes rolled back and
he fell face forward onto the dock.

Kall stared at him a moment, then turned his attention towards the sea. Before he could even
contemplate sinking a ship, he had to get to it. He hadn't attempted a Raven spell since he'd
been crippled. It was elemental in nature, but not of the icy sort. He had everything to loose if
he didn't try. He uttered the words, actually felt the power churning through the channels that
directed magic, felt a little resistance, a little strain that started his head to aching. But the
wind came and lifted him up. He was too intent on the ship, with its square black sails to
relish the feeling. In the pale distance the shapes of two more ships, already a good ways out
to sea could be seen.

If she were on one of them - gods he hated the ocean. Men lined the shoreward rail of the
closer vessel, peering through the dawn light for sign of their longboats returning with
plunder. There were captives on the deck, and goods looted from the town. Gazing at the
water they hardly saw him descend from the air. He called the cold fog from the shore, and
met with resistance. The primal intelligence that dwelled at its core did not want to cross the
water. It abhorred the salt. He hissed in irritation. It had been useful and biddable on land and
no strain at all. With each spell he used he felt the effort. There were limits to be conscious of
now that he had not had before.

But he wasn't at them yet. There was enough condensation in the air to pull all the fuel he
needed for ice based devastation. He whispered the words of a creation spell even as he sat
down on the lower deck where the prisoners were. The moist air swirled, coalescing into
something solid. An ice beast stood splay legged on the deck, wolf-like in shape, but shoulder
high and deathly silent in its movements. The pirates hardly noticed Kall-Su when the beast
lunged towards the closest one. Kall-Su paid the tearing and ripping of flesh, the screams of
fury and pain no attention at all, stalking among the prisoners, looking for Lily. He cut the
bonds of a woman who held her wrists out pleadingly and asked if there were more prisoners
below decks. She shook her head negatively. There were perhaps ten folk here. He told her to
free the others and take to the waters, for he had every intention of crippling this ship.

The ship began to list from the added weight of ice coating its surfaces. The main mast
snapped from the weight of sails gone rigid and ponderous with ice. As he called the wind
again to lift him into the air, he heard a foreign voice scream out.



"Devil! The Brother of the Sea will avenge us."

He glanced down and saw a desperate brigand shaking a fist in the air at him, then the man
jumped overboard with the fleeing prisoners to escape the attack of the ice beast.

It was a fair distance to the other ships. Their dark sails were full of wind and the morning
tide drew them out into the depths of the sea. Kall could feel the insulation of the ocean the
further out he got. It was a buffer between him and the solid land where he felt most
comfortable. Even supported by the winds he could sense the ponderous roll of waves. It
misplaced his equilibrium.

He crafted a spell as he went, something similar to the one he'd used to damage the first ship.
If they went down, he needed them to sink slow enough to find Lily. The magic swirled
around him. The wind began to pick up. It buffeted him, vying against the winds of the raven
spell that kept him airborne. It was not a wind of his making. The seas began to get choppy,
the skies to blacken. Where dawn had loomed pale on the horizon, dark clouds now gathered
out of nowhere. He could barely see the ships, the clouds were so heavy and the sea so
suddenly gray. He dropped lower to better spy them out, feeling as he did the brush of a
strange power against him. He hadn't expected that, and hastily erected barriers.

Between him and the closest ship, perhaps a thousand yards of turbulent sea remained. In the
midst of that, a great dark wall rose up. A monsoon wave that blocked out ships and sky and
ocean with its raging blackness. He cursed, barely having time to strengthen the shields
around him before it crashed down over him like the fist of a giant. He plummeted, smashed
into the ocean, driven down, down and down into murky gloom. The water enclosed him,
seeming to press against his shield, trying to destroy it - to get to him safe within it.

He panicked, immersed in the water where the wind could not lift him up, bereft of the simple
levitation spell he might have used to escape by the still healing channels in his head. He cried
out the words to a powerful cleaving spell. The surge of raw power burned in his head,
building and hurting like hell until he released it. A sudden, enormous onslaught of energy
smashed through the waters surrounding him. The ocean split, water surging back as some
great sword had slashed through it. It was still shallow enough at this point that silt from the
bottom geysered up and littered the surface of the water. The ships in the distance rocked
from the reverberations. In the brief seconds he was free of water he called the winds back
and shot upwards, dizzy and disoriented from using more power than he reasonably should
have.

The sea still raged against him. An ocean storm whipped wind and water in a maelstrom
between him and the invisible ships. He thought another monsoon wave reared in the darkness
before him. It crashed against him and this time he managed to make it break around him, but
it weakened his shields. Water got past, and wind laced with hard pellets of hail. His storm
against theirs, only theirs was fed by the sea, over which they all existed. The sea was a wild,
furious force and it slapped at him, drawing him down. He thought if he went under again, he
might not come back up. No choice but to flee back towards shore - be driven there by the
monsoon. He would do her no good if he were dead.




The wagon had hit a rut and the axle cracked. The three wagoneers had offloaded all of
Yoko's precious carpets and other various and unknown items she had ordered to fix it. It was
past dawn and they had yet to mend the damned thing. Schneider sat on the grass under a
stooped and twisted tree, picking at his immaculate nails with the tip of a dagger. The
wagoneers kept casting wary glances his way. They were either scared of him or they resented
him for not offering a hand. He could have cared less either way. He did not wish to be here
anyway. And very much like mending roofs, his talents lay in areas other than wagon repair.

His horse grazed nearby, not having an opinion either way as long as fodder was provided.
Schneider stretched out his legs, resenting three nights spent out in out of the comfort of his
villa, which was just becoming comfortable again. Three nights not spent in Yoko's arms.
And a fourth almost past. And not a pirate in sight. A waste of a trip. She owed him for this.
He deserved coddling when he got back, he decided. A great deal of coddling. He smiled,
contemplating the various ways she could make it up to him.

He was in them midst of entertaining himself by picturing a particular act she had balked at in
the past performed out of gratitude for his sacrifice when something tickled the back of his
mind. An awareness that most powerful magic users had to detect great arcane doings in
process. There were spells of a rather large nature being utilized. And not too distant. Some
were of a distinctly foreign flavor, intriguing but not half so interesting as the recognition of a
more familiar signature in the other spell.

"What have we here?" he asked of the air, perking up, canting his head as he tried to better
ascertain just how far and in what direction the castings originated.

South. Maybe a hundred - two hundred miles away. | don't know what you're doing. He
thought, sliding the dagger back in its sheath. But I'm glad you're able to do it.

He stood up, dusted off his pants and sauntered over to the wagoneers. They looked up at him
with ill concealed aversion. "Tell the lady, when you get to Kelededra, that something came
up. Tell her I'll be back in short order. And if by some odd chance you happen to loose her
carpets on the way, run long and far, because if I catch hell, I guarantee you will regret it for
the rest of your short lives."” He smiled at them. A brilliantly white, sharp toothed smile that
befitted a predator more than a man. They blanched a little. Satisfied, he went for his horse
forgetting their existence entirely. There were more interesting things to draw his attention.
Like why Kall-Su was casting high energy spells and who he was casting them against.

It took him three days to track down the source of the magic he'd felt. He didn't have as good
a sense for Kall-Su as he did for Arshes Nei. Kall was more guarded mentally, more wary of
being hurt than Arshes for all her terrible childhood memories, ever had been. He was damned
hard to pinpoint, once he wasn't casting. All he could do was home in on the original sense of
where the magic had come from. If Kall-Su had moved on, Schneider had wasted a trip.

The air still smelled of smoke when he came upon the remains of the fishing town. Even
before he topped the rise on the trail leading along the shore to it, he smelled the tell tail signs
of a village sacked and burned. He knew the odor well, having caused a good bit of just such
destruction himself in years past.



Perhaps a quarter of the village was intact. From the vantage of the ridge he could see what
houses still had roofs and which had crumbled in upon themselves, blackened by flame. There
were people in the streets, trying to make something of what was left to them of their home.
They watched sullen eyed and suspicious at his passing, holding children close to their sides,
clutching tools in their soot blackened hands. There were not a great deal of folk. He
supposed there were fresh dug graves somewhere in the bluffs above the sea side town. He
didn't have to ask what had happened. It was clear enough.

In the center of town there was a communal freshwater well. He stopped there, because it
seemed a gathering place where tired townsfolk clustered to refresh themselves after the
depressing task of cleaning up the mess left by pirates.

"Water for your horse?" An old woman gestured towards the well. "They didn't poison it.
They do sometimes."

"How many died?" he asked. She wiped a wrinkled hand across her eyes, others around the
well shifted in misery, making small mourning sounds.

"Thirty-nine. They took twenty-three of our own for slaves. A few outsiders."

"You were lucky, then." He remarked and they were. There were places that no single soul the
marauders did not take as booty survived their attack.

"If you call it that." A man said bitterly. "Sorcerer drove them off before they could finish."
"Ah. Interesting. And where might this sorcerer be?"

The lot of them exchanged wary glances. "He's not much for small talk." The old woman
warned. "Right touchy, in fact.”

Schneider lifted a brow expectantly. "Where?"
"Either the harbor, or the shore. Not quite right in the head, if you ask me."
"Really? Why do you say that?"

"Took his woman, they did. He couldn't get her back cause of the storm and all. We caught
some of the pirates after their fellows took off. Nobody who saw what he did to them
afterwards will ever sleep well again, let me tell you."”

They told him other things, which made him lift his brows in surprise, then frown in
displeasure. When he'd heard enough, he spurred his horse towards the pier. It was a
wreckage of half sunken vessels, a sea of blackened masts sticking up from the greenish water
like cattails from a bog. One ship remained floating. Not a fishing vessel but a sleek sea going
ship of unusual design. It had a long curving bow, and two masts instead of one. The taller of
the two had been toppled and a replacement was being hauled into position. There was
nothing else on the docks of interest, so he went southward towards the beach beyond the
village.



Not far from the outskirts of town he saw a figure pacing at the edge of the surf. Two small
boys sat half in a clump of marsh grass where the trail split away from the beach watching.

"What are you doing?" Schneider reined up beside the two young observers. The dirty faces
looked up at him.

"Just watching him. To see if he does anythin' unnatural again. He's a witch, y'know?"
"Sorcerer.” Schneider corrected them. "We get cranky when people call us witches."

Their eyes widened. He gave them a theatrical glower. ""Stop being nosy, it can get you in
trouble. Go on home." He waved a hand at them and they scampered back towards the town.

He slipped off of his horse, leaving the reins dangling so it could pull at the tough grasses and
walked down the slope onto the sandy beach. His boots dug into the soft sand, hardly making
any noise at all. Kall-Su wouldn't have noticed if they had, his gaze focused with maniacal
intensity towards the vast watery horizon. Every time the surf washed up, it churned around
his boots.

Schneider stood for a moment, a few yards behind him, observing. "What exactly are you
looking for?" he inquired finally.

Kall-Su whirled, glaring. Then his eyes widened and he gaped in surprise. "What are you -?"
"Oh, just in the neighborhood. You got your magic back."”

"I -" Large blue eyes blinked, still a little flabbergasted at Schneider's presence.

"You know -" Schneider stared down at Kall's soaked boots. "-You're standing in the water."
"DS -" he took a desperate step forward. "-They took her. | wasn't here and they attacked the
village. By the time | got here it was all in flames and she was gone and there was somebody
on the ships with some type of ocean based magic - | didn't know there was such a thing - |
couldn't get past the storm. Not all my powers are working like they should yet - and the old
man is dead - and he was fixing them -"

Schneider stepped forward and firmly grasped Kall-Su's shoulders, giving him just a little bit
of a shake to stop the babbling. Kall did not usually babble. Kall was usually considerably
more composed than he was at this moment. The pupils of his eyes were dilated to the point
that the black was almost more predominant than the crystal blue.

"Get a grip, Kall."

"You don't understand. They took Lily. Slavers took Lily. I won't let her be made a slave
again. | promised. | promised!" He twisted out of Schneider's hands.

"I recall hearing something like that. | stopped by the docks before coming out here. | heard a
curious thing. I heard you're making them repair that pirate ship.”

"I'm going after her." Kall said bluntly.



Schneider folded his hands behind him and kicked aimlessly at the sand. "Ah. | see. You sail
now?"

"There are sailors here who lost family that are eager to chase them down."
"Well, that's well and good. How the hell do you track a ship in the ocean, you moron?"

Kall lifted his chin and glared. "There were survivors among the pirates. They volunteered the
information. Eventually. I left a few alive that will help track them down. All the way to their
home port, if need be."

"And where did they suggest such a place might be?"

Kall's eyes flickered away, slight uncertainty crossing them. "They called it the Blood Coast.
West of here."

"How far west?"
"I don't know." Kall snapped. "I don't care.”

"Do you recall the last time you got on a ship? How long was it before you were puking up
your guts over the rail? You suck at sailing, Kall. Royally suck. Its not even your fault. Even |
don't do well once you get too far out from land. Its a magic - deep water thing. They clash or
something. If you'd stop and think for moment, you'd realize you'd probably get so sick that
when your crew changes their minds about this stupid notion of chasing down pirates, they'll
just toss you overboard and you won't be able to do a thing about it. Then I'll have to avenge
you and its really boring killing a bunch of common sailors."

"Stop and think?" he hissed, eyes flashing dangerously. "Since when do know anything about
stopping and thinking? Don't presume to tell me what I can and cannot do. | don't want or
need your advice or your help, so go back to wherever you came from and leave me alone."

Schneider rolled his eyes at Kall-Su's uncharacteristic passion. "I don't see why you're getting
all worked up about that little bit of fluff. She's not worth it."

Something cold and unforgiving slammed into him. He found himself sprawled in the sand,
blinking stars out of his eyes. There was a little bit of blood trickling down his lip where he'd
bitten his tongue at the impact.

"Go to hell." Kall's voice was as cold as his wintry north, then he stalked away.

Schneider fingered the blood on his mouth, looked at the crimson in amazement, then licked
his finger clean and healed the wound. He ought to go and pay Kall back for that little surprise
attack, but then, Kall was clearly not rational, and clearly intent on doing something foolish.
Yoko, he thought, would be entirely proud of him for not flying off after Kall and force
feeding reason into him. Instead he got up, dusted the sand off his trousers, and went to get his
horse, for a more leisurely ride back to town.

The ship sitting at dock wasn't ready to go anywhere yet. He had more than enough time to
pound sense into Kall's head. Whether Kall wanted to have it there or not.



Three

He couldn't concentrate. Staying still too long just led to panic, giving him the time to think
about what was happening to Lily. Since he'd been forced back by the storm, Kall-Su had
been frantic, latching onto the only course of action he could conceive - to pursue her
kidnappers and get her back. The vision of the girl on the street, brutally raped - thoughtlessly
raped - kept appearing over and over in his head. It had happened a thousand times probably
under his command when his armies had rampaged over the south and he'd never once given
such actions a second thought. To the victor the spoils, after all. Schneider had taught him
that. Only it had never been anyone he'd loved. It had never been Lily.

Schneider's presence was still stunning. Astounding actually. And infuriating. That he had the
gall to stride up out of the blue and to offer his sardonic opinions as if they were the wisdom
of the gods. He always had thought he knew so much more than the rest of the world. He got
rather offended if one ventured to disagree with that opinion. Lily had said he reminded her of
the Prophet in that respect. Kall had disagreed, wanting no comparison of anything he loved
ever made with that vile man.

At the moment, after what Schneider had said, he was having second thoughts. Schneider was
overbearing and opinionated and Kall in no wise wished to be bullied into anything by he
retreated back to the much abused port village. To the docks where the pirate ship he had
crippled sat being men that did it were grim and hard faced, having lost as much or more than
he had in this raid. Damned and determined to get back what was theirs. Coastal sailors.
Fishermen mostly, but all of them born and bred by the sea and sensitive to her whims and her
moods, which Kall was not. They had as much stake in this as he did, so he trusted them. The
two surviving pirates had a stake also. To remain living. Out of the survivors these two spoke
a spattering of his language. He had used the ones that didn't as examples. There wasn't
enough left of them to bury so they had tossed the chunks of flesh and organs into the hungry
sea. Nothing that he had not done before, but it had been a long while. Long enough to make
him want to avoid the warehouse where the interrogations had taken place. Long enough to
make him wish for Lily to never know of it.

They had told him what he needed to know, for the most part. the older one had lost an arm
up to the elbow in the interrogation. The ice that had took it, had cauterized the wound to a
certain degree and if the man had felt pain, which he must have, he refused to show it. They
were strange men, who were clearly afraid, yet refused to cower. Who despised him and
despised the folk they had ravaged. They called him Kafir Djinn and made signs against evil.
He was used to the latter.

Since there was nothing else he felt comfortable doing, and it was place to escape Schneider if
he followed him to the docks, he went to the ship. Went down to see his prisoners The slight
rocking of the ship made him a little uneasy, but he pushed Schneider's words as far away as
he could get them. Down into the place they kept their slaves, in the belly of their ship, they
had been fastened with existing chains linked to manacles about their necks.

He stood a few feet away from them, offended by the smell down in the cramped cargo hold.
The reek of the infected flesh was sickeningly sweet. There were no ports, no natural light
that could reach here, so he made one of his own. Their dark eyes stared up at him balefully.

"We'll be four days behind them. Can we overtake them before they reach this Blood Coast?"



The younger man cast a nervous glance to his comrade. The older clutched the stump of his
arm and spat at Kall's feet. He uttered what sounded like a curse in his language. "If the Al
Rab is with us, who knows." The man said. "Perhaps the Al Rab will be with you - if he
notices unbelievers - or perhaps he will be with the Brother of the Sea who you wish so badly
to catch. I think when you do, Kafir Djinn, the fates will turn against you, for no one bests a
Brother of Sea in the arms of the ocean.”

"What is a Brother of the Sea?"

The old pirate laughed. "Ah. Like you, Kafir Djinn, but spawned from the mother sea. They
are supreme among those who ride the waves. You will not take him or that which he holds.
He will take you, if he so pleases."

"You think?" Kall said icily. "You won't live to see it." He promised. He spun on his heels,
bothered by the man's fearlessness. The pirate's quiet laughter followed him out.

The air of the lower ship was stifling. He sought the deck with single minded determination.
There was a great concentration of men on it, hauling on ropes to get the main mast back into
place. He stood for a moment on the swaying deck, watching them position the towering
thing, while others scurried out at its base, bolting it into place. Soon then, for the mast had
been the main casualty from the ice he had called to form about the ship.

"When?" he asked of the old, gimp legged man who stood at the forecastle observing the
progress of raising the mast. Arag was his name. They had argued among themselves who
would command this foreign ship they had been gifted with. The old man was a fisher
captain, who had in his youth sailed the coast and to the outer islands as a merchant. He was
the only one out of the lot of them that had not looked reluctantly fearful when Kall had told
them what he wanted them to do. He was the only one who had stepped forward and declared
that no foreign pirate could outsail him. The others still had doubts, but with a combination of
the promise of monetary reward and none too subtly veiled threats, their minds had been
changed.

"Can't wait too long.” Old Arag said, looking at the cloud littered sky. "It'll take the rest of the
day to get the rigging up, but if we're lucky we might make the morning tide."

"Work through the night if you have to."

"Aye." The old man nodded. "They have a granddaughter of mine. I've no wish to let the
bloody bastards sail clean away with her."

There was nothing else, really for him to do on the ship. The motion of the waves, even the

mild ones of shore made his equilibrium questionable. He did not quite envy the grace these
seasoned sailors exhibited, scurrying about the rigging, balancing precariously on the rail as
they hauled canvas and rope and wood into place, but he found himself subtly impressed.

He stepped back onto the solidity of land. The row of buildings along the harbor side were
blackened and burned. Few of them were fit for human occupancy. A warehouse the pirates
had not the chance to loot before Kall had interrupted their plans. A tavern with a charred
facade, but a relatively intact interior. He went to the tavern, stopped at the doorway at the
discordant strum of a lute. For a moment, all he could think of was Lily and her delicate



fingers brushing the strings of her lute, her dark eyes thoughtful and inviting. The tavern they
had been staying at had burnt to the ground and all their belongings with it. Her lute was
likely ash now.

It was Crayl toying with this one. The harper looked up as Kall-Su entered, his one good arm
testing the strings of a battered instrument, while he held it awkwardly with his other
bandaged one. His eyes were tired and no little bit wary. They flickered to the bar, which was
untended by its native barkeep, but behind which lounged Schneider, who had pilfered a dusty
bottle of what might have been wine and was swirling the pale liquid around in a crude
ceramic mug.

"What a pitiful selection of spirits.” He observed, tasting the wine and making a face in
disapproval. Kall stared, not certain whether he wished to stay or go, certainly not wishing
further disagreement with Schneider. Schneider motioned him in with a rolling motion of one
long fingered hand. Silently, he drifted towards the bar.

"You can hardly complain,” Crayl said reasonably from the table where he had his boots
propped up. "They've had everything of value taken from them. | suppose that includes any
fine vintages they might have had."

"I can complain.” Schneider contradicted him. "But, see how cheerfully I do it. | don't bite
people’s heads off." He gave Kall-Su an arch look. Kall looked away, thinking darkly that
Schneider did worse than that when he was in a mood. Schneider conveniently forgot his own
tantrums.

"What are you doing here?" he asked, because he couldn't remember if he'd asked before, and
if he had, the answer eluded him.

Schneider walked around the bar, collected the bottle and the mug from the other side and
went to sit down at one of the many empty tables about the room. About half of them were
upright, the rest strewn and broken about the floor. There were bloodstains on the plank
flooring. "I was getting something for Yoko. Your ice storm mucked up everything in my
villa. I do expect restitution, by the way. | sensed your castings and thought I'd see what you
were up to. | didn't realize it was complete foolishness. You hit me, you know?"

"It's not -" then he shut his mouth, because he didn't have the energy or the patience to argue
the point. He hadn't slept since the night before Tolmuth had been raided. Schneider was not
an obstacle one tackled tired and not thinking straight. "I'm sorry. I'm fine. Go back to Yoko,
She'll worry."

Schneider arched a brow. "Don't tell me what to do."

Kall rested his forehead in his hand, beyond his endurance. "What do you want?"

No answer. Schneider sipped his wine. Crayl looked uncomfortable to be there.

"Damn you." He said softly. And Schneider did not even respond to that, playing enigmatic
for once. So Kall fled his presence and went to the one soul in this wounded town who didn't

remind him of Lily or choose to berate him. He went to find comfort in Brawaith's stolid
presence and all it took for complete understanding was the offering of an apple.



"It's probably not my place to say," Crayl said carefully, and Schneider gave him a look that
plainly asked why he was speaking if he felt that way. " - -but you could afford him a little
sympathy. He's - distraught, over Lily's kidnapping."

"He should have taken better care for her." Schneider responded airily.

"It wasn't a matter of taking care. They came so fast. They took her and our friends and
countless others. There was no warning. He wasn't here or he might have stopped it."

Why this mere harper chose to correct him, Schneider couldn't guess. He looked the man up
and down crossly, dark brows drawn. "You and a dozen other towns up and down the coast.
That's life. If you can't defend yourself, you get trampled by those that can."

The pale haired bard gave him an incredulous look. "You can't be serious? That sounds like
something - like something out of the dark ages when all there was was war."

"I am out of the dark ages." Schneider gave him a humorless grin. "'l used to live by those
words. So did Kall-Su, for that matter. For a bard you don't seem to know your history. He
knows about loss. He needs to get over it. He probably won't be able to find her anyway."

"You don't want him to go after her.” Crayl stared at him, understanding dawning in his blue
eyes. "Why ever not?"

Schneider leaned forward, eyes gleaming dangerously. "You have great faith in my patience,
don't you, little harper? I'm not much for being questioned.”

The bard sat back, his fingers clutching the neck of his lute, uncertainly clouding his eyes.
"You must have a reason.”

Out of sheer respect for the courage it took to press the query, Schneider answered. "Its
pointless. You don't realize how big the ocean is. How much more of the world there is than
the chunk of it we're living on. They're not from this continent, which means they could be
anywhere. He is not up to this. The magic's back, but it's not all back."

"What would you do if it were your woman?"

"It wouldn't be." Schneider snapped, suddenly, coldly angry. The harper shrank back,
lowering his lashes, sensing the change in the air. It irritated him that the man had the
audacity to even ask. He drummed his fingers on the tabletop, wondering why he'd even
bothered to come at all. Kall certainly had no gratitude. A waste of time. A monumental waste
of time, when he could have been back in Yoko's arms by now.

Kall-Su must have dozed, in the quiet warmth of the stable, where the odor of horse and dung
almost overpowered the bitter smell of ashes. He'd been dreaming about fighting with
Schneider. Schneider berating him for something, sneering at him demeaningly as if he
couldn't do anything right. It was a very old dream that he hadn't had for many years. Decades



even. He hadn't really fought with Schneider in a very long time. Well, not of his own free
will, at any rate. One supposed the argument - Schneider's blasé attitude about Lily's capture -
spurred the dream. One had to be careful of dreams. They could be one's downfall or
salvation. He had gotten into the habit of scrutinizing the wisps of memory he had of them.

Brawaith cared not a whit about such things. He stuck his muzzle over the stall door and
nudged his master, who sat slumped on a bench outside the stall. Kall obediently scratched
under the large jaw. He'd made Crayl promise to take care for the stallion. He hoped the horse
would cooperate with a minstrel who knew very little of horses in general or one or the other
of the two would be sorry.

He brushed stray dust and straw from his clothes and headed outside where the sound of
voices gradually grew louder. The light was still pale, the sun hardly risen past the horizon.
The air was cool and damp so early in the morning. The coolness of autumn approaching was
a relief, he was tired of summer.

A street over and the ocean was visible. People gathered on the docks. Maybe all the people
left of this ravaged village, come to look at the sleek, foreign vessel that had carried
marauders into their midst. It sat passively at dock now, its proud mainmast thrusting up into
the gray sky, its canvas sails neatly rolled and secured. The old sailor had been true to his
word, it seemed. He'd gotten the ship ready for the morning tide.

Folk saw him coming, shifted away cautiously to make a path for him, wary of his temper and
of the things they had seen him do. But the eagerness on their faces warred with the
trepidation. They dared not touch him, but anonymous voices wished for success. Save my
wife, my sister, my son, my children. He didn't look at them, vaguely guilty that he could not
find a great deal of concern over their casualties - that it was only his own that drove him.

Automatically he looked for Schneider, lurking at the edges, glowering in disapproval, but he
wasn't to be found. It was a niggling concern, that absence, since Schneider was never one to
abandon a cause so easily, but one effortlessly brushed aside as his attention was taken up
with the ship and the old man limping down the gangway with a grim look of satisfaction on
his lined face.

"We did it, milord."

"I see.” Kall looked past him to the scant handful of sailors along the rail. It would be enough
of a crew to manage this ship, Arag had promised. They wouldn't need to fight, after all, when
they caught their quarry. They had a wizard for that.

"We're supplied as best as possible, what with the pirates own stores and what the folk here
were able to scrape together to give us. If we're to make the tide this morning, we'd best be
about it, though."

Kall took a breath, nodding his assent. Something coiled in his stomach that had nothing to do
with anticipation to be about this pursuit or worry about Lily. It had solely to do with the fact
that Schneider had been right about his wretched ability to adapt to the sea. It seemed unlikely
that he had changed after - what, almost fifty years or more - of avoiding the ocean. He was
probably about to put himself through as miserable as experience as any could easily think of
and he could think of quite a few terrible things.



He had no wish to stay longer on the ship than was necessary, and little desire to stay on the
docks among the milling crowd while the sailors finished whatever nautical preparations they
had to make before Arag decided they were ready to sail. So he went in search of Crayl.

The harper wasn't far. He was sitting on a bench outside the surviving tavern, watching the
activity around the ship. For once, he didn't have his lute with him. His arm was pressed to his
side in a sling, and his face drawn and pained. Kall thought he ought to have asked Schneider
to have done something for the man, since his own healing skills were at the moment
unreachable.

"They're ready to go, almost." The harper observed.

Kall handed him a small bag of coin. The last he had, since the major potion of his funds had
been filched at a fair some weeks past. "In case I'm gone longer than | anticipate. Make sure
Brawaith has the proper care. If I am not back in a reasonable time, see that he gets back to
Sta-Veron."

"I will. Bring them back, please. | know what she means to you, but the others - they're my
closest friends in the world- | can't very well go around calling myself a troupe without them.

Kall nodded, uncomfortable. "Have you seen - him? Schneider?"

"Not since last night. He drank a great deal, surprising since he complained so bitterly about
the quality of the brew. He called you a fair number of unflattering things - 1 won't repeat a
one of them - then he left maybe two hours before sunrise. The two of you don't seem to get
along very well. | seem to recall legends and tales that claimed differently."

Kall gave him a dark look, not particularly fond of the various legends, wivestales and ballads
that had sprung up over the years about the deeds of Schneider and his Lord's of Havoc. Lily
had mentioned something very similar to what Crayl said some time past. He couldn't
remember exactly when.

"We get along fine." He said shortly. When we're not at cross purposes.

A boy ran up from the dock, bright eyed and out of breath. "Old Arag is callin’ fer you, sir.
He's wantin' ta cast off."

He looked back at the ship.

Up the narrow, swaying gangway, which a sailor pulled in behind him and aft to where the
wheel was. The old man was shouting orders. Ropes were cast off from the pilings of the pier.
Slowly, the ship drifted away from the constraints of dock and into the deep waters of the
harbor. They passed a few masts and prows sticking up from the water, ships sunk by the
pirates during the nighttime raid. The tide took them rapidly out to sea. The sails were
unfurled and caught a fair breeze.

Kall gripped the rail behind him with white knuckled hands, trying vainly to reason with his
equilibrium that it was just a matter of learning to shift with the constant, rhythmic sway of

the deck. And that even if he never did get his sea legs, it ought not to effect the state of his

stomach quite so thoroughly. He sat on a crate and wrapped his arm around the secondary



mast jutting up from beside it, pressed his cheek against the wood and told himself sternly that
he'd endured worse things and that a half hour out to sea was too early to begin wishing he
hadn't consumed food in the last week. With a strength of will, he forced the queasiness away.

When the land was a thin line behind them, Arag strolled up, graceful as you please on the
swaying deck and stood with his hands in his pockets staring at the endless panorama of
ocean before them.

"She sails smooth. Real smooth."” He said approvingly. If we keep the wind at our backs, we'll
make good time."

"We will." Kall promised him. He would make sure of that, if it killed him. He shut his eyes,
not as impressed by the undulating field of grayish green waves as the captain.

"You look a little pale.” The old man observed. "Sorta have a greenish cast. Not much for the
sea, are you?"

Kall-Su did not see the point in answering. Just talking about it made his head swim a little.
He thought about going below deck and lying down, but the thought of the stifling darkness
was not encouraging.

Two hours out and the wind shifted, dying back a little. The sails lost some of their fullness.
The captain looked to Kall expectantly. Kall sighed, summoning the stamina to call up a few
minor northern elementals to breath life in the sails. The wind would be cold as hell, but it
would be there. Then rather unexpectently, without him doing a thing, the canvas snapped
taught with a burst of gusty wind. The ship surged forward like a horse slapped on her rump.
Kall-Su clutched at his support. The captain smiled, pleased, thinking no doubt that he had
been responsible.

Kall stared up suspiciously at the invisible currents of air filling the sails. There were the hints
of playful air sprites curling about the rigging. Not creatures answerable to him by any means.
He looked towards where the shore had been. It was gone from view now. Miles and miles
behind them. Something dark obscured his view, swooping down with a flutter of cloak and a
faint turbulence of air. With a grace that would have made any hollow boned bird envious,
Dark Schneider touched down on deck, impeccable in black and silver, looking disdainful and
put upon. His blue eyes scanned the deck, his well shaped lips turned up in a sneer. He fixed
his gaze on Kall-Su. Kall-Su stared at him wordlessly.

"You're seasick already, aren't you?" Schneider demanded, with a condescending lift of one
dark brow.

"Why are you here?" Kall ignored the question and asked one of his own, very wary of
Schneider's presence. "You said it was hopeless and a waste of time."

"Well, | see there's nothing wrong with your retention. It is hopeless and it is a waste of time,
but at least now, when you're too sick to stand up, much less make a coherent decision, there
will be somebody to tell this grimy little crew to turn around and take us back to port."

Kall didn't say anything. He thought all number of things. The ship lurched upon a
particularly large swell. And though he could never prove afterwards that Schneider had



anything to do with it - and he had his suspicions - an aggressive wave of nausea rushed over
him and it was all he could do to get to the rail to empty his guts into the sea. It was not an
auspicious beginning.

There were worse things to come.

Four

They were clinging along the coast, following the ocean currents that swept southward along
the straight sweep of the continent before swinging out to sea. The pirates they were after
would likely stop and make a few more raids before the autumn storms drove them home. The
sky threatened to spill its tantrums upon them, but Schneider kept it at bay, allowing nothing
but the steady, strong winds that filled their sails.

Three days out and he was already tired of the ship. It might have been more interesting if
they'd had pirates to fight, or sea monsters or Kall hadn't been so sea sick he didn't want to do
anything but wallow in his own misery. Schneider felt a twinge of it. It got worse when they
passed over deep water. When he could no longer feel the intrinsic pull of the solid earth
beneath him he lost his equilibrium. Not so bad as Kall-Su - not yet at any rate - but it was
there. The floundering weakness that made his stomach lurch and his head swim. Oh the
power was there, the power of the storm and of the wind and all the things connected to them
that were his forte', it was just a little harder to concentrate on calling them up when one's
stomach threatened to toss up lunch. He didn't know what Kall had expected to be able to
accomplish, indisposed as he was. But Kall hadn't been thinking straight in some while. Kall
did not used to be so contrary.

Deep water and wizards didn't mix. That was the old adage. He hadn't believed it at one time,
he still wasn't quite certain he trusted it entirely, but he did know that every wizard he knew
had a certain intolerance for prolonged sea voyages. Unfortunately that included himself, even
though his tolerance was relatively high. The last time he'd sailed it had taken over a week
before he joined Kall-Su and Arshes Nei at the rail.

He was annoyed that they hadn't seen sight of their quarry yet. With his winds they should
have been making exceptional time. The old captain didn't understand it either. Yoko was
going to have fits. He'd had the sense to jot down a letter to her and send it along with his
horse via one of the town's teenagers. A gold piece and promise of another when the letter
reached its destination and his ire if it did not, had the lad eager to do his bidding. At least she
wouldn't bitch at him for running off and not telling her. She couldn't complain about what he
was doing, even if he did. It was exactly the sort of thing she would encourage
enthusiastically. Gara would have too, having become wretchedly moral in his middle age.
Arshes might have retained a bit of common sense, despite her poor taste in men, though he
couldn't be entirely sure. Kall was just messed up from the whole Prophet business so one
could expect no rationality from him. All in all the people Schneider most cherished would
have frowned at him had he not decided to add his presence to this little pursuit. So really
what was one to do?

A day later they were approached threateningly by two bulky, Alliance of Southern kingdom
frigates who thought they were nothing so much as what they seemed in their captured pirate
vessel. Schneider didn't sink the ships, though he was tempted when they were hailed and
commanded to surrender or be boarded. He despised ultimatums. The old captain and his



crew full of clearly non- foreign sailors convinced the two frigates that they were friendly.
Schneider leaned against the rail indolently while the shouted conversation took place. It
seemed the frigates were in pursuit of a pirate vessel that had just plundered a coastal town.
Hot in its wake in fact. Descriptions were passed. He supposed the old captain had some
clearer sense of what the vessel's they were pursuing looked like than Kall did, for it was soon
ascertained that the alliance's pirates and their pirates might very well be one and the same.
The pirates it seemed were headed out to sea and the alliance frigates could only pursue them
so far, before they had to turn back to patrol the coast.

Kall-Su staggered up on deck as the ships were drifting apart. He looked miserable and wan,
pale hair in as much of a disarray as Schneider had ever seen. The circles under his eyes told
that if he'd been sleeping he had not been getting much rest. The tense line of his lips made it
clear that the nausea had not subsided. He misjudged the distance to the rail and stumbled
against it. Schneider put out a hand reflexively to steady him

"What was that?"
"You're a little late getting here." Schneider said sweetly. "Trouble navigating the steps?"

"I hate you." Kall snapped, glaring blearily at the other ships in the distance. "Who were
they?"

"You don't hate me. You love me. You're just agitated because | was so right and you were so
wrong. They're some of Larz's toy soldiers. Sailor soldiers. Whatever. They're after your
pirates too. We're heading out to sea to track them. They won't do it. Can't leave the coast or
some such nonsense. Its not as if they're doing a decent job of protecting it or we wouldn't be
out here in the first place. If you fall over the rail, I'm not fishing you out.”

Kall-Su leaned over his elbows, head bent, hair falling over his eyes. "'l don't understand -" he
said hoarsely. "How I can still want to throw up if | haven't eaten anything in days."

"What? You haven't partaken in any of that poisoner they call a cook’s fine cuisine? Why just
today he concocted this shapeless slop that might have had beans and some sort of pre-
chewed gristle which I shudder to guess where he found -"

Kall-Su gagged and fled from him. Schneider chuckled, but the amusement didn't last. Even
with his air spirits filling the sails they didn't catch the pirates that day. The frigates dropped
back and turned around early in the afternoon. The shelf of land that clung to the coast
dropped off sharply the further out they got. Schneider felt it in a lurch of the gut when they
began sailing over deep, fathomless water. His head began to swim a little at unexpected
times, and he had to fight the steadily rising nausea. He began cursing by nightfall when they
still hadn't seen the outline of a ship on the horizon. He went below decks, to escape the smell
of the sailor's dinner. Kall-Su was curled in a fetal knot on the narrow bunk of his small cabin,
sweat drenched and as good as unconscious, he was so debilitated by the sea sickness.

With no one to witness his weakness, Schneider allowed himself to slide down the wall and
sit at the foot of the bunk. He rested his head on his forearms and stared bleakly at the rough
planks of the floor. He gave himself another day before the sea began to have its way with
him too. At that point he didn't care what Kall-Su wanted, this ship was turning about and
heading home.



The ship tossed, rocked on a particularly large swell and Schneider's stomach did a echoing
lurch. Bile trailed up his throat, leaving a nasty taste in its wake. He shut his eyes and tried to
magic the nausea away. To a certain degree it worked. The worst of it subsided but the
sickness lurked in the shadows, not even close to banished. It wasn't entirely physical he
thought. It was something of the ocean - of the deep, true ocean that held a power of its own.
Which did not blend at all well with sorcerous constitutions. The concept might have
intrigued him some other time. Safe on solid land, say. At the moment it was an annoying
hypothesis shoved to the back of his mind as soon as the ship lurched down another great
swell and the nausea rushed back with a vengeance.

He couldn't stop it this time. He dared not even open his mouth to curse. He made it to the
bucket that doubled as a chamber pot, and thanked all the gods it was empty, before spewing
up his guts into it. Afterwards he cursed. Long and loudly and amazingly explicitly. Tears of
rage glinted on his lashes.

Unacceptable. Completely and entirely unacceptable, that he be debased so. There was filth in
his hair. He hissed and weakly summoned a spell to banish it. He shoved the bucket away and
glared at Kall-Su. Kall had opened his eyes a slit, awakened by Schneider's blasphemies.

"This is your fucking fault.” Schneider hissed. "Next time you want to go do something
stupid, remind me to fucking let you."

"I'm sorry.” Kall said miserably, barely a whisper. "Why'd you come in the first place?"
Schneider just glared at him, not in the mood to frame an answer.

"Its different now." Kall-Su observed. His voice held a little bit of a slur, as if he'd been
drinking, which Schneider knew he hadn't. "The ocean. Its - stronger."

"We're well and truly away from coastal waters." Schneider said. "Deep water. There's some
force to do with the sea that's clashing with our powers. Figures, | guess. You ever know a
wizard who could control ocean elementals?"

"They're not controllable.” Kall said softly. *Too powerful. Too wild."

"Territorial?" Schneider theorized, settling his back against the bunk so he could see Kall's
pale face. Kall blinked at him, befuddled mind tossing that notion over.

"Territorial enough to want to repel any other type of power?" Kall had a head for this type of
thing. The scholarly bisection of theories. He had a half hundred books on mythical ideology
that he knew front to back, most of which bored Schneider to tears.

"You ever seen an ocean elemental?" Schneider hadn't and he'd been around far longer than
Kall-Su.

"No. Maybe." Kall chewed the inside of his cheek, trying to pin down a thought. "Yes." He
finally changed his mind. "The thing that slapped me down the night the pirate's attacked
could have been one."

"Really? Tell me about it."



"It - it was more cohesive than ice, or air, or fire elementals. Not fickle. I think, if | were to
describe the sense of it and I didn't have the chance to really study what was being thrown at
me - I'd say it had the feel of a collective.”

"It's all connected. The water.” Schneider twined a piece of hair about his finger absently.
"One big elemental force?"

Kall shuddered. "God, | hope not."

The younger wizard clamped his teeth shut, bracing a hand against the wall as the ship tilted
precariously. It was becoming noticeably rougher. "Is there a storm coming?" Kall asked,
because Schneider had a feel for such things. But his senses were not as sharp as usual, not
with the queasiness and the ocean working against him.

"Maybe. Maybe."

Kall-Su groaned and threw an arm over his face. Schneider forced himself up. He staggered
against the door frame as the ship rocked and had to lean against the wall of the narrow
passage to work his way above deck. The sky was gray and spilling rain. It had been clear
when he'd gone below decks. His elementally summoned winds were no longer the
predominate source of power feeding the sails. He was drenched within moments. His
knowledge of ocean sailing was limited, but the darkness sweeping up on them from the south
seemed unsavory. He wondered if he ought to attempt and stave it off, and went aft to the
wheel to ask if the old captain thought it necessary.

"Can you?" The old man asked both brows riding high on his wrinkled forehead.
Schneider wiped arm length tendrils of wet hair back from his face. "If | have to."

"These flash squall's can be the worst." Arag said. "Might not hurt, with this crew of
fishermen to veer it away from us, if it's possible."

Schneider stared into the approaching storm bank. Flashes of lightening could be seen
piercing the dark wall of cloud cover, the distant booming of thunder seemed to shake the
ship. The ship dipped almost perpendicular as it went down the side of one great swell. There
were a few cries of surprise as men lost footing and scrambled for purchase. Schneider just
lifted off the deck and into the air. The wave was taller than the ship. It took him a few
seconds to clear it as it rolled past. Just being off the rolling deck was a relief.

He headed into the storm bank, getting a feel for the natural powers that stirred within it. The
ocean might be rising up to match it, but the storm itself was his element. It was still an odd
mixture, wilder than land based storms. Less responsive to his control. To his surprise, he
couldn't make it dwindle. It was a fight to convince it to turn away and it did it only
grudgingly. The sea raged still beneath him, not so easily swayed. The waves still bashed the
ship ruthlessly, as if in retaliation for the theft of the storm. The sea was not as fickle as the
storm, it would take a while before the turbulence subsided.

He was tired when he sat down. The deck lurched out from beneath him when he'd been
expecting its solidity. He stumbled, off balance. Something dark welled over the port rail,
spewing cold wetness across the deck. The wave hit him broadside and the only thing that



kept him from going over the other side with it was the deck house, who's bulk he was
slammed into with a force. He lost breath and equilibrium. He grasped at wood for a hand
hold, blinded by water and hair. He felt of a sudden as if he were spiraling downwards,
sucked into fathomless darkness by the sea. He couldn't concentrate to fashion a spell.

The ship rocked again and he clung to his safety. The turbulence decreased by measures.
Someone put an hand under his arm, trying to haul him up. One of the plain faced fishermen,
who was wet as he was, but enviously stable with the ship dancing under him.

"You should ride it out below decks, milord.” The man suggested, as if he thought Schneider
might prefer to be lashed by the waves out here. He shrugged of the helping hand, then
regretted doing it when he discovered a sudden inability to walk properly. He used the deck
house as crutch and made his way to the portal leading down. The passage was drenched with
water. The ceiling was dripping with it. He found a shoebox cabin, with a bunk and collapsed
onto it, wet clothing and all. He shut his eyes and the world swam. He barely leaned over the
side of the bunk in time not to mess clothes and sheets with vomit. He was a little better
afterwards, but not much. Maliciously, he thought, at least he wasn't as bad off as Kall, then
wished a little extra misery on the younger wizard for getting him into this.

He shut his eyes and something happened. A timeless, meandering dizziness that might have
cloaked sleep and might have only been the brief span between breaths. Shouts from the
passage made him open them again.

"A ship. There's a ship on the horizon.”

Schneider blinked haze out of his vision. He got up and felt an overwhelming nausea that
made him double over half way between bunk and door. He cursed between dry heaves. He
managed to get himself functional and out into the passage.

"Kall." He snapped, pausing by Kall-Su's door. "We've got your ship."

Kall blinked at him blearily and made an effort to sit up. Schneider didn't wait to see if he
succeeded, rather doubting he had the capability to make the deck.

The sky was dark again, only this time it was from the onslaught of dusk rather than storm.
He had slept then. The horizon glowed blood red. He shielded his eyes and looked in the
direction old Arag indicated. He could just make out the dark silhouette of a ship, sails
unfurled against the sunset. The sea was still choppy, but it was possible to keep his feet if he
clung to the rail. No great waves washed over the sides, threatening to take men with them.

It seemed to take forever to close the distance, but eventually they did. The other ship, aware
of the pursuit turned to face them. It was of the same design as the one they sailed, but it
seemed to undulate through the waves like a serpent. It was eerie, how it steadily ate up the
distance between them, yet its sails were not full of wind urging it in their direction. In fact
the wind was against it. It should not have been making the headway it was.

"Its up to you." Old Arag said. "We've not the numbers to face them."

Schneider didn't answer. A humorless smile crossed his lips. Ba Co Raven. He whispered the
words and lifted off the deck. It was odd, the sea seemed to pull at him. He fortified his



concentration and ignored it. He covered the span of ocean in a few heartbeats, leaving his
ship behind. Sinking the pirate vessel would make this whole miserable experience worthless,
so he had to work a little more delicately and merely disable it. Start with the main mast and a
little fire on the deck.

He spoke the words to a Strike spell and a finger of lightning formed out of the air over his
head and zig zagged down to hit at the base of the main mast. With a splintering crack the
great spear of wood toppled, trailing sails and rigging as it went. The rigging was the only
thing that saved it from crashing into the deck. It tangled in the lesser mast and lay there at an
awkward, wounded angle. Men ran about the deck in a panic, small and inconsequential from
his height. He spoke the words of a fire summoning. It was sluggish responding to his will.
He frowned and redoubled his efforts. Reluctantly almost, flames sprang to life along the
deck.

And were instantly smothered. He frowned at that, searching for the source and not able to
find it. On the deck, men started yelling, pointing skyward. He was spotted then. He could
have cared less. The attention of the pirates was not a thing that worried him. Their flimsy
arrows he brushed aside like stray thoughts. He mouthed the words to a another strike spell
and wood along the prow shattered.

There was a rushing sound, a sudden intake of air, the tingling sensation of power being put
into play. He looked down in time to see a conical tendril of water snaking up from the sea
towards him. He put up a shield - barely - but the thing still batted him aside a good twenty
feet, then arched around like the waving tentacle of some deep sea monster and tried to chase
him down. He hissed the words to an energy blast.

The sinuous body of the thing exploded, spraying water. A moment later and it had reformed.
It took another high impact blast for him to realize it just wasn't going to work. The thing had
the limitless resources of the ocean to draw upon. Whoever was directing it was on that ship.
Get the water wizard and this fight would be over. He flew down close to the deck of the
enemy ship, past startled pirate archers, looking for the unique power trail of a magic user at
work.

And saw him on the raised deck at the aft of the ship. Just a glimpse of a thick, black bearded
man, before he slammed an Exodus spell home. It hit with a blinding flash of light and a
deafening boom. And then the sea rose up and took her revenge. It swept over the deck and
snared him right out of the air. He went over the side and down into the depths, tangled in
bands of current that were stronger than steal. He swallowed lungfuls of the stuff before he
was able to erect a shield. But there was no air to trap within it. All he could do was try and
force the water away - to keep it from crushing him. Even that was becoming difficult, totally
immersed in the watery element, where no air or storm or fire could reach.

He couldn't get to the surface. He was drowning and he despised the feeling. A huge
explosive spell and the water frothed around him, but he was deep enough so that all that
happened was a bubbling expulsion of air and turbulence on the surface.

Try another route, then. Search for the elemental force that was carrying out the water
wizard's spells. Overwhelm it if he could. He let himself sink into cold, blackness and
searched out the nature of the thing.



And found enormous, ever changing - never changing rhythm. Enormous power. Solid and
steadfast and relentless in its task and its loyalty. It was not a defeated, enslaved elemental. It
chose service of its own will. It served something of its own.

It crushed what threatened it. He stopped fighting. Drifted aimlessly, teetering on the verge of
blacking out. Something swam by him, huge and sinuous and patently invisible in the murk.
He started, surprised out of lethargy. He was nudged. Teeth fastened to his leg and almost
gently he was shaken. He put hands out and felt a leathery surface. Energy radiated through
his fingers. He felt the flesh shatter under his hands. There was the warmth of blood in the
water around him. For a moment he thought it belonged to the creature he had destroyed, then
it occurred to him that more than likely such a creature would be cold blooded. He reached
and felt at his leg. Numb, beyond feeling from the cold, but his fingers discovered ripped flesh
and the sharp feel of broken bone.

Wonderful. Completely charming. His thoughts were beginning to splinter. He couldn't
concentrate enough to perform a healing. Then something else, dark and massive drifted by
him. This time it was no living thing. This time it was several tons of wood and canvas,
sinking towards the undefined ocean floor. It shifted in its descent and the trailing mast
slammed against Schneider's back. Then it was gone. Unfortunately it took the rest of his
consciousness with it.

Five

The ship shuddered, as if she had received a death blow. Kall-Su hit the wall across from his
cabin and pressed there, clutching at wood to keep from falling. Even if the ship had not been
tossing wildly, his balance had fled along with stable vision, a calm stomach and his innate
ability to fight off vertigo. His legs threatened to give out. He couldn't quite focus on the
narrow hall way leading to the upper hatch. Water splashed down from the closed hatchway.
He felt magic in the air. Ripping, angry magic both familiar and foreign.

Then suddenly it was gone. Just gone and the air was left static and wrathful in its wake. The
ship still tossed. The seas still beat against her sides mercilessly. The foreign magic was still
there, a faint undertone. But the familiar was gone. Panic wrestled its way past the sickness.
He clawed for the stairs leading up to the hatch. Lost his footing once as the ship rocked and
banged his shin painfully. Cursing under his breath he pushed the hatch up and was hit with a
deluge of rain and wave spray.

There was darkness on deck. The sun was blotted out by the cover of a raging storm. The
waves reared taller than the ship and she rode their swells only grudgingly. Water crashed
down onto the deck and Kall clung to the deck hatch. VVaguely he saw the mute figure of a
man swept overboard. The power of the ocean's wrath was smothering. He could feel it past
the sea sickness, past the healing channels of his magic. She was angry and vengeful and
wanted a sacrifice to soothe her irritation.

Something dark rode the swells with their ship, side by side. Through the water and hair
streaming into his eyes he made out the shape of another ship, her sails tightly furled, her rail
almost touching the rail of their vessel. He ought to do something, with the pirate ship so
close, but he was having a hard time thinking past the fevered pounding of the blood in his
head.



A shape came at him out of the grayness. The old captain, limping and desperate, a boathook
in one hand.

"You've got to do something -" the man cried in desperation and then gagged and staggered,
plunging forward, the makeshift weapon falling from his hand. There was a man behind him,
bearded and dark skinned, a dull curved sword in his hand. The blade was lifted. Kall
struggled for concentration and cried out the first words that came to mind. The air, which
was too moist by far, was easily to manipulate. A spear of ice erupted from the space between
Kall-Su's hands and hurtled into the pirate's chest. The man toppled backwards.

Kall-Su staggered to his feet, staring wildly into the darkened sky.

"Schneider, where are you?" He cried into the storm. He made his way towards the prow,
clutching at the rail. A great wave crashed over the prow, threatening to tear him from his
feet. A man stood in its wake, holding onto nothing. He should have been washed away.
Another wave washed over the plunging prow, and the water seemed to almost part to avoid
him. Kall-Su stared, sensing not magic, but communion. Then something solid and hard
slammed into him from behind and that combined with what the sea had done to his
constitution sent him over the edge into oblivion.

There was a terrible pain in his chest and a bitter bile in the back of his throat. Schneider
gasped and bolted upright, hacking up salt water and what seemed a good portion of his lungs.
He doubled over, coughing, struggling for precious air. It took a moment to get it. And then
he drew in great lungfuls of the stuff, momentarily aware of nothing but the fact that he was
alive and not underwater.

He was in darkness. Pitch, sordid darkness that was laced with humidity and cold. He lifted
his hands to his face and they jangled. Weight dragged at his wrists. There was a wall to his
right and he leaned against it, trying to get his bearings, trying to gather his wits. It stank of
wet straw and animal feces. The smell made his stomach turn. The bile in his throat grew
hotter. No. He did not want to throw up.

His body paid him no heed. All the sea water he'd swallowed came up along with the acid
contents of his stomach. It hurt more coming up than it had going down. He tried to crawl
away from it when he'd done, but the chains on his wrists wouldn't let him go far and the
weakness in his head and body was not ready to give up its claim and allow him to remedy the
situation. His leg throbbed with pulsing pain. He felt around the edges of a wet, jagged
wound. Felt a splinter of what might have been bone. He shuddered. He hated touching his
own bone almost as much as he hated actually seeing it. He pulled his hands away, taking
long breaths to quell another rebellion by his stomach. Just a minute to gather his strength. He
rested against the grainy wall and silently cursed.

It was damned hard to think when he wanted to go and crawl under a rock somewhere, but he
forced concentration and summoned a witchlight. It came merrily at his summons, and
bobbed sickeningly in the air before his face. With a hiss he made it stay still. He was in a
cramped, low ceilinged room. There were a handful of pigs settled down in the straw not five
feet from him. Beyond that barrels and wooden cages full of various small domesticated



animals. He blinked at the accommodations, then looked down at the manacles on his wrists
that were in turn attached to a chain running along the wall.

"They must be kidding." He muttered, then spoke a word of unlocking and the bracelets fell
away. It took a bit more concentration to do a healing. He shut his eyes and thought about the
wound and the shattered bone and torn flesh and what it ought to be like. Sluggishly flesh and
blood knit. He rubbed his leg in irritation that it had taken so long for such a simple healing.
He'd recovered from worse with no effort whatsoever.

He pushed himself to his feet and found he had to crouch. The ceiling was no more than five
feet. He put a hand to the sore spot on the top of his skull received from that discovery. His
hair was mildly damp. His clothes were still a little clammy from the ocean. He had not been
here long then. He tried to recall being fished out of the sea and couldn't. He didn't think he'd
done it on his own. His head hurt and not from the bump on the ceiling. He'd hit it when he
was underwater -

- on the great sinking shape of a ship. His ship obviously since this one seemed to belong to
an enemy that thought they could contain him with simple chains. Goddamnit. His heart
slammed against his ribs in sudden panic. If Kall-Su had gone down on that ship - he didn't
even take the time to contemplate the vengeance he would take.

The small door out of the hold slammed open, shattering, without him even touching it. His
witchlight followed him along the narrow, low ceilinged hall. A sailor came out of a door
further up the corridor, saw him and jabbered something unintelligible. The man made to grab
for a weapon at his belt. Schneider lifted a hand and pure, contained energy formed.

"How slow do you want to die?"

His words might not have been understood, but the intent was more than clear. The dark eyes
widened and the man scampered up the hall before him, screaming in his foreign tongue.

He must have been in a lower hold, for he climbed a ladder to a second level that might have
been crews quarters. There were men in the hall with blades out, drawn by the cries of the
first sailor. Belligerently, they blocked his path. They were as good a source for information
as any, if any of them spoke his language.

"Where are the men from my ship? Do you understand? Anyone that doesn't can die right
now." He grinned ferally and singled out a man with a wickedly curved sword closest to him.
It took more effort than he generally had to exert for a simple spell. It felt as if the powers that
be - namely the surrounding ocean - were pulling against him.

The pirate's skin began to smoke and blister. The man screamed, dropping his blade and
shaking his blackening hands. The men around him shied away, making signs against evil.
The unfortunate man was writhing on the floor, oozing blackened flesh and blood by the time
Schneider voiced his question again.

"Did you take prisoners from the ship you sank? Or shall the lot of you meet his fate?"

"I don't think they will." The sailors muttered in relief among themselves and moved aside to
make way for a weaponless man. Tall, thick bodied with muscle, with the aura of health and



vitality in the sparkle of his dark eyes and the whiteness of his grin. A trim beard covered his
jaw and his hair was cut close to his head. There was nothing familiar about the man save the
scent of power that radiated from him. This was the man who had directed the ocean's wrath
during the battle. This was a man that in this particular place, in the midst of his element, was
a power to be reckoned with.

"I did not expect to see you awake so soon." The dark eyes looked him up and down, ignoring
the threatening glower in Schneider's stare. He spoke with a slight accent, but otherwise he
was perfectly understandable. "You were rather thoroughly drowned."

"Where - the fuck are the people from my ship?" He ground the words out, gathering power
as he did.

"What will you do? Blast this ship out from under us all? Will you kill yourself in a fit of
rage? For that is what will happen, if you sink this vessel. The mother sea will not allow you
to escape her again. She gave you back only grudgingly and only because | promised her
many sacrifices to get you. She ate your ship and the men on board and she was sated."

Schneider's eyes grew wide. "You son of a -"

"Ah, but not the other kafir djinn." The man cut him off. "I would not throw to the ocean
something so valuable as the two of you. There is a market for such things."

"Where the hell is he at?" Schneider stalked forward and men didn't know whether to move
and let him past for stand their ground and protect their captain. The captain waved a hand
and relieved them of the dilemma. They backed away, giving Schneider wide berth. He stood
nose to nose with the other man. He was marginally taller, but not by much. The captain was
grinning at him.

"Jamad ja'da." He said in his own language and the men murmured around him. "Well, then
shall we prepare to meet the ocean, the lot of us? It would not be a bad fate for men such as
us, who live our lives upon her surface. Is it one you wish to meet?"

"Push me much further and | may take the chance. Take me to my friend."

The swarthy captain shrugged, put a hand on Schneider's shoulder and moved him out of his
path. "Follow me then." The captain said, ignoring the glare he got for daring to lay a hand on
Dark Schneider. "My name, by the way, is Amir. This is my ship."”

"I don't give a fuck who you are.” Schneider snarled.

"You have a foul tongue, Jamad ja'da." Captain Amir chided, leading the way back down into
the hold. They both had to duck to walk. They took a different route from the one Schneider
had exited from and were plunged into darkness. Before Schneider could call up his
witchlight, a bluish green glow popped into existence in the air before the captain. Almost the
smell of sea salts and the faint sound of water came with it.

There were more pilfered goods, but no animals. No captured slaves either, just at the end of
an empty line of chain, one still figure. Schneider hissed and stalked over, crouching beside
him. He touched a thin line of crusted blood along Kall's temple, a slight swelling above his



ear. That was a wound Schneider could fix. The rest was the result of the cursed ocean and
not correctable. No more than he could alter her effects on himself.

"Kall?" He called and forced the issue when Kall-Su didn't wake up with a twinge of magic.
Kall's lids flickered. He looked up blearily, focused on Schneider briefly, then with a moan of
purest wretchedness passed back out.

Schneider sat back, a flicker of worry crossing his face. Now that his initial panic over
whether Kall was at the bottom of the ocean or not had passed, some bit of reason came back
and with it, the realization of just how correct this captain Amir was in his assumptions. What
did it matter if Schneider could blow this ship out of the water, if he found himself adrift
without it as a result? Under the best of circumstances it was too far to fly back to shore,
much less with the ocean against him and Kall-Su as good as useless. He glanced back up to
Captain Amir gaugingly. The man didn't posture like a man trying to impress his power upon
another, which worried Schneider. The quiet ones were often the most dangerous. The one's
that didn't brag, that only subtly presented possibilities were the ones that usually held true
power. He'd already tasted a bit of it himself. He could take this man closer to shore, maybe
even here in the midst of his element, but at the moment, it would do him no good.

"What the hell do you want?" Schneider snapped, angry at his limited options.
Captain Amir lifted a dark brow. "It is you who were following me. What do you want?"
"Where are your slaves? You seem to be lacking."

"I gave them all to my associate, who is traveling to a port that deals in slaves. I'm going to
another. You're the only two | have.”

Schneider laughed outright. "You're dreaming."

"Not at all. As | said, there is a high demand for Djinn, foreign or not. I'll get more gold for
one of you than my fellow captain will for all his hold full of slaves. Not to mention your
uniqueness.”

"What?"

"Jamad ja'da."

Schneider stared at him blankly.

"Hair of ice. I've never seen the like on a body that wasn't wrinkled and bent with age.
Extraordinary."

Schneider lifted a brow sardonically. "Interesting. I'll keep it in mind. If you think you're
going to make a profit off either of us, you're crazed.”

Captain Amid shrugged, as if it were of no consequence. "We shall see."



Schneider sniffed and touched the manacles around Kall-Su's wrists. They fell off, clattering
dully to the deck. He hauled Kall up and over a shoulder, which was a damn inconvenient
way to walk under the low ceiling. Amir followed him.

"Where will you go?"
"Up."

"Into the air, or the sea?"
"Shut up.”

Schneider didn't attempt to climb the ladder out of the hold, just levitated up. The crew made
way for him, standing by and watching as he made his way to the deck, followed by their
captain. He let Kall down on a pile of canvas, and turned in a wary circle to observe his
world. They were in the midst of repairing the secondary mast he had destroyed. The men
working paused in their labors to stare at him. He thought about ways he could force this crew
into turning this ship about and taking them home. Kill the captain and the rest might be more
malleable.

Amir moved up beside him at the rail.

"They'll die before they bow to an unbeliever, you know." The captain said, as if he'd read
Schneider's thoughts. "They are not the soft, pale sailors of your land."”

He didn't respond. He knew stubborn men that had broken under the type of pain he knew
how to deliver.

"Kafir Djinn!!" A shrill voice screamed. Schneider and the captain turned. A battered, sailor
holding the stump of one arm hovered over Kall-Su, a sword raised in his remaining hand.
Schneider let out a hiss and an explosive burst of energy. It hit the pirate, and crashed him
backwards into barrels of water. One burst from the impact and leaked the precious fresh fluid
over the deck. He took a step forward to finish the job and Amir caught his arm, swinging him
around roughly. He snarled, ready to cast a similar spell on the captain, but the man's eyes
blazed and flashed a sudden, eerie seagreen. A sheer wall of water rose along the port side,
rearing up taller than the main mast, pulsing and roaring in its sheer power. Threatening to
smash down upon the deck, waiting for the command. Schneider stared up at it, ocean magic
still managing to shock him.

"Do not." Amir said softly. "You will not threaten this ship or those upon it under my
protection or the ocean will have you and that which you value."

"Then keep your men away from him."
"Ah, but he is not my man. He captained the ship which you made me sink. Perhaps it was
your friend who took his arm? Vengeance is expected for such a thing, is it not? | would let

him have it, save for the lost gold. A rawa golden djinn is as valuable as a silver one, no?"

The wave shuddered over them. He had to wonder if it would be selective in those it washed
away. He rather thought it would. Slowly Schneider inclined his head. "All right. | won't sink



your ship or Kill your crew. For the moment. Don't press me, though. And don't touch
anything of mine." He jerked his chin back towards Kall-Su.

The captain lifted a dubious brow. "You are bold to present me with such ultimatums.”
Schneider shrugged. "Give me a cabin. With a port. | despise not being able to see the sky."

Amir laughed outright, a deep brass sound that grated on Schneider's nerves. "So very bold.
All right, you're worth enough to me to give you such a thing."”

"Whatever."

Amir called to his mate to see that a adequate cabin was emptied. Some ship's mate would be
sleeping with the common sailors for the rest of the journey. Schneider could have cared less.
He walked over to Kall, who had rolled over to his side and was making little gagging sounds.
He ignored him and stared down at the one armed sailor who was slowly regaining
consciousness.

The man glared up at him balefully, then past him to Kall-Su. He spat out something in his
foreign tongue. It sounded threatening and contemptuous.

"Go ahead and try something else.” Schneider suggested softly. "And | promise you I'll make
what he did to you seem like a blessing from your god."

"Jima al Ju'al." The man spat.

Captain Amir walked up beside Schneider and said something sharply. The one armed pirate
scowled and limped away.

"What did he say?" Schneider asked.

"He told you to have sex with a dung beetle. One would hardly think it possible. I told him
that the two of you were my captives and for him to harm you would be an affront against
me."

"As if he could." Schneider sniffed. "And I'm not."

"Of course." Captain Amir agreed. "I will show you where you may sleep. Shall | have
someone bring your friend."”

"Don't touch." Schneider warned and went to get Kall-Su himself.

It was a very small cabin with a narrow bunk against the wall and a storage locker by the
door. A bucket beside it and a hook on the wall over the bed that held a folded hammock.
That was it. There was a small port over the bed. The only luxury. He dropped Kall carelessly
onto the bunk and turned to fix the captain with his glare. "How long before we reach land?"

Amir grinned. "I'm sorry, but I cannot tell you that." And with that he shut the door and
disappeared. Schneider stood fuming. There was a noise behind him. Kall-Su trying to push
himself up. Very green about the face. Schneider pushed the bucket towards him with his



foot, though he doubted he had anything left to throw up. He tried anyway, then sat bent over
his knees at the end of the bunk, shivering.

Schneider sniffed warily, the sound of gagging having made his own stomach ill at ease. "
wish you'd stop doing that." He complained. He plopped down at the other end of the bunk
and pushed himself back into the corner, preparing to sulk. Kall turned his hanging head
marginally to look at Schneider. Hair separated from dried salt water did a good job of hiding
his face.

"If I could help it, I would."” He managed to sound testy, even in his weakness. "What -
happened?"

"You don't know?"
No answer, just a reproachful glare.

"We caught the pirates. They sank our ship. All your pitiful little fishercrew is at the bottom
of the ocean. We're stuck with the pirates."

"Lily?" Kall managed to lift his head, some bit of hopefulness breaking past the misery in his
eyes.

"No Lily. No captives at all. We got the wrong ship."

"Oh - god." Kall moaned, sagging back against the wall. He stared blindly past Schneider for
a moment, even the green tinge fled from his skin. Then he leaned into his corner at the foot
of the bed, arms around his legs, face hidden against knees.

"I wish | were dead, then | wouldn't have to worry about it." He murmured.

Schneider glared at him. "The seasickness is making you say that. And even though it is your
fault and I do blame you - well, don't worry about it. We'll find your damned woman. |
promise."

"I don't believe in miracles anymore. | know better."

"That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard you say, considering you know me. God, you're so
morose when you're like this."

"Like what?" Kall almost laughed, but it turned into a little groan. "So sick | want to die?"
"Yes. Like that."

"Why aren't you?"

"What? Sick or morose?"

Kall lifted his head to peer over his knees. He didn't need to answer. Schneider knew what he
meant. And it was just a matter of time before the sea worked her way on him as well. He was



just better at fighting it off than Kall-Su was. But he felt it. And every league they sailed
further into the sea put him more and more at the mercy of the men who rode her.

Six

There were good days and bad days, and recently the bad days had started to outnumber the
good. This was a mediocre one. Schneider could walk around without loosing his equilibrium
entirely and he only occasionally had to stop and surrender to dry heaves. He hated the ocean.
He would never ever sail her again, once this dreadful little fiasco was over and done with. He
didn't even know if he wanted to keep the villa by the sea. He didn't want to hear, or see or
smell the salt water again. He mooned over Yoko. He imagined the softness of her skin, the
limpid gaze of her brown eyes after she was satiated from lovemaking, the sharp sting of her
tongue when she wasn't pleased. He even missed that. He would very much like to have her
yelling at him right now. Anything but the constant lapping of waves against the hull and the
incoherent jabbering of the pirate crew, the majority of which did not speak a civilized
tongue.

He went where he wished on the ship. The crew did not try to stop him, probably on orders
from the captain, maybe out of a sense of self-preservation. Regardless, his way was unbarred
where ever he chose to roam. It was not a tremendously large ship, built more for speed than
cargo capacity. She had a large crew of fighting men to carry out her picaroonish activities.
There was little free room to spare. But there was one cabin down the hall next to captain
Amir's that no one stayed in. He noted it because the captain usually visited there once a day,
taking brass key out of his shirt and speaking a word of unlocking to pass what was obviously
a spelled as well as locked door. It spurred Schneider's interest. He had nothing else to do,
save keep a totally unsociable and generally unconscious, Kall-Su company. Little mysteries
perked his curiosity.

After strolling the deck one morning, and ignoring the solicitous nod the captain, who was at
the wheel, delivered him, he made his way down to the lower deck. He bypassed his and Kall-
Su's cabin and proceeded down to the spell locked door. He paused before it, looking up the
passage for any sailor that might appear to catch him at something he was certain captain
Amir would not approve of. Not that Schneider particularly cared what the captain thought or
feared what might be done in retaliation, it was more a reflexive caution. He spoke a word of
unlocking, and since he was not feeling too sick, the spell actually responded with alacrity the
first time. The lock clicked and the warped plank door swung open.

The little cabin had no port. It was dusky and dark within the cramped confines. He
summoned a witchlight and found himself amidst stacks of crates, chests with bold brass
bands, rolled charts crammed in barrels and open boxes displaying various items of particular
wealth. The captain's private store room for the fruits of his raids. There was gold, and
jewelry, fine bolts of cloth, casks of perfume and what might have been rare spices. A
pittance. Schneider had seen more offered at his feet in supplication in a day than what was
gathered here in this dingy cabin. Privateering was not that profitable a profession he decided
in disgust.

A small chest caught his eye. It was made of polished mahogany and banded with burnished
brass. It sat in a place of distinction on the one small table in the cabin's far corner. Nothing
else was clustered around it. Something about it drew his attention. He reached a hand for it
and encountered the faint static of a warding spell. A very strong aversion spell. He curled his



fingers, frowning. This spell was of a personal nature. It was linked back to its caster, most
likely the captain and if tampered with, it would sound alarms in the mind of the sorcerer
responsible. He could break the ward easily, but he'd have Amir down here in a heartbeat.

Pride almost made him do it. Some bit of reason made him pull his hand back. He still cast the
protected chest a thoughtful, curious stare before leaving the little treasure room, and resetting
the spell lock behind him.

It would be quite a while before he thought about the chest again, but for the time being, he
put it out of his mind as inconsequential. The sea grew rougher, he grew sicker and retreated
to isolated misery

The days passed. Kall-Su got worse. He wouldn't eat or take water - he barely roused from
troubled sleep and when he did, he was sick to the point of delirium. Amir offered relief or at
least oblivion in the form of a small vial of unidentified liquid.

"It's a good recourse for those who do not react well with mother sea."

Schneider did not even ask what it was. He sniffed disdainfully at the vial, dismissing it with
an airy wave of one hand. "You want to drug him"

"Better than what he endures now, is it not?"
"No. How much longer till we reach a port?"

Amir merely smiled mysteriously. Schneider ground his teeth in irritation. He was feeling
distinctly green today. The wind was rocking the ship as much as the waves she rode upon.
He had passed over breakfast and lunch and the thought of dinner was making the bile rise in
the back of his throat.

"You might wish to use a little of this yourself, no?" Amir offered helpfully.

"I might not. How do you become a brother of the sea, anyway? Is it learned? Sacrifice?
What?"

"Do you wish to become such?" Amir lifted both brows, amused. The dark captain was
amused much to easily for Schneider's tastes. "You cannot, you know. A man is born with the
sea in his blood. Perhaps one of my ancestors had congress with a spirit of the ocean. Who
knows? But she has always spoken to me. Blessed me. She always watches over her own, you
know?"

He didn't know any such thing. He thought once he got Amir on land they'd see how well
Mother Ocean protected him.

Another week and they were hit by a fierce sea storm that even Amir's connection with the
ocean could not sway. Schneider, under better conditions might have been able to send it
elsewhere. He had retreated to the cabin as soon as the ship started rolling over angry waves,
sick and dizzy. He almost wished the storm would sink the damned boat and get it over with.
It would be almost worth it to have the sea claim the smug captain.



Kall-Su curled into a ball, moaning as if he were dying. Even Schneider's sense of pity was
pricked and he slipped out of the hammaock, which he had found he did not dislike, and onto
the bunk, taking the younger wizard into his arms to share the misery. Kall sobbed into his
shoulder, clutching weakly at the material of his tunic, mumbling incoherently.

Schneider shut his eyes, braced with his back against the wall, with Kall's warm weight on his
chest, and drowsed. Lurid fever dreams plagued him. He dreamed of drowning, of struggling
for air that was not there. Of Yoko calling for him from somewhere and him not being able to
find her. The dreams turned darker and more poignant. Shadows descended over a landscape
that was featureless and eternal. He felt himself dwarfed by them. He tried to force them back,
but in the dream, he could not. They washed over him and took things that he loved and
destroyed them. Then the world closed in and there was nothing but walls he could not
breach. For some reason he thought he might be trapped there an eternity and he screamed -

- And jerked awake, wild eyed and gathering power to throw against something that was no
longer there. Light came in from the porthole. The deck was not tilted precariously beneath
him. His back was against the wall, one arm trapped under Kall-Su. He lay for a while, trying
to remember the details of the dream. Dreams that potent always had meaning. But the
recollection fled tauntingly.

He took a moment to gauge how he felt. A little fluttering in the pit of his stomach. A vague
thickness in the head. Both would be multiplied once he got up. It was getting to the point
where he didn't want to. It would almost be easier to hibernate until landfall. Just put himself
into a numbing stasis and sleep away the storms and the sea sickness and the frustration. But
that would put him and Kall at the mercy of the pirates and he wasn't so miserable yet to do
that. He decided to just lay where he was for a while, sequestered with Kall's quiet warmth.

His lids fluttered shut and he drifted back into a dreamless doze. It was good to merely lie
there and do and think nothing.

There was a sharp rap on the cabin door a split second before it opened. Captain Amir stuck
his head in, a white grin splitting his dark face.

"Ah, you're alive after the storm. I'd feared the sea sickness had taken you once and for all."
Schneider's eyes snapped open. He cast the captain a dangerous lazy glare. "Get the fuck out.”
"But | came to invite you to see a most wondrous thing."

"What thing?"

"You must come to see. A treasure | have found and just only discovered the magic of."
Schneider thought about the mysterious warded chest and his curiosity was pricked. He gently
shifted a shoulder out from under a heavily sleeping Kall-Su and climbed over him to reach
the floor. A touch of dizziness assaulted him when it was only his two feet supporting him

and he took a moment to try and clear his head.

He shut the door to the cabin behind him and Amir proceeded him down the narrow passage
to the captain's cabin at the end of aft of the ship. Inside was a relatively large sized room, as



rooms went on small ships. It was crowded with carved chests and wardrobes, silken and
brocade pillows on a low, wide bunk. Ornate tables cluttered with all manner of junk. A railed
dinning table with various charts spread out upon it and sitting on the bed what looked like a
rusted out, dented portable radio player from the time before. Schneider stared at it for a
moment in disinterest. The thing was too big to have fit in the spelled chest. Therefore it was
not deserving of his interest.

"That's the treasure?" He jerked a chin at the battered radio.

"Itis. | found it in the treasure house of a foreign lord. I only just discovered its secret.”
"It makes noise." Schneider guessed wryly. "Probably static, obnoxious noise."

"It does." Amir said in surprise, both dark brows lifted. "I thought it some sort of cursed
object, until this very morning, when | touched a certain spot and the most melodious song

sounded forth."

He went over and pressed the play button and a tinny sounding female crooning began. One
of the speakers was gone entirely, the working one was almost shot.

"I'm thrilled beyond words." Schneider said, letting his gaze wonder around the cabin. There
was a round globe with various tubes protruding from it, brewing on the table by the bed. A
sweet smoke drifted through the air.

"Ah," Amir saw his gaze and explained. "One of my pleasures. Have you ever experienced
the euphoria of the white flower?"

"Another drug?"

"Not one to shutter the senses. But to expand.”

"Whatever." he waved a disinterest hand. Amir chuckled at him. Schneider scowled, fingering
a scuffed and much used hilt of a saber lying against a chair. Most of the things here had a

well worn look about them.

"Pirating isn't a particularly profitable line of work | take it." He managed to get a lacing of
contempt into his voice.

Amir plopped down on a pillow by his bunk, using the bed as a back rest. He picked up one of
the tubes and sucked in a lungful of flavorful smoke. After holding it in and exhaling a broad,
content smile spread over his face. "It is quite profitable, my friend. Perhaps you seek the
trappings of luxury here? I need them not when the sea is all the comfort | shall ever require.
All the lover. All the comrade.”

Schneider snorted disbelievingly. "Then why do you do it?"
Amir grinned at him. "What would life be without adventure?"

It was not an answer that he could find immediate fault with. He might have given it himself
on various occasions during his career. The static sound of the one radio speaker annoyed



him. He sat down on the edge of the bunk and took the thing in his lap. Amir almost opened
his mouth to warn him to be careful with such a precious artifact. Schneider banged a fist on
the faceplate of the working speaker and fiddled with the volume dial. Amir winced until
something clicked and the static dissipated, revealing a much clearer, more appealing sound.
"Ah. You do have the touch.” The captain sighed. "She sings like an angle?"

"Do you even know what she's saying?" the language was precarious at best, even for
Schneider who'd been around long enough to have at least heard a fair sampling of dialects.

"It doesn't matter.” Absently he handed the smoking tube to Schneider.

With a shrug, Schneider took it, and experimentally took a small drag. He'd tasted worse
things. it sort of went straight to his head, bringing with it a certain calm. Almost it settled his
stomach. He held the tube away from him and stared at it, impressed. "What is this, again?"
"Smoke of the white flower. Opium."

"Oh." He shrugged and took another hit.

"This ship is not all | have to show for my profession.” Amir admitted, quite talkative in the
arms of the opium. "I have a beautiful house on the shores of the Blood Sea. | have many

beautiful slaves awaiting my pleasure should I return to land. And many beautiful things."

"I've got houses to spare.” Schneider said, more than a little garrulous himself for much the
same reasons. "And | don't need slaves. Women throw themselves at me."

Amir laughed. "I imagine they do, Jamad ja'da. You will fetch such a high price."
"In your dreams, sea rat."

Amir leaned forward conspiratorially, a lascivious look in his dark eyes. "So do have jima
with the ajmal djinn?"

"What?" Schneider took another lazy drag off the tube. The stuff felt damned good. He felt
remiss for never having discovered it before.

"Ah - how do you say it politely -? Do you have sex with the pretty golden djinn?"

Schneider sputtered and glared. "No, I do not. As if its your business. God, when we get close
to land I am soo0 going to sink this ship."

"Hummm, pity." Amir took a drag. Whether it was a pity about sinking his ship or not having
sex with Kall-Su he did not clarify.

"So what's in the warded chest?" Schneider asked, just to be nasty and to catch the captain as
off guard as the man had caught him.

Amir blinked at him, then his dark eyes narrowed warily. "How do you know of that, prying
land snake?"



Schneider shrugged lazily and noncommittally.

"It is not for you to know." Amir snapped, suddenly out of good humor. "I would keelhaul a
man of mine who ventured beyond the locked doors of my private storeroom."

"Oh, try it. Please.” Schneider suggested.

Amir thought about it, then his face relaxed and he ventured one of his broad white grins. He
reached out and patted Schneider's knee. "It is okay. | would look myself if | were in your
position.”

Schneider looked down at the hand lingering on his knee. With the captain's comment about
Kall so fresh in his mind, such a gesture could only be taken in the most dissatisfactory light.
"We could sink the ship right now?" he suggested civily. "Or you could get your hand off me.
Your choice. I'm game for either.”

Amir tsked and moved his hand, settling with his back to Schneider once more. "You
foreigners," he muttered. "So prudish. So boring."”

Never having been called prudish or boring before, Schneider was not sure how to formulate a
comeback. He settled for drawing in another lungful of opium smoke. One had to admit, with
the white flower in one's system, it was much harder to take offense at otherwise mortal
sleights.

Seven

Schneider hadn't even realized he'd passed out. It sort just of happened from one moment to
the next, while he was sharing the fruits of the delightful white flower with captain Amir. The
opium itself had not been the culprit. The opium he could deal with. It was the wine that got
him, or more accurately what had been in the wine.

He came out of it slowly, aware of lying on an uncomfortable and uneven surface, of rocking
a good deal more than he was used to even on ship board. And of the annoying, rapid patter of
foreign speech floating above his head. The gibberish was interspersed with the distant,
raucous cries of seagulls. Even half immersed in sleep, he was annoyed at the discomfort and
the intrusive noise. He was vaguely aware of the dissipating lethargy of drugs in his blood. A
fair amount of drugs, judging by the sluggishness of his mind. Probably enough to keep
another man down for many more hours. Schneider had a particular resistance to the effects of
narcotics.

He opened his eyes a little and found his head on the level of a good many feet and legs. The
sides of a small boat rose up shallowly. A very small ship's dinghy filled with sailors that
were not paying any attention to him, who should have been unconscious on the floor of the
boat.

Land. They were rowing to land. Oh, what a very crafty captain Amir was, knowing that his
advantage would soon be gone and working to take Schneider's away before he realized the
shore was close by. One had to almost admire the man. Of course, his ship was still going to
meet the bottom of the ocean.



With a quiet tendril of power, Schneider cleared away the last vestiges of the drug clouding
his system. He contemplated blasting the bottom out of this little boat and sending it and its
passengers into the next realm, then it occurred to him that Amir still might hold some
advantage. If he had taken Kall-Su, who was quite susceptible to the effects of drugs,
somewhere out of Schneider's reach, it would make all their lives more complicated. He really
didn't feel like hunting him down in a foreign port.

But, for once on this miserable voyage, luck smiled on him. When he carefully shifted his
head and looked down the bottom of the boat, he found both Kall and the mysteriously
warded box that captain Amir was so protective of. How lovely. And at the far end of the
boat, sitting at the prow, was Amir himself. The captain was staring fixedly forward at a shore
that Schneider could not from his vantage see.

Time to remedy that. He drew in a breath and with it an influx of steady, undiluted power.
How wonderful to have the earth close below him again. To not feel isolated by fathomless
depths of water between him and solid ground. Even in this rocking dinghy he did not feel the
unsteadiness he had the last time he'd been awake and aware. A cat like grin of satisfaction
crossed his lips even as he spoke a word of power and sat up, gesturing with a languid finger
at the prow of the boat. Amir barely had time to glance around in surprise before a bolt of
pure energy took him full in the chest, arcing him up and twenty feet over the prow into the
water. Sailors shrilled in shock, cringing away from him, lifting oars threateningly against
him. He swung an arm around and the lot of them were swept like weightless mannequins
from the boat. He leaned forward, hooking one arm around Kall-Su's waist and drawing him
up, and grabbing the warded chest with the other. Then he was in the air and a spike of
lightening based magic bolted down to scuttle the launch.

He started to summon another, figuring Amir's ship was close by, then stopped in mid-air,
staring at the sea of masts bobbing in what appeared to be a major harbor. The water was
startlingly blue, the shoreline colored in shades of beige and brown, interspersed with green
here and there. A city sprawled along the curving shoreline. An odd, blocky city of sandstone
and thatch. Small boats and rafts plied the waters between the larger ships, and brown,
turbaned heads turned in shock at the explosion that had delivered the mortal wound to the
ship's launch.

This was not a small harbor, or a familiar shoreline. Any one of these ships could have been
the one he'd come in on. And though he was of a mood to wreck a little havoc, going about
blasting ships out of the water might not be in his best interests if there were more brother's of
the sea around, and or foreign wizards of indefinable power lurking in the depths of the
strange city. With Kall-Su plainly of no help and himself uncertain of his situation, he decided
to avoid the attention a tantrum would drawn.

With a curse, he gained a little height and headed towards the city. He felt the traces of Amir's
ocean based magic gathering and figured the captain had survived the energy attack and was
summoning a little retaliation of his own. Let him. The sea was beyond Schneider now and of
no concern. He was over dry land and sprawling city. Block upon block of squat, flat-roofed
dwellings separated by narrow, shaded streets and crawling with an abundance of people.
None of them noticed him. None of the turbaned or cloaked heads looked up towards the
blazing sun.



There was a point where the buildings began to look dilapidated and unused. Ancient almost,
with the bare bones and jagged walls caused not only by time but by violence. A city of the
old world perhaps, that had served as the roots of a new one.

He headed there, looking for seclusion. He found it in the second floor of a abandoned
dwelling. The ceiling was half gone and one wall crumbling inwards. Stone littered the floor.
There were not even the scrapes of furniture left. If the great destruction had not destroyed the
trappings of domesticity, then human scavengers had. After Ansasla, nothing had gone to
waste. He dropped the chest absently on the stone floor, and laid Kall down with a little more
care in a bare spot under a still intact section of roof. He did a quick assessment of the
younger sorcerer's condition and figured it was half drugs and half the lingering traces of sea
sickness that had him in its grip. He could come out of it on his own, given a little time. And
Schneider was not ready to hear complaints about how miserably they'd lost track of the girl.
Nor was he willing to argue about setting out to search frantically for her. At the moment he
was a little more interested in discovering something of this strange land. One had to know
the terrain to take full advantage of it. He was not quite certain how long they had been at sea.
He'd not been at his best during a good part of the voyage, and who knew how long he'd been
out after Amir had pulled his little trick. Many days, he thought from the emptiness of his
stomach. With the sea cooperating eagerly with the dusky skinned captain, they probably had
made extraordinary time. Time enough to sail out of the eastern seas and into more arid
climates.

He took more thorough stock of himself, now that he had the leisure to do so. Found distaste
in the clothing he'd been wearing for much too long and gathered the outrageously wasteful
amount of power it took to cast a detailed Sartor spell. He felt much better in fine new
clothing. Silk and light leather and silver tracing. It was too hot for anything bulky. Armor
would have been dreadfully uncomfortable. He didn't need it for anything but show anyway.

He went downstairs the old fashioned way, testing the sturdiness of the stone steps. The
wooden door to the second level was half off its hinges. He put a warding spell upon it and
pulled it haphazardly shut behind him. Even the rats wouldn't pass his invisible barrier.
Satisfied that Kall was safe from casual discovery, Schneider strolled down the pitted,
unkempt street. It was several city blocks before he saw the first traces of habitation and then
it was the drudges of humanity. The poor and maimed, the homeless and the criminal element.
They lurked in the shadows of gutted buildings, staring out with hungry, desperate eyes at the
oddity that walked through their midst. They made no move towards him, even to beg, even
the most desperate of them sensing that a predator walked among them.

He heard the whispers behind his back though. Incomprehensible words. It grew more
frustrating as he moved into the new city, where many many more people walked. Where
conversations took place at quicksilver speed around him. Where merchants hawked their
goods and shoppers haggled for the best deals. None of it made any sense. Everyone here was
dark skinned, most of the men sported thick beards. The women - well, it was hard to tell
what the women looked like. Most of them were veiled and heavily robed, only the obvious
prostitutes went bare faced, and those were olive skinned and black eyed, with dark lustrous
hair. People gestured at him, staring with frank curiosity. He stood out among them like a
shining, pale beacon. He was used to attention, but he was not comfortable being stared at like
a curiosity. Someone reached out and touched his hair and that was it. He whipped around
with a hiss and the gangly youth who'd dared to lay a finger on him cringed back, jabbering
something unintelligible.



"Back off." He snarled, even though the youth was already backpedaling. Schneider drew his
brows and glowered at the street in general. "I dislike this place already.” He announced to no
one in particular. "Its hot and dusty and they hide their women."

"Not to hide them would be the height of bad taste.” A heavily accented voice, but one that he
could understand came from a vendor beside him. A short, grossly overweight little man
sweated under a brightly patterned tent. A table of fine fabrics was displayed before him.
"You speak a decent language?"

"Ah, I speak a number of heathen tongues, my friend. 1 used to deal in slaves from other
shores. More trouble than they were worth, I'm afraid.”

Schneider leaned forward. "What city is this?"

"New Abadan." The merchant said. "The pearl of the gulf.”
"Which Gulf?"

"Why the Persian, my friend."

Schneider drew in a frustrated breath. It was as bad as he'd expected. Worse. It was absolutely
going to take forever to get home. Yoko was going to kill him.

"This is just charming. Absolutely wonderful. "
"Did you just arrive in port?" The merchant inquired.
"Yes!" Schneider hissed.

"Ah, everyone is coming in now, what with the storm season coming up. They'll be no ocean
crossings till next year."

"No crossings? Predictable.”

A pair of rotund, veiled women stopped a few feet away and openly stared, pointing and
whispering none too quietly together. Schneider glared at them. He was going to start getting
nasty in short order.

"Your hair." The merchant said helpfully. "They've never seen the like. We see fair haired
foreigners occasionally, but not like you. It is -" The merchant struggled for words.

"Jamad ja'da."” Schneider grumbled sullenly, recalling what Amir had called him.

"Why yes." The fat merchant beamed at him. "Just that. Very apt, my friend. But perhaps if
you wish to avoid so many staring eyes, you might purchase a turban and robes to cover it.
I've many fine silks to protect one with such fair skin as you from the harsh sun. Cloth fit for a
sultan."

* * % %



For the first time in eons, Kall-Su opened his eyes and didn't immediately feel the urge to
purge the contents of his stomach. Not that he had anything on his stomach. He couldn't recall
last eating and only vaguely held the recollection of Schneider forcing some sort of brothy tea
on him days - weeks? - ago.

He lifted a hand and rubbed at accumulated grit in his eyes, then rolled his head to stare at the
bright patch of daylight coming in through the half fallen wall of whatever place he was in. It
was a very stable place. No rolling or rocking whatsoever, to which he was eternally grateful.
There was nothing but rubble on the floor and a small wooden chest not far from him. The
chest threw off an aura of distaste that made him want to kick it away. It took his befuddled
mind a few moments to recognize the fact that it was warded. A few moments more to block
out the revulsion and ignore the thing.

With a grunt, he pushed himself up, and sat with his back against the wall while his head
stopped spinning. He felt a little fuzzy. Drunk almost. Drunk or drugged. He was familiar
enough with the touch of drugs to guess the latter. This was not a magic blocking narcotic
though, and although his healing abilities were not what they used to be, he still managed to
sweep the traces of the stuff out of his system.

He felt better after that. Good enough to climb to his feet and move over to the shattered wall.
He found himself on the brink of a sprawling city of sand colored buildings that seemed to
spread forever before the glittering line of ocean could be seen. It was painfully bright, and
abysmally hot. Hot and dry.

He stared at the vista spread before him and slowly blinked in confusion. He could not
imagine why he had woken here. Where here was. Where Schneider was - or Lily - or home.
He thought home was very far away. The feeling of being stranded out of his depths was
strong enough to make his heart hammer in his chest. Or maybe that was the last of the sea
sickness.

He put a hand to the jagged stone of the wall, a last little bit of dizziness making his head
swim. The heat of the day made the air shimmer like a thing alive over the city. The heat was
making him feel trapped and claustrophobic. He loosened his collar, ran fingers through lank,
salt crusted hair and shuddered at the feel. He was filthy and he probably stank, though one
could hardly tell if it were him or the ruins he found himself in. A simple cleansing spell
would work wonders. He hadn't tried one since - he'd been crippled. He hadn't really needed
to and there were so many other spells that he felt more inclined to spend his time and energy
remastering. Surprisingly little resistance. He felt a dozen pounds lighter without the grime.
His head felt clearer.

There was a door hanging half off its hinges. He put a hand towards it and jerked his fingers
back suddenly as the thorns of a nasty little ward pricked him. He hissed through his teeth and
shook his hand as little pin pricks of imagined discomfort raced through it. It was a strong
ward, but not a difficult one. He was especially good at untangling wards and magic bindings
and cryptic puzzles. He dissolved it in seconds, and pushed the door open. It lead down to
narrow, half crumbling stone steps. Dusty and disused, and home to various crawling
creatures. Kall wrinkled his nose in distaste, having an aversion to such disorder, and picked
his way down the stairs. At the bottom was another door and another ward. If someone
wanted to keep him in they would be sorely disappointed. If it were to keep others out - well,



what was the need anymore? He felt rather lightheaded with the sudden bout of health after so
long without it.

He dissolved the ward, and pulled the door open, only to have it snatched out of his hand and
himself facing a tall, turbaned, robed figure. Kall took a step back, giving himself enough
room to cast a spell, gathering tendrils of power to himself even before he'd decided what
spell to throw.

"Chill, Kall. It's me."

He stared, and Schneider brushed the patterned silk flaps protruding from his turban back
from his face, a smug smile gracing his lips. The headpiece hid most of his mane of silvery
hair, save for the few tendrils that escaped over his brow and along his cheek. He wore a very
fine, embroidered tunic under the overrobes, and loose silken pants over soft boots. He looked
like some exotic prince. "I look good, don't 1?"

Kall continued to stare, flabbergasted. Finally he managed to gasp. "Where the hell are we?"
"New Abadan. Look, I brought you some native clothes."”

"New what? What happened? How long have we been here. Do we know where the ship that
took Lily is?"

"I knew you were going to be like this when you woke up." Schneider brushed past him,
thrusting an armful of silk at him in the process. Kall took it without protest, staring at
Schneider's back as he climbed up the stairs.

He had no choice but to follow him upstairs. Schneider went to the crumbled wall and looked
out over the city.

"DS -" Kall hated the whine he heard in his tone, but he was beginning to feel rather desperate
and Schneider was behaving in his usual, careless manner.

"Amir brought us to this port. He had some notion of selling us - can you believe he thought
he was going to sell me as a slave? We've been here less than a day. | don't know how long
we were at sea and | have no idea where your little bard is."

"This captain - this Amir - would he know?"

Schneider shrugged. "Maybe. Probably. If we meet again, I'll ask him before I kill him."
"We've got to find him and ask. I've got to find her."

"Listen Kall," Schneider turned to fix him with his narrow gaze. "She’s either dead or alive. If
she's dead, its too late. If she's alive, the worst that could be done to her probably already has
been. We're talking weeks here, maybe more. So getting hysterical about it now is a little

pointless. It's not like she hasn't had to service strange men before. She was a slave aft -"

Schneider didn't get to finish the thought. Kall saw a vague wash of red across his vision and
lunged forward, smashing his fist into Schneider's mouth. The silken robes fluttered to the



ground in the process, forgotten. Schneider stumbled back into the wall, and almost over the
edge, holding up an arm to ward off a second blow. Stone and mortar crumbled.

"Shut up. Goddamned you, don't you dare say that about her."

Kall couldn't think. Fear for Lily, weeks of sickness and frustration, the feeling of
helplessness made a muddle of his mind. Schneider's words, though possible true, pushed him
over the edge. He couldn't even focus enough to use magic.

Schneider didn't use any in retaliation. Just blocked the second blow with his forearm and
caught hold of Kall's sleeve to keep himself from falling backwards, then used his hold to jerk
Kall off balance enough to ram a shoulder into his chest, then a fist into his stomach. Kall
took him down with him when he staggered, but Schneider had the advantage of weight over
him and a clear head and after a bit of wrestling about on the rubble strewn floor, he managed
to get enough leverage to pin the younger sorcerer under him.

Kall got a slap across the cheek then, and another that made his head spin and made him taste
blood.

"That's the second fucking time you've attacked me over this and I'm getting damned tired of
it. Do it again and | stop being nice."”

"Get off me." Kall struggled to buck Schneider off. Schneider pressed his weight down,
grinding Kall's back into rubble, compacting the bones of his wrists with strength that might
or might not have been magic born. Blood ran down Schneider's chin, forming a bright red
droplet at the tip.

"Say you're sorry."

Kall turned his head away at that request. Schneider leaned down and hair and turban flaps
brushed Kall's cheek.

"Say it, you little shit."

"Don't speak of her like that."”

"Is anything | said an untruth? Is it?"

The drop of blood fell, hitting Kall's cheek. He shut his eyes to hide the welling wetness.
"You're such a bastard." He whispered. No one could hurt him as thoroughly as Schneider. No
one could reduce him to feeling like a belligerent child.

"Yes, | am." Schneider agreed. "Answer the question.”

"No. Nothing you said is untrue.”" Dully said. It seemed enough to satisfy Schneider's sense of

justice or dominance or whatever emotions motivated him at times like this. He released
Kall's wrists and sat back, staring down at him.



"We will find her. I didn't come all this way just to waste the trip. But freaking about it, isn't
going to help. You know, you're usually the one with the clear head. You really need to get
your wits together."

Kall shifted his head to stare up at Schneider, saying nothing. There was nothing he could
think to say that would not come out sullen or combative. Schneider reached out a thumb and
attempted to wipe the blood off Kall-Su's cheek. All he ended up doing was smearing it. He
shook his head, flummoxed by a drop of blood, then swung his leg from over Kall and got up,
wiping his hands on the folds of his overrobe.

"Just don't hit me anymore. | get crazy when people hit me." He muttered, striding to the
crumbled wall then back again, almost nervously.

Kall sat up, wiping absently at the smeared blood, and more furtively at the wetness at the
corners of his eyes. "What do we do now, then?" he asked softly. He didn't know this place.
He didn't know how to begin to find Lily.

"I don't know. It doesn't help that I can understand a word these people say."

"Oh." Kall dragged a piece of the silk Schneider had given him over his knee, rubbing the
softness between his fingers. "l was researching a language absorption spell a few years ago -
| never had the chance to try it out.”

Schneider turned to stare at him, one dark brow arched. "Language absorption?"

"I don't know how quick it is, but it supposed to allow foreign tongues to gradually seep into
the caster's consciousness as they are overheard, until all the words and phrases are eventually
understood.”

"It sounds like something you'd find in one of your dusty books, But it might be useful.
What's the spell?"

"Its been a while - let me think about it."”
"Well, don't think too long. | don't want to hang around here forever."
Eight

Schneider glided through the market, a head taller than most of the other shoppers, the rich
fabric of his native robes flowing about him as if he were surrounded by his own personal
breeze. Which, considering it was Schneider, he might very well have been. Appearances
were everything, after all. He was also infuriatingly unmindful that he'd ever said an
inflammable thing in his life. Kall-Su simmered over it. And was practical enough not to let it
show. Schneider tended to take offense at grudges held against him. He had very little concern
for the state of other people's pride. Or feelings - which had always been a problem between
them. Since he was one of the few people in the world that Kall did - deeply - want to have a
good opinion of. When he didn't want to kill him. Or wipe the devil-may-care smirk from his
face. Or slap him with the same casual nonchalance as Schneider had slapped him.



Schneider was not paying him a great deal of heed at the moment, other than to occasionally
point things out, or to harass him about remembering the spell, which only made it harder for
him to concentrate on recalling all the specifics. It had been a very long time, a decade or
more at least since he'd been interested in it. And not any pressing interest at that. He knew all
the languages spoken on the clump of land that formed his continent and hadn't the need to
practice such a spell.

They worked their way through a crowded, dusty bazaar. The heat was oppressive and he
wished he might discard the hooded cloak that hid his pale hair. So what if they noticed? He
was not incapacitated on shipboard. He had enough of his powers back and enough bottled up
frustration to welcome a little confrontation. But a few thoughtful moments later he realized it
was that very frustration - over Lily, over this miserable situation - the damnable dry heat -
that made him wish such a thing. And Schneider had been thoughtful enough to bring him the
lightest of materials. Blue silks of varying shades that made up loose tunic and pants. Soft,
cloth boots with leather soles and curling toes that he had stared at in confusion when he'd
pulled them out of the pile of material. He hated the turban that Schneider seemed to revel in,
it made him feel as if he were being suffocated, so he settled for wearing the hood of the cloak
up. People still stared at him when they chanced to glance up into his face.

He disliked the crowds. The market was teeming with turbaned, robe swaddled bodies. They
were worse than the markets at home. He'd hated the crowds there too. Until only recently, on
his tours with Lily and her troupe, he had not had to endure them.

Schneider's words came back. Callous, cruel words they might have been, but so very likely
true. It hurt, in a place at the core of his being, to think very hard on it. He couldn't stop the
flashes of images that came to mind, so he forced his attention to the table after table of
displayed wares. Swords and beads and fabulous materials. Jars full of unidentified, biological
things, skulls made into candle holders, or bowls. Pottery and blown glass of all description,
brass and metal work of incredible mastery.

"Where are we going?" he asked Schneider's back, because he was tired of the crowds and he
had not been willing to talk to Schneider after leaving the abandoned section of the city.
Schneider's indifference usually outlasted his grudges.

Schneider was staring at a dancing girl, who's face was bare for all the world to see. She
gyrated in time with the cymbals on her delicate fingers. Her master sat on a rug not far from
her, negotiating the price for her services, collecting the brass pittances interested bypassers
tossed at her dainty feet.

"What are we doing, DS?" he snagged the edge of Schneider's robe, demanding attention.
Schneider glanced around, one dark brow canted wryly.

"Talking to me again, are we?" he shifted the weight of the small chest he had collected from
the room where Kall had awaken, under his arm. Kall gave him an imperious, icy stare.

"Is there a reason we're wondering aimlessly about the city market?"
"Can you come up with a better occupation?"

"We could be inquiring about where the ship that has Lily might have gone?"



"And how might we do that, not speaking the language? Have you recalled the spell, oh
literate one?"

Schneider was being condescending. It dripped from his voice like newly spun silk. Kall
glared harder, just a little guilty for thinking of everything but the spell while they had been
touring the bazaar.

"I didn't think so." Schneider said when Kall didn't respond. He shifted the box to his other
arm.

"What is that thing?" Kall hissed in exasperation. It exuded abhorrence.

"It was Amir's. He seemed to treasure it, so I relieved him of it. Its bound to be pissing him
off royally."

"And of course, that's your first concern. Annoying this sea captain? How predictable."

Schneider swung around and smiled at him. "If you knew what he suggested about you, you'd
wouldn't be so quick to abdicate forgiving behavior."”

He moved on through the crowd, still eyeing the dancer. She held out her swaying arms
invitingly.

"What did he suggest about me?" One had to ask, since it had been left tantalizingly unsaid.
"You don't want to know."

Of course he wanted to know. He wouldn't have asked if he didn't. He pressed his lips tight
and held his silence.

"Hello. Hello there. | have been looking for you, most gracious one."

A pudgy, sweating little dark skinned man wove in and out of the pedestrians, waving his
arms in their direction. Kall glanced at Schneider curiously. Schneider shrugged.

"Local peon." He explained and stared at the little merchant as the man puffed up before him.

"What do you want?" Schneider asked flatly, just a little dangerously, his immediate forward
path blocked.

"Oh, most glorious jamad ja'da, | have discovered information that will be of great interest to
you."

"Have you really?"

One had to wonder how long one had been unconscious for Schneider to have already formed
informational alliances.

"About the ships that sail from the east.” The merchant clarified and Kall's interest was
suddenly pricked.



"What ships?" He stepped up beside Schneider and the merchant eyed him warily.

"I have found a trader that knows all the likely port of calls for ships trafficking in foreign
slaves. He will talk to you for a price."

"A price for you or for him?" Schneider inquired.
"Why for both of us of course. | left my booth for half a day to run your errand."
Schneider waved a hand airily, seemingly uninterested. "I suppose | could make the time."

Kall glared at him, the merchant shifted uneasily, put off balance by well orchestrated
disinterest.

"Well don't just stand there, we haven't all day." Schneider snapped and the merchant winced,
then beckoned them to follow as he dove back into the steadily moving crowd.

Schneider cast a smug look to Kall-Su. "Well?"
"Well what?"
"No heartfelt apology for doubting my concern for your interests?"

"No." Kall agreed, not in the frame of mind for capitulation. Schneider sniffed, put upon and
unappreciated. Kall ground his teeth, not about to be sucked into the act. He was not ready to
forgive for things said about Lily.

Through the market and into a less crowded street. Narrower, with low sandstone buildings
crowding each side. The brine smell of the ocean was stronger here, away from the myriad
perfumes of the market. But they were not heading towards the ocean. Instead the merchant
led them back towards the uninhabited, ancient section of town.

There was a shifting of shadows and a group of turbaned, robed men with wickedly curved
swords stepped out into the dusty street before them. Neither Schneider or Kall-Su bothered to
look over their shoulders at the movement they heard from the rear. More robed ambushers no
doubt.

"My. It appears you've been betrayed." Kall observed dryly. Schneider cast him a dark look at
the tone. The little merchant hurried forward, past the line of sword bearing men, and only
hesitated to call over his shoulder apologetically.

"If gold is offered on each side, the wise man turns neither down."” Then he scampered down
the street.

A broad shouldered man dressed differently from the others stepped forward. Kall held no
memory of him, but Schneider’s eyes narrowed and a hiss vented through his teeth.

"Sea rat." He said.



"Land snake." The seasnake responded with a tight smile. "Did you think to steal from me in
my own land?"

"Steal? That's a matter of opinion, isn't it? You have to own something properly before its
yours to be stolen, Amir."

"Everything you stole, I owned."
Schneider laughed, shaking his initial irritation. "And tell me what that might be."

"Why yourself, jamad ja'da, that pretty blonde thing beside you and most importantly the box
you hold in your hands."

"Care to try and stake a claim? | dare you. | double dare you."
One had to take offense at being referred to as a pretty blonde thing, but indignity came
second place to the budding realization that this was the captain who had taken them. That

this man might know better than anyone else where Lily had been taken.

"If you insist." Captain Amir said stubbornly, obviously in no wise concerned for his own
continued existence. Or obviously not realizing how badly the sea had ruptured their powers.

"Wait." An aged and authoritative voice echoed down the deserted street. The dark robed
warriors shifted and moved aside to let a stately, white robed man through. Gray streaked
beard. Immaculate turban and overrobes. Eyes as hard and as dark and as assuming of his own
power as any lord or king back home.

"It is not captain Amir's chest to contend over. It is mine."

He said mine as if in the royal sense. Schneider lifted a brow at him. He had never, ever been
impressed with blooded titles.

"And this means - what to me, exactly, old man?"

There was more shifting of the men around them. The swords itched to taste the blood of the
irreverent man who spoke so rudely to their lord.

"It means you have stolen from me, foreigner. Not some nameless brother of the sea."”

"And who are you?"

"The Moulay Zainab." Amir supplied when the old man lifted his chin proudly. "Very
powerful. I would recommend against aggravating him - which | realize is a difficult thing for

you, landsnake."

Schneider's smile broadened. He was being entertained by this. Kall was listening to it all
with growing speculation.

"He stole it from you?" Schneider asked.



"He stole it for me. It is mine."

"Oh, god, now we're back to that whole stolen goods - ownership issue again." Schneider
feigned a look of trepidation. He shifted the chest in his hands. "I don't know. | sorta like this
box. Its foul reek grows on you."

"You haven't opened it?" the moulay seemed to hold his breath.

Schneider shrugged. "Who has the time?"

"If you want your box," Kall stepped past Schneider, tired of the word play. "You may have
it. For a price."”

"You wish."
"No price. It is mine already."

Two oppositions at once. Kall cast a warning glare at Schneider, urging silently for him to
cooperate.

"It is not yours." He stated. "And you will die trying to take it. If your captain thinks
otherwise, he apparently does not realize the sea surrounds us to protect him no longer."”

The Moulay glanced sidelong at Amir, who shrugged and admitted. "Perhaps the ajmal djinn
has a point."”

"Djinn?" the old man's eyes lit up with interest. "Kafir Djinn, my lord. Foreign magics that
have no place here."”

The men behind the old man and the captain shifted a little uneasily at the few words they
could understand. Superstitious men then.

"Perhaps we will talk, then. Of this price you want." Zainab said carefully.

Kall let go the breath he was holding and assumed his emotionless, ice lord face. He inclined
his head shortly and heard a huff of distaste from Schneider.

"Talk all you want. I'm not going to bore myself with this drivel. I'll be over here. With my
box." He sauntered over the shade of a doorless entry and sat down in the half darkness of the
shadowed stairwell inside.

All the eyes watched him, then slowly drifted back to Kall-Su. "What | want is quite simple. |
want the captives taken from the town where | was attacked. Your captain knows the one."

"I can give you the ship." Amir said. "But the slaves are long sold."

The ice face faltered. It felt for a moment as if the breath had been knocked out of him. It took
him a precious few seconds to get his facade back into place. No, no, no.

"How long could it have been? You've only been in this port a day. No longer."



"This port is far beyond the one my comrades would have put into. The great slave city of
Bahrein we passed many, many days ago. Those captives would have been sold and taken
away by now."

"Taken where?"
"Why, where ever their new masters decreed, of course.”

Almost, Kall struck out in anger. Power that he hadn't controlled in too long a time swirled in
anger around him.

"Inquiries can be made." The moulay said. "If these slaves are so important, they can be
found. But my property first."

"Its not your property. It's his." Kall-Su reminded them with a slight nod of his head towards
the enclave where Schneider reclined. "Perhaps | might persuade him to relinquish it to you, if
you were willing to give me guarantees -"

"Guarantees?" the Moulay Zainab laughed, revealing, stained, rotten teeth. A surprise
considering the man's obvious self importance. "I own half the desert, Kafir Djinn. My word
is as the word of Allah.”

An old deity. From the old world and still it survived, even after Ansasla. A persistence of
beliefs that had not endured in Kall-Su's land. His people drifted from god to god, looking for
salvation that very seldom came.

"I will take you to Bahrein and my sycophants will make inquiries. | will promise you the aide
of my resources."

It was so damned little to go on. So damned uncertain to trust this man's word. But there was
a certain honor to his face. Not honesty or generosity, but pride that would not allow him to
blithely promise what he would not deliver. What else had they to go on, strangers in this very
foreign land? If a bargain struck now got him closer to Lily, he would strike it. If the moulay
reneged, then he would make him pay. No other options at the moment made themselves
available.

"All right. Agreed." Now the difficult part. Making Schneider see past his own stubborn pride
and give up what he considered a trophy of battle or wits or whatever over Captain Amir.

He walked over to the doorway. Schneider leaned against the stone steps, looking up at him.
"Please." Soft entreaty that the others could not hear.

"I don't like them."

"Nor I, particularly, but time is of the essence. If they can offer help - we cannot ignore it.

You don't know this place. I certainly don't. What hope of finding her if we can not find aid
from someone who does? Please, DS - help me with this.”



Schneider's lip curled. He tossed the chest up at Kall. Kall caught it, surprised at the easy
capitulation. He nodded once, heartfelt gratitude, and strode back to stand before Zainab and
Amir. The moulay's eyes lit eagerly upon the chest. Amir watched him, dark eyes full of
curious speculation.

"You are,"” the captain remarked. "Considerably more impressive when you're not senseless
and trying to wretch up the last of your life on my decks."

Kall stared at him flatly, uncomfortable with the notion that he had been in this man's power
for weeks and recalled nothing of it. He only had Schneider's words to go on. And Schneider's
version of things were often colored to soothe his own ego.

Kall offered the chest into the Moulay's hands. The man flinched visibly, effected by the
wards. His veined hands pulled back and he gave Amir an offended look. Amir shrugged and
took it from Kall, speaking a few words to banish the wards. Zainab took the chest, trembling
fingers fumbling with the catch and throwing the lid back.

He stared for a moment into its hidden depths, then his eyes lifted with rage and he cried.
"Thief! Its empty. We had a bargain."”

Kall blinked, taking a step forward to look into the box even as Amir did. The men behind the
Moulay lifted swords threateningly.

"The bargain was for the box." Schneider's lazy voice drifted up from behind. "Nobody said
anything about what was in it."

He sauntered out from his shadows with a sibilant slither of silken robes and innate,
dangerous grace. One could mistake him for nothing but a predator, regardless of dress.

"What was all the fuss about anyway?" he asked, razor sharp sweetness in his tone. From the
folds of his overrobe, he withdrew a gilded, gem encrusted bottle. It was scuffed and the topaz
glass between the gold gilding hazy with age. Most of the settings that had once held gems
were empty sockets.

The Moulay's eyes went wide, then narrowed with simmering indignation. "Give it here! Take
it from him!" he waved a hand and the men with swords advanced. Schneider laughed. The air
was split with the reverberating sound of thunder. A bolt of energy hit the ground between
him and the men approaching from behind. It drowned the air in pulsating, electricity,
throwing mere mortals back, making clothing crackle with static. The warriors behind the
Moulay hesitated. The Moulay did. Amir was mouthing the words to a spell. Kall saw his
chances at alliance slipping away.

"Schneider. Damn you." He whirled, not having the slightest idea what he might do to prevent
more violence. Certainly no action against Schneider.

"What is it? Some millennium old wine? Rare perfume?" Schneider's fingers went to the
ornate glass stopper.



"No." The moulay cried. And the old man himself rushed past Kall, heedless of the danger he
approached. Kall caught his shoulder, jerking him to a halt. But the damage was done. The
bottle was unstopped and Schneider was bending his nose to take a whiff.

And rather suddenly got a faceful of noxious fumes. It smelled of an odd mixture of sulfur
and jasmine. He gagged, jerking his head back, tossing the bottle from him like it had grown
hot. It hit the dusty road and rocked back and forth, still spewing smoke. The lot of them,
except for Schneider who was wiping involuntary tears from his eyes, stared at the thick mass
of fog forming over the bottle. It took shape. Human shape. Arms, legs, head, all formed out
of greenish white smoke. A voice drifted, as elusive as smoke, through the air.

Free. Free. I'm free.

"Yes." The Moulay breathed, trembling under Kall-Su's hand. "Allah be praised. Yes. Its
mine. Mine."

The smoke solidified, took on substance and color and in its wake hovered an incredibly
curvaceous, quite stunningly lovely, black haired female. Diaphanous skirts swirled around
legs banded with gold bracelets. Gold coins and sparkling gems dangled from an immodest
halter top. Rings with bells and charms jangled on her arms. Black eyes surveyed them all,
and finally settled on Schneider, who was only just recovering from the face full of smoke
that was her emergence. The uncertainty of her gaze melted away into an expression of pure
adoration.

"Thank you Allah. Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you. This is the best gift | could ever have
asked for."

At which point her feet hit the ground and she flung herself upon Schneider, wrapping her
arms around his neck, which was a good deal higher than her own, and fastening her ruby red
lips upon his. He staggered a little, caught off guard and quite thoroughly, one had to assume,
surprised by the assault. Whether he broke the kiss, or she did was pure conjecture. But when
they separated, she was beaming and he a little flabbergasted.

"Master," she purred. "Your wish is my command."
Nine

Schneider stared at the girl hanging in his arms in some bafflement. Not displeasure. Certainly
not displeasure, for she was as pleasingly rounded and soft as any female creature he'd ever
felt. And he had felt quite a few. They just didn't appear out of a stream of smoke from the
interior of a bottle before they jumped into his arms. She was gazing up at him in absolute
love/lust/adoration in those almost black eyes. Her breasts were pressed so closely against
him he could feel the impression of her nipples. Not a bad thing at all - save for the niggling
little voice in the back of his mind that shook an admonishing finger at him and reminded him
of a honor vow he had made to Yoko. Can't be with another woman and still have her. It had
gone something like that. Yoko was not in the least inclined towards sharing. Yoko had
always tended towards the unreasonable in some things.

"Nooooo-" A impassioned voice cried, and the old man was shaking himself out of Kall-Su's
grip and staggering towards Schneider and the girl out of the bottle. Girl out of a bottle.



Vague recollections of middle eastern myths came to mind. Genies and Djinn and that sort of
thing. One hardly believed them. One knew the byways of magic and such things were not
part of them. Unless the myths were totally misinformed and genies in bottles were in fact
conquered elementals or demons and the bottles in question the magical prisons ancient
sorcerers had used to contain them. That was interesting premise. The girl didn't look like an
elemental or a demon. Well, perhaps a demoness of unusual charm. She had called him
master. So she was a particularly keen one, if that were the case.

The old man went to grab the girl's shoulder. Wrapped his fingers around her smooth skin and
she turned a dark eye upon him, then his hand melted right through her and slammed against
Schneider's chest.

"Don't touch me, you repulsive old man." She hissed.

"Imprudent Djinni, you belong to me.” The Moulay cried. But he jerked his hand back. The
Djinni turned her back to Schneider, quite solid again and pressed her lovely backside up
against him in a most inviting manner.

"No, you old goat, this one freed me from my prison. And even had he not, do you think |
would willingly serve a dried up old prune like you? I am quite, quite pleased with my new
master." One of her hands reached back and traveled down Schneider's flank. His mouth
twitched in a smile. More at the old Moulay's outraged sputtering than her fondling.

Kall-Su approached them warily, eyeing the djinni with obvious distrust. The Moulay's men,
the ones left standing, didn't quite know what to do.

"What is this - creature?" Kall hissed softly. Schneider could feel the faint tingle of magic as
Kall-Su tried to discover the nature of her being. He hadn't thought to try an arcane
examination himself, but first impression was that she was - different - than anything he had
yet encountered.

"Creature?" the djinni demanded, turning her black eyes on Kall-Su. Kall ignored her, glaring
over her head at Schneider.

"You always have to have the last word. Now look what you've done. They had agreed to help
us."

"Why do we need their help? I've got a genie."

"Oh, darling, do with me as you will." She turned about in his arms, wriggling against him.
One had to wrap an arm about her waist. One's hand just had to rest on the curve of her rear.

"You've also got a woman back home who will probably take offense at your new
possession.” Kall snapped testily. He hadn't been in a decent mood since he'd woken up.

"Ungrateful brat." Schneider hissed and disentangled himself from the djinni.

"Give her to the Moulay." Kall suggested. "We've no use for her."



"He's rather unimaginative, isn't he?" the djinni observed archly, crossing her arms sulkily
across her ample bosom.

"He's a colossal boor.” Schneider agreed.

"But,"” the djinni gave Kall a look she might reserve for picking produce at the market. "He's
rather nice to look at, so | won't hold it against him. Yet."

Schneider shrugged.

"Besides, you opened the bottle, that's that. Can't be changed, can't just give me away. You're
stuck with me."

"Not unless she goes back in the bottle and someone else frees her." Amir put in helpfully. He
had a faint look of amusement on his bearded face. He wiped it off, when the Moulay turned
to look back at him.

"And how do we make her do such a thing?"

"You don't." The djinni said. "Do you have any concept how long I've been trapped in there?
Any earthly idea? You can't. The mortal mind can't imagine. All alone. Nobody to keep me
company. No men. | have needs too, you know. Just because I'm a djinni doesn't mean | don't
get lonely." She turned her bottomless eyes up to Schneider.

"Oh, master, the things | can do for you. I've been practicing - all by myself."

"Uuhhh -" He could not come up with anything more eloquent than that at the moment. One
had to be thankful for loose robes.

"Amir, | hold you responsible for this. Do something, you miserable brother of the sea.” The
Moulay was in a fine temper. He was practically frothing at the mouth. Amir shifted a little
uncertainly, suddenly at a disadvantage.

"My lord, | fear the Kafir Djinn may have had a point. Without the sea to provide me her
energies - it might be unwise to challenge two land djinns and this infinitely charming
creature out of the bottle.”

"Oh, he's sweet." The djinni commented, smiling lewdly at Amir.

"And I'm bored with this. Get the bottle, Kall." Schneider ordered and with a whispered word,
wrapped an arm around the djinni and took to the air. The Moulay started screaming foreign
blasphemies. A handful of turbaned warriors rushed forward, wicked swords held high. Kall
hissed a curse of his own, and erected a shield. The lot of them rebounded, sprawled stunned
in the street. He snatched up the bottle and the stopper and called the air spirits to lift him up.

* k k k%

"So what's your name?" Schneider leaned across the plank table to reach for the clay picture
of wine. They sat in the outside patio of a cantina on the other side of the city from where they
had left the enraged Moulay. The djinni had scooted her chair up close to his and leaned one



scantily clad shoulder against him. A great many people gawked at her. She was no more
indecently dressed than the dancer in the market, but she just filled the swishy outfit so much
more - abundantly.

Kall-Su sat across the table, looking prudishly distasteful and not speaking at all, which meant
he was so upset he couldn't trust himself with simple things like words. Schneider didn't pay
him much heed. The girl more than demanded the lion's share of attention.

"Malice." She purred, rubbing her cheek against his arm.

"Malice?" He lifted a curious brow. "Not an indication of your nature, | hope?"

She shrugged, which did interesting things with her cleavage. "1 didn't chose it. It was given
me by my first master."

"And how long ago was that?"

She blinked at him, caught off guard by the question. Her eyes almost clouded with
concentration. "The Hyksos - the Shepherd Kings - had come into the Nile Valleys bringing
all their armies with them. My first lord was a Hyksos king. He was - harsh. Perhaps it was
two - three thousand human years before the advent of the Jerusalem prophet.”

"My god." Kall said softly, drawn out of his temper momentarily by the scope of time the
djinni suggested.

It was beyond even Schneider's conception. "And how long have you been - in the bottle?"

"I think the romans were wrecking havoc in the desert when | last was free to walk the earth."”
"And you were aware - cognizant of the passing of time?" Kall asked.

"Every moment." She said.

He leaned forward. "What are you?"

Malice shrugged. "What do you want me to be?"

"Can you help us find friends of ours?"

"Where are they?"

"If I knew that, I wouldn't be asking you?" Kall snapped. The djinni narrowed her eyes at him.

"What he's asking," Schneider put in, taking on the unfamiliar task of negotiator. "Is if you
can find a woman of his that he's lost?"

"Not very responsible, is he? To have lost her in the first place.”

A little sound of purest anger escaped Kall-Su. A sensitive man could feel the reflexive
gathering of torrential energies in the air about them.



"If I knew this woman," Malice admitted. "I might be able to find her. If | knew the place she
was at, | might be able to take you there."”

"Bahrein." Kall said immediately.
She looked at him uncomprehendingly. "I've never heard of it."

Which was not surprising, considering how much the world had changed, politically and
geographically since she had know it.

"How predictable.” Kall said, very, very chill. "We were better off with Captain Amir and the
Moulay."

"I rather like her better." Schneider said.
Malice beamed. Her hand slid up the inside of his thigh under the table.
"Really? I'm sure Yoko will be thrilled when you bring her home."

"You are getting on my nerves." Schneider growled. Bringing up Yoko served to dowse the
fire Malice had started kindling in his loins.

"Fuck you." Kall hissed, a totally uncharacteristic set of words to pass his lips. He pushed
back from the table and stalked away. One hesitated to guess where he thought he might be

going.

"Well," Malice purred, when Kall had melted into the anonymity of the passing crowd.
"That's an interesting suggestion. Shall I punish him for his impatience towards, you master?"

"Hummm. No, let him stew. He's had a bad month.” He wondered if she could. He was
curious what powers a several thousand year old djinni possessed, and whether they were
equal to those of a high level sorcerer of this day. He wondered why the Moulay wanted her
so bad, when he obviously had a wizard like Amir at his beck and call.

"So what exactly can you do, Malice?"

"Ooohh, many delightful things, I assure you."

"Magically." He clarified. He regretfully removed her hand from his lap and deposited it on
the table. If she kept this up, his vow to Yoko would be at serious risk.

She pouted, but it only lasted for a moment. "I can shower you in riches. All the wealth a man
could want."

"I can get that myself."
"All the luxuries in the world, the finest foods, silks - anything you desire."

"Again, | can get all that for myself. What can you do that | can't easily procure?"



This time a black brow arched at him a little petulently.
"What do you want?" she asked bluntly.

"Well, since you can't get Kall's little bard and you can't take us to Bahrein, then | guess the
possibility of you getting me home is out. I can't think of anything else at the moment that |
do want. So do you make the food out of thin air, or do you spirit it from somewhere else?"

"I don't know. I just think of it and it comes.” She said a little testily. "No one has bothered to
ask me specifics before. No one has been quite so hard to please."”

"Well none of them have been me."

"So true." She swayed up against him again. "And you are so much better than all the others.
So much handsomer. So much more powerful. I've never had a wizard for a master before.”

Truth be known, he'd never had a genie at his beck and call, either. Since his conscience was
still putting up a good struggle concerning the obvious uses he might put her to, he honestly
didn't know what to do with her, other than keep her out of the hands of Amir and his
offensive Moulay who seemed to desperately want her for some unspecified reason. He rather
wished Kall had not stormed off in a bout of atypical tantrum, for it left him with no plan of
action and nothing to do, save keep the djinni company. And that was taxing to say the least.
She truly needed a good tumble to sate the excess sexual energy that had her hands constantly
straying to sensitive and entirely too flammable parts of his anatomy.

The dusky waiter came up and babbled something foreign that probably concerned more wine
or ordering food. The djinni looked at him expectantly, and he shrugged noncommittally.

"There are better places to feast." Malice assured him, casting the waiter a distasteful look.
The man glared right back at her and the two of them exchanged a catty dialogue. Funny thing
was, that Schneider could understand Malice's half.

"How come | can understand you and vice versa? And how come he could understand what
you said, but not what | said?"

She shrugged, making various charms strung along her haltertop jingle. "I don't know. I can
talk to anyone."

Her singularly uninformed answers were getting on his nerves. He took a breath,
concentrating on the feel of her words and discovered that he didn't so much hear them as
sense what she was saying inside his head.

"Can you do that for me?" he asked. "Make me understand what everyone else is saying?"

She frowned, tapping her full lower lip. Finally she admitted. "I'm not very good with that sort
of thing. Languages are boring."

"Ooookay." He managed not to growl.



"But he told me of a pleasure den down the street where it doesn't matter if you're understood
and they have the best kabobs in the city. I haven't had a good kabob in forever. Can we go?
Can we?"

* Kk Kk Kk *k

Kall-Su managed with some effort, not to destroy the greasy, snake eyed merchant who he
was certain had made overtures of a perverse nature towards him, as if he were some
prostitute offering his wares. As if he were doing anything but searching in frustration for
someone along the vast strip of slips and piers, that spoke a word of any language he
understood. He found a few folk who spoke a spattering of his language, but it was impossible
to get across to them his wants. A ship to Bahrein did not seem such a great request, but all he
got back was nonsense about sea storms and any sensible captain staying in port for the rest of
the season.

At which point he began furiously attempting to reconstruct the language absorption spell and
found himself for the next several hours wondering aimlessly about the portside market in a
mental haze. He thought he had it and stood staring blindly at a collection of elaborately
colored carpets mouthing the words of the thing. The merchant kept staring at him as if he
were possessed, finally babbling something sharply at him and waving his hand to shoo him
away. The words didn't make sense yet, of course. It would take a few times hearing them for
them to be absorbed. Or the incantation was incorrect in which case, he'd have to try again
later if he felt no progress was made.

He drifted away, making a conscious effort to listen to the flow of conversation around him.
Meaningless drivel.

Mostly. An oft repeated word here and there began to make sense to him. Bargain. Sale. Deal.
How much? Too expensive. The common talk of any market. A warm sense of satisfaction
washed away some of the frustration. Something had gone right. Even if it was the simple feat
of learning a language.

"Bahrein?" he asked a likely looking merchant, hoping his simple grasp of the tongue would
be enough to carry out a conversation. The merchant squinted at him, peering under the hood
of his cloak, widening his eyes a little at the pale skin and locks of blonde hair that were
hidden in the shadow of the hood.

He said something that Kall did not understand, then at Kall's look of confusion, the man said.
"Caravan." And pointed in what might have been a southerly direction.

"Bahrein is in the south? There are caravan's that go there?"

The merchant nodded.

"Where?"

Eventually, through a gradually broadening vocabulary, managed to find his way to the south
side of the new city. There was a market of tents set up there, and among them, a great

number of horses and the oddest beasts of burden he had ever seen. Camels, he heard enough
times for the word to stick in his mind with an image of the ungainly creature.



This market at the edge of town was a mass of confusion and activity. Not only were there
merchants coming or preparing to go, but it also seemed that familial groups of desert
dwellers camped here, with all their belongings, animals and relative while their
representatives performed whatever business they had in the city. These folk rode small,
bright eyed horses pell nell about the alleys between corals and tents, scattering people and
domestic livestock both. The smell was atrocious. Beyond terrible. He almost turned around
and fled. But it would hardly do to be chased away by an odor.

It was almost dusk. He'd lost track of how many hours he had wondered the city. He supposed
Schneider had found no further trouble, else he would have felt the echoes of his particular
magic being used. He supposed Schneider was quite pleased with the company he found
himself in. He would just as well have stuffed her back into her bottle and given her to the
Moulay. He did not trust bonded demons that he had not personally subjugated. One never
knew what eccentricities they might display.

"Greetings, esteemed traveler” A carefully deferential voice said at his elbow. Kall paused in
his observation of several of the camels being outfitted with tall, terribly uncomfortable
looking saddles, to glance down. A small, turbaned man stood at his elbow. A dirty turban.
Food stains on the lapels of his overrobe. His beard was splotchy in places, as if he could not
grow the thick facial covering that most of the men in his land favored.

Kall-Su looked away more interested in the camels. One would have assumed the obvious
snub would give the little man a hint of his disinclination to engage in conversation. The little
man was apparently rather dense. He tugged lightly at Kall's cloak, venturing to ask.

"Are you the Kafir who is asking about a guide to Bahrein?"

"Am | the what?" He wanted to hear the word again, to discern its meaning. He'd been called
it often enough to become curious.

"Unbeliever." The man said a little warily and this time it came through with translation
intact. How charming. Religion here must be of paramount importance. He had an aversion to
religious fanatics.

"How would you know of such a thing?" he asked.

"I have ears. Sensitive ears."

"And what should it matter to you?"

"Why | am a guide of paramount skill and integrity. They call me Abu the tracker. Or Abu the
finder of trails covered in sand. No one knows the ways of the desert like I."

Kall cast the camel, which was giving its handler a difficult time, one last regretful look, then
turned his attention to Abu the tracker.

"How many days is it to Bahrein?"

"Many days. The travel is slow and treacherous and this time of year the sand is thirsty to
drink the blood of men. Most prefer to go by ship."”



"So I've heard, but apparently storms keep the ships at dock this time of year as well."

"Yes. Yes. It is a dangerous season. But for the right amount of gold, a man might be willing
to brave the elements and make such a journey."”

Kall waved a hand dismissing the thought of gold entirely. He had not had a worry about
money for longer than he could easily remember. Not that he had any of it upon his person at
the moment, but that was hardly a concern. Schneider would have some. Or his annoying new
possession could snap her fingers or do whatever djinn did to conjure things and make him a
pile of it.

"It is imperative that | reach Bahrein as quickly as possible.” He said.

The little man, Abu shrugged. "There is a caravan leaving tomorrow that will travel in that
direction for part of the way. It is best to travel in numbers, so that the sand bandits think
twice about raiding."

"Bandits make no difference to me. Speed does."

"Ah - but we have not even talked about the amount of gold."”

"Nor shall we. Name a figure and if you take me to Bahrein, it shall be yours."
"Oh, my." Abu's dark eyes sparkled. "I like the way you do business, unbeliever."

"And don't call me that."

TEN

Schneider was exceedingly comfortable. Wonderfully, warmly comfortable. The cushions
were soft and silken under his back, the mild scent of incense in the air delightfully
stimulating. The wine of a very fine and very intoxicating caliber. The food exotically
flavorful. And the women - well the women had quite turned his opinion of the why the
females of this land went veiled, around. Of course, one had to assume that the ladies who
filled this particular opulent house were of the professional persuasion. Even back home,
where women were as brash - well at least some women - as men, they didn't dress like this.
The lot of them were every bit as scantily clad as Malice and though some might not have
been as amply endowed, they were all gorgeous, dark skinned, dark eyed beauties. And all of
them were fascinated by him. All of them wanted to get their hands on him. In his hair, on his
pale skin. It was a quite, quite agreeable situation.

Malice was jealous as a cat, which amused him greatly. Malice had already sent one of them,

who had tried to shoulder the djinni aside in efforts to hand feed him a grape he had asked for
- to some unspecified place. A very intriguing talent. He'd asked her where she'd sent the girl

and the djinni had merely shrugged and waved an airy hand, replying - 'oh, somewhere else.’

Which meant, he had come to understand, that she didn't know.

She was not the sharpest blade in the rack, he had also concluded. Her power was quite
obviously an inborn talent and not a learned property. He didn't think she had the capacity to



concentrate long enough to master a simple spell, much less the odd, intriguing talents she
possessed.

She was very good at massage though. Better even than Yoko, though he'd never, ever say so
in Yoko's hearing. The evening went by in a pleasant, wine softened blur, with himself as
satiated as he might possibly be without actually engaging in sex. His self control was fraying
though. He was seriously starting to wonder that if what Yoko didn't know wouldn't harm
her? Or him.

It was well into night by the time Kall-Su tracked him down. Schneider was reclined upon a
pile of brocaded pillows, a girl on one side ready to refill his wine goblet, another massaging
his feet with a heady and aromatic oil, another two performing the stimulating and erotic
dance he had seen in the market and Malice in the curve of one arm.

Kall-Su looked particularly displeased. Kall-Su looked a little harassed, as if he'd been
building up frustration for some time now. He stalked in, through the swaying beads hanging
from the ceiling, past various scattered pillows and languidly sprawled human forms to stand
over Schneider. With his hands planted on his hips he stared down with distinct disapproval in
his blue eyes. Lazily, Schneider returned the stare.

"Where have you been? Do you know how long I've been looking for you?" The questions
snapped forth, cold as ice and just as condemning. As if Schneider answered to him. Or to
anyone.

"You are starting to sound like a woman." Schneider replied easily, not particularly wishing to
disrupt his present contentment to put Kall in his place.

"What are you doing? Is this some sort of game for you?"
"What does it look as if he's doing, oh disrespectful one?" Malice hissed, glaring up at Kall.
Kall ignored her, which made her dig her nails into Schneider's skin in irritation.

"You're the one who ran off in a tantrum."” Schneider reminded him. "Don't get an attitude
with me because of it."

Kall made an angry sound. He stabbed a finger at Schneider and hissed. "I should have
expected to find you in a whore house. It's beyond me why | bothered to look anywhere else
first.”

"Yeeessss, rather stupid of you." This time Schneider's drawl held a good deal more
malevolence. There were only so many insults he would allow himself to receive. Especially
in front of witnesses.

"Oh, Master, do not take such insult from this ju "al jununi.” Malice rose to a crouch beside
him, spouting a term which he did not understand, but which apparently Kall-Su did, for his
face developed his offended ice lord expression and he hissed out a low, quick incantation.



Rather unexpectedly Malice went cold at his side. Very cold. In fact the air about her seemed
to solidify and between one breath and the next the warm living djinni who had been molded
to his side was suddenly a rather large chunk of ice.

"Goddamnit, Kall." Schneider snapped, jumping back from the uncomfortably cold block.
Kall was glaring, not in the least repentant for the foul act of turning Schneider's djinni into an
ice cube. He climbed to his feet, readying a spell to get rid of the ice, but found to his surprise
that it wasn't needed. A fog began to emanate from the block, seeping outwards and
coalescing in much the same fashion it had when she'd had come out of the bottle.

In short order a spitting mad djinni was back in solid form. She made a claws out lunge for
Kall-Su. Schneider reached out one long arm and caught her about the waist, hauling back
from that particular mistake.

"Malice. No." She let out a breath of pent up anger and turned, of a sudden pliable and eager
in his arms. Her hands wrapped around his neck and she pressed her face into his shoulder.

"Oh, master, did you see what he did. He's a terrible, terrible creature."

Kall was staring at her, narrow eyed, just a bit wary that she'd evaded his spell so easily.

"If you wish to stay here with - that thing. Then do so. | believe I've ceased to care.”
"Thing?" Malice cried out.

Kall whirled and with a flutter of cloak began to stalk away.

"I'm not finished with you. Get back here." Schneider hissed in exasperation.

Kall almost hesitated in his stride. Almost. He kept walking.

With a curse, Schneider flung Malice away and lunged after the younger wizard. Caught
Kall's arm and jerked him about. A fist in his tunic and another twisted in the sun gold hair at

his neck and Schneider glared down into eyes that mirrored his own flashflood of anger.

"Don't turn your back on me." He said softly. "You know better than to turn your back on
me."

"Let go." Kall twisted to get out of the grip and Schneider tightened his fingers.
"Punish him, master." Malice slithered up, eyes glittering.

"Get out." Schneider hissed at her. Then yelled it, scattering the other denizens of this
particular room. The women fled, feeling the prickling fingers of his power-fed agitation.
Even Malice slunk away, casting dark looks over her shoulder.

"You are sorely trying my patience, Kall." He said, when they were gone. Kall blinked up at
him, furious, wanting - oh one just knew - wanting to draw power and lash back at Schneider.
But sane enough not to do it. He lifted a fine boned hand to Schneider's chest and tried to push
away. Schneider was not sure he was ready to let him. He wasn't sure he had impressed upon



him how irritated he was. Damned if he hadn't been better company when he'd been passed
out and sick on the boat. A Kall-Su who was distant and coldly disdainful of the world was
one thing. Schneider was used to that. Kall had grown up with that detachment a integral part
of him that very rarely shattered. A Kall-Su that flared into anger at the slightest infraction,
who fairly emanated emotion - that was another thing all together. That took getting used to.
Schneider wasn't certain he liked it. He rather thought it was the little bard's fault. He always
had thought she was a disruptive creature.

"I don't think I like what your little wench has done to you." He voiced the thought and Kall's
eyes narrowed.

"Done -? What business - ? You arrogant - get your hands off me."

Incoherent and babbling. Schneider smiled at him. "See? You prove my point. You're making
a fool of yourself. You should apologize to my djinni. She at least has a notion of respect.”

He released his hold and Kall-Su took an outraged step backwards.

"I'd rather die." He spat. "Gods, is this all you've been doing all day? Lying about in this - this
house of carnality?"

Schneider shrugged. Kall always had been a prude. He imaged even the little bard couldn't
change that.

"Was there something more constructive I could have been doing?"

"Yes." Exasperation there. And beneath it weariness that Kall was trying vainly to hide. If one
looked closely, one could see the slight tremor in his hands. He clenched his fists to hide it,
but Schneider caught it and narrowed his eyes. Perhaps not quite recovered weeks of extreme
sickness. Perhaps not quite recovered from the more serious trauma almost a year past. An
explanation perhaps for the mood swings.

"What, prey tell?" he asked, calmer now. Straightening the sash about his loose native
trousers. He flicked a crumb off the bare skin of his chest. Kall stared at him, taking in his
half dressed state, the wild tousled mess of his hair and he could see the notion as it occurred -
explicitly occurred - of exactly what he had been doing all afternoon. A blush stained Kall's
cheeks, he tightened his mouth and looked away.

"I found a guide to Barhien. There is a caravan leaving in the morning. It's almost morning
now. | looked all night for you and couldn't - it's a large city."

A thought occurred to Schneider. "How did you manage to arrange a guide?"
A shrug. "I remembered the spell."”

* * * k%

Kall-Su's so called guide was waiting at the edge of the city, in the midst of a tremendous
amount of uproar as caravans arrived and prepared to depart from the coastal city.
Schneider had the finest of new native robes thanks to Malice, who assured him that she



knew the desert fashion better than he and to leave the conjuring in her adept hands. He
supposed she had to be good at something, and fashion and bodily pleasures seemed to be
her strong suits. Kall had declined when Schneider had offered her services. The djinni
had glared at Kall's back and muttered unpleasant things under her breath. Schneider was
beginning to pick up the nuances of the language.

The little guide, Abu, looked at Schneider and the djinni somewhat warily when they strolled
up behind Kall-Su. Malice turned her nose up at him, clearly unimpressed and proceeded to
study her nails. Schneider stared warily at the camel at Abu's shoulder, distrusting the glob of
drool that it worked with thick, hair covered lips.

"I'm not riding one of those.” He announced, breaking into the conversation Kall and the little
guide were having. The camel lifted its beady eyes and matched his gaze. It spat the gob of
spittle into the sand at his boots. It obviously had no idea how close to annihilation it truly
was.

"But -but my lord," Abu stuttered. "Camels are cheaper by far than horses and much more
suited to desert travel."”

Schneider turned a long, dangerous stare on the little man. Abu cringed a little and stepped
behind Kall's shoulder. Kall gave Schneider a disgusted look, but knew better than to argue.

"Find him a horse." He said shortly.

"Oh, master, | can give you the finest horse to grace the desert.” Malice perked up. Abu
blinked at her. She had donned a loose silken robe, but it gaped open, revealing her harem girl
outfit underneath. She shut her eyes, did a little humming chant and rather surprisingly a horse
coalesced out of the shimmering, dry air.

It was indeed a very nice horse. Strong chested and delicate boned, all snowy white except for
the mane and tail which were jet black. Its gear was studded with gold and precious gems and
fluttering with tassels. It tossed its fine head and gave them all an imperious, challenging
look. Kall, having a predilection towards things of equine nature, gaped at it. A grin split
Schneider's face. Even he couldn't summon horses out of thin air. Maybe his djinni had
concrete uses after all. He was starting to realize why the Moulay had wanted her so badly.

"How did -? How did you do that?" Kall couldn't stop looking at the horse. Malice smiled
poisonously at him.

"Don't you know, wizard? Would you like one?"

She waved a hand and a second steed almost formed on top of him. He had to jump back to
make room for the heavy body that settled into the hard packed sand. Not quite what the first
one had been. In fact it looked rather mule-like and ungainly. It shifted its sway back and
bared its teeth at all concerned.

Schneider laughed. Kall glared daggers and for a second Schneider thought he was going to
have to intervene to keep spells from flying, but Kall got a grip on his irritation. He stalked
over to Abu, grabbed the astounded guide's arm and ushered him away.



"You know, there are probably safer people to torment." Schneider leaned over Malice. She
smiled seductively up at him.

"You wouldn't let him hurt me, would you master?"

"Hummm. He doesn't always ask before he destroys things, djinni.
"Ohhhh, how disobedient."”
"Yes, rather. But what can you do?" he let out a long suffering sigh.

"I can think of a few things." Malice muttered, glaring past him to where Kall and Abu spoke.
One got the idea that not all of those things would be particularly distasteful - well, at least not
if they were done to Schneider.

"If I were you, he would be the last person | would start thinking about doing things to."
She arched a brow at him, red lips pursed. "Why? Is he yours?"

"No, he's not mine! God, what is it with you people?" He glared at her, letting out a hiss of
breath.

"Well, he's pretty and you act like you own him." She pouted.

"I made him." He snarled at her and she flinched a little. "'l saved him. | taught him. Yes, he's
a creature of mine. No, I don't fuck him. And I wish to hell people would stop insinuating it."

"Of course master. | didn't mean to imply any impropriety. It is just not uncommon for -"

"Don't care. Don't want to hear it. I'm not sharing my horse. Make your own or ride a damn
camel.”

* k k k%

"I need gold." Kall-Su uttered the request, after leaving Abu and approaching Schneider and
his annoying little djinni. Schneider glared at him accusingly. The djinni did. One could not
begin to fathom either one of them. He held out his hand and waited. Abu wanted half the
gold up front.

"Well, make him some gold, djinni." Schneider ordered. He sounded a little peevish, which
was surprising considering what a fabulous horse he had been gifted with. Kall hated to admit
it, since it had come from the djinni, but it was quite the most beautiful animal he had ever
laid eyes on.

The djinni pressed her lips together - oh there was definitely something going on- and did her
little singsong hum, and a pouch of gold appeared in his palm. Disconcerting to say the least,
and he was used to ultra natural things.



He nodded curtly at her, closed his fist about the gold and delivered it into Abu's eager, brown
little hands. He did not mind the notion of riding atop one of the very odd camels. The
creatures were unusual enough to intrigue him. One learned from new experiences.

There was a group of some hundred of the beasts piled high with bundles of commodities on
their way to some distant desert province. Abu had told him where, but he had forgotten the
foreign name. Words he knew - that had a clear meaning in his own tongue lodged more
firmly in his head. The spell did not work on words that existed only in another language.
There were quite a few in this desert tongue that could not be absorbed. Half the speech of the
camel drivers seemed that way. They whipped their charged into lumbering motion, jabbering
among themselves and at the camels. A hundred camels, half that many men accompanying
the caravan. Guards, merchants, drivers.

Abu urged them to join the departing line. The little man whacked at a camel's front legs with
a wooden crop and the animal dropped down. It was a way to mount. Kall warily did so and
held on as the animal lurched back to its feet. There were reins and one supposed a camel
responded much like a horse.

Abu mounted his own beast and whipped it after the caravan. Kall's followed and he allowed
himself for a moment to wallow in the experience of the odd, undulating gait. Schneider
whipped past on his djinni summoned horse. The djinni cantered after on another showy white
animal.

There was an odd thing about the desert. Close to the sea, it held some semblance of life to
air. Some semblance of humidity. But it took no time at all, once the shores of the sea had
been left, for the air to become unbearably arid. Kall-Su had never been in a desert before.
Not a true one. He rather disliked the arid, desolate stretches that resembled a desert back
home. This was - most definitely not the same. This might, he thought despairingly as the day
wore into evening and the land grew more and more barren - be a most unpleasant journey.

Abu said that they had not even entered the real desert yet. It was not a comforting statement.
The first night out it was cold. He didn't mind the cold. It was a relief. The djinni made a
small tent for them. She wanted to create a large one, but it was decided, after much
exasperating argument, that to do so would only frighten the superstitious natives. They stared
warily enough at the small one that had cropped up a the edges of the larger caravan's camp.

There was a fire there and the sound of laughter and music. The natives celebrating their first

night out. Malice was drawn to it, and soon after Schneider. Kall was not of a mood to engage
in festivities. He preferred to sit alone within the tent, dwelling on the mistreatment of one he

loved. His imagination was all too vivid.

Of course it was his fault. He hadn't been in a state of mind to dwell on it on the voyage here,
and before that he had been too frantic in his efforts to pursue her captor's that he hadn't had
the energy to spare. The last two days he had found the time. He had left her to fend for
herself in that ravaged little fishing town. He had ridden off to indulge in his reawakening
magic and left her undefined and because of it she was suffering now.

He curled his fists in the silk of a pillow and squeezed his eyes shut when the images wouldn't
go away. He hated being helpless to save her. He hated the knowledge that it would be many
days still before he could even begin to track her down. He hated the fact that Schneider



looked upon this as a whim of his. A thing that he had decided to humor him in - instead of
throwing wholehearted support.

He heard Malice's laughter. A humorous retort of some sort from Schneider that signaled their
return to her djinn summoned tent. They had repaired whatever bad spirits had effected them
earlier in the day. The flirtations were almost painful, they were so lude. Schneider might as
well sleep with her, for all the verbal sex they were having. He shut his eyes, feigning sleep,
in no mood to deal with either of them.

The rustle of silk and cushions as they settled on the other side of the tent. The low murmur of
Malice's voice as she whispered something in Schneider's ear, then giggled. Schneider's
deeper chuckle of appreciation. More positioning of bodies - and then unexpectedly from
Schneider.

"I said I couldn't.” Annoyed. A huff from the djinni. Then - silence. And eventually he did fall
asleep.

Eleven

It was hot at hell. Literally. Schneider had been in hell on occasion and it was definitely just
as hot there as it was here, in the midst of this damned inconvenient, damned uninteresting
desert. He hated it. It had been tolerable up to a day ago, when they'd left all semblance of
anything remotely habitual. Even the shrub grass which had grown up in stubborn clumps in
the hard as rock, dry earth had served to grace the land with a little spice of variety. Now there
was nothing but sand and more sand and more sand. Never ending. Boring. Hot.
Uncomfortable. Grits of sand under one's robes was damned annoying.

No matter how many times changed outfits, or had one's djinni do it for one - the sand still
managed to work its way under. He didn't see how the damned desert dwellers lived with it.
But no, they trudged along as if nothing were wrong. They steadily ate up the miles without
so much as a complain or the constant motions of dislodging sand. So did Malice for that
matter.

Schneider was starting to hate them all. The only person who was conceivably as miserable as
he, was Kall-Su and Kall-Su was notoriously closed mouthed when it came to complaints. At
least the ones regarding his own personal comfort. He had to wretched. He was an Ice Wizard
after all. He was so totally out of his element. Yet he didn't say a thing. He didn't utter a word
of complaint, which pissed Schneider off to no ends. He wanted company in his misery. He
wanted to call down rain from the heavens, but he didn't think it was possible. There had to be
weather patterns to draw from and they just weren't there.

"So can we make it rain in the desert?" He mused, riding along side Kall's evil eyed camel. He
squinted up the considerable distance between them. Kall was bundled like a native. With the
end of his turban wrapped about his face. He was silent for a while, then he shifted, looking
down.

"It wouldn't be wise."

"Who said anything about wise. I'm hot."”



"It would be a hot rain."

"Humm."

" | suppose with enough effort, you could pull a storm in from the coast. It would take a fair
amount of power - even for you and you'd probably wreak havoc with every weather system
for a thousand miles.” Kall knew better than to argue against him. It only made him want to
do a thing all the more.

"Why don't you have your djinni summon up a cold wind?"

"Why don't you? You're the one with all the ice elemental connections.”

Behind the cloth, Kall might have frowned. He shrugged, a shimmering ripple of light silk.
"I don't think they would pay me much heed here. If they would come at my summons at all.
I'm rather hesitant to try. The heat - the pure aridness of this desert might drive them away

regardless of my hold over them - and once loosened they might stray."

"That's when you kill them." Schneider said, as if he hadn't impressed that upon Kall decades
ago.

"I'd rather not have to. They're all useful. You didn't answer the question about your djinni."

Schneider sniffed, not particularly wishing to answer it. "She's not that type of djinni." He
grumbled.

"What type is she? What other types are there?" Kall leaned over his saddle, suddenly
interested.

"She doesn't do war things. Or acts of nature. She's a pleasure djinn."

"A pleasure djinn? You mean all she's capable of is satisfying needs of the flesh?"
"Something like that." He'd finally gotten that bit information out of Malice. She seemed to
think her skills profoundly useful. He would have too, if he'd been in position to use them.
And god, he was getting more and more tempted every day.

"Why ever would the Moulay go to so much trouble to get such a useless creature?” Kall
seemed honestly stumped. Kall was just obtuse when it came to some things. If he'd slept with
more than one woman in the last six or seven decades he might have had a bit more of a clue.

Schneider gave him a disgusted look. "Maybe he wanted the perfect lay."

Kall blinked at him, large, uptilted blue eyes puzzled. "I didn't get that impression. He was
desperate to have the bottle - I think he was as surprised as we were when she popped out."

"Well | don't personally give a damn. She's mine now and that's that."

"How will you explain her to Yoko?"



Schneider tossed his head in irritation. "I don't answer to Yoko. She most certainly does not
dictate what I can and can not do. You obviously have a very short memory if you think I'd
ever let a woman rule me."

Kall didn't say anything. Kall looked at him curiously, then turned his gaze back to the
featureless desert. Schneider fumed. But one could not help worrying over the event when he
presented his djinni- who was not in the least bit circumspect in her allure - to Yoko.

He was working a variety of scenarios over in his head when the call drifted back from ahead
that an oasis had been reached. The first such stop where their canteens could be refilled and
their mounts thoroughly watered on this too long, hot journey.

"Our path diverges from that of the caravan from here on out." Abu scurried up to announce,
shifting uneasily from foot to foot, nervous of their presence. He would not quite look at
Malice. Malice ignored the little man, wondering away and into the midst of the caravan,
which was setting up camp. Schneider had the notion that in lue of satisfying herself with
him, she had made certain liaisons among the members of the caravan. He didn't particularly
begrudge her - he hadn't banned her from such a thing - but it still rankled somewhat. He eyed
her sashaying figure as it disappeared in amongst the camels and packs. Abu took their
mounts, seeing to them himself. Malice had already created their tent.

He went to the spring with Kall-Su. It was a shallow impression in the hard earth. A few small
shrubs and a bit of tough grass grew around it. There were rocks that shielded the area from
the wind and blown sand. The beasts watered on one side and the men took their leisure on
the other.

Kall-Su knelt at the edge, unwinding his turban, carefully laying the cloth behind him and
away from the mud at the edge of the pool. He dipped his hands in the water and ran them
through his hair. He'd let it grow out since he'd left Sta-Veron chasing after his little bard,
traumatized over the mangling of his magic. Tousled and almost to his shoulders; such a
loosening of personal standards was just - unnerving.

The desert men were staring at the golden thing among them, wide eyed and whispering
among themselves. Schneider gave them something else to gawk at when he ripped his head
gear off and leaned forward to immerse his whole head in the warm water. He reared back,
shaking water from his hair, enjoying the simple feel of it running down his back and dripping
under his robes.

"It's too damn warm." He complained then leered at Kall and commanded. "Chill it down."
Kall rolled his eyes.

"Go ahead, call a little elemental and see if it'll come and cool this spring."

"And distress these men more than they already are by our presence?"

"Who gives a fuck about them? We're talking my convenience here. Besides, we don't have to
travel with them anymore after this anyway."



He leaned in, drawing an arm around Kall's shoulders, pulling him conspiratorially close.
"Wouldn't a little ice cold water to chase away the heat be a wonderful thing? I'd do it - if |
could.”

Kall sighed, shrugging out from under Schneider's arm. "Isuki,” He said softly. The smallest
and most servile of his elemental servants. The first he'd ever mastered, Schneider had been
there when he'd bent the thing to his will. Kall had been nineteen and full of the quiet
determination that had never left him through out the decades.

Kall-Su's lashes fluttered in concentration. His brows, two shades darker than the pale gold of
his hair drew down. A little swirl of dust kicked up. A few of the camels tossed their heads in
alarm. Their human masters, deaf and dumb to the presence of something more than mundane
went to calm them.

Schneider felt a cool draft of air. Saw the faint, shimmery movement of air that signified the
passing of - something. Kall's eyes followed the flow, seeing things that Schneider had not the
sensibility to discern. Ice magic was anathema to him, who commanded the elementals of fire.
But he was not immune to its effects. He felt the cold air caress his skin. Saw the ripple as the
water in the pool was altered. His hand, trailing in the water, was suddenly blessed with
coldness. A caravan guard down the way from them yelped in surprise as the water he'd been
filling his canteen with drastically changed temperature.

"Oh, lovely." Schneider purred, dipping both hands into the water and bringing them to his
lips. "You are so convenient to have around at times, Kall."

Kall-Su frowned at him. "It didn't want to come. Only the presence of the water convinced it.
| think once out into the desert they won't appear.”

"Hummm. There's no ice in the desert, huh?" Schneider mumbled, water dribbling down his
chin. Kall blinked at him.

"What did you say?"

"What? No ice in the desert?" He pulled off his boots and stuck his feet into the cold water.
IIWhy?II

Kall opened his mouth. Shut it and shook his head. "Just something - something | thought I'd
heard before. It doesn't matter."”

The caravan left early the next morning. Abu and Kall-Su watched them go. Schneider and
Malice were still abed within the tent.

"Which way do we travel?" Kall asked the little man, though why he bothered was a mystery
since all directions looked dismally similar. Sand and sand colored rocks, all of it shimmering
with heat even so early in the morning. Abu pointed a way, and Kall absently nodded.

He shut his eyes, trying to chase away the headache that had been plaguing him for two days
now. The heat was traumatic and overwhelming. He had never imagined it could be so
unbearably hot and life still thrive. But these, small, dark desert men obviously did thrive
here. Life adapted. Magic was not so easily convinced. It was unsettling to feel the reluctance



of his, before this, loyal elementals, when he called. They wanted to do his bidding, they
wanted to respond - but the heat and the dryness repelled them. An ice elemental could not
survive with no moisture to feed it.

There is no ice in the desert. That phrase rang in his memory. What had been the rest of it?
The prophesy from the gypsy fortune teller Lilly had stopped at the fair. He could not recall.
He had paid it dubious heed at the time. Odd that he should be in a situation that struck so
close to its truth. Odd that Schneider should utter the same words.

"Should I ready the animals, oh great lord?" Abu always bowed and scraped. Kall wasn't quite
certain he trusted the little man because of it. Anyone that tried that hard was generally after
something - or was trying to save face.

He nodded. "I'll get them up."

Malice had gravitated into Schneider's arms while they slept. It might have been an
unconscious thing, but Kall-Su rather doubted it. Neither of them, it seemed, liked to sleep
alone.

By the time he'd gotten them up and willing to prepare for another day's travel, Abu had the
camels loaded and the horses saddled. Malice had whipped up breakfast. Fruits and honeyed
wine and bread so fresh it smelled as if it had just come from the oven. Cheese just as fresh
lay atop it in slabs. He could not say he quite trusted her food, drawn out of thin air as it was,
but it was by far more appetizing than the dried fare that Abu had packed. There was only so
far he was willing to inconvenience himself out of pure dislike of the djinni.

He missed the small spot of comfort that had been the oasis as soon as it was out of sight.
While they rode, immersed in endless, featureless landscape, he worked at countless mental
chores to keep his mind from straying to dark musings about what was happening to Lily.
Anything from reciting little used spells and histories, to inciting debates with Schneider. The
latter was generally a loosing proposition. Schneider was never wrong. Schneider refused to
loose arguments. But it passed time. Until the Djinni would come up, tired of not being the
center of someone’s attention and insert her moronic views into a perfectly intelligent
conversation. He marveled that anything with as much creative power as she had could be so
stupid.

Schneider didn't seem to mind. Well, not much. He occasionally caught a look of
exasperation.

The second night away from the company of the caravan and all they had seen all day were
rolling dunes. Not even rocky outcroppings marred the horizon. It felt as if they were delving
into the heart of the desert, not towards a distant coast. But he could not trust his senses on
such things. The desert was not his element and his desire to hasten to his destination made
him impatient.

After dinner, with the night sky a sprawling vista of stars overhead he sat on the slope of a
dune over their camp, distancing himself from Schneider and Malice's overt flirtations. She
even played the tease with him now, bereft of other victims to ply her charms. His disregard
irritated her greatly. Which pleased him.



Something along the unchanging, rolling line of dune on the far side of the camp shifted. He
blinked into the darkness, not certain if his vision were betraying him. But yes, something
undulated on the ridge of the dune. Something that grew in length, covering several hundred
yards. Quietly, he sent out magical senses and felt - horse minds. The quiet, focused goal of
human presence intent on a single purpose.

He took a breath, and rose slowly and smoothly, wiping sand casually from his robes as he
walked back towards the small camp. Schneider and Malice were inside, of Abu there was no
sign, but the guide never slept in the tent with them. Always outside with the animals.
Schneider was drinking wine and playing some board game with Malice. She was attempting
to explain the rules to him and he was intent on making his own.

"It appears that we have callers.” He said softly.
Schneider looked up, his hand poised over a marble game piece. "Really? Where?"

Kall-Su gestured through the back of the tent. "Along the ridge. A good many of them, in
fact.”

"Another caravan?" Malice suggested excitedly, missing the company of so many men willing
to sample her charms.

"I don't believe so. They've a more - foreboding sense about them."

Schneider tossed the game piece down and rose gracefully to his feet. "It seems there are
more interesting games afoot." He grinned, quite content with the notion of conflict.

The two of them went outside, stood beyond the flap of the tent as if they were merely taking
in the night breeze.

"Company on both sides." Schneider said. Kall glanced to the left, atop the dune he had been
sitting on minutes before. There too a gathering of men and horses appeared, shielded by the
night, muffled by the sand.

"Charming." He murmured.
"Yes. Where's your little ass kissing guide?"

"Good question.” A little taste of despair crept up on him, as the thought that they had been
led astray by Abu occurred. That the man had duped him and led them far off their track for
his own purposes. He would kill the little miscreant if that were the case. Painfully.

"Well, shall we welcome them?" Schneider gestured to the right, where the greater numbers
of shadowy forms resided. "I'll take those." And he left the ground with a whispery surge of
power.

They must have seen him coming. For a cry rose from a hundred or more throats as if from
one, and the shadows which had been still suddenly surged to life, pouring down the dune
from both sides. And not totally mundane either. There was the sense of magic about them.



They had magic users. He felt the shields protecting the force that slid with a cascading wall
of sand towards him. Not particularly powerful shields.

First impulse was to summon an elemental. It was his specialty. He had to fight it back,
unwilling to cast a spell that he was not certain would work. It limited his repertoire
considerably, since he was still not up to commanding his total aggregation of magics. He felt
before he heard a billowing flare of explosion from behind. The very air shook with one of
Schneider's energy blasts. He cries of men and horses became shrill with pain and surprise.

He had no time to lend attention to what Schneider was doing. The mass of dark riders was
almost upon him. He called up a force spell, sent it rippling outwards, pushing sand and air
before it with a rushing, booming vibration. It encountered the shield, trembled against it a
moment, then overcame it and bowled horses and men over, toppling the lot of them, sending
them cascading down the dune along with the sand his spell had shoved up before it. Not as
patently destructive as Schneider's work, but then Kall-Su held a curiosity about the men that
would attack them in such mass in the dead of night. There was no such thing as a random
attack out in the middle of nowhere. It had to be purposeful.

Another deafening crack of explosion. The night sky flared with the wrath of a fire elemental.
The flames blazed, cast everything into harsh orange relief, then died out, having nothing
concrete to consume. Like ice, there was little to feed them in the wasteland. Sand didn't burn.
Flesh did. Men ran screaming, living flags of flame.

Men righted themselves from the tangle of human limbs and equine and came at Kall-Su. He
sent them sprawling with a swipe of his arm. Did not take the lot of them out with a
concussive blast of his own when he could have. The horses were too exceptional. Like the
creatures Malice had made, they were fine boned and beautiful and not to be destroyed out of
hand, despite their rider's intent towards him. He rather wished he wasn't smelling burning
horseflesh along with the acrid odor of human on the wind. Schneider had never been so
selective in his destruction's.

He looked beyond the confusion he had made of his attackers, to the top of the dune where a
group of riders still were, observing the tumult below.

The root of the evil. He rose into the darkness, regardless of the men below overrunning the
camp. There was only Malice there and he feared little for her. She had proved unusually
difficult to kill.

Four large, black robed guards, wicked curved swords naked upon their thighs. The white
bearded, weather beaten face of an old man he knew at their fore. So the Moulay had followed
them. Perhaps even paid his erstwhile guide to led them into this trap. Quite, quite determined
to have Schneider's little djinni.

"Little honor in attacking under the cover of night." He said it softly, hovering over their
heads. The lot of them started, swords came up. The old man gasped, loosing composure
momentarily, then quickly regaining it. They found him, where he was not expected, in the
darkness over their heads.

"What know you of honor, foreign thief."



"Very little, according to some. But it appears to me, you are the one acting the part of thief in
the night. What is so important about her that you would throw away so many lives? Surely
you realized we were not so easily taken from our first encounter.”

"It is not a thing you need to know. You need only to hand her over."

"She's not mine." Kall said. "And I'm tiring of this conversation. I've business of my own to
attend."

"You'll not find her."

He narrowed his eyes, a surge of anger rising. "What do you mean?"

His feet touched ground. He stalked up to the Moulay's horse, catching its reins. The black
robed guards made to force him away and with a snarl he sent them tumbling backwards,
blasted off their mounts with concentrated ripples of force energy.

"What do you mean by that?" he repeated.

The hard as diamond old eyes gazed down upon him. There was passion there. The fervor for
something unspecified. And a hint of victory. This was a man who believed in something very

strongly it was only a matter of discovering what.

"I've sent the captain, Amir to track down his comrades who took her. He will succeed where
you would fail."”

"And what will he do with her once he has found her, old man?"

"Why nothing, if you give me what | wish."

"You seek to threaten me? | could kill you here."

"And your woman would disappear into the desert and you would never find her. All I ask is a
small thing. You can keep the djinni if she means so much. I only need her to perform a task

that only she can, and I've not further use for the creature.”

There were fading explosions from the neighboring dune. Schneider was running out of
enemies. The Moulay followed his stare.

"Tell him to stop and let us parlay. Perhaps there are things to be discovered that will be of
interest to two men of magic in what | seek as well."

Twelve

The only reason Schneider agreed to step down and he did that grudgingly, impassioned by
the fervor of battle that he hadn't engaged in, in far too long, was because there was no one
left opposing him. The ones that were alive were cowering or attempting to flee and even
though picking them off would have been amusing, Kall-Su's insistent harassment and
subsequent sulking after the fact would not have been worth it.



Thus a ragged, much abused group of desert raiders gathered to face a pair of hardly winded
wizards for what purpose Schneider could not guess. He hardly wanted to waste his time on it.
He had already made his decision on the matter of the djinni clear. He hated to repeat himself.
But Kall had said something about them finding his bard and the Moulay having a
proposition. As if the man could offer anything Schneider might conceivably want.

So he hovered in the air above the Moulay, not wanting to stand and have the mounted man
looking down upon him.

"What do you have to say that | might possibly want to hear?"

The old man was proud. Stupidly so. He lifted his turbaned head and glared up at Schneider.
"You are a thief. And I usually would not stoop to bargain with such."

He had to laugh. The old man was bold, he had to give him that. "Are you trying to get
yourself sent head first into the arms of whatever god you worship? If so, you are going about
it the right way."

The desert raiders shifted uneasily at his casual mention of their deity. Hands clenched at
sword hilts. The Moulay held up a hand, mouth tight with irritation. "Hold." He said sharply
to his men, then to Schneider. "Are you so great a lord that you hold no respect for the god?"
Schneider shrugged. "Most of them are overrated."

"Then perhaps you would be interested in the discovery of a power that even the gods of old
held in awe. A magic so great and so old that it was legend even when the pyramid's were
built.”

"Oh and what magic might that be?" There was a light in the old man's eyes that bordered on
fanatics. Not quite greed. More like worship. It was that reverent look, the slight tremble in
the veined hands when the Moulay spoke of this ancient power, that pricked Schneider's
interest. A dispassionate explanation he would have taken for nothing more than a ruse to get
his cooperation.

"What makes you think | care?"

"You are djinn are you not. A sorcerer. Do not sorcerer's thirst after knowledge. After the
cumulating of mystical prowess?"

Schneider smiled at him. A taught, dangerous little smile at the man's presumption. He
glanced over his shoulder at Kall-Su. Unreadable expression for anyone who didn't know him.
Curiosity burned within his pale eyes, though.

"You attack me in the depths of night and then expect my help?"

"I need the help of the djinni."”

"Then you want my help. She's my property. You've got my interest - tell me more and you
might keep it."



"For generations my family have been the keepers of certain legends. Twenty years past my
esteemed father found an inscription on the wall of a bordello built around the ruins of an
ancient burial shrine. It told of the location of a temple and a tomb and vault all in one that
held within it the greatest magic the old world had ever known. Kings and pharaoh's
worshipped at this temple, asking for guidance and luck from the powers held within. Magic
trapped within for five thousand years. No one had ever been able to release it, for whoever
had sealed it within, had used powerful magics. Fifteen years past we found the site. And for
all these long years we have been excavating, digging up a city long buried by the sands.
Finally we have uncovered the seal itself and only the unique powers of the djinni you now
possess may pass it."

"What is this power? Is it an artifact? An entity? A demon?"

"After five thousand years would it even still be potent?” Kall mused softly from behind. He
had a point. Even strong magics lost their gusto after long periods of time. Five millennia was
a damn long time. Even for a three hundred plus year old, immortal wizard. But, even if it was
a defunct artifact of power, the Moulay was correct in his assumption that wizards had an
obsession for things of that nature. Schneider was no different. He had gone to great lengths
in the past to unearth talisman's of power.

"All I ask, is that you let the djinni unlock the seal and then I have no further use for her. And
for the service I will gladly spend my resources to finding that which you seek."

Ah, back to the bribe/threat. Kall-Su's bard.

"All right." The man could promise all he wanted. He could make agreements all day with
Kall-Su for all Schneider cared. It didn't mean that if this magic he spoke of pricked
Schneider's interest he wouldn't take it for his own.

"How far is it?"

The old man's face creased into what might have been a smile of satisfaction. It was hard to
tell with all the weathered wrinkles.

"To the north. Many days ride to the north and into the endless desert."
"Fine. We can start in the morning. Don't bother me again until then."

Which did not sit well with the desert raiders, but they had little choice but to mutter and
complain among themselves or risk the rest of them meeting the fate of the ones who's
charred corpses scattered the dune on the other side of the camp.

Schneider went back to the tent. A frowning Kall-Su followed.

"What? | thought this was what you wanted." Schneider stared pointedly at him as he
flounced down upon the cushions. The djinni was conspicuously absent. The bottle lay among
the cushions. Schneider picked it up and rattled it absently, wondering if she were physically
in the bottle as a tiny little woman, or if it were merely the portal into a slice of another
dimension. He put his eye to the mouth, but there was nothing but indiscernible darkness
within.



"You're going to double cross him." Kall stated flatly.

"That would infer that | had agreed to anything other than going to this place and lending him
my djinni's services, now wouldn't it. I thought you had a better head for these political type
things."

"Oh for -" Kall glared, aborted it and took a breath instead. "Wait until he's found Lily for me
first, at least.”

"I may not be able to. You know how touchy these things can be. Unearthed powers and all."
"Damnit, DS, she's more important."

"To you."

"To me! If you ruin this -"

"You'll do what?"

He dangled the bottle from his fingers, curious to hear what threat Kall might make.
Kall-Su's expression went neutral. All regal and cold - his Ice Lord persona. The one he
showed enemies and rivals. "Then I will not forgive you it and you and I shall be at odds. |
would prefer not to be."

"Hummm." Schneider kept his face careless, kept the slight smile on his lips, but a vague
sense of unease troubled him. It was not an idle vow. Being at odds in no way bothered him.
He had been at odds with Kall-Su before. It was the first part that bothered him. And the fact
that it did, annoyed him. He drew his brows and shook the bottle.

"Come out, djinni. The fighting's over."

After a moment she did, in an outpouring of colored smoke.

"Oh, master.” She cried, all large eyed and grateful. "I am so happy it is you who won."

Kall-Su made a disgusted noise and skulked over to the other side of the tent as Malice went
about showing Schneider just how happy she was.

She stopped when he told her the change in plans to take place in the morning. She sat back
on her heels then, wary and uncertain, twisting long locks of black hair about her finger. "If
someone went to the trouble to lock such a thing away, perhaps it is better to leave it where it
is. Some things are better left alone."

"Nothing is better left alone.” He repeated it to himself and thought it made a good motto.

* k k k%

Many days to the north. Kall-Su was torn between believing the Moulay's claims and wanting
to reach the port where Lily had been taken himself. Not that he could reasonably find that



port with his guide a spy for the Moulay. The little man had crept back to camp that morning,
cowered behind the Moulay's horse, blathering his desperate apologies for the deception. He
was only a lowly desert guide, he claimed, only doing what his employer - the Moulay- made
him do. A babbling, treacherous idiot, who Kall-Su might have destroyed out of hand a few
years past. Whom he might have now, if he hadn't been so distracted with worries over this
change of plan. He ignored the guide. He ignored the djinni who clung annoyingly close to
Schneider, who he might have conferred with if not for her presence. He listened to the
Moulay talk about the excavation and the ancient city where this mysterious power rested and
concentrated on enduring the overwhelming dry heat of the desert.

Five days into the desert, and they came upon the signs of habitation. A village dug into the
hard packed earth under the sands. A village of low sandstone buildings, packed close
together in the lee of a rocky bluff that afforded it some protection from the harsh winds out
of the desert. Women and children ran out to meet the riders, crying out to the desert raiders,
bowing their heads in respect to the Moulay. The Moulay's people. The Moulay's settlement
that his father had built to house the workers he brought to excavate a city hidden under the
sands. They rode past it and up a trail to the bluff behind it. And beyond that, spread out like a
maze of crumbling walls and streets were the bones of an ancient metropolis.

It spread for acres and acres. The unearthed rements of what once must have been a wondrous
city. Monuments stood here and there, unfazed by the passage of time. Obelisks with intricate
carvings, human headed animals perched on great pedestals looking down upon the tiny
scurrying figures of men. Some of the buildings still had walls, some even roofs, but most
were only foundations with the occasional column or support jutting up.

Ancient. Kall-Su found himself gaping in awe, found his heart beating hard in a sudden flood
of excitement. He had never in his life beheld something so old. So imminently immortal as
the bones of this place. The skeletons of the cities that had been destroyed when Ansasla
destroyed the old world were the oldest things he had ever passed through. The age of this in
comparison was staggering. The scholar in him was quite thoroughly enraptured by the notion
of exploring the secrets of this place.

"What was its name?" he asked as they rode down the trail towards it.

The Moulay did not answer, distracted by the sight of his achievement. The little guide, Abu,
did.

"It was called Askenaten. City of the March."

Kall glanced at him, curiosity overcoming distaste. "City of the March? What does that
mean?"

Abu shrugged. "It was the only reference to Askenaten on the wall of legend."
"You saw this inscription? You read it?"
The little man's head came up proudly. "I have many talents. I read the languages of the

ancients. Here, let me show you." Abu searched within his voluminous robes and produced a
folded sheet of parchment. A rubbing filled with indiscernible hieroglyphics.



"See?" the little man ran his finger down a line and mouthed the words that went along with
the picture script.

"The resting place of the gods lies within the precepts of the city of the March. No force or
power of violence can break the seal that grants them eternal sleep. No magic born of man
may disturb the rest of the shadows." He went on, obviously entranced by the legend.

"Read it again." Kall-Su directed, studding the symbols carefully. The same spell that let him
absorb spoken languages worked as well on written ones. It just took initial understanding of
the symbols for them to start making sense. He took the parchment out of Abu's hand and

reread it himself, asking the little man for clarification when a symbol refused to make sense.

"Its not city of the March. Look, there's a partial symbol between city and march.”

Abu squinted at it, then at him, a dubious look in his dark eyes. "I don't think so - | have been
studying this for years."

"Then you've been sloppy. Do you have more symbols | could see?"

With a sniff, Abu waved towards the city of Askenaten. "There are abundant wall carvings
there. Though how you expect to read them after seeing only this little scrap of parchment is
beyond me."

Kall did not see any reason to enlighten the man. But he did have an interest in this ancient
culture. 1t would have been nice to have the time to study it at leisure. It would have been nice
if Lily were safe by his side. The Moulay would see that she was or he would not live to
appreciate this discovery of his.

They entered the boundaries of the city. Workings hauling rock and sand in wheelbarrows and
sacks moved aside for the mounted men. Schneider reined his horse next to Kall-Su, his eyes
bright above the swath of material he had tucked into his turban.

"This might be interesting after all." He surmised, looking up at a towering statue of a stone
queen, her arms crossed over her chest, her gaze looking out over the desert. The sand that
had hidden her all these years had also protected her features.

"Its name is Askenaten." Kall informed him. "Its rather amazing."

"Rather." Schneider shrugged, trying for nonchalance, but Kall saw past it to the excitement
underneath. "I saw the pyramids before Ansasla destroyed them - they were like this. Exuding
age."

"The pyramids?"

"Before your time. Before everybody's time. Too bad about them."

Through carefully laid out streets they worked their way to the center of the city, where the
lower level of a large, flat building remained. They dismounted and men ran to bring torches

as the Moulay gestured Kall-Su and Schneider and a reluctant Malice to follow him and his
honor guard into a narrow, low ceilinged passage. The darkness soon swallowed every bit of



daylight. Only the flickering flare of the flame illuminated the way. The path veered
downward steeply. Kall had to stoop a little, and Schneider had to walk considerably bent
over. They came to a great chamber that smelled of age and dust and stale air. The torch light
hardly reached the ceiling. Columns lined the sandstone walls.

"You wanted to see more hieroglyphics.” Abu whispered reverently behind Kall-Su's
shoulder. "Look at the walls."

He thrust a torch close to one wall and column upon column of picture language was revealed.

Kall took a breath, staring up into the shadows. He called a witchlight to better see and the
blue glow of the hovering sphere cast the wall into better relief. Abu muttered a protection
against evil at the appearance of the light.

"Read this section for me." Kall directed. The little man ran his finger down a line and
translated. Kall mouthed the words with him. Schneider got bored and wondered on, not
having the interests in language that Kall-Su did. Malice clutched the edge of his cloak,
casting wary glances into the shadows. The Moulay waited impatiently at another narrow
doorway. This one appeared to have been a hidden entrance, for the slab of stone that sat
beside it, was covered in the same flowing picture script that graced the walls around it.

Kall moved on slowly, picking out the meanings of script here and there along the walls. A
history mostly, he thought. Of the builders of this temple. Of the aristocracy that had
commissioned it. Through the hidden passage was a hall so narrow they had to walk single
file. Schneider cursed softly over the low ceiling, after hitting his head on a low jutting stone.
He summoned a witch light of his own then, casting the whole of the passage into stark relief.
Rough stone walls and floor. Not a passage meant for show, but for mere practicality. Perhaps
its builders had never meant for feet beyond theirs to travel it. At the end was a set of steep
stone stairs. The air was unpleasant, thick and old and viperous. The occasional sneeze
escaped as they stirred dust in the wake of their passage.

Another bending passage at the bottom, and then a crawlspace perhaps three feet high. Past
that - past that was a chamber most interesting. Tall slanted walls, covered with script. A vast
sunken floor, at the bottom of which might once have been a pool fed by a spring. Perhaps
once the whole thing had been filled with water, but time had dried up the spring and now
only a small fetid puddle of dark water lay at the bottom. Three walls slanted inward to form
an apex at the roof of the chamber, the forth slanted outwards and this one was masked in a
massive plaque of what might have been gold. There were wall scones about the chamber and
the Moulay's men went around lighting them.

Kall-Su ran his fingertips along the wall, across carved picture script so dust encrusted that it
was almost indecipherable from the flat surface of the stone. Schneider was more interested in
the dully gleaming panel at the end of the chamber. The Moulay stood before it, speaking of
the day they'd found this hidden chamber. Of all the things they had tried to break the rune
seal. Kall felt Schneider test it. Felt the outflowing of familiar power that felt along the old,
old edges of the seal. It did not respond like any magic he knew. It was not innate, it was
merely - placid. It did not so much repel Schneider's mystical inquiry as absorb it. It took the
magic in and it was no more. It made Kall-Su uneasy. He stood with his hand on the wall,
staring at the golden facade - the gateway that held something at rest beyond it. It occurred to
him that the djinni was probably right. Such a thing had been imprisoned for a reason.



Ansasla had been imprisoned for a reason and it was the greed and the gullibility of men that
released it a second time.

"Neither man nor demon can release the seal.” The Moulay quoted, then gestured at Malice.
"She is neither. Neither force nor violence can break the rune. This rare creature - this being
created for pleasure and for pleasure only, utilized neither force nor violence.”

"Master, don't make me do this thing. It is wrong." She clung to Schneider's sleeve. His eyes
were glued to the rune plaque. If he even heard her plea, Kall-Su would have been surprised.

"Do it." Schneider said absently and unhooked her fingers, giving her a shove towards the
plaque.”

She turned large eyes back to him. Frightened eyes. "But - | don't know how."
"You do, lying creature.” The Moulay hissed. "It is a rune seal. Break it."

She pouted, shivering, then hesitantly turned to face the golden wall. Her body dissolved into
smoke and slowly the colored gas seeped into the etched lines of the rune seal.

Nothing happened. Minutes passed and the stillness of the tomb became overwhelming. Kall-
Su glanced back to the wall his fingers still touched. He absently brushed the dust from the
carvings. Words came to him sporadically. He waved Abu over and the little man reluctantly
turned his attention from the goings on at the rune seal to approach.

"What does this say?"

Abu's eyes scanned the writing. His lips moved silently, then he said. "It tells of the disciples
of the gods banding together to create a - a conjuration of - tranquillity? Peace? It is hard to
tell. And into this conjuration they lured the minions of the darkness."

"The minions of darkness? What's behind the seal. The spell. The disciples of the gods? Or
these minions of darkness? What are we releasing, little traitor?"

Abu shrugged nervously. Kall looked up the wall and found a familiar line of hieroglyphics.
The naming of the city. Only this one had the half obscured symbol inscribed clearly.

"What is the word for that symbol?"

"Black." Abu whispered after a moment. "The city of the Black March. You were right."
"The Black March?" Kall mouthed the words silently, a cold, cold unease gripping him. The
words of a faceless old gypsy crone on a warm southern beach during a minstrel's fair. What
had she said? What fortune had she told him- that he had disregarded as the ramblings of a
fraud? All the trials before will be as nothing. When the Black March comes so will come a
new era. There is no ice in the desert, so protect the storm.

He took a breath in panic, whirled towards the gathering at the golden rune seal and cried out.

"DS! Don't let her do it."



Schneider glanced back at him, brow arched in curiosity. He opened his mouth to ask why -
and a ripple of heat rushed out from the rune seal. The walls shook and dust fell from the
ceiling. The coolness of the underground tomb was suddenly stifling. Obscenely hot. The
rippling waves of torridity were laced with palpable power. The gold began to steam. It ran in
rivulets down the surface of the slanted wall. Bits of rock began to crumble from the wall.
Men cried out in fear.

"I think - I think 1 will wait outside.” Abu stammered, backing away a few steps before he
turned and fled, diving into the crawlway that led to this room. Kall wanted out as well. But
not without Schneider. He darted forward, catching Schneider's arm, jerking him back a step
in his fervent desire to be heeded.

"We have to go. We have to go now."

"Are you insane? | want to see what's behind there.” He pulled his arm from Kall-Su's fingers,
an amused smile on his lips. A chunk of rock the size of a cow hit the floor behind them with
a thud. The Moulay's guards cowered back, clearing wanting to abandon this place, but their
lord stood rooted to the spot, as intent on seeing what emerged as Schneider.

There was a grating sound, a deep groaning of rock sliding against rock, then the melted
remains of the rune seal surged outward, as if blown by an explosion and it seemed as if half
the bedrock behind them came with it. Schneider got his shield up a breath before Kall-Su
did. They were buffeted backwards anyway. The Moulay, inadvertently protected by their
magic was blown into his men. They took the dazed old man and fled with him, even as the
tomb crumbled around them. Schneider fought his way forward, debris bouncing off his
shield and stepped into the face of - swirling, incomprehensible darkness. Raging hatred and
anger that swept him backwards and into Kall-Su, who barely managed to keep to his own
feet after the impact.

Whatever had been released was not happy about the end of its incarceration. Or perhaps it
was still brooding over the fact that it had been imprisoned at all.

"Please, DS - - -" Kall clutched at his arm, urging him backwards.

The ceiling collapsed. A thousand tons of rock showered downwards. Kall cried out, releasing
Schneider and throwing his hands upwards protectively, calling every iota of power he had to
strengthen shields. The weight hit and it was like being hit in the chest with a sledge hammer.
He gasped, dropping to his knees, nothing but weight and darkness three feet over his head
where his shield stopped.

"Shit." Schneider complained. He was still standing. He was not pouring power into his own
shields. "Hold that for a second, will you?" he asked and suddenly all of his shielding was
gone and Kall was holding up the whole thing.

"What - are you - doing?"

"Trying to track - whatever that was. Its on its way up."

"Fine. Get us out.” He gasped, clenching his fists to his chest.



The words of a spell crossed Schneider's lips in a whisper. A sudden surge of summoned
power. A sudden flare of blinding light. Kall-Su shut his eyes.

Blinded and deafened by the ripping destruction of earth and stone and sand. Schneider
hooked an arm about him and jerked him up. Fast. Shooting up in the wake of the explosion,
before the debris could settle back down the fill the ragged hole.

Then they were in the sky over the city and he pushed himself out of Schneider's grasp,
hovering under his own power. It took a moment for his vision to clear. When it did, he
gaped. The sand around the excavated city was swirling like a storm mad whirlpool, circling
ever inward, pulling in buildings and monuments and icons alike. The small figures of men
fought against the sands, fleeing outward, but most were pulled in like so much desert
flotsam. The sand raged though the air as well, and the only thing protecting them, he realized
after a moment, was Schneider's shielding.

"I think it ate my djinni." Schneider said, when there was nothing but a churning sea of sand
beneath them. Kall-Su blinked at him.

"I want to leave." Kall said quietly.
"No. Look."

The sand swelled, as if something surged beneath its surface. Then with an explosion of rock
and sand something emerged. It rose out of the sand, shaking of debris and dust. Small from
this height. A rider on a horse. It might have been one of the Moulay's riders, somehow
managing to dig himself free of the sand. Only the rider was armored and not robed, and the
horse he rode was a monstrous black steed. And then a second black rider and horse surged up
out of the sand. And a third. And another and another. And there were twenty or thirty of
them at last. Silent line of mounted warriors that sat supernaturally calm mounts. When the
last emerged from the earth the others cried out a war song or a salute or a greeting - and

lifted their swords in tribute before him.

"What the hell is that all about?" Schneider complained, clearly disappointed in the results of
the affair.

"Its the Black March." Kall said quietly.
"How do you know?"

"It was written on the walls. It was told me by - by a fortune teller months ago.” And I didn't
believe her.

Thirteen

Kall-Su was upset. Kall-Su was babbling about prophesy and ill omens. He was hard to
ignore, hovering close enough to feel his unease. He made it damned hard to concentrate on
what was occurring in the sands below. The storm had died down. A new dune had been
added to the landscape, sucked in by the tremendous winds- the tremendous force that had
exploded from the underground crypt beneath a long buried city. A city buried again, and
likely to stay that way for a good long time by the look of it.



"We should go while we can." Kall made so bold as to tug at his sleeve. Annoyed Schneider
whipped around to glare at him.

"Will you shut up? We're not going anywhere."

Kall blinked at him, great blue eyes disturbed, fair hair speckled with sand and dust. He'd lost
his turban somewhere in the cave in. Schneider's was unraveling around his shoulders. He
yanked the end of the cloth, ripping it from his head, letting it flutter aimlessly towards the
earth.

He followed its path downwards, and his eye was pulled towards movement across the sands.
Small dark figures making their way towards the stationary riders that had come up from the
earth. Survivors of the devastation. He wondered if the Moulay were among them. He
wondered if this was what the old man had expected. If it was, he had lied to Schneider about
the nature of this entombed power. How much of anything they had been told was truth? He
certainly had no intention of letting the old man get away with playing him for a fool. He had
no intention of not finding out what it was that he had helped release.

He began a downward decent. Almost, he expected Kall-Su to protest, but there was nothing.
He touched ground, his boots sinking into loose sand and Kall touched down behind him,
silent and wary. The desert men approaching the still riders were indeed the surviving guard
of the Moulay. The old man was among them supported between two of his men. He barely
looked at Schneider in passing. His rheumy eyes fixed upon the riders.

Warriors, surely. Armed and armored. Black. Everything from the leather and metal of their
padding, to the links of chainmail that peeked out beneath cuirass and shoulder pad. Their
faces were obscured by helms. Ornate helms formed in the shapes of animals both mythical
and real. The only color to the lot of them were the faintly glowing eyes of the horses.
Demonic, red eyes that held within their depths a preternatural intelligence.

The riders made no move as the Moulay and his followers approached. The old man fell to his
knees in the sand, crying out words of worship and devotion. Of great joy at finally releasing
them from their eternal sleep.

Schneider trailed behind him, lingering at the edges of the his men, studying the dark
warriors, sensing a great, dormant well-spring of power within them. A quiet power.
Controlled and harnessed, so that its depth was deceptive. It annoyed him that he could not
delve deeper, that he could not perceive what magics they controlled, what manner of
elemental alliances they practiced. What he was certain of, though, was that each and every
one of them exuded power, some more, some less than others. He knew which one was the
leader, for that one fairly burned with latent energy. That one out of the lot of them released
himself from unnatural stillness and urged his mount forward, to stand above the old Moulay.

His helm was the facade of a dragon, horned and long snouted, with metal teeth jutting
outwards at angles. He said nothing for a long while, the sound of the Moulay's wavering
voice the only sound to pierce the silence after the storm. Then slowly, with the sound of
creaking leather , he lifted an arm. The Moulay sputtered into silence, tears of reverence
streaming down his wrinkled cheeks.



A voice out of the crypt spoke. Eons of silence made it rusty and hoarse, but it reverberated
into a bodies bones with the pure force of persona behind it.

"How long?"

The old man cringed back, clutching his hands to his breast. His men cowered, lowering faces
to the sand. Schneider took a breath, feeling the power of it himself and not liking it.

"Five - five thousand years since you last walked the earth, my lord Ramalah."

The dragon helm continued to stare. A few of the black riders behind it, stirred, uneasy at the
suggestion of such a long sleep. "My ancestors have labored to release you for a hundred
generations - we have been loyal -"

The hand went up again, commanding silence. With a creak of leather and armor the leg
swung over the saddle, and a heavy body touched earth. Stood in the sand and stared out over
the horizon. Dusk was coming on. The sky was streaked red with its onset. The dragon
helmed warrior strode to the top of the dune, past the Moulay's cowering men, past Schneider
and Kall-Su and stood looking out over the desert.

"It has changed.” He said, his voice carrying. "The world has changed."

"Yes, my lord." The Moulay agreed. "Very much so. It will be my honor to guide you in its
new ways."

"Guide?" The helm turned slightly, canting to one side almost in curiosity.

"Wrong thing to say.” Schneider whispered, quite, quite interested in what the dragon helm
would do. He would have been most offended by the suggestion that anyone guide him in
anything.

"I need not the guidance of a decaying mortal."

He didn't even flick a finger. The Moulay was kneeling in the sand one moment, eyes fixed on
the lord of the black march, and the next his body turned to grains of glass. A billion grains of
sand that held his shape for one moment in time before falling to the ground, filling the
indention's left by his knees, blending perfectly with the surrounding sand.

Schneider blinked, patently impressed. It was not a spell he knew. He could melt a body
where it stood, but the changing of its basic composition was something else entirely.

The Moulay's men whispered prayers, burying they faces in the sand in abject supplication.
The creature summoned out of the buried tomb walked past them, as unconcerned for their
existence as he might be for a grain of sand under his boots. He paused in his step, the
intricate, demonic face of the helm swinging around in the direction of Schneider and Kall-
Su, who stood beyond the kneeling desert men. Neither one of them, regardless of grudging
appreciation for the nature of the creature's spells, were inclined to prostrate themselves in the
sand. It rather made them stand out amidst all the cowering robed forms.



He moved towards them, a palpable fascination pricked. Schneider could feel the curiosity,
the none too subtle probe of interest that washed over him. He repelled it, like he might shake
water off an all weather cloak. What the creature, this lord of the Black March thought of his
denial of his inquiry, was hidden in the shadow of the helm.

He stopped perhaps five feet from Schneider, and the dragon facade stared pointedly at him.
Schneider tilted his head, returning the study. Sending out probes of his own to gauge the type
and amount of power that lay within this thing they had released from the sands. His efforts
were shuffled aside with as much ease as he'd deflected those used upon himself. He took a
breath of annoyance and the master of the Black March spoke.

"What are you?"

"What are you?" Schneider crossed his arms under the fluttering length of his cloak, lifting a
black brow caustically.

No answer. The dragon helm shifted through the sand, displacing a great deal of it, as if his
weight were considerably more than the physical shape suggested. His regard turned on Kall-
Su, which Kall-Su did not like at all. Kall-Su radiated dislike and hostility where Kall-Su was
usually unreadable in the direst of situations.

"Pale.” The words echoed out of the dragon helm. "Like the sun and the moon."

Schneider sniffed. Talking about their hair again. As if a little variety in this godsforsaken
place were the most unspeakable, unimaginable miracle.

"Yeah, and what do you look like under that helm? A thousand year old, dried up corpse,
straight from the grave?" it was a taunt from phrasing to tone, because he was tired of this
stagnation and wished to evict a little response. He wanted to see what else this creature could
do.

No recoil of indignity. No snarl of anger. It turned back to him, drifted close enough to smell
the faint staleness of old air and cloying herbs, but nothing of rotting flesh or death. It smelled
suspiciously of life and boiling energies.

"You are not a child of the desert. You do not belong here."

"I belong wherever | wish to belong.” Schneider's lips twisted up into a arrogant grin. "You're
the one who was trapped in that tomb all this time. Careless of you, wasn't it. And it took the
efforts of that old man you turned to sand to free you. Why'd he bother? What could you have
done for him?"

"You -" the gauntleted hand rose as if to touch a fluttering strand of Schneider's hair. "-Have
the tongue of a braying ass."

The fingers closed over a stray lock and Schneider snarled, slapping the offending hand away.
He felt the whole of the company beyond swell with power. He felt the dragon helm - the
master of the Black March - Ramalah, as the old Moulay had called him, ignite with sudden,
black indignation.



Schneider did not bother with mouthing the words or summoning an elemental to fuel the
strike. He hadn't the time. He pulled straight from his own powerful reserves, performing the
duel tasks of creating a shield and launching an offensive strike in the moments between one
breath and the next.

Something hit him, like a fist in the chest, even as searing bright lightening smote the earth in
front of him where Ramalah stood. The both of them took a step backwards. Wary and
suddenly gauging the before unknown abilities of the other. Both of them probably shocked -
at least Schneider was - that their individual assaults had as little effect as they'd had.

"You dare attack me?" Soft spoken words from the helm.
"That ought to be my line, you armor plated moron."

At which the sands rose up and tried to consume him and he cursed and created a blast that
radiated out in all directions around him and hoped in a side portion of his brain that Kall had
had the sense to put of shields before this. The sand blasted outwards and more filled its place,
much like the waves of the ocean when the damned brother of the sea had attacked him. Only
this wasn't the desert reacting to protect one of its own. This was powered solely and
completely by the creature standing before him. The creature that had not been moved an inch
by his last spell.

He was vaguely aware of the forces lurking behind Ramalah, the not unimpressive power of
the Black March, who were circling on their great dark horses like wolves around a still
dangerous prey. Something came out of nowhere, slipped past his magical awareness and
slammed full force into him. Shield's shattered, body broke. He screamed in more fury than
pain, although the pain was intense, and took to the air, hissing the words to the Forbidden
Spell as he went, not giving a damn about the hapless desert men down there, who had lent
their full will into reviving this thing.

He had a clouded awareness of Kall-Su, shielding, not far from him. Not healed enough for
this. Not in his element enough to combat this. Goddamned if Schneider wanted him as a
distraction.

"Get the fuck out, Kall!" All on one indrawn breath between lines of incantation. He didn't
have time for more. The last line. The power surged through the conduit that was his physical
body and the desert exploded in a white hot mushroom of destruction.

* * * %

Something came at Kall through a storm that consisted of sand and rock and winds so strong
he couldn't easily maintain his position, shield or no. A dark figure on a horse that brought
down a sword lancing with energy towards his shields. He snarled the words of a reflective
spell and the strike rebounded and smacked the wielded in the chest. Enough to knock him off
the horse, but not enough to take him out. Or the ones behind him. Strong wizards, all of
them. Not just for show, the minions of the Black March. Kall cried out the words of a
concessive energy spell and launched it at the storm obscured figure. That knocked it off its
feet and into the even fainter form approaching from beyond it.



Get the fuck out, Kall. Rang in his ears. Indignity that Schneider thought he couldn't hold his
own fought with the realistic fear that there was no holding their own, him or Schneider either
one, against the odds they faced. These were not hedge wizards. These were not even first
rate, but still insubstantial battle mages, who had worked for them during their various
campaigns back home. These were damned good, damned powerful - enigmas, who did not
use practical magic or known magic and who did not stay down when felled. And that did not
even begin to cover the master of the Black March. He wondered if they were dead. Walking
dead, who were immune to physical harm.

What had they raised? What had they raised, that prophesy said might change the world as
they knew it?

A Dblast that shook the earth, that changed the pattern of the storm and threatened to shatter his
shields. It slammed him from the air and into the sands and it had not even been directed at
him. He had no earthly idea if it had been Schneider's or Ramalah's. The power was flowing
so freely that it was all a haze of hissing static in his head.

Something reared over him, dark and sizzling with energy. He shot both hands out and flung a
ripping, hard edged swath of corrosive magic. There was the sound of an equine shriek. The
first sound he had heard any of those great, black beasts make, and a roar of pure, hatred,
agony, loss from the rider who was flung backwards with the charred carcass of the war-
horse.

The ground shook again and this time he recognized the scent of Schneider's magic.
Momentarily the storm itself was pushed back, all the winds and flying sand concussively
blown outwards. For a moment with the air clear of flying matter, he looked up and saw the
hovering shapes of Schneider and the Master of the Black March. Then the winds rushed back
in to fill the void and with them the dark, ominous shapes of the March, levitating skywards to
back their master.

There was a joining of powers. A melding that made the very air seethe with rancid vitality. A
union of forces. A concerted effort that lent everything the lesser members of the Black
March had to their master.

He might have been on a level with Schneider before - now one hardly ventured to guess what
awesome power he might wield.

The desert felt it though. The desert convulsed and shuddered with it. The earth exploded
outwards at the last expulsion of energy and it was all Kall could do to maintain a semblance
of a shield. A lot of the residue power got through. It hurt like hell. He shook it off, a little
dazed, a little disoriented and looked for the unique magical scent that was Schneider's - and
couldn't find it.

He panicked and forced it back by main will alone. Started to take himself into the air again
when he realized the lay of the world had changed. Walls rose up about him as far as the
storm allowed him to see. He stretched out his other senses and found himself at the bottom of
a mind boggelingly massive crater, dug out of earth and sand and bedrock by that last mighty
strike. The strike that might have taken Schneider out along with a great portion of the desert.



He stretched his senses further looking for that spark of familiarity that was Schneider, a
spark of magic and life that meant he hadn't been blasted straight back to hell.

And found it somewhere through the storm to the east. He thought it was east. His internal
sense of direction was groping desperately for equilibrium. But it was not alone. There were
more vital, darker points of power occupying much the same space. The Black March. A
dozen or more spots of intense energy and one that fairly radiated might.

And out of his desperate mental search he discovered something else. Something that had
been buried too deep beneath hundreds and hundreds of feet of sand and bone dry earth and
rock. Water. A great deal of water traveling so far beneath the surface that none of its precious
life giving strength could nourish the sands above. But the explosion that had created the
crater had removed much of that barrier.

Gods, it might very well lend him an advantage he had not had before, withering in the
waterless hell of the desert. Most of his spells were ice based and without even the source of
water in the air, he had no fuel to cast them. He had given up on the possibility of calling the
elementals that before had responded so readily - none of them would dare the desert and
even if they had, the arid heat would have made short work of them. But with a source of
water he could utilize his own repertoire of spells.

He headed towards the spark that was Schneider, reaching through the bedrock as he did,
calling up everything he had to breach that solid obstacle and feeling the stretch inside him -
in the mental circuitry that channeled magic - of scar tissue protesting. Almost healed. Almost
recovered from the mutilation left by the Prophet - but he hadn't truly tested the bounds of that
restoration. Had not expanded the muscle to the point that the scars were shed.

Little choice now but to make the effort. Not to would mean sure death. It burned, like a brand
inside his head. He ignored it. Furiously called upon the spell he wanted and forced it to seek
the fuel it needed. Demanded it draw to the surface that which it needed.

He passed by the first of the Black March, ignoring them, visibly blind to them from the furor
of the storm. Some of the lesser ones reached out for him and he avoided the testing strikes,
concentrating on his own spell. He felt that which was Schneider ahead. Listing. Exuding no
offensive magic, just the low hum of internal energy that always surrounded him - always
protected him to some subconscious degree.

There. Half buried in the sand, a glint of silver. And hovering above the seething cauldron of
power that was the master of the Black March. Kall-Su skidded to the earth next to Schneider,
extending his shields to take in that limp, bloody flesh. Wrapped his arms about Schneider's
upper body to drag him out of the sand. And Ramalah stared down dispassionately, the storm
parting to veer around him, as if the windblown debris was afraid to defile his person. The
gauntleted hand lifted and the beginnings of power radiated from it.

Kall-Su screamed forth his final demand of the spell he'd been creating and the earth heaved
under him. The sand coated bedrock split with a deafening shattering crack and jagged,
building sized spears of ice thrust into the air, defiling the heat and the desert storm with their
very presence. Razor sharp points impaled unsuspecting bodies. There was fear and shock at
this sudden apparition that sprang forth from the very earth itself. This cold death that the
desert had never known.



The earth beneath him split and Kall shot airwards, taking Schneider with him, a sheet of ice
severing his view of the master of the Black March.

It wouldn't last. The heat worked too diligently to destroy what he had created. It took more
effort and concentration than he had at the moment to maintain it. So he fled, diverting some
of his strength into covering their tracks, obliterating the mental and magical signature that
would lead their enemy to them.

In the distance something slammed against his working and the backlash hit him like a
hammer blow in the head. He let go the spell entirely, stunned from the power of that which
had tried to break it. Into the sand again, but this time the air was clear, the storm centered
around the crater and what had been the ancient city. He still clutched Schneider in his arms,
limp and bloody and breathing erratically. Kall shivered, tightening his hold, pressing his
cheek into blood and sand matted silver hair. Trying to calm his own breathing and to
reinforce the aura of invisibility that he had begun to weave around them.

When he thought it a solid, unbreechable thing, he let himself relax marginally, let his hold
loosen somewhat upon Schneider. Made himself settle back into the shifting support of sand
and look for what damage had been done to the other wizard. He regretted that healing was
the least of his arcane talents. He very badly wanted Schneider awake and aware. Even a
weak, battered Schneider was better than no Schneider at all. If he didn't bounce up and insist
on flying back into the face of adversity. Kall would not put such insanity beyond him. When
matters of ego came into play Dark Schneider was not always at his most rational.

There was a shifting in the sand behind him. He spun, letting Schneider fall out of his grasp, a
spell on the tip of his tongue. It was a tattered, stunned looking desert traveler. A mortal one
and a familiar one. The traitorous little guide, Abu, struggled through the sands, hardly aware
that he staggered towards them. Kall was frankly amazed that he had survived the destruction
of the city, much less the resulting war of magics.

"Allah - Allah -" the man was muttering under his breath, then his eyes drifted up from the
ground at his feet and happened upon Kall-Su and Schneider. Those dark, lined eyes widened
in shock.

"Blessed Allah, you live."
Kall glared at him. "No thanks to you and yours. You fool, do you know what you've raised?"

Slowly the little man shook his head. He wrung his hands furiously, to still the shaking. "Not
me. It was not my dream. | merely followed the directions of my master. | had no notion - no
idea what dwelled beyond those runes. | should have guessed -oh Allah, I should have
guessed - from what hints the inscription in Meshed gave. What have we loosed upon the
world?" he moaned and fell to his knees, pressing his face into the sands, as if such humility
would grant him absolution.

His whimpering irritated Kall-Su's already abused nerves. They were not far enough away
from the quickly dwindling storm. He needed to move, yet to sit in the sand with no more
draw upon his power than the shield was comfortable. Calling the winds to carry himself and
Schneider aloft seemed a wearisome chore.



"Meshed? Is that where you found the inscriptions telling how to raise these -things?"

Abu motioned assent without raising his face from the sand. Kall sniffed. "And did these oh
so informative inscriptions tell how the ancients put the Black March to rest in the first
place?" It was uttered as a sardonic derision, a vent for his frustration.

Abu lifted his brown head, his eyes suddenly glittering with expectancy. "Yes, my most
exulted djinn lord, they did."

Kall blinked at him, then shook his head. "1 don't care. Gods, | truly don't care. | just want
away from here. | want to find my woman."

"But great djinn, if there is a way to -"
"Its not my problem.™ Kall hissed, "If they consume the whole of this desert | care not."

"I care." Low, ominous voice from below him. He whirled and stared down into Schneider's
slowly blinking, blue eyes. Blood ran down from a cut on his scalp, creating a lacing pattern
of red across the bridge of his nose and down one sharp cheek.

"DS." Kall whispered. He didn't ask if he were all right. Even if he weren't, Schneider would
make himself whole in short order. It was his nature. You don't care.” He insisted still soft
spoken, putting all his powers of persuasion behind that insistence. "You don't care about any
of these people. You hardly care for the people back home."

With a grunt, Schneider pushed himself to a sitting position. He swayed and reached out a
hand to clutch at Kall's shoulder. Left the hand there, fingers biting hurtfully into Kall's flesh.

"I care about sending him back to hell." Just as whispery a voice. But his eyes blared
indignation and fury.

"Are you completely daft?" this time Kall's voice rose an octave. He shook his shoulder out
from under Schneider's grip and leaned forward to glare. "He beat you. You'd be dead now if
we hadn't run."”

"They. They did it. Not him alone. I almost had him, Goddamnit. Those fucking cheaters.
They lent him their power."

"And they can do it again. | can't pull you out again when they do. Do you understand?"

"How did he do it. Draw their power and use it for his own?" Schneider's look grew
contemplative, wondering at an ability he'd never contemplated before. Kall-Su felt a prying
touch at the edge of his mind. Schneider lurking around looking for a channel to siphon his
power from him. He reacted blindly, in panic, striking out physically when he hadn't the
energy left to strike out magically. The back of his hand caught Schneider across the face with
enough force to send him toppling back into the sands.

"Stay out.” He snarled. "I will have no other hand in my head ever again. Not you. Not
anyone."



He expected retaliation, but instead Schneider merely lay there, one hand going to the new
trickle of blood at the corner of his mouth, his eyes gone hazy and thoughtful. Calm. Too
calm for Kall-Su's peace of mind.

"You're right." He finally said. "I can't just go and take him head on while he has the Black
March behind him. This might require some thought.” He scowled at that, never much one for
tactical planning when it came right down to his power against an opposing force. There had
historically been damn few opposing forces that came close to giving him a challenge.

"I think I want to go to this place where these inscriptions are and see what they have to say."”
"Meshed is very far away, oh great djinn." Abu said helpfully. Far, far to the east of here."”
"How far?"

"Many, many weeks travel under the best of circumstances."

"Damn. And | don't even have my djinni."

At which utterance, the wind stirred a great deal of sand and they all put up hands to shield
their eyes, and then in a swirling gust of sand and colored smoke, the curvaceous figure of the
djinni in question appeared and flung herself directly into Schneider's arms, wailing and
crying as if she had personally brought about the end of the world. Which, considering, might
not be that far from the truth.

Chapter fourteen

Meshed. A city that melted into the desert, half consumed by immortally hungry sands.
Layered over time, one city over another, over another. Dug out in parts, so that the streets
were nothing more than deep ravines, buildings separated by thick layers of sand and dirt,
new atop old, atop old.

Malice had been there before. Forever ago. She remembered it as a different place. A colorful
place. She complained of the disrepair, but it was clear to tell, she was rattled. Still very much
alarmed over the astonishing power she had released. She clung to Schneider obsessively,
unusually quiet, unusually restrained in her flirting.

One had to appreciate the change, even if it was brought about by such a disquieting event.
Kall-Su walked ahead of Schneider and the Djinni, listening to the little guide, Abu talk about
this ancient city. He looked back occasionally to Schneider, who had spoken not at all since
the Djinni had transported them here. He had not fully healed, Kall thought. More than
physical wounds, from that battle of intense magics had been taken. Kall still felt drained
himself and he'd only been at the fringes of the main conflict. All the more reason to find out
what they could about the Black March.

The writings were in a place Abu called the Palace. An old place that had been built upon
many times. It did not house kings anymore, though it might once have. It was still a
relatively impressive structure, with thick stone pillars that disappeared into the sands, and a
conglomerate of architectural styles dominating its facade. There were guards before it, and



scrolled iron gates to pass. Some of the guards even held the faint trace of magic. Either
wizards themselves or possessed of runes or magical potents.

"They are Sahir." Abu confessed, as they loitered across the square from the impressive
facade of the Palace. "Mercenary magicians, who hire out for the greatest of rewards. But not,
| am sure, worthy to lick the sand from your boots, most worthy lords."

Kall lifted an eyebrow at him. Schneider snorted softly, leaning against the eroded statue of a
dog faced god.

"There are also wards against magic inside.” Abu said warily. "Old wards. Perhaps meant to
keep djinni or Sahir's from learning the secrets hidden within the depths."”

"But not to keep out a thief like you, hummm?" Schneider said.

Abu shuffled his feet. "I went under disguise. As a wealthy merchant. Otherwise they would
not have let me within the walls."

"Who lives there?" Kall asked.

Abu blinked at him. "Why no one - exactly. It is the most famous den of pleasure in all the
desert. The most exclusive. Only the wealthy and most powerful are allowed to sample its
treasures."”

"Its a whore house?" Schneider laughed.

"Why yes, built on the ruins of a great palace. Hence the name."

"All right. So Malice gives us all princely clothes and lots of gold and we go and see these
damned writings."

"Ah, but it is not so easy. The writings are on the lowest level and patrons are not allowed
beyond the first two."

"So what? Who's gonna stop us?"

"There are wards against magics, my lord. And guards who do not need magic to stop a man."
Kall exchanged glances with Schneider, the both of them silently acknowledging that at this
precise moment, a strong ward might be more than either of them could deal with. Schneider
wasn't happy about the admittance. Schneider ground his teeth and glowered.

"How did you get down there, then?" he snapped.

"I - uh - once did practice the art of burglary, my lord. For a short while. And they know my
face now. They would kill me on sight. But all is not lost. The whores can pass that way.
Their quarters are on the lower level. This most beautiful lady can simply slip into the Palace

and make her way below -"

"I can't read." Malice said, sounding bored.



Abu's face fell. Kall sighed in disgust, and restrained the urge to kick futility at the dust.
"So," Schneider said idly. "Are there boy whores?"

"Faajir's? Of course, what pleasure den would be complete without them?"

"No." Kall-Su said flatly, glaring. "Absolutely not."

Schneider shrugged. "lIts a viable notion. You do read the language.”

"You do it then."

"I don't read yet. And no one's mistaken me for a catamite yet. Half the people in this
miserable place think that you're mine."

Kall sputtered indignantly. Blushed totally against his will and almost did summon a spell to
blast Malice with when she laughed at him.

"Oh, my lord, you would make a most believable faajir." Abu beamed at him. Kall turned his
glare on him and the little man withered, stepping back a pace. "l mean - | meant - you would
hardly be suspected - no one would look at you twice - not that you are not worthy of a
second look - but -"

"Okay, okay." Schneider said. "Malice, shut up. Kall, live with it."

"No." There were certain things pride would not allow. He would as soon blast the place to
hell and back, as stoop to playing such a charade. He said as much to Schneider. Schneider
lifted a black brow at him doubtfully, draped an arm about his shoulder and walked him away
from the other two.

"I will not." Kall-Su hissed under his breath before the other wizard could speak.

"I'm tired, Kall. I'm not up to taking down wards I can feel from all the way out here. Not to
mention the echoes of such magic might draw things I'm not ready to deal with yet."

Kall-Su shook the arm off, glaring. Since when had Schneider ever admitted to weakness.
Never, unless it suited him to do so. Unless he was trying to gain something from it.

"Its demeaning."”

"Who says? | love whores."

He hissed wordlessly and stalked away.

Kall-Su was ridiculously stubborn about some things. Where he had gotten some of his
prudish values, Schneider would never know. He certainly had not picked them up from him.

But of course, no one won arguments with Schneider - well no one except Yoko. And
eventually reason and Schneider superior stubbornness won out.



They sat down the street in a grubby sidewalk cafe, drinking luke warm wine and eating
sticky sweet pastries topped with chopped nuts, while the little native, Abu went skulking
about, for the most innocuous method of entry.

Schneider's head hurt. His physical state had been repaired, but the reservoir that he pulled
power from, was severely depleted. It was slow to refill, as it generally was when he over did
it. A good long sleep would replenish it faster, but there was neither the time nor the place for
it. Damn the dark skinned demon anyway, for exceeding all Schneider's expectations in just
how powerful a force he was. And that metaconcert of combined magics - that was an
annoying little ploy, Enough to slap him down and hard. He hadn't taken such a hitin - in a
very long time. It pissed him off. Running from battles galled him to the core. Getting himself
killed galled more. Admitting that it was a distinct possibility was salt on the wound.

He shut his eyes, listening distantly to Malice babble about her own experiences within the
scented halls of pleasure houses. He opened himself to the natural flow of energies, willing
them to flow into him. There was a distant darkness at the edge of his awareness. A distant,
harnessed force of nature that held distinct familiarity.

The Black March. On the move and quickly. One might almost think that it was headed this
way, but it was hard to tell. It might merely be the ebb and swell of power.

"DS?" Kall leaned close, speaking softly, a touch of concern in his tone.
"I can feel them. Closer than they were, | think." He said it without opening his eyes.
Kall pulled back, startled. "Coming here?"

"Perhaps. Maybe this place has meaning to them. It predates them, if what Abu says is
correct. Perhaps the thing we seek, they seek as well."

Silence from Kall. Silence from Malice, who did not relish the thought of encountering the
Black March ever again. "Master, can you not defeat them?"

He cracked an eye to look at her. Pretty thing. Useless since she had no skill at battle. "Not at
the moment."

* kx *x k* %

It was embarrassing and infuriating and one mused, quite possibly a necessary thing if they
wished to leave this detestable desert alive. He felt the wards the moment he stepped into the
cool, stone environs of the palace. Old and powerful and though he might have dismantled
them, it would have taken time and energy. He had little enough of either to spare.

He would endeavor to forget this as thoroughly as possible, when it was over and done with.
To forget the smirk on the djinni face, and the whispered suggestions of Abu on how one
should act to be taken as an authentic faajir.

"Anyone that touches me will die." He snarled at one point.



"Of course." Schneider said blithely, a small smile on his face. "Do it subtly, thought, will
you? And wait till after you've found the writings."

Kall glared. And glared more when Abu said. "You can't wear that.”

"Ooohh, I can help." Malice chirped maliciously, at which point he gathered energy to blast
her to bits - if such a thing were possible and Schneider stepped between them and shook a
warning finger in his face.

"Be nice."

But it was damned disconcerting to have the clothes on one's back melt into something
different altogether. Different weight, different fabric and less of it. Schneider lifted a brow at
him, eyes drifting with casual interest.

"That's good. That's good." Abu was hopping impatiently. "Let's go." He dared to lay hands
on Kall-Su's arm. A tiny transfer of magic and the little man yelped, jerking his hand away,
shaking out frost bitten fingers.

Into the place through the back, by a service entrance, where merchants brought their wares
and carts of produce rolled past scurrying scullery boys, and red faced, turbaned servants.
Right through the gates and there was protection of the warded kind. If Kall had even
attempted a spell of diversion or illusion, they would have triggered. Abu had better ways. He
slipped a man a handful of gold, and the man turned his attention elsewhere when Kall walked
through the gates.

How incredibly demeaning to walk in among the churls and the servants, with a hooded cloak
hiding his pale hair and skin. He forced himself not to dwell on it, brought to mind the path
Abu had traced for him to take. Lowest level. There were multiple ways down. He pulled the
cloak tighter and slipped through the halls. The servants inside were of a finer class than those
that worked in the kitchen courtyard. Pretty young things that floated about the place, bearing
trays or linen, among other things, dressed in silk and gauze and made up like the harlots they
probably were.

His eyes hardened in distaste, in disgust at being cornered in playing this charade. A charade
which would hardly have been necessary if Schneider ever listened to anyone besides the
malicious voice inside him that urged him to do exactly as he pleased, when he pleased
regardless of warnings or pleas. One imagined he regretted it now, doubtless sporting a
massive magical hangover. Kall had one himself, though not so incapacitating as the one he
suspected Schneider was experiencing.

There was a low murmur of music and conversation up ahead. The hallway he traveled and
many more like it fed into a great assembly room of sorts. It might have once been the main
hall or throne room chamber of this place when it had in truth been a palace. Walls had been
knocked out to create more space, and veils draped from the ceiling, from columns, from
statuary, created a labyrinth of half concealed niches, from which the various smells of exotic
foods, perfumes, incense or the smoke inhaled drugs these people were so fond of, emanated.
There were dancers undulating in a cleared central space, and musicians lounging on pillows,
playing their instruments.



It was languid and carnal, and reminded him vaguely, though of a foreign flavor of places
Schneider had frequented years past, during his quest to conquer the world. Schneider would
have liked this place. He had an attraction for decadence. Kall-Su did not.

"Do you have a token, master?" A girl sashshayed up to him, all curves and dark skin, and
strategically placed veils. The clientele, according to Abu, purchased a token that let the staff
know what level of service he had purchased.

He sighed and draped the cloak over his arm, revealing that he was not dressed as a wealthy
client, but rather more on the line of the servants of this den of debauchery.

"No token." He said softly and the girl lifted a brow, then nodded, understanding.

"I haven't seen you before. | would recall.” She smiled at him. He was looking over her head,
scanning the hall for the main stairwell down.

"No." He murmured in agreement. "Where is the way to the lower levels?"

She lifted a braceleted arm and pointed. "There. You are a foreigner? When were you
bought?"

He ignored her curious questions, swept past her the way she had indicated, stepping around
scattered pillows and scattered couples and groups openly engaging in acts better done in
privacy. He saw the stairway. Two guards stood at either side of it. He passed without even
looking at them, and other than the movement of their eyes as he walked past, they did not
make a motion to stop him.

* * k% k%

Schneider drummed his nails impatiently on the much scarred wood of the table top. They had
retreated inside the tavern, where it was marginally cooler. Abu loitered near the bar,
uncomfortable in Schneider's presence. Malice, entirely comfortable, pressed against his side,
having the sense to know when silence was required of her and keeping her mouth shut. Her
prattle had begun to annoy him. Yoko never prattled stupidly. Arshes didn't. One missed a
sensible woman. It was a surprising thing to realize, that a woman with a brain and an opinion
worth listening to was a thing to be desired.

How long since Kall had been gone? The heat and the impatience made time seem to drag.
Probably not that long. Probably no reason to become irritated with the wait. He was irritated
anyway. His temples pounded. His muscles ached with a bone deep throb that no amount of
healing magic could evaporate. His pride was sorely wounded. He did not appreciate forced
retreat or the humiliating taste of blood and sand in his mouth. He refused to dwell on the fact
that if Kall-Su had not been at hand, he would have been dead. Again.

"Master?" Malice soft voice reached past his thoughts. "Are you sure you are well? You look
pained. Is there nothing I can do?"

Her soft breast pressed up against his arm and the jasmine scent of her hair was quite enough.
He shook his head once. "No."



Time would do it. If he had time. Ramlah was getting closer. He wondered if the djinni could
sense the Black March as acutely as he could. She had released them after all.

"Do you feel them coming?" he asked.
She blinked up at him, owl eyed and startled at the question. "Are they coming?"
Obviously her senses were not as sharp as his. He sighed and nodded. "Yes."

"Here? Do they follow us?" she straightened, looking about the tavern as if she expected
Ramlah to walk in and order a drink.

"I don't know." It was an inadvertently poignant question. Did Ramlah and his Black March
sense Schneider as clearly as he sensed them, or did this place that held the history of their
imprisonment have as much, if not more meaning for them, that it did for Schneider?

"Abu. Come here.” Schneider snapped at the little man. The guide scuttled over nervously.
"Yes, oh great one? How may | serve?"

"Is there a reason he'd have for coming here?"

"Here? They're coming here?" Abu's eyes followed much the same route that Malice's had.
Schneider hissed and snagged the front of the little man's robes, yanking him forward.

"Why would they give a damn what was here?"
"There are many things in the depths of the palace."” Abu stammered. "Many histories."
"Which one's would interest Ramlah?"

"I don't know. So much of those writings were overlooked, having no bearing on the location
of the tomb of the Black March."

"He knows where he was buried. He probably knows how it was done and he sure as hell
doesn't give a damn about how he was released - so what else?"

"Well - well there was the part about his wife."
"He had a wife?" Malice asked.

"I believe it was she that led him into the trap that imprisoned him." Abu stammered.
"Perhaps he might be interested in discovering where the spirit of the traitoress lies."

Schneider let Abu go, sat back thoughtfully and mused. "I would be. | hope Kall reads that
part."

And then, rather unexpectedly a lash of power laced premonition hit him. He blinked, a vision
of howling wind whipping up the sands of the desert, of a center of darkness within the storm.
Of riders crossing the distance at a rate no mortal steed could reach. Of that arcane storm



descending upon this very city, of people scattering at the outskirts of town, cowering as
riders emerged that this world had not seen in millennia.

"Shit!" he surged to his feet, chasing the vision away, forcing the tingling feel of foreign
awareness away. "They're fucking here." He snarled. And he was in no wise prepared to meet
them.

* *x *k * %

Abu, if nothing else gave precise and reliable directions. And he was right about the runes
being stronger the deeper one got into the bowels of the palace. The upper levels were
newborn compared to the ones that reached under the first layer of the earth's bedrock. Very
old, very potent, very much imbued with the power of the earth's own magic to power the
runes that were carved into the stone of the walls. Kall would have liked to linger and study
the construction of those runes. Foreign things and unusual in their making. They perked his
interest as nothing so far in this land had. Any strange magic held an fascination for him.

There was only storage below a certain point. The living quarters were a level above him, and
now the halls and the small rooms off them were filled with a mountainous assortment of
goods. There was no one down here save for rats and spiders and other unsavory denizens of
the dark. He had been forced to appropriate an oil lantern, not even able to call the small
magic of a witch light because of the runes.

The passages became narrow and claustrophobic, low ceilinged and crumbling. Built for a
smaller people that existed eons ago. He found the beginnings of wall script and upon brief
inspection found it to concern more the building of this place than the reason for its being.
There was a hall dedicated to the kings that had maintained this temple. And one concerning
the many and varied gods of this land. And there ahead a landmark that Abu had told him of.
A shattered statue of a animal helmed man of titanic proportions. Beyond that was a hall made
of obsidian, bare of everything save the walls that were covered from ceiling to floor in small,
even hieroglyphics. It was like a library unto itself and more than he migh